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Prologue

FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD VIKTORIJA LUKAS RACED  b e t w e e n t he  c i rc u s  t e nt s , he r t hro at  and                           
l u ng s  b u rni ng  as  s he  g as p e d  f o r b re at h.  o u g h i t  w as  w e l l  p as t  t w o  i n t he                                                      
mo rni ng , many  o f  t he  p e rf o rme rs  w e re  o u t s i d e  t al ki ng , d ri nki ng , and  l au g hi ng                                              
rau c o u s l y  aro u nd  b l az i ng  fi re  p i t s , c e l e b rat i ng  t he i r  l as t  ni g ht  i n a  p ro s p e ro u s                                                          
t o w n.  

 e  c l o s e r V i ka  d re w  t o  he r d e s t i nat i o n, t he  mo re  t he  s c e nt  o f  ani mal                                                
p e rme at e d  he r e ve r y  i nhal at i o n. It  w as  a  s c e nt  s he ’d  c o me  t o  ad o re . A  s c e nt  he r                                                      
f at he r w ant e d  t o  f o re ve r t ake  aw ay  f ro m he r.                          

He  p l anne d  t o  s e l l  he r b ab i e s — i n p i e c e s .                              
R i g ht y, t he  g o ri l l a  w i t h a  p e nc hant  f o r s t e al i ng  ne c kl ac e s  and  b rac e l e t s .                                                   

A ng i e , t he  ho rs e  t o o  s hy  t o  l o o k any o ne  b u t  V i ka  i n t he  e y e . G ab b i e , t he                                                     
p ranc i ng  c ame l . G u s , t he  z e b ra  w ho  o f t e n hi d  b e hi nd  o b je c t s  t o o  s mal l  t o  c o ve r                                                         
hi m. D o b i , t he  o ve rl y  e x c i t e d  t i g e r s he  had  c au g ht  p e e i ng  i n al l  ki nd s  o f                                                     
i nap p ro p ri at e  p l ac e s . B arne y, t he  f o o d - p o ac hi ng  l l ama, w ho  w as , ne e d l e s s  t o                                                 
s ay, o b e s e . Sammi e , t he  o b s e s s i ve - c o mp u l s i ve  o s t ri c h                                       no w  mi s s i ng  s e ve ral           
p at c he s  o f  f e at he rs . M i ni , t he  s w e e t l y  s e ns i t i ve  e l e p hant  w ho  c ri e d  at  t he                                                      
s l i g ht e s t  rai s e  i n V i ka ’ s  vo i c e .  Z o e y ,  t he  s u g ar- ad d i c t e d  b e ar.                                                 

A nd  t he n t he re  w as  One  D ay ,  t he  b rave  l i o n V i ka l o ve d  ab o ve  al l  o t he rs .                                               
“  o s e  mang y  c re at u re s  c o s t  t o o  mu c h mo ne y  t o  ke e p, ” he r f at he r had                                            

g r u mb l e d  o nl y  t hi s  mo rni ng . To  hi m, t hat  w as  a  g o o d  e no u g h re as o n t o  ki l l                                                  
t he m, b u t  s he ’d  c ri e d  and  b e g g e d , w i l l i ng  t o  s ay  any t hi ng  t o  s ave  t he m, and  s o                                                      
t he  l i t any  had  c o nt i nu e d . “  e y  t ake  u p  t o o  mu c h s p ac e .  e y ’re  t o o  o l d , t o o                                                       
f e e b l e , and  t he y  no  l o ng e r c au s e  p e o p l e  t o  g ap e  w i t h aw e  and  w o nd e r.  e y  fi l l                                                          
p e o p l e  w i t h p i t y  and  d i s g u s t . ”                         

He r f at he r had n’t  c are d  t hat  e ac h ani mal  w as  b e au t i f u l  t o  V i ka, f au l t s  and  al l .                                                 
He  had n’t  c are d  t hat  One  D ay  and  t he  o t he rs  w e re  he r o nl y  f ri e nd s , t he  o nl y                                               
s o l ac e  s he ’d  f o u nd  s i nc e  he r mo t he r’s  d e at h and  t he  l o s s  o f  he r c hi l d ho o d                                                   
p l ay mat e s  t w o  y e ars  ag o. Je c i s  Lu kas  o w ne d  Ci rq u e  d e  M o ns t re s , and  he  c are d                                                  
o nl y  ab o u t  p ro f i t .             

A nd  p ro fi t  no w  d e mand e d  he  make  ro o m f o r a  ne w  me nag e ri e — o ne  t hat  w o u l d                                               
s h o w c a s e           p e op le    .  Ot he r w o rl d e rs , t o  b e  e x ac t , mal e s  and  f e mal e s  f ro m d i ffe re nt                                        
p l ane t s , w ho s e  f ami l i e s  had  c o me  t o  e art h al mo s t  a  hu nd re d  y e ars  ag o  t o  e njo y                                                     
p ro t e c t e d ,  p e ac e f u l  l i ve s .                     

Sad l y, t he re  had  b e e n no t hi ng  p ro t e c t e d  o r p e ac e f u l  ab o u t  t he i r  e art hl y                                                 
“ w e l c o me . ” Wo rl d w i d e  w ar had  b ro ke n o u t , ne arl y  d e s t ro y i ng                                            th i s    p l ane t . A nd      
e ve n t ho u g h a  t r u c e  had  b e e n re ac he d  e ve nt u al l y, a l l o w i ng  o t he r w o rl d e rs  t o  l i ve                                                         
al o ng s i d e  hu mans , t he  i nnu me rab l e  rac e s  w e re  s t i l l  an o d d i t y. S o me  w e re  s t rang e                                                    
c o l o rs , s o me  ab no rmal l y  s hap e d . S o me  had  p o w e rs  b e y o nd  i mag i ni ng . Hu mans                                             
w ould   p ay  t o  vi e w  and  s c o ff at  t he m, e s p e c i al l y  i n t he  d ark, s e e d y  re c e s s e s  o f  a                                                       
p l ac e  l i ke  t hi s .           



“ A ny t hi ng  g o e s  i f  t he  p ri c e  i s  ri g ht , ”  Je c i s  l i ke d  t o  s ay .                                              
W hat  had  hap p e ne d  t o  t he  man he  u s e d  t o  b e ?   e  o ne  w ho  had  c arri e d  he r o n                                                 

hi s  s ho u l d e rs  and  t i c kl e d  he r f e e t ?  Wai t . S he  al re ad y  kne w  t he  ans w e r. G re e d  had                                                     
ki l l e d  hi m.      

K i l l e d — l i ke  he r b ab i e s  w o u l d  b e  i f  s he  f ai l e d  t o  f re e  t he m.                                                
B y  t he  t i me  V i ka re ac he d  t he  c ag e s , he r b l o o d  fl o w e d  w hi t e - ho t  i n he r ve i ns . A                                                       

fi ne  s he e n o f  p e rs p i rat i o n g l o s s e d  o ve r he r s ki n, and  t re mo rs  ro c ke d  d o w n he r                                                   
s p i ne ,  vi b rat i ng  i nt o  he r arms  and  l e g s .                         

So  hap p y  t o  s e e  he r,  e ac h o f  t he  ani mal s  e ru p t e d  i nt o  b e au t i f u l  s o ng .                                                   
“ S hhh. B e  q u i e t , my  d arl i ng s . ” S he  re ac he d  o u t  t o  u nl o c k One  D ay ’s  d o o r b u t                                                    

d ro p p e d  t he  ri ng  o f  ke y s . F rant i c al l y  s he  p at t e d  at  t he  d i rt . A s  d ark as  t he  me t al                                                         
w as ,  and  as  l i t t l e  l i g ht  as  t he re  w as  i n t he  are a,  s he  c o u l d n’ t  s e e — t he re !                                                      

T hank t he  Lo rd !  She  s t rai g ht e ne d  and  c are f u l l y  i ns e rt e d  t he  ke y .                                              C li c k    .
“ V i ka!”  He r f at he r’ s  s ho u t  c u t  t hro u g h t he  d i s t anc e .                                   
No !  No ,  no ,  no .  He ’ d  no t i c e d  he r ab s e nc e .                             
One  D ay  ro are d  i n p ro t e s t , fi ri ng  u p  t he  re s t  o f  t he  ani mal s . In s e c o nd s , t he                                                  

t o ne  o f  t he i r  c ri e s  c hang e d  f ro m jo y o u s  t o  f re nz i e d .                                       
“ P le e e a s e ,         b e  q u i e t , ”  s he  w hi s p e re d  f i e rc e l y .                             
Of  c o u rs e ,  t he  s o u nd t rac k c o nt i nu e d  t o  p l ay .                                
No t  a  s i ng l e  c re at u re  l i ke d  Je c i s .  e y  f e are d  and  d e s p i s e d  hi m, and  w i t h g o o d                                                        

re as o n. He  t re at e d  t he m p o o rl y, w as  al w ay s  s p i t t i ng  o n t he m, y e l l i ng  at  t he m,                                                   
and  p o ki ng  at  t he m w i t h e l e c t ri c  ro d s .                          

V i ka had  p ro t e s t e d  t he  ab u s e — o nc e .  It  w as  a  mi s t ake  s he ’ d  ne ve r mad e  ag ai n.                                                   
Hi ng e s  s q u e ake d  as  s he  o p e ne d  t he  c ag e  d o o r, and  he r g az e  f u s e d  w i t h t he                                                    

d ark, f e ve ri s h e y e s  o f  he r b e s t  f ri e nd . Hi s  mane  o f  g o l d e n hai r  w as  t ang l e d , t w i g s                                                         
and  d i rt  c l u mp e d  i n s e ve ral  o f  t he  s t rand s . D e s p i t e  t he  f ac t  t hat  s he  al w ay s  g ave                                                         
hi m p o rt i o ns  o f  he r o w n me al s , he  w as  s o  t hi n s he  c o u l d  s e e  e ve r y  i nd e nt i o n o f                                                         
hi s  ri b s .  e re  w as  an o o z i ng  s o re  o n hi s  l e f t  p aw, s t i l l  f e s t e ri ng  d e s p i t e  t he                                                           
s al ve  s he ’ d  ap p l i e d  e ve ry  mo rni ng ,  af t e rno o n and  e ve ni ng  f o r t he  p as t  f e w  w e e ks .                                                       

“ F i nal l y, t he  d ay  I t o l d  y o u  ab o u t  has  arri ve d , ” s he  s ai d  i n p ri s t i ne  E ng l i s h. A s                                                        
an e mi g rant  f ro m Ne w  Li t hu ani a, s he ’d  had  t o  s t e ad i l y  w hi t t l e  aw ay  at  he r ac c e nt                                                  
t o  fi t  t he  ne w  i d e nt i t y  he r f at he r had  b o u g ht  f o r he r, t o  s ave  he r f ro m b e i ng                                                    
d e p o rt e d . Je c i s  had  b e e n he r t u t o r, and  hi s  re w ard - and - p u ni s hme nt  s y s t e m had                                                 
e ns u re d  q u i c k s u c c e s s .                 

One  D ay  me w l e d ,  p e e ke d  o u t ,  and  t ri e d  t o  nu d g e  he r hand .                                        
“ G o ,  b ab y .  G o . ”            
A no t he r nu d g e  f ro m hi m.             
“ G o  o n,  no w .  Je c i s  w ant s  t o  hu rt  y o u ,  b u t  I  w i l l  no t  l e t  hi m. ”                                                  
One  D ay  l u mb e re d  t o  t he  g ro u nd , b u t  rat he r t han s p ri nt i ng  t o  f re e d o m, he                                               

r u b b e d  ag ai ns t  he r l e g , c au s i ng                          he r t o  s t u mb l e  f o r w ard  and  d ro p  t he  ke y s  a                              
s e c o nd  t i me . He  w ant e d  t o  b e  b r u s he d , s he  kne w. He  l o ve d  w he n s he  c l e ane d  and                                                     
g ro o me d  hi m, hi s  p u rrs  o f  ap p ro val  s o  ri c h and  d e e p  t he y  al w ay s  s e t t l e d  o ve r he r                                                        
l i ke  w arm ho ne y .        

Te ars  b u rne d  t he  b ac ks  o f  he r e y e s , c l o u d i ng  he r vi s i o n. “ Yo u  w i l l  r u n no w.                                                    
P l e as e . ”     



Ho w  many  t i me s  had  s he  p ro mi s e d  he r p re c i o u s  l i o n f re e d o m?                                             On e  d a y  w e  w i l l            
e s c a p e  toge th e r. On e  d a y  I  w i l l  gr ow  ta l l  a n d  y ou w i l l  gr ow  s tr on g, a n d  w e  w i l l                                                           
p r ote c t  e a c h  oth e r. Ye s , on e  d a y .                         S he ’d  s ai d  t he  w o rd s  s o  many  t i me s  t he y ’d  fi nal l y                                  
b e c o me  a  name .        

He  d e s e rve d  a  c hanc e  t o  ru n and  p l ay  and  d o  w hat e ve r e l s e  he  d e s i re d .                                                
“ G o . ”   
“ V i ka!” He r f at he r’s  vo i c e  b o o me d  c l o s e r . .  .  s o  c l o s e  hi s  b o o t e d  f o o t s t e p s                                                           

e c ho e d  i n t he  b ac kg ro u nd .                
S he  s ho ve d  One  D ay  t o w ard  t he  l i ne  o f  t re e s  i n t he  d i s t anc e . S he  w o u l d n’t  b e                                                       

ab l e  t o  s ave  t he  o t he rs , s he  re al i z e d  w i t h a  fl o o d  o f  s o rro w, b u t  s he  c o u l d  s ave                                                           
he r p re c i o u s  l i o n.  She  had  t o  s ave  hi m.  “ I  s ai d  g o !”                                    

He  re s i s t e d ,  ag ai n ru b b i ng  at  he r l e g .                          
A  s ho c ke d  g as p  s o u nd e d  a  f e w  f e e t  aw ay. “ Yo u  d i d  i t , ” he r f at he r s ai d . “ Yo u                                                       

ac t u al l y  d i d  i t .  Yo u  b e t ray e d  me .  M e !  A f t e r e ve ry t hi ng  I ’ ve  d o ne  f o r y o u . ”                                                          
He  had  arri ve d .      
He r he art  t hu nd e re d  i n he r c he s t  as  he r g az e  f o u nd  hi m i n t he  d arkne s s .  He  w as                                                 

t al l , w i t h w i d e  s ho u l d e rs  and  a  b arre l  c he s t . No t  ne c e s s ari l y  b ad  t hi ng s — u nt i l  a                                                          
t e mp e r as  ho t  as  t he  i nne r c o re  o f  t he  e art h g o t  t he  b e t t e r o f  hi m. Fe ar s he ’d                                                    
manag e d  t o  i g no re              no w  c o ns u me d  he r. S u d d e nl y  he r f e e t  f e l t  as  he avy  as                                    
t ho u s and - p o u nd  b o u l d e rs ,  and  s he  c o u l d n’ t  f o rc e  he rs e l f  t o  mo ve .                                                

She  rare l y  d i s o b e y e d  t hi s  man.  Hi s  p u ni s hme nt s  w e re  t o o  s e ve re .  “ I  .  .  .  I  .  .  . ”                                                              
Je c i s  s t o mp e d  t o  he r, g rab b e d  he r arms  i n a  p ai nf u l  vi s e  g ri p, and  s ho o k he r. “ I                                                   

b u y  y o u  t he  b e s t  c l o t he s , t he  b e s t  f o o d , and  g i f t  y o u  w i t h t he  g re at e s t  t re as u re s ,                                                                  
and  y e t  y o u  d are  d e f y  me ? ”                   

One  D ay  ro are d  w i t h l o ng - s u p p re s s e d  rag e , and  s l o w l y  s t al ke d  aro u nd  t he m.                                                  
B u t  he  d i d n’t  at t ac k. He  c o u l d n’t . Je c i s  u s e d  V i ka as  a  s hi e l d , al w ay s  e ns u ri ng                                                       
s he  b l o c ke d  t he  w ay.  e  re s t  o f  t he  ani mal s  b ang e d  ag ai ns t  t he  b ars  o f  t he i r                                                     
c ag e s .   

“ A t s i p raš au , ”  V i ka  manag e d  t o  c ho ke  o u t .                            
Je c i s  g l are d  d o w n at  he r t hro u g h e y e s  t he  c o l o r o f  vi o l e t i ni ai , t he  s ame  as  he rs .                                                         

S he  o nl y  p ray e d  he r o w n w e re  no t  l ac e d  w i t h s u c h c o l d , hard  c r u e l t y. “ I have  t o l d                                                        
y o u  o nl y  t o  s p e ak E ng l i s h. Or d o  y o u  s p e ak t he  mo t he r t o ng u e  ho p i ng  s o me o ne                                                      
w i l l  re al i z e  y o u  are  f o re i g n and  t ry  t o  t ake  y o u  aw ay  f ro m me ? ”                                             

“ I— I am s o rry , ”  s he  t rans l at e d  w i t h a  t re mo r.                            
“ No t  y e t ,  b u t  y o u  w i l l  b e . ”  He  re l e as e d  he r— o nl y  t o  b ac khand  he r.                                                 
S he  t u mb l e d  t o  t he  g ro u nd . B l o o d  fi l l e d  he r mo u t h, a  c o p p e r t ang  c o at i ng  he r                                                        

t o ng u e ,  and  p ai n e x p l o d e d  t hro u g h he r he ad .                             
One  D ay  ju mp e d  t o w ard  he r f at he r, b u t , s i c k as  t he  l i o n w as , he  w as  s l u g g i s h,                                                    

and  Je c i s  e as i l y  d o d g e d  t he  c re at u re ,  g rab b i ng  V i ka and  je rki ng  he r u p ri g ht .                                                   
 e  l i o n c ro u c he d , re ad y  t o  i ni t i at e  ano t he r at t ac k, c l e arl y  d e s p e rat e  t o  ri p  hi s                                                        

e ne my  i n hal f .       
“ I l o ve  y o u  mo re  t han l i f e  i t s e l f , V i ka, b u t  t hat  l o ve  w i l l  no t  s ave  y o u  f ro m my                                                          

w rat h. ”  
W h e n  h a s  i t  e ve r ?                 s he  w ant e d  t o  s c re am.  W i s e l y ,  s he  re mai ne d  q u i e t .                                     
A no t he r ro ar t o re  t hro u g h t he  ai r.                   



“ Yo u  t hi nk t o  t hre at e n me , e h, l i o n?  To  hu rt  me ? ” Je c i s  w i t hd re w  a  g u n f ro m                                                  
t he  w ai s t  o f  hi s  p ant s  and  s t re t c he d  o u t  hi s  arm. “  e  man w ho  p ai d  f o r y o u r                                                     
c are ,  a l l  t he s e  many  y e ars ? ”                  

“ No !” V i ka  s hri e ke d , t r y i ng  t o  t u g  t hat  arm d o w n b u t  maki ng  no  p ro g re s s .                                                
“ P l e as e ,  no .  D o  no t  d o  t hi s .  P l e as e , ”  s he  re p e at e d ,  ne ari ng  hy s t e ri a.                                                    

“ B e f o re , I  w o u l d  have  b e e n me rc i f u l , w o u l d  have  d o ne  t hi s  w i t ho u t  c au s i ng                                                      
any  p ai n.  No w  .  .  . ”             

“ No !” 
One  D ay  c o u l d n’t  c o nt ai n hi s  ag g re s s i o n any  l o ng e r and  l e ap t . Je c i s  s q u e e z e d                                                     

t he  t ri g g e r.       
B oom!
D e s p i t e  t he  s u d d e n ri ng i ng  i n V i ka’s  e ars  and  t he  b ri g ht  w hi t e  s t ars  w i nki ng                                                    

t hro u g h he r vi s i o n, s he  he ard  One  D ay ’s  ag o ni z e d  me w l  and  w at c he d  as  he                                            
c o l l ap s e d  o n t he  g ro u nd . B i g  d ark e y e s , no w  fi l l e d  w i t h ang u i s h and  re g re t ,                                                     
f o u nd  he r.  Hi s  b o d y  t w i t c he d ,  and  he  y e l p e d  w i t h ag o ny .                                          

A  c ry  o f  d e ni al  b u rs t  f ro m he r.                     
“ I w i l l  d e al  w i t h y o u  i n a  mo me nt , ” he r f at he r s nap p e d , s ho vi ng  he r aw ay  no w                                                  

t hat  t he  t hre at  w as  g o ne .  “ F i rs t  .  .  . ”                            
S he  s c ramb l e d  t o  One  D ay  t o  s t ro ke  hi s  t re mb l i ng  b o d y.                                         Oh , my  d a r li n g. Oh ,          

n o.   He r s ho c k and  ho rro r at e  u p  he r s t re ng t h as  s he  l o o ke d  u p  and  w at c he d  Je c i s                                                  
t u rn,  ai m.         B oom  .

T u rn.      B oom  .
T u rn.      B oom  .
One  af t e r ano t he r, he r b e au t i f u l  ani mal s  w e re  g u nne d  d o w n, t he i r  c ri e s  e nd i ng                                                  

ab r u p t l y. He r c hi n q u i ve re d , fi nal l y  d i s l o d g i ng  t he  t e ars  w e l l e d  i n he r e y e s .                                                       
D ro p l e t s  s p i l l e d  o nt o  he r c he e ks , rai ni ng  d o w n, b u rni ng  and  s t i ng i ng  t he  c u t  he r                                                        
f at he r’ s  ri ng  had  l e f t  b e hi nd .                   

S he  w ant e d  t o  l o o k aw ay  f ro m he r f ri e nd s . S he  c o u l d n’t  b e ar t o  w i t ne s s  t he i r                                                      
s u ffe ri ng , b u t  s he  re f u s e d  t o  al l o w  he rs e l f  t he  l u x u r y  o f  re t re at i ng  me nt al l y.                                                         
 e s e  p re c i o u s  b e i ng s  had  l i ve d  t e rri b l e  l i ve s  he re  at  t he  c i rc u s , and  s he  c o u l d                                                            
no t  l e t  t he m d i e  al o ne .                

W he n t he  l as t  o f  t he m s t i l l e d  and  q u i e t e d , o nl y  One  D ay  hang i ng  o n—                                                 oh , On e  
D a y , I ’m s o s or r y            — he r f at he r y anke d  he r t o  he r f e e t  and  s l ap p e d  t he  g u n i n he r                                        
hand .

“ One  b u l l e t  l e f t , ” he  s ai d , g rab b i ng  he r w ri s t  t o  e ns u re  s he  ne ve r p o i nt e d  t he                                                        
w e ap o n at  hi m.  “ Yo u  w i l l  f i ni s h hi m. ”                         

B i l e  b u rne d  a  p at h u p  he r t hro at .  “ No .  P l e as e ,  no . ”                                     
“ D o  i t , ” Je c i s  g ro w l e d , g e t t i ng  i n he r f ac e , p u t t i ng  t he m no s e  t o  no s e . “ D o  i t ,                                                             

o r t hi ng s  w i l l  b e  mu c h w o rs e  f o r y o u . ”                             
“ I— I d o n’ t  c are .  I  w o n’ t .  I  c an’ t . ”                         
Hi s  e y e s  narro w e d .  “ D o  i t ,  o r  I ’ l l  s ki n hi m w hi l e  he ’ s  s t i l l  a l i ve . ”  Sp i t t l e  rai ne d                                                                 

u p o n he r f ac e .        
Your  l i on  i s  i n  p a i n . i s  i s  for  th e  be s t.                               W as  t hat  t ru e ,              s he  w o nd e re d , o r w as  s he               

s i mp l y  t ry i ng  t o  c o mf o rt  he rs e l f ?  E i t he r w ay  .  .  .                                      
S haki ng , s he  s t re t c he d  o u t  he r arm, t he  g u n he avy  i n he r p al m.  o u g h Je c i s                                             



s t i l l  he l d  he r,  he  o f f e re d  no  s u p p o rt .                             
C ri ms o n l e ake d  f ro m One  D ay ’ s  mo u t h.                      
He r f i ng e r w o u nd  aro u nd  t he  t ri g g e r,  and  he r vi s i o n haz e d .                                     
He r b e l o ve d  re l e as e d  a  l o ng  b re at h, as  i f  he  kne w  w hat  s he  p l anne d . A s  i f  he                                                    

w ai t e d  f o r t he  i ne vi t ab l e  e nd .                     
“ I’ m s o  s o rry , ”  s he  c ro ake d .  “ F o rg i ve  me . ”                             
B oom  .
 e  l i o n s t i l l e d  and  q u i e t e d  l i ke  al l  t he  o t he rs . S o b s  rac ke d  he r b o d y, and  he r                                                         

arm f e l l  t o  he r s i d e .              
“ G o o d  g i rl . ” Je c i s  c l ai me d  t he  g u n and  s t u ffe d  i t  b ac k i n hi s  p ant s . He  ro l l e d                                                        

u p  hi s  s hi rt s l e e ve s , c rac ke d  hi s  knu c kl e s . “ No w, my  he art , i t ’s  y o u r t u rn. C l e arl y,                                                   
y o u  have  no t  l e arne d  t he  p ro p e r re s p e c t  f o r me . B u t  y o u  w i l l , I  p ro mi s e  y o u , and                                                          
w e ’ l l  ne ve r ag ai n have  a  p ro b l e m l i ke  t hi s . ”                             



One

Th e Song of  Songs,  wh ich  is  Solom on’s.      
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 1 :1 

SIX  YEAR S LATER 

MICHAEL BLACK LEANED BACK     i n hi s  c hai r, hi s  hand s  f o rmi ng  a  s t e e p l e  o ve r hi s                                 
mo u t h. He  s t u d i e d  t he  t hre e  ag e nt s  he ’d  re c r u i t e d  f o r Op e rat i o n D u mp s t e r D i ve .                                                        
E ac h w as  an o t he r w o rl d e r w ho  had  b e e n rai s e d  he re  o n e art h. E ac h had  l o s t  hi s                                                 
b i o l o g i c al  f ami l y  s o o n af t e r b i rt h, and  b e c au s e  o f  M i c hae l , e ac h had  b e e n                                                    
q u i c kl y  ad o p t e d  b y  a  hu man f ami l y  u nd e r t he  c o nd i t i o n M i c hae l  have  c o mp l e t e                                                      
ac c e s s  any  t i me  he  s o  d e s i re d .                      

He ’d  b e g u n t he i r  t rai ni ng  at  t he  ag e  o f  fi ve , t ho u g h he ’d  o nl y  t au g ht  t he m                                                  
l i t t l e  t hi ng s  at  fi rs t . Targ e t  p rac t i c e  had  e ve nt u al l y  mo rp he d  i nt o  hu nt i ng  l i vi ng ,                                                       
b re at hi ng  g ame . Camp i ng  had  mo rp he d  i nt o  s u r vi vi ng  a  w e e k i n t he  ju ng l e ,                                             
al o ne , w i t ho u t  any  ki nd  o f  w e ap o n. Cre at i ng  s t rat e g i e s  f o r w i nni ng  vi d e o  g ame s                                                    
had  d e ve l o p e d  i nt o  c re at i ng  s t rat e g i e s  t o  s ave  o ne  ano t he r f ro m w hat e ve r                                                 
d i s as t ro u s  s i t u at i o n M i c hae l  had  s t ag e d .                             

No w  t he  b o y s  w e re  ad u l t s , t he  b e s t  o f  t he  b e s t — and  ab o u t  t o  f ac e  t he  b i g g e s t                                                              
t hre at  o f  t he i r  c are e rs .               

“A re  w e  ju s t  g o nna s i t  he re  i n s i l e nc e ? ” s ai d  Jo hn No  Las t  Name . He ’d  re f u s e d                                                  
t o  ac c e p t  t he  s u rname  o f  hi s  ad o p t i ve  p are nt s , and  b y  t he  t i me  M i c hae l  had                                                   
re al i z e d  w hy  and  g o t t e n hi m o u t , t he  b o y  had  w ant e d  no t hi ng  t o  d o  w i t h t he                                                     
B l ac k name  e i t he r.         

“ Ob vi o u s l y  no t , ”  M i c hae l  re p l i e d  e as i l y .  “ W e ’ re  t al ki ng  no w ,  are n’ t  w e ? ”                                                       
Jo hn g ave  hi m t he  fi ng e r. He  w as  a  R akan and  f ro m hi s  c u rl i ng  l o c ks  t o  hi s                                             

g l i t t e ri ng  s ki n, he  l o o ke d  as  t ho u g h he ’d  b e e n c hi s e l e d  f ro m a  b ri c k o f  s o l i d                                                         
g o l d .  M i c hae l  w as  p re t t y  s u re  t he re  w as  no  man mo re  b e au t i f u l .                                             

C o rb i n B l u e  s ni c ke re d ,  and  Jo hn g ave  hi m t he  f i ng e r t o o .                                     
B l u e  w as  an A rc ad i an, a  rac e  kno w n f o r i t s  p e o p l e ’s  p al e  s ki n, w hi t e  hai r, and                                                  

l ave nd e r e y e s , and  he  w as  o ne  o f  t he  fi e rc e s t  w arri o rs  M i c hae l  had  e ve r                                               
e nc o u nt e re d , o ve r s i x  and  a  hal f  f e e t  t al l , w i t h t he  mu s c l e  mas s  o f  an art i fi c i al l y                                                          
e ng i ne e re d  s p e c i me n o n a  s t e ad y  d i e t  o f  s t e ro i d s  and  g ro w t h ho rmo ne .                                                  

Of  t he  t hre e  mal e s , B l u e  w as  t he  o nl y  o ne  w ho  ke p t  a  p u b l i c  p e rs o na. He                                                   
p l ay e d  p ro f e s s i o nal  f o o t b al l  as  a  c o ve r t o  g e t  i nt o  t he  ri g ht  p art i e s , at t e nd e d  b y                                                               
t he  ri g ht  p e o p l e , w he re  al c o ho l  fl o w e d  and  s e c re t s  s p i l l e d . We l l , t hat , and                                                     
b e c au s e  he  e njo y e d  kno c ki ng  o t he r me n aro u nd  f o r mo ne y .                                   

B e s i d e  hi m s at  S o l o mo n Ju d ah. M i c hae l  w as n’t  s u re  o f  t he  mal e ’s  o ri g i ns . A l l                                                    
he  kne w  w as  t hat  he ’d  ne ve r e nc o u nt e re d  any o ne  l i ke  hi m, and  e ve r y o ne  w ho  me t                                                
hi m f e are d  hi m. Inc l u d i ng  M i c hae l !  S o l o  e i t he r b u rne d  ho t  o r i c e d  c o l d , and                                                    
t he re  w as  no t hi ng  i n b e t w e e n.                   

S o l o  ke p t  t o  hi ms e l f , o nl y  e me rg i ng  f ro m hi s  “ hi c k, b ac kw at e r b at  c ave , ” as                                                  
B l u e  c al l e d  i t , f o r a  mi s s i o n. B u t  t he n, S o l o  had  t o  b e  s o l i t ar y. He  w as  t al l e r                                                            



t han b o t h Co rb i n and  Jo hn, mo ns t ro u s l y  s o, w i t h an e ve n b i g g e r mu s c l e  mas s ,                                              
b u t  w hi l e  t he  o t he rs  w e re  f ant as i e s  o f  u rb an b e au t y, S o l o  w as  a  ni g ht mare  o f                                                      
he l l i s h u g l i ne s s .            

A nd  o kay, y e ah, t hat  w as  w ay  hars h. He  o nl y  re s e mb l e d  a  c re at u re  f ro m t he                                            
u nd e r w o rl d  w he n hi s  t e mp e r o ve rt o o k hi m. R i g ht  no w, he  w as  ac t u al l y  w hat                                               
M i c hae l ’s  f e mal e  as s i s t ant  re f e rre d  t o  as  b arb ari an c hi c . A nd  s he  al w ay s  u s e d  a                                                     
hu s he d ,  d e f e re nt i al  t o ne .                 

S o l o  had  u ne ve nl y  c ho p p e d  b l ac k hai r, t hanks  t o  hi s  affini t y  f o r c u t t i ng  t he                                                 
s t rand s  w i t h hi s  o w n b l ad e , and  d e e p l y  b ro nz e d  s ki n. Hi s  e y e s  w e re  b l u e  and                                                      
he avi l y  l as he d , hi s  no s e  s t ro ng  and  ari s t o c rat i c , w i t h a  s l i g ht  b u mp  i n t he  c e nt e r                                                         
f ro m o ne  t o o  many  b re aks .              

W he ne ve r he  e x p e ri e nc e d  a  s u rg e  o f  ang e r, S o l o’s  s ki n w o u l d  d arke n t o  a                                                 
f ri g ht e ni ng  s had e  o f  c ri ms o n— t he  l as t  c o l o r hi s  e ne mi e s  s aw  b e f o re  d y i ng                                                    
ho rri b l y. Hi s  t e e t h w o u l d  e l o ng at e  i nt o  s o me t hi ng  f ar  w o rs e  t han f ang s . Hi s                                                   
c he e kb o ne s  w o u l d  d o u b l e  i n s i z e  and  hi s  e ars  w o u l d  g ro w  and  d e ve l o p  s harp                                                       
p o i nt s  at  t he  e nd .  M e t al l i c  c l aw s  w o u l d  s p ro u t  f ro m hi s  nai l s .                                                

B y  t he  t i me  t he  l as t  o f  t he  p hy s i c al  c hang e s  o c c u rre d , no  o ne  w o u l d  b e  ab l e  t o                                                            
c al m hi m. He  w o u l d  rag e  u nt i l  b e c o mi ng  t o o  w e ake ne d  t o  mo ve , e ve r y t hi ng  i n hi s                                                      
p at h al re ad y  t o t al l y  and  c o mp l e t e l y  o b l i t e rat e d .                                   

 at  had n’t  a l w ay s  b e e n t he  c as e . Onc e , hi s  ad o p t i ve  p are nt s  had  had  g re at                                              
s u c c e s s  i n t he  s o o t he - t he - s avag e - b e as t  are na. In f ac t , t he  p ai r  had  t ake n                                                
c o u nt l e s s  y e ars  o ff M i c hae l ’s  l i f e , t e rri f y i ng  hi m as  t he y ’d  ap p ro ac he d                                                     t he  c raz e d     
b o y, no t  t o  t r y  and  s u b d u e  hi m b u t  t o  w rap  t he i r  arms  aro u nd  hi m and  hu g  hi m                                                    
c l o s e .  A nd  So l o  had  l e t  t he m!                     

W he n M ar y  E l i z ab e t h and  Jac o b  d i e d , S o l o  had  b e e n i nc o ns o l ab l e — and  o nc e                                                  
ag ai n u ns t o p p ab l e .           

He  mu s t  have  f e l t  M i c hae l ’s  g az e , b e c au s e  he  l o o ke d  u p  and  l o c ke d  o n hi m.                                                    
T he y  s hare d  a  s i l e nt  mo me nt  o f  c o mmu ni c at i o n.                              

M i c hae l :         How  a r e  y ou d oi n g,  s on ?              
So l o :       I f  y ou d on ’ t  ge t  s ta r te d ,  I ’ l l  r i p  out y our  h e a r t a n d  h a ve  i t  for  br e a kfa s t.                                                       
 at  w as  ju s t  a  g u e s s  o n M i c hae l ’s  p art , o f  c o u rs e , b u t  he  w as  s u d d e nl y  c e rt ai n                                                           

So l o  i c e d  c o l d  t o d ay .                 
“ I re c e i ve d  a  g re at  p i e c e  o f  i nt e l , ” M i c hae l  s ai d , g e t t i ng  d o w n t o  b u s i ne s s . He                                                             

s at  u p ri g ht  and  p re s s e d  a  f e w  b u t t o ns  o n hi s  c o mp u t e r.                                         
“ U h, I hat e  t o  b re ak i t  t o  y o u , b o s s , b u t  t hat ’s  no t  e x ac t l y  a  ne w s  fl as h, ” B l u e                                                          

re p l i e d . “  e  o nl y  t i me  y o u  c al l  u s  t o g e t he r i s  w he n y o u ’ ve  re c e i ve d  i nt e l . G e t  t o                                                                
t he  re al  s t u f f ,  w i l l  y o u ? ”                     

“ W hy  d o  y o u  c are  w he t he r o r no t  he  d e l ay s ? ” Jo hn s ai d . “ It ’s  t he  o ff- s e as o n f o r                                                     
y o u ,  s o  y o u ’ ve  g o t  no w he re  e l s e  t o  b e . ”                                 

“ Sp e ak f o r y o u rs e l f . ” B l u e  hi t c he d  hi s  t hu mb  i n t he  R akan’s  d i re c t i o n, al l                                                       C a n 
y ou be li e ve  th i s  guy ?              “ I  have  a  w e d d i ng  t o  p re t e nd  t o  he l p  p l an. ”                                 

U nvarni s he d  t r u t h, ri g ht  t he re . A nd  M i c hae l  w as  s t i l l  s ho c ke d  ab o u t  t he                                                
i mp e nd i ng  nu p t i al s . He  ke p t  t rac k o f  hi s  b o y s , and  kne w  B l u e  had n’t  kno w n t he                                                  
g i rl  l o ng . A  f e w  w e e ks , no t hi ng  mo re . B u t  t hat  w as n’t  t he  s ho c ki ng  p art . A f t e r a                                                      
f ai l e d  re l at i o ns hi p  a  f e w  y e ars                           ag o, B l u e  had  b e c o me  a  s e ri al  o ne - hi t  b at t e r. Ye t                                 



no w  he  e x p e c t e d  a  l i f e t i me  o f  w e d d e d  b l i s s ?  P l e as e . A nd  t he  g i rl ?  B l u e ’s                                                             
p hi l and e ri ng  w as  w e l l  kno w n. D i d  s he  t r u l y  b e l i e ve  s he  w o u l d  b e  t he  o ne  t o                                                         
c hang e  hi m?    

We l l , s he  w o u l d n’t .  e  fi anc é e  had  no  i d e a  B l u e  w o rke d  i n t he  s had o w s  o f                                                    
t he  g o ve rnme nt  as  a  hi re d  ki l l e r, and  s he  ne ve r w o u l d . E ve nt u al l y, s he  w o u l d                                                 
re al i z e  he  w as  l y i ng  t o  he r ab o u t  hi s  w he re ab o u t s , and  s he  w o u l d  d e mand  ans w e rs                                                       
he  c o u l d n’t  g i ve . S he  w o u l d  as s u me  he  w as  havi ng  an affai r— and  he  mi g ht  b e                                              
d o i ng  t hat ,  t o o — and  l e ave  hi m.                   

M i c hae l  had  s e e n i t  hap p e n t o  hi s  o p e rat i ve s  t i me  and  t i me  ag ai n, b u t  t he y                                                   
ke p t  t r y i ng , ho p i ng  t o  b u i l d  t i e s  w i t h s o me o ne , any o ne , and  c re at e  an i l l u s i o n o f                                                           
no rmal c y. W he n w o u l d  t he y  l e arn?  W he n y o u r l i f e  w as  a  b i g  f at  l i e , hap p i l y - e ve r-                                                        
af t e r w as  i mp o s s i b l e .  A nd  y e s ,  M i c hae l  kne w  t hat  f i rs t hand .                                          

He  w o u l d  have  re l e as e d  t he  b o y s  f ro m hi s  e mp l o y, b u t  t he y  w o u l d  have  t o l d                                                      
hi m t o  g o  s c re w  hi ms e l f .  e y  w e re  b ro t he rs  b y  c i rc u ms t anc e  rat he r t han b l o o d ,                                                      
and  d e e p  d o w n t he y  t r u l y  l o ve d  e ac h o t he r. M i c hae l , t o o. B e s i d e s  t hat , t he y                                                      
kne w  o f  no  o t he r w ay  t o  l i ve . He  had n’t  l e t  t he m l e arn. A  mi s t ake  o n hi s  p art ,                                                  
y e s ,  b u t  o ne  i t  w as  t o o  l at e  t o  re c t i f y .                                  

A t  l e as t  Jo hn and  S o l o  w o u l d  no t  make  t he  s ame  mi s t ake  as  t he i r  f ri e nd .  e                                                   
p ai r  had  w ad e d  t hro u g h t o o  mu c h fi l t h t o  t r y  t he  marri ag e  t hi ng , and  M i c hae l                                                  
kne w  t he y  b o t h f e l t  as  i f  t he y  w e re  t ai nt e d  al l  t he  w ay  t o  t he  b o ne . A nd                                                      
So l o  .  .  .  w e l l ,  he  w as n’ t  w ro ng  ab o u t  t hat .                                 

Ot he r ag e nt s  mad e  me s s e s , and  S o l o  w as  t he  o ne  t o  c l e an e ve r y t hi ng  u p,                                                
d e s t ro y i ng  e vi d e nc e  t hat  w as                        ne ve r me ant  t o  make  t he  l i g ht — w he t he r l i vi ng  o r                             
no t ,  w he t he r g u i l t y  o r i nno c e nt .                      

M i c hae l  w o u l d  c al l  hi m, g i ve  hi m a  l o c at i o n, and  t e l l  hi m w hat  had  g o ne                                                
w ro ng . A  f e w  d ay s  l at e r, S o l o  w o u l d  have  e ve r y t hi ng  i n o rd e r. A nd  o h, t he  t hi ng s                                                       
he ’ d  had  t o  d o  t o  s u c c e e d  .  .  .                          

“ W hat ’s  g o t  y o u r p ant i e s  i n s u c h a  mo ro s e  l i t t l e  t w i s t , b o s s ? ” B l u e  as ke d . He ’d                                                            
al w ay s  b e e n t he  mo s t  o b s e r vant  o f  t he  t hre e . “ Yo u  t hi nki ng  ab o u t  my  w e d d i ng ?                                                      
W ant i ng  t o  c ry  b e c au s e  y o u  d i d n’ t  g e t  an i nvi t e ? ”                                     

“ Cr y, w he n I’d  rat he r ki l l  my s e l f  t han at t e nd ? ” he  as ke d , al re ad y  kno w i ng  he                                            
w o u l d  b e  t he re ,  hi d d e n i n t he  s had o w s .  “ Hard l y . ”                                   

Hi s  g az e  re t u rne d  t o  S o l o. Wo u l d                           h e   g o ?   e  g u y  w as  s l o u c he d  i n hi s  c hai r,                             
hi s  s ho u l d e rs  s l u mp e d  i n a  w as t e d  e ffo rt  t o  make  hi ms e l f  ap p e ar s mal l e r. Hi s                                                    
e y e s  w e re  narro w e d  and  s t i l l  l o c ke d  o n M i c hae l , no w  p i e rc i ng  as  s harp l y  as  a                                                      
s w o rd .   

“A l l  ri g ht , mo vi ng  o n, ” M i c hae l  mu t t e re d , t aki ng  t he  hi nt . He  p u nc he d  a  f e w                                                 
b u t t o ns  and  a  s c re e n ap p e are d  o n t he  w al l  b e hi nd  hi m. Imag e s  f o rme d . “ M e e t                                                  
G re g o r y  S t ar. Hu man.  i rt y - t hre e . M arri e d  w i t h t w o  c hi l d re n, a  b o y, t w e nt y -                                                 
o ne , and  a  g i rl , ni ne t e e n. B o t h are  he avi l y  i nt o  d r u g s . We ’ ve  t rac e d  t he                                               
d i s ap p e aranc e  o f  s e ve ral  A l i e n Inve s t i g at i o n and  R e mo val  ag e nt s  t o  M r. S t ar’s                                                 
d o o r. ”   

“ Lo c at i o n o f  t he  ag e nt s ? ”  B l u e  as ke d .                           
“ S c at t e re d . We  have n’t  y e t  ac t e d  b e c au s e  w e  are n’t  y e t  s u re  i f  t he y ’re  d e ad  o r                                                        

al i ve . ”   



A  f e w  mo re  b u t t o ns  w e re  p u nc he d , and  a  p i c t u re  o f  e ac h ag e nt  fl as he d  o ve r t he                                                       
s c re e n.   

“ S o  y o u  have  no  i d e a  w hat  S t ar w ant s — o r d o e s — w i t h t ho s e  ag e nt s , ” Jo hn                                                 
s t at e d  b l u nt l y .           

“ C o rre c t . ”      
“ B u t  y o u ’ re  s u re  i t ’ s  hi m? ”                     
“ We  are . We  had  hi m u nd e r s u r ve i l l anc e  f o r s o me t hi ng  e l s e  and  o ve rhe ard  a                                              

f e w  p ho ne  c o nve rs at i o ns . W hi l e  w e  c an p i n hi m t o  t he  c ri me s , w e  c an’t  fi g u re                                                   
any t hi ng  e l s e . ”         

“ We l l , I ’ ve  s p o ke n w i t h hi m at  s e ve ral  p art i e s , and  I g o t t a  s ay, I ’m b affle d , ”                                                 
B l u e  s ai d . “ He ’s  a  w e al t hy  b u s i ne s s man w i t h an e y e  f o r t he  p re t t i e s . G amb l i ng  i s                                                         
a  w e akne s s  and  d r u g s  are  a  ho b b y, w hi c h i s  p ro b ab l y  w hy  t he  ki d s  are  ad d i c t s .                                                       
B o d y g u ard s  are  a  s t ap l e , and  mi s t re s s e s  as  d i s p o s ab l e  as  u nd e r w e ar, b u t  he  s e e ms                                                           
harml e s s  e no u g h. ”         

So l o  s nap p e d ,  “ Ye s ,  and  e ve ry o ne  i s  a l w ay s  e x ac t l y  w hat  t he y  s e e m,  are n’ t  t he y ?                                                          
W hy  d o n’ t  y o u  t hi nk b e f o re  y o u  s p e ak?                                I d i ot    . ”

B l u e , w ho  s at  i n t he  mi d d l e  o f  t he  b o y s , t w i s t e d  t o  f ac e  hi m. “ W hy  d o n’t  y o u                                                           
s ay  he l l o  t o  t he  c he rry  s l u s hi e  I ’ m ab o u t  t o  make  f ro m y o u r b rai n? ”                                               

He  c o u l d  d o  i t , t o o. He  p o s s e s s e d  e x t rao rd i nar y  ab i l i t i e s  no  hu man, and  ve r y                                                      
f e w  A rc ad i ans ,  c o u l d  e ve n d re am ab o u t .                          

“ G o  f o r i t , ” S o l o  s ai d , u nc o nc e rne d . “ U nl i ke  y o u , I’ ve  g o t  a  f e w  c e l l s  t o                                                         
s p are . ”   

“ C hi l d re n, ” M i c hae l  s ai d , c l ap p i ng  hi s  hand s . “ E no u g h. ” If  t he y  d e c i d e d  t o                                                    
re e nac t  t he  g i mp y - g az e l l e - ve rs u s - hu ng r y - l i o n s c e ne  f ro m                                          An i ma ls  of  Old  E a r th ,            
M i c hae l  w o u l d  b e  d o w n t w o  ag e nt s  and  p ro b ab l y  mi s s i ng  a  f e w  l i mb s  af t e r  t r y i ng                                                              
t o  p u l l  t he m ap art .            

Hi re d  g u ns  w e re              s uc h    b ab i e s .     
“ Ju s t  l e t  t he m p l ay, ” Jo hn s ai d , hi s  t o ne  no w  e d g e d  w i t h an e mo t i o n M i c hae l                                                    

c o u l d n’t  name . S o me t hi ng  s p i ke d  w i t h p o i s o n . .  .  d e ad l y. “  e y  ne e d  t o  g e t  i t                                                          
o u t  o f  t he i r  s y s t e ms .  T he y ’ re  d u e . ”                             

“ U h, t hat ’s  no t  hap p e ni ng . ” B l u e  kne w  ho w  t o  p l ay ; S o l o  d i d  no t . B l u e  w o u l d                                                       
u ni nt e nt i o nal l y  i ns u l t  S o l o  ( mo re  t han he  al re ad y  had ) , and  S o l o  w o u l d  l e ave —                                                     
w i t h c arnag e  i n hi s  w ake . No t hi ng  and  no  o ne  w o u l d  b e  ab l e  t o  b ri ng  hi m b ac k                                                   
u nt i l  he  w as  re ad y. B u t  he  w o u l d  ne ve r b e  re ad y. “ If  i t  d o e s , I ’ l l  have  t o  p u l l  a l l                                                             
t hre e  o f  y o u  f ro m t hi s  c as e  and  as s i g n y o u  t o  w o rk w i t h my  d au g ht e r,  E vi e . ”                                                       

“ E no u g h!”  Jo hn s ho u t e d ,  and  t he  o t he r t w o  i mme d i at e l y  z i p p e d  t he i r  l i p s .                                                      
T he y  mi g ht  b e  ab l e  t o  d i s mi s s  M i c hae l ,  b u t  t he y ’ d  d anc e  t hro u g h f i re  f o r Jo hn.                                                          
“ W e  g o o d  no w ? ”  M i c hae l  as ke d .                      
B l u e  no d d e d .         
S o l o  ran hi s  t o ng u e  o ve r hi s  t e e t h . .  .  t e e t h s l i g ht l y  l o ng e r t han t he y ’d  b e e n a                                                           

f e w  mo me nt s  ag o .          
M i c hae l  kne w  S o l o  had  b e e n i ns u l t e d  b y  p e o p l e  al l  o f  hi s  l i f e . B e c au s e  o f  hi s                                                              

he i g ht  and  mu s c l e  mas s , t he  ki d s  at  hi s  e l e me nt ar y  s c ho o l  had  c al l e d  hi m Og re                                                    
B o y — u nt i l  hi s  t e mp e r had  g o t t e n t he  b e t t e r o f  hi m and  he ’d  p art i al l y  mo rp he d                                                     
i nt o  hi s  o t he r f o rm.  e n t he y ’d  c al l e d  hi m M o ns t e r M as h and  U g l y - O and  had                                                



e ve n t hro w n ro c ks  at  hi m.             
Onc e ,  t o  p ro t e c t  hi ms e l f ,  he ’ d  ne arl y  b e at e n a  ki d  t o  d e at h.                                            
Hi s  mo t he r had  b e e n p ho ne d , and  s he ’d  arri ve d  i n                               t i me  t o  c al m hi m b e f o re  he ’d                  

harme d  ano t he r c hi l d ,  b u t  t he  d amag e  had  al re ad y  b e e n d o ne .  He  w as  p u l l e d  f ro m                                                     
t he  s c ho o l  s y s t e m, and  w o u l d  have  b e e n l o c ke d  aw ay  f o r l i f e  i f  M i c hae l  had n’t                                                       
i nt e rve ne d .     

“ W e ’ re  g o o d , ”  Jo hn s ai d ,  hi s  f ac e  p al e .  “ E vi e  i s  no w  o f f  t he  t ab l e . ”                                                      
A  w e l l - kno w n s e c re t : Jo hn w o u l d  p ro t e c t  E vi e  w i t h hi s  l i f e  as  l o ng  as  he  d i d n’t                                                           

have  t o  t al k t o  he r. It  w as  M i c hae l ’s  f au l t . He  had  s p o i l e d  hi s  y o u ng e s t  d au g ht e r,                                                         
and  s he  no w  f e l t  as  i f  i t  w as  e ve ry  man’ s  d u t y  t o  d o  t he  s ame .                                              

“ I me an t hi s  i n t he  ni c e s t  w ay  p o s s i b l e , M i c hae l , ” B l u e  s ai d  w i t h a  s hu d d e r,                                                         
“ b u t  E vi e  ne e d s  t o  b e  p u t  d o w n. ”                           

“ I’ l l  t ake  t hat  u nd e r ad vi s e me nt . ” M i c hae l  c l e are d  hi s  t hro at . “ No w, as  I w as                                                
s ay i ng ,  t he  ag e nt s  w e re  s nat c he d  w hi l e  o n t he  jo b . ”                                    

“ Hu man?  Ot he rw o rl d e r? ”  Jo hn as ke d .  Hi s  c o l o r had n’ t  y e t  re t u rne d  t o  no rmal .                                               
“ B o t h, ” he  re p l i e d . “ M al e  and  f e mal e , t o o.  e  o nl y  c o mmo n t hre ad  i s  t he  f ac t                                                  

t hat  t he y  w o rk f o r A IR . ”               
“ A re  t he y  y o u ng ?  G o o d - l o o ki ng ? ”  B l u e  as ke d .                                  
“ So me  o f  t he m,  y e s . ”              
“ M ay b e  t he y ’re  b e i ng  s o l d  i nt o  t he  s l ave  t rad e .  at ’s  t he  b e s t  w ay  t o  hi d e                                                       

mu l t i p l e  l i vi ng  b o d i e s , as  w e l l  as  t he  b e s t  w ay  t o  make  f as t  c as h w he n y o u ’re                                                         
t r y i ng  t o  s u p p o rt  a  d r u g  hab i t . ” B l u e  w o rke d  t w o  fi ng e rs  o ve r t he  s mo o t hne s s  o f                                                             
hi s  jaw .  “ Have  any  c i vi l i ans  b e e n t ake n? ”                        

“ Ye s , ” M i c hae l  s ai d , i mp re s s e d  b y  t he  ju mp  hi s  q u i c k mi nd  had  mad e . It  had                                                 
t ake n M i c hae l  t w o  d ay s  t o  c o nne c t  t hat  p art i c u l ar d o t . “ We  d o n’t  t hi nk t hi s  has                                                     
a n y t h i n g           t o  d o  w i t h t raffic ki ng , t ho u g h. We  have  me n o n t he  i ns i d e  o f  e ve r y                                          
majo r au c t i o n and  w ho re ho u s e , b u t  no ne  have  s e e n any  hi nt  o f  t he  ag e nt s  o r t he                                                 
c i vi l i ans . ”      

“ W hat      d o   y o u  have ? ” S o l o  as ke d . “ Ho w  d o  y o u  kno w  t he  vi c t i ms  w e re  s nat c he d                                              
b y  t he  s ame  g u y ? ”            

A no t he r e x c e l l e nt  q u e s t i o n. “ M r. S t ar has  a  c al l i ng  c ard . He  u s e s  t he  vi c t i m’s                                                      
b l o o d  t o  d raw  t he  C hi ne s e  s y mb o l  f o r re ve ng e  s o me w he re  i n t he i r  ho me . ”                                                   

B l u e  ro l l e d  hi s  e y e s . “A re  y o u  s u re  t he  s y mb o l  i s  f o r re ve ng e ?  A  g u y  I kno w  g o t                                                             
a  t at t o o  o f  w hat  he  t ho u g ht  w as  t he  s y mb o l  f o r s t re ng t h, b u t  i t  w as  re al l y  t he                                                          
s y mb o l  f o r i nd i g e s t i o n. ”                  

“A  g u y  y o u  kno w ?  D u d e , I’ ve  s e e n y o u r b ac k, ” Jo hn q u i p p e d . “  e  t at t o o  i s                                                      
y o u rs . ”    

U nap o l o g e t i c ,  B l u e  s ai d ,  “ I  t ho u g ht  t he  s t o ry  had  mo re  s p i c e  t he  o t he r w ay . ”                                                           
A ny w ay. “ Ye s , w e ’re  s u re , ” M i c hae l  i nt e rje c t e d . “ We  t hi nk he  u s e s  i t  t o  t hro w                                                    

u s  o ff and  c o nf u s e  hi s  mo t i ve s .  e re ’s  no  re as o n f o r hi m t o  s e e k re ve ng e  ag ai ns t                                                    
t he  s e ve nt e e n p e o p l e  w ho  w e re  ab d u c t e d . No ne  o f  t he m have  any  c o nne c t i o ns  t o                                                      
hi m o r e ac h o t he r.  Ou t s i d e  t ho s e  f ro m t he  ag e nc y ,  o f  c o u rs e . ”                                            

Jo hn p u rs e d  hi s  l i p s . “ L e t  me  g u e s s . Yo u  w ant  u s  t o  fi nd  o u t  w hat  S t ar has                                                     
d o ne  w i t h al l  s e ve nt e e n p e o p l e  b e f o re  w e  ki l l  hi m. We l l , f o rg e t  t hat . If  w e  e nd                                                          
hi m no w, no  o ne  e l s e  w i l l  b e  ab d u c t e d , and  t he  p ro b l e m w i l l  b e  s o l ve d , ” he  s ai d ,                                                            



s p re ad i ng  hi s  arms .  “ Yo u ’ re  w e l c o me . ”                         
“ W he n o ne  o f  t ho s e  p e o p l e  i s  a  s e nat o r, w e  d o n’t  t ake  o u t  t he  o nl y  man w ho                                                      

mi g ht  kno w  w he re  s he  i s . ”                   B u t  t he re  w as  no  q u e s t i o n S t ar w o u l d  d i e  w he n al l  w as                                        
s ai d  and  d o ne . “ S o  he re ’s  ho w  t hi s  w i l l  g o  d o w n. Jo hn, y o u ’ l l  jo i n t he  Ne w                                                    
C hi c ag o  A IR  t e am as  a  t rans f e r f ro m M anhat t an.  e y ’ ve  l o s t  t w o  ag e nt s  t o  t hi s                                                   
c at as t ro p he . ”       

“ G o t  i t . ”       
“A nd  no  o ne  c an kno w  w ho  y o u  re al l y  are  o r w hy  y o u ’re  re al l y  t he re . No t  y o u r                                                   

ne w  b o s s  and  no t  y o u r p art ne r, D al l as  G u t i e rre z . ” M i c hae l  t o s s e d  hi m a  mo b i l e                                                       
f o l d e r w i t h al l  t he  i nf o rmat i o n he  w o u l d  ne e d .                                 

Jo hn c au g ht  t he  d e vi c e  and  i mme d i at e l y  d u g  i n.  “ A nd  w hy  am I re al l y  t he re ? ”                                                   
“ To  l i s t e n t o  o ffic e  g o s s i p, and  t o  s t u d y  t he  ag e nt s . If  s o me o ne ’s  g o t  a                                                     

c o nne c t i o n t o  M r. S t ar, I  w ant  t o  kno w  ab o u t  i t  and  I w ant  y o u  t o  make  f ri e nd s .                                                      
Sl e e p  aro u nd .  W hat e ve r. ”              

He  no d d e d .      
“ B l u e ,  t he  w o rl d  i s  ab o u t  t o  f i nd  o u t  ab o u t  y o u r ne w  d ru g  hab i t . ”                                                     
 e  p ro - b al l e r ’s  e y e s  s l i t t e d  d ang e ro u s l y. G o o d . He  u nd e rs t o o d . He ’d  have  t o                                                       

p re t e nd  w i t h t he  f i anc é e ,  t o o .                      
“ No w  t hat  y o u ’re  s p i nni ng  o u t  o f  c o nt ro l , y o u ’ l l  t hro w  a  p art y. Yo u  w i l l  i nvi t e                                                         

M r. S t ar’s  ki d s , and  y o u  w i l l  make  ni c e . If  y o u  c an, b e c o me  t he  s o n’s  ne w                                                
s u p p l i e r. A nd  i f  t he  d au g ht e r’s  i nt e re s t e d , s l e e p  w i t h he r. Ju s t  b e  c are f u l . I ’d                                                          
hat e  f o r y o u  t o  d i s ap p e ar,  t o o . ”                        

Li ke  Jo hn,  he  no d d e d .            
A t  l e as t  he  had n’ t  p ro t e s t e d  t he  af f ai r.                            
M i c hae l  f o c u s e d  o n S o l o. He  w as  s t i l l  s l u mp e d  i n hi s  c hai r, hi s  g az e  s t i l l                                                        

narro w e d . “ Yo u  w i l l  b e c o me                      B l u e ’s  ne w, mo s t  t r u s t e d  b o d y g u ard .  e  man w ho                                
g e t s  t hi ng s  d o ne .  T he  o ne  B l u e  re l i e s  o n f o r t he  d arke s t  o f  d e e d s . ”                                                     

A  fl as h o f  p ani c  b e f o re  S o l o’s  f e at u re s  s mo o t he d  o u t , re ve al i ng  no t hi ng  e l s e .                                                       
“ V e ry  w e l l . ”         

He  hat e d  g o i ng  o u t  i n p u b l i c , and  B l u e  l e d  a  ve r y  p u b l i c  l i f e . Hi s  p ho t o  w o u l d                                                                
b e  t ake n, w o u l d  b e  p l as t e re d  ac ro s s  e ve r y  ne w s p ap e r, and  he  w o u l d  have  t o  re l i ve                                                         
e ve r y  mo me nt  and  t o l e rat e  e ve r y  i ns u l t . B u t  he  w o u l d  d o  i t . He  al w ay s  d i d  w hat                                                          
M i c hae l  t o l d  hi m.           

“ G o o d , ” M i c hae l  s ai d . “ Yo u  e ac h have  f o u r d ay s  t o  p re p are . On t he  fi f t h, I                                                 
e x p e c t  y o u  t o  b e  e nt re nc he d  i n y o u r ro l e s .  D i s mi s s e d . ”                                            

In u ni s o n t he  b o y s  p o p p e d  t o  t he i r  f e e t . A s  t he y  s t o mp e d  t o  t he  d o o r, B l u e                                                            
g r u mb l e d . Jo hn r u b b e d  t he  b ac k o f  hi s  ne c k. S o l o  w as  q u i e t , hi s  arms  at  hi s                                                     
s i d e s ,  hi s  f o o t f al l s  p u rp o s e l y  s o f t .                               

 e  s e ns o rs  ab o ve  t he  d o o r c au g ht  t he i r  mo ve me nt  and  c au s e d  t he  s o u nd p ro o f                                                    
me t al  t o  u nl at c h and  s l i d e  o p e n. B l u e  c ro s s e d  t he  t hre s ho l d  fi rs t , Jo hn ri g ht  o n                                                        
hi s  he e l s ,  and  So l o  ri g ht  o n hi s .                      

W h oos h .   
A  s u d d e n, vi o l e nt  g u s t  o f  he at  s l amme d  t hro u g h t he  e nt i re  o ffic e , l i f t i ng                                                   

M i c hae l  o u t  o f  hi s  c hai r  and  p ro p e l l i ng  hi m i nt o  t he  f ar  w al l . F i re  l i c ke d  at  hi s                                                           
s ki n, and  l anc e s  o f  p ai n b at t e re d  at  hi m as  he  s l i d  t o  t he  fl o o r. He  t ri e d  t o                                                     



b re at he  b u t  c o u l d n’t . S o me t hi ng  he avy  p re s s e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  c he s t , and  he  b l i nke d                                                     
rap i d l y  i n an e ffo rt  t o  f o c u s . A  d e s k w as  no w  o n t o p  o f  hi m, he  re al i z e d . W hat                                                      
t he  .  .  .  Ho w  .  .  .  ?                 

T he  ans w e r c l i c ke d  i nt o  p l ac e .  So me o ne  had  b o mb e d  hi s  ho me  o f f i c e .                                                
He  l au g he d  at  t he  u nl i ke l i ne s s  o f  s u c h a  s i t u at i o n, and  b l o o d  b u b b l e d  f ro m hi s                                                           

mo u t h. A s  he  c o u g he d  and  f o u g ht  t o  s u c k ai r  p as t  t he  l i q u i d  o b s t r u c t i o n, hi s                                                           
p ai n i nt e ns i f i e d  and  hi s  e y e s i g ht  d i mme d .                             

W h e r e  w e r e  h i s  boy s ?                   he  w o nd e re d  d az e d l y.                 We r e  th e y  . . . ?             D arkne s s  c l o s e d  i n             
o n hi m . .  .           h ur t . . . h ur ti n g . . . w a s  h ur ti n g s o ba d ly  n ow  . . .                                     e  b o y s  had  b e e n             
c l o s e r t o  t he  b l as t , and  he  w as n’t  s u re  t he y  c o u l d  have  s u r vi ve d  . .  .  b u t  t he y  w e re                                                              
s o  s t ro ng ,  s o  vi t al  .  .  .  s u re l y  t he y  had  .  .  .                                     

T he  d arkne s s  f i nal l y  re ac he d  hi m and  he  kne w  no t hi ng  mo re .  .  .  .                                        

•    •    •       

Fo r S o l o, c o ns c i o u s ne s s  arri ve d  i n s l o w  d e g re e s .  e re  w as  s mo ke  i n hi s  no s e                                                     
and  d o w n hi s  t hro at  and  hi s  b o d y  t hro b b e d  as  i f  e ve r y  b o ne  had  b e e n b ro ke n. He                                                     
w as n’ t  s u re  w he re  he  w as  o r w hat  had  hap p e ne d  t o  hi m.                                  

“ — w i t h t hi s  o ne ? ”  a  vo i c e  he  d i d n’ t  re c o g ni z e  w as  s ay i ng .                                            
D e s p i t e  t he  f o g  haz i ng  hi s  vi s i o n, he  w as  ab l e  t o  d i s t i ng u i s h t w o  mal e s  l e ani ng                                                           

o ve r hi m. One  w as  t al l , t hi n, and  aro u nd  t hi rt y  y e ars  o l d , w i t h d ark hai r  and  d ark                                               
e y e s .  e  o t he r w as  a  l i vi ng  ve rs i o n o f  t he  man S o l o  had  s e e n i n t he  p i c t u re                                                      
p ro je c t e d  o n M i c hae l ’ s  w al l .  G re g o ry  St ar.                             

S t ar w as  a  s ho rt  hu man w i t h s i l ve r hai r, b ro w n e y e s , and  s ki n t anne d  and  l i ne d                                               
b y  t he  s u n. “ L o o k at  hi m, ”                    he  s ai d , hi s  l i p  c u rl i ng  i n d i s g u s t  as  hi s  g az e  ro ve d                                       
o ve r S o l o’s  b o d y. “ S e l l  hi m t o  t he  s ame  c i rc u s  w e  s o l d  t he  A IR  ag e nt  t o. He ’ l l                                                         
f e t c h a  d e c e nt  p ri c e . ”                 

“ A nd  t hi s  o ne ? ”          
B o t h me n vani s he d  f ro m S o l o’s  l i ne  o f  s i g ht , y e t  s t i l l  he  he ard  S t ar s i g h.                                                   

“ F i ni s h as hi ng  hi m. A s  f ri e d  as  he  i s , t he re ’s  no  w ay  he ’ l l  s u r vi ve  t rans p o rt                                                   
any w he re  e l s e , and  t hat  w ay, t he re  w i l l  b e  no t hi ng  l e f t  o f  hi m f o r any o ne  t o  fi nd .                                                       
A  s hame ,  t ho u g h.  I  ki nd  o f  l i ke d  hi m. ”                          

“ A nd  t hi s  l as t  o ne ? ”              
A  p au s e .  A  p u rr o f  re l i s h.  “ D o  no t hi ng .  I ’ m ke e p i ng  hi m. ”                                          



Two

Oh , th at I  h ad wings like a dove!   
I  would f ly  away and be at rest.  

—PSALM 5 5 :6 

ONCE AG AIN, CONSCIOUSNESS ARRIVED      i n s l o w  d e g re e s  f o r S o l o. D arkne s s  g rad u al l y                               
f ad e d  f ro m hi s  mi nd , l i t t l e  t ho u g ht s  f o rmi ng .                                  I  n e e d  to w a ke  up . S ome th i n g’s                  
h a p p e n e d .  S ome th i n g’ s  w r on g.                    

He  w as  e nve l o p e d  b y  he at , s w e at i ng , hi s  s ki n s t i ng i ng . W i t h e ve r y  i nhal at i o n,                                                    
t he  i ns i d e  o f  hi s  no s e  b u rne d . W i t h e ve r y  e x hal at i o n, hi s  c he s t  t hro b b e d  as                                                      
t ho u g h i t  had  b e e n s c rap e d  w i t h b ro ke n g l as s . He  fl e x e d  and  s t rai g ht e ne d  hi s                                                    
fi ng e rs .  e  jo i nt s  w e re  s t i ff, s w o l l e n. He  arc he d  hi s  b ac k, s t re t c hi ng . E ve r y                                                  
ve rt e b ra  c rac ke d ,  s o me  e ve n p o p p i ng  b ac k i nt o  p l ac e  w i t h p ai nf u l  f o rc e .                                                   

He  w as  A l l o ri an— a rac e  t he  hu mans  kne w  no t hi ng  ab o u t — and  b e c au s e  o f  t he                                              
p o w e r o f  t he  g u ard i an g i ve n t o  hi m b y  hi s  b i o l o g i c al  p are nt s ,  he  he al e d  q u i c kl y .                                                           

He  f o rc e d  hi s  e y e l i d s  t o  p art , g ri mac i ng  as  t e nd e r fl e s h p u l l e d . He  b l i nke d                                                      
o nc e , t w i c e , t he n ag ai n and  ag ai n. S o me o ne  had  fl i p p e d  o n a  t o o - b ri g ht  l amp  and                                                   
w as  s hi ni ng  i t  d i re c t l y  i nt o  hi s  e y e s , b l i s t e ri ng  hi s  c o rne as .                                                 He  c o u l d  make  o u t           
no t hi ng  b u t  b l i nd i ng  w hi t e  and  g o l d .                          

He  c l o s e d  hi s  e y e s  ag ai n. S o u nd s  p e ne t rat e d  hi s  u l t ra- s e ns i t i ve  e ars .  e                                                    
rat t l e  o f  me t al  ag ai ns t  me t al . A  mo an o f  p ai n. M u l t i p l e  s e t s  o f  f o o t s t e p s .  e                                                          
s l o s h o f  s o me t hi ng  b e i ng  d u mp e d  i nt o  a  b u c ke t .                                    

Hi s  s t i l l - b u rni ng  no s e  t w i t c he d  as  s me l l s  as s au l t e d  hi m. D i rt , g ras s , o l d  o at s ,                                                          
b o d y  o d o r,  s t al e  p e rf u me ,  e ve n t he  t ang  o f  c o rro d e d  c o p p e r.  B l o o d .                                                    

No  l o ng e r c ari ng  ab o u t  t he  d amag e  f ro m t he  l i g ht , he  o p e ne d  hi s  e y e s  and  ke p t                                                     
t he m o p e n. G rad u al l y  t he  s t i ng i ng  c e as e d , f o r w hi c h he  w as  t hankf u l . He  l o o ke d                                                    
aro u nd , o nl y  t o  re al i z e  no  o ne  had  t u rne d  o n a  l amp. He  w as  o u t s i d e , t he  s u n                                                    
re s p o ns i b l e  f o r t he  hi g h b e ams  no w  s p o t l i g ht i ng  hi m.                                     

A nd  .  .  .  he  w as  i ns i d e  a  c ag e .                        
 e  kno w l e d g e  hi t  hi m w i t h t he  e l e c t ri c al  p o w e r o f  a  l i g ht ni ng  b o l t , and  he                                                       

je rke d  u p ri g ht . D i z z i ne s s  s e t  u p  c amp  i n hi s  mi nd , b u t  he  d i d n’t  a l l o w  hi ms e l f  t o                                                            
re ac t . He ’d  e x p e ri e nc e d  w o rs e  a  t ho u s and  t i me s  b e f o re , and  w i t h t he  l i f e  he  l e d ,                                                           
he  w o u l d  e x p e ri e nc e  w o rs e  a  t ho u s and  t i me s  mo re .                                    

A l l  aro u nd  hi m, me n and  w o me n w e re  l o c ke d  i n c ag e s  s i mi l ar t o  hi s  o w n: b i g ,                                                   
w i t h t hi c k b ars , a  re d  ro o f  o n t o p  and  f o u r w he e l s  o n t he  b o t t o m.  e  me n w o re                                                       
l o i nc l o t hs  and  no t hi ng  e l s e , and  t he  f e mal e s  w o re  s o me  t y p e  o f  t rans p are nt                                                   
f ab ri c  o ve r t he i r  b re as t s  and  aro u nd  t he i r  hi p s .                                

“ It  w ake s , ”  s o me o ne  s ai d .                 
Sni c ke rs  o f  “ i t ”  re ve rb e rat e d .                   
He  kne w  t he y  w e re  t al ki ng  ab o u t  hi m. He ’d  b e e n                                 re f e rre d  t o  as  “ i t ” f o r mo s t  o f                     

hi s  l i f e .  U s u al l y ,  a  p e rs o n o nl y  mad e  t hat  mi s t ake  o nc e .                                         
He  s c anne d  t he  c ag e s  a  s e c o nd  t i me , hi s  mi nd  p ro c e s s i ng  s e ve ral  d e t ai l s  at                                                     

o nc e .  e re  w e re  t e n c ag e s  i n t o t al , f o rmi ng  a  w i d e  c i rc l e  w i t h an o p e ni ng  at  t he                                                         



e as t  and  an o p e ni ng  at  t he  w e s t , a l l o w i ng  f re e me n t o  e nt e r t he  c l e ari ng  w i t ho u t                                                        
hi nd ranc e . No t  a  s i ng l e  c ag e  w as  e mp t y.  e re  w e re  fi ve  mal e s , i nc l u d i ng                                               
hi ms e l f ,  and  f i ve  f e mal e s .                 

E ac h p e rs o n w as  an o t he r w o rl d e r o f  s o me  s o rt , and  no ne  w e re  o f  t he  s ame                                                
s p e c i e s .  e re  w as  a  Te ran, he  t ho u g ht , b u t  he  c o u l d  o nl y  s e e  t he  b ac k o f  t he                                                        
w o man’s  t aw ny  hai r  and  c o u l d n’t  b e  s u re .  e re  w as  a  f e mal e  D e l e ns e an, w i t h                                                  
b l u e  s ki n and  s i x  arms . A  mal e  M e c , w i t h an o d d l y  s hap e d  b al d he ad  and  s ki n t hat                                                    
w o u l d  c hang e  c o l o r ac c o rd i ng  t o  hi s  mo o d . R i g ht  no w  he  w as  c l e ar, a l mo s t                                                    
t rans p are nt ,  as  t ho u g h he  had  no  e mo t i o ns  at  al l .                              

Ne x t  w as  a  mal e  E l l  R o l l i e , w i t h a  b i g  p hy s i q u e  and , as  w i t h t he  re s t  o f  hi s                                                           
rac e , p ro b ab l y  l e s s  g o i ng  o n u p s t ai rs  t han a  o ne - s t o r y  ho u s e . A  f e mal e  M o re vv,                                                        
o ne  o f  t he  mo s t  b e au t i f u l  s p e c i e s  e ve r t o  w al k t he  e art h, w i t h s i l ve r s ki n and                                                        
s i l ve r e y e s . A  f e mal e  R akan, w i t h a  mo re  rad i ant  g o l d e n s he e n t han e ve n Jo hn No                                                
Las t  Name .  A  mal e  T arg o n.  A  mal e  B re e  Li an.  A  f e mal e  C o rt az .                                      

E ac h w o re  t hi c k me t al  c u ffs  aro u nd  t he i r  w ri s t s . S o l o  l i f t e d  hi s  t o o - he avy                                                     
arms .  e  s ame  c u ffs  s q u e e z e d                       h i s    w ri s t s . He  f ro w ne d .  e  s ki n aro u nd  t he                         
me t al  w as  a  d arke r b ro nz e  t han u s u al , w i t h an u nd e rl ay  o f  re d , as  i f  he  ve rg e d  o n                                                     
t he  e d g e  o f  mo rp hi ng  i nt o  hi s  o t he r f o rm. W he n he  w i g g l e d  hi s  fi ng e rs , s harp                                                   
p ai ns  s ho t  t hro u g h              hi s  arms  al l  t he  w ay  t o  hi s  s ho u l d e rs . He ’d  had  p i ns  d ri l l e d                                         
i nt o  hi s  b o ne s  b e f o re , and  re c o g ni z e d  t he  s e ns at i o n. B u t  w hy  p i n hi m i f  no t  t o                                                         
he al  b o ne ?  T o  l i mi t  hi s  rang e  o f  mo t i o n,  p e rhap s ?                                  

B u t  w hy  l i mi t  hi s  rang e  o f  mo t i o n as  w e l l  as  c ag e  hi m?                                       
C a lm   .
“ D o  no t  b e  af rai d . ”             
R e c o g ni z i ng  t he  vo i c e ,  he  g l anc e d  t o  hi s  ri g ht .                                   
A b o u t  t he  s i z e  o f  S o l o’s  i nd e x  fi ng e r, X  had  s i l ve r hai r  t hat  had  o nc e  b e e n an                                                       

i nky  b l ac k, and  d u l l  e y e s  t hat  had  o nc e  b e e n a  vi b rant  b l u e - g re e n. A  t o rn and                                                   
d i rt y  ro b e  d rap e d  hi s  e mac i at e d  f rame . S ki n t hat  had  o nc e  b e e n l u mi no u s ,                                                
g l o w i ng  w i t h al l  t he  c o l o rs  o f  t he  rai nb o w, had  b e c o me  p al l i d  and  p ap e r- t hi n                                                      
o ve r t he  y e ars .        

X .  Hi s  g u ard i an.         
 e  b e i ng  al w ay s  l o o ke d  u nd e rno u ri s he d , b u t  w he n he  f e d  S o l o  w hat  l i t t l e                                                      

s t re ng t h he  s t i l l  p o s s e s s e d , l i ke  he  mu s t  have  d o ne  af t e r  t he  e x p l o s i o n, he  l o o ke d                                                              
l i ke  d e at h w al ki ng .           

S o l o  w as  t he  o nl y  o ne  w ho  c o u l d  s e e  X , t he  o nl y  o ne  w ho  c o u l d  he ar hi m. He                                                       
ju s t  ho p e d  D r.  E vi l ,  hi s  o t he r c o mp ani o n,  mai nt ai ne d  rad i o  s i l e nc e  t o d ay .                                                   

D r.  E vi l .  Hi s  t o rme nt o r.               
D r.  E  had n’ t  b e e n g i ve n t o  hi m,  he  had  ju s t  s ho w n u p  and  re f u s e d  t o  l e ave .                                                    
“ I’ m no t  af rai d , ”  he  f i nal l y  re p l i e d .  He  w as n’ t  s u re  w hat  w as  g o i ng  o n.                                                  
He  re me mb e re d  X  t e l l i ng  hi m t o  s t ay  aw ay  f ro m t he  me e t i ng  w i t h M i c hae l .                                                  

R e me mb e re d  i g no ri ng  hi m and                    s t o mp i ng  i ns i d e  M i c hae l ’s  o ffic e .                      
R e me mb e re d  . .  .  t he  e x p l o s i o n. Ye s , t hat ’s  ri g ht . B l u e  had  o p e ne d  t he  d o o r, and                                                       
a b o mb  had  g o ne  o ff. S o l o  had  b e e n t hro w n ac ro s s  t he  ro o m and  had  i ns t ant l y                                                
b l ac ke d  o u t .  A f t e r t hat ,  he  re me mb e re d  .  .  .  w hat ?                                    

“ Yo u  s ho u l d  b e  ve ry  af rai d , ”  ano t he r vo i c e  s p o ke  o u t .                                      



D r.  E vi l .  Hi s  ho p e s  w e re  s l as he d  and  b u rne d .                               
S o l o  l o o ke d  t o  hi s  l e f t . W he re  X  had  b e c o me  ag e d  and  w o rn d o w n o ve r t he                                                    

y e ars , D r. E  had  t hri ve d . He  had  t hi c k b l o nd  hai r, and  e y e s  o f  t he  p al e s t  jad e .                                                  
Hi s  s ki n w as  t anne d , u nl i ne d , and  b l az e d  w i t h he al t h. He , t o o, w o re  a  ro b e , b u t                                                   
hi s  g l e ame d  a  b ri l l i ant  w hi t e .                     

E — s ho rt  f o r Lae vu s .           
X — s ho rt  f o r A d i u t ri x .               
S o l o  had  b e e n t o o  y o u ng  t o  p ro no u nc e  s u c h c o mp l i c at e d  name s . He  had  al s o                                                    

b e e n s o me w hat  f re ake d  o u t . B u t  t he  p ai r  had  ke p t  p o p p i ng  i n and  o u t , arg u i ng ,                                                      
o f f e ri ng  ad vi c e ,  and  he ’ d  e ve nt u al l y  g o t t e n u s e d  t o  t he m.                                          

“ Yo u  w i l l  fi nd  a  w ay  o u t , ” X  s ai d  no w, al w ay s  t he  o p t i mi s t . No t  o nc e  had  he                                                      
e ve r b e l i e ve d  S o l o  w o u l d  f ai l  i n any  re g ard , w hi c h al w ay s  w ro u g ht  c r u s hi ng                                                     
d i s ap p o i nt me nt  w he n So l o  d i d ,  i n f ac t ,  f ai l .                                

“ W i l l  he ?  R e al l y ? ” D r. E  re t o rt e d . “ B e c au s e  I s e ri o u s l y  d o u b t  he  c an c he w                                                        
t hro u g h t he  b ars .  No  mat t e r ho w  b i g  hi s  t e e t h are !”                                 

S o l o  l o o ke d  b e y o nd  t he  c ag e s , t aki ng  s t o c k o f  hi s  o p t i o ns . M o re  hu mans                                                   
w al ke d  ab o u t  no w  t han b e f o re , hu rr y i ng  i n o ne  d i re c t i o n o r ano t he r, w hi l e  s o me                                                    
w e re  p rac t i c i ng  o n d i ffe re nt  ap p arat u s .  e re  w as  a  b arb e d  t rap e z e , w i t h s p i ke s                                                     
p ro t r u d i ng  f ro m a  t hi n b ar. A  man                       c l i mb e d  o n t o p  o f  a  l i f e - s i z e  c anno nb al l                               
s e e mi ng l y  mad e  o f  g l as s , w i t h s nap p i ng  fi s h s w i mmi ng  t hro u g h i t s  w al l s . A                                                   
w o man p e rf o rme d  fl i p s  o n a  t ramp o l i ne , c are f u l  t o  avo i d  rand o ml y  p l ac e d  ri ng s                                                   
o f  f i re .     

.  .  .        s e l l  h i m to th e  s a me  c i r c us  w e  s old  th e  AI R  a ge n t to                                        .  .  .    
T he  w o rd s  re ve rb e rat e d  i n So l o ’ s  he ad .                         
.  .  .        s e l l  h i m         .  .  .         c i r c us      .  .  .    
S t ar, a  man w ho  had  ab d u c t e d  and  may b e  e ve n ki l l e d  s i x t e e n p e o p l e , had                                               

l o o me d  o ve r hi m and  s ai d  t ho s e  w o rd s .                         
S e ll  h i m to th e  s a me  c i r c us  w e  s old  th e  AI R  a ge n t to.  He ’ l l  fe tc h  a  d e c e n t p r i c e .                                                             
 e  t r u t h hi t  hi m w i t h t he  f o rc e  o f  a  s l e d g e hamme r. S t ar had  d i re c t e d  t ho s e                                                     

w o rd s  t o  an e mp l o y e e , ab o u t  S o l o. A nd  t he n t he  t w o  had  d o ne  i t , he  re al i z e d .                                                       
T he y  had  s o l d  hi m t o  a  c i rc u s .                           Th i s    c i rc u s .     

D re ad  fl o o d e d  hi m, a  c o rro s i ve  ac i d  t hat  s c o rc he d  and  r u i ne d .  i s  w as —                                                 
s ho u l d  have  b e e n—            i mp os s i ble      .  S t ar c o u l d  no t  have  kno w n w he re  t he  b l ac k o p s                              
ag e nt s  t as ke d  w i t h hi s  c ap t u re  w o u l d  b e  me e t i ng , w he n t he  ag e nt s  t he ms e l ve s                                                      
had n’t  kno w n u nt i l  an ho u r b e f o re hand . M o re  t han t hat , t he re  w as  no  o ne  o n t hi s                                              
p l ane t  w ho  p o s s e s s e d  t he  s ki l l  t o  b y p as s  M i c hae l ’s  s e c u ri t y. A  s y s t e m                                                          S olo   had
s e t  u p .     

B u t  o kay. S t ar had  kno w n, and  S t ar had  s o me ho w  b y p as s e d . A s  many  y e ars  as                                           
S o l o  had  w o rke d  f o r M i c hae l , he ’d  l e arne d  t o  s e arc h f o r a  s o l u t i o n t he  mo me nt                                                     
he  re al i z e d  t he re  w as  a  p ro b l e m. S t ar c o u l d  b e  d e al t  w i t h l at e r. R i g ht  no w, o nl y                                                         
e s c ap e  mat t e re d .          

A nd  i t  s ho u l d  b e  e as y. He  w as  i n a  c ag e , y e s , b u t                                         t he re  w e re  no  arme d  g u ard s               
p o s t e d  at  t he  d o o r.  e  b ars  w e re  me t al , y e s , b u t  t he y  l ac ke d — he  re ac he d  o u t —                                                        
an e l e c t ri c  c harg e .  G o o d .                 

One  o f  t he  c ap t i ve s  s c o f f e d  and  mu t t e re d ,  “ D u mmy .  Yo u ’ l l  ne ve r g e t  f re e . ”                                                       



He  w o u l d  have  t o  re me mb e r t hat  t he re  w o u l d  b e  w i t ne s s e s  t o  hi s  e ve r y  d e e d . If                                                          
o nl y  Jo hn and  B l u e  w e re  he re .  T he y  w o u l d  b e —                                

F i n i s h  a s h i n g h i m. As  fr i e d  a s  h e  i s , th e r e ’s  n o w a y  h e ’ l l  s ur vi ve  tr a n s p or t                                                            
a n y w h e r e  e ls e , a n d  th a t w a y , th e r e  w i l l  be  n oth i n g le ft  of  h i m for  a n y on e  to fi n d . A                                                             
s h a me ,  th ough .  I  ki n d  of  l i ke d  h i m.                        

An d  th i s  la s t  on e ?            
D o n oth i n g.  I ’ m ke e p i n g h i m.                  
 e  c o nve rs at i o n p l ay e d  t hro u g h S o l o’s  mi nd , and  he  g ro u nd  hi s  mo l ars .                                            

W hat e ve r S t ar and  hi s  e mp l o y e e  had  s ai d , Jo hn and  B l u e  w e re  al i ve . M i c hae l ,                                                
t o o. S o l o  w o u l d  b e l i e ve  no t hi ng  l e s s . Hi s  f ri e nd s  w e re  s t ro ng , w i l y, and                                                    
re s o u rc e f u l .  D e at h d i d n’ t  s t and  a  c hanc e .                             

A s  s o o n as  he  b l e w  t hi s  c i rc u s , S o l o  w o u l d  hu nt  t he  mal e s  d o w n.  e n t he y                                                       
w o u l d  c o mp l e t e  t he i r  mi s s i o n and  d e s t ro y  St ar.                                  

W ai t .  T he i r  mi s s i o n.              
S e ll  h i m to th e  s a me  c i r c us  w e  s old  th e  AI R  a ge n t to.                                     
“ T he  A IR  ag e nt , ”  St ar had  s ai d .  One  o f  t he  mi s s i ng .                                  
S o l o  s t u d i e d  t he  c ap t i ve s  o ne  mo re  t i me . Hi s  g az e  s nare d  o n t he  Te ran, w ho                                                   

had  fi nal l y  t w i s t e d  t o  f ac e  hi m. He r. S he  w as  t he  ag e nt . He ’d  s e e n he r p ho t o  o n                                                     
t he  w al l  o f  M i c hae l ’ s  o f f i c e .                       

He r name  w as  K i t t e n, and  s he  w as  w i t h Ne w  C hi c ag o’s  A l i e n Inve s t i g at i o n and                                               
R e mo val  t e am, t rai ne d               t o  ki l l  w i t h he r b are  hand s , t o  w i t hs t and  t he  w o rs t  o f                                     
t o rt u re , and , i f  ne c e s s ar y, t o  “c at ni p  t he  he l l  o u t  o f  s o me o ne , ” w hat e ve r t hat                                                    
me ant . 

He r t ang l e d  hai r  b e l o ng e d  t o  a  t ab b y  c at , s had e s  o f  g o l d , b ro w n, b l ac k, and                                                    
e ve n s t re aks  o f  fl ax  i nt e rmi ng l i ng . He r e ars  w e re  t i p p e d  i nt o  s harp  l i t t l e  p o i nt s ,                                                         
and  f ar  c u t e r t han hi s  w he n he  w as  ang r y. S he  had  u p t i l t e d  e y e s  o f  amb e r, hi g h                                                    
c he e kb o ne s , and  l i p s  c u r ve d  i nt o  a  d e e p  f ro w n. S he  w as  p re t t y  i n a  ve r y  f e mi ni ne ,                                                            
mi s c hi e vo u s  w ay — o r w o u l d  have  b e e n, w i t h a  l i t t l e  w e i g ht  ad d e d  t o  he r b o d y.                                                         
Had  s he  b e e n s t arve d ?            

P ro b ab l y. B u t  e ve n s t i l l , a  fl i c ke r o f  re l i e f  s p arke d  i ns i d e  hi s  c he s t . To  fi nd                                                        
and  s ave  t hi s  ag e nt ’s  l i f e , he  w o u l d  have  b e e n w i l l i ng  t o  e nd u re  ano t he r                                                  
e x p l o s i o n.  He  w o u l d n’ t  l e ave  w i t ho u t  he r.                               

A s  he  ad ju s t e d  hi s  p l an o f  e s c ap e  t o  i nc l u d e  t w o, s he  hi s s e d  at  hi m. “ W hat  are                                                       
y o u  s t ari ng  at ,  ne w b i e ?  I  w i l l  g u t  y o u !”                                

D r. E  p u ffe d  u p  w i t h ang e r. “ S he  w o n’t  b e  ab l e  t o  g u t  y o u  i f  y o u  re mo ve  he r                                                        
hand s !” 

“ S e arc h f o r u nd e rs t and i ng  as  f o r hi d d e n t re as u re , ” X  s ai d . “ S he  has  b e e n hu rt ,                                                   
and  s o  i n t u rn s he  hu rt s  o t he rs  t o  t ry  and  p ro t e c t  he rs e l f  f ro m f u rt he r ab u s e . ”                                                       

S o l o  f o rc e d  hi ms e l f  t o  l o o k aw ay  f ro m t he  u ng rat e f u l  Te ran b e f o re  he  al l o w e d                                                       
hi s  t e mp e r t o  o ve rt ake  hi m. If  he  d i d , K i t t e n w o u l d  ki l l  he rs e l f  ju s t  t o  s ave                                                       
he rs e l f  f ro m b e i ng  ki l l e d  b y  hi m.  A nd  s he ’ d  b e  s mart  t o  d o  s o !                                               

He  w o u l d  s t i l l  e s c ap e  w i t h he r, b u t  no w  he  d o u b t e d  he ’d  b e  ni c e  ab o u t  i t . He                                                            
d i d n’ t  c are  w he t he r s he ’ d  b e e n hu rt  o r no t .                             

F i ne .  He  d i d .  W hat e ve r.               
A  man w ho  had  t o  b e  o n s t i l t s  c ro s s e d  hi s  p at h. A nd  y e t , t he  mal e ’s  l e g s  w e re                                                        



c o ve re d  b y  p ant s , and  he  l o o ke d  t o  b e  b al anc e d  o n b are  f e e t  rat he r t han w o o d e n                                                      
p o s t s .  B u t  .  .  .  t hat  c o u l d n’ t  b e  ri g ht .  He  w as  t o o  t al l ,  t ho s e  l e g s  t o o  t hi n.                                                                 

A  f e mal e  no  mo re  t han t hre e  f e e t  hi g h w ad d l e d  b e hi nd  hi m. A t  l e as t , S o l o                                                  
as s u me d  s he  w as  f e mal e . S he  had  l arg e  b re as t s  and  w o re  a  p i nk t ank and  g l i t t e r y                                                     
mi c ro - mi ni s ki rt , b u t  s he  al s o  had  a  l o ng , t hi c k b e ard , w i t h b e ad s  i nt e r w o ve n                                                    
t hro u g ho u t  t he  d ark l o c ks  o f  hai r—                     

No, no t  hai r. Co u l d n’t  b e .  e  s t rand s  mo ve d  and  hi s s e d  and  b are d  t i ny  w hi t e                                              
f ang s . Snake s , he  re al i z e d . He r b e ard  w as  c o mp ri s e d  o f  hu nd re d s  o f  t i ny  s nake s ,                                                   
t he i r  e y e s  re d  and  g l o w i ng .                    

A no t he r f e mal e  t rai l e d  b e hi nd  he r, s p ray i ng  fi re  f ro m he r mo u t h w i t ho u t  any                                               
he l p  f ro m a  t o rc h. S he  l au g he d  as  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  i n t he  c ag e s  s c ramb l e d                                                    
b ac kw ard  t o  avo i d  b e i ng  b u rne d , b u t  t hat  l au g ht e r d i e d  t he  mo me nt  he r g az e                                                  
l and e d  o n So l o .  She  s t o p p e d  mi d s t e p ,  he r g az e  s w e e p i ng  o ve r hi m.                                               

“ W e l l ,  w e l l .  W hat  d o  w e  have  he re ? ”                          
He  s t u d i e d  he r i n t u rn. Yo u ng , w i t h a  d e fi ni t e  mu s c l e  t o ne  s o me o ne  o f  S o l o’s                                                       

s i z e  and  s t re ng t h ne e d e d  i n a  f e mal e . Ot he r w i s e  he  c o u l d  ac c i d e nt al l y  s nap  he r                                                         
s p i ne  i n t w o .         

S he  w as  at t rac t i ve , w i t h b o l d  f e at u re s , g re e n e y e s  t hat  w o u l d  have  b e e n p re t t y                                                        
i f  t he y  had  no t  b e e n g l az e d  w i t h i nfl at e d  p ri d e , and  a  s l i c k f al l  o f  d ark, s ho u l d e r-                                                            
l e ng t h hai r  s t re ake d  w i t h p i nk.  e re  w e re  t hre e  s p i d e rs                                          t at t o o e d  o n e ac h o f  he r                
arms ,  e ac h o f  a  d i f f e re nt  s i z e .                      

“ R e b u ke  he r, ” X  c o mmand e d , s u rp ri s i ng  hi m. X  w as  t he  l o ve r, no t  t he  fi g ht e r.                                                 
“ Se nd  he r aw ay . ”        

“ D o n’t  re b u ke  he r. L o o k at  he r. S he  l i ke s  i t  nau g ht y, g u arant e e d , ” D r. E                                            
re p l i e d .     

X  g ro w l e d  l o w  i n hi s  t hro at .  “ E vi l  s p re ad s ,  and  w e  mu s t  no t  c at c h he rs . ”                                                     
D r. E  r u b b e d  hi s  hand s  t o g e t he r w i t h g l e e . “ He l l o !  I ’m w i l l i ng  f o r S o l o  t o                                                         

c at c h w hat e ve r s he ’ s  g o t . ”                 
Ye ah. D r. E  w o u l d n’t  mi nd  i f                     S olo   c au g ht  s o me t hi ng  nas t y, ju s t  as  l o ng  as  t he                            

l i t t l e  he l l - rai s e r c o u l d  w at c h hi m c at c h i t .                                
X  s nap p e d ,  “ B e au t y  o f t e n hi d e s  a  b e as t . ”                                
D r. E  hu mme d  hi s  ap p ro val . “ G o o d  p o i nt . L e t ’s  g e t  he r c l o t he s  o ff and  make                                                

s u re . ”   
T he y  c o u l d  g o  o n al l  d ay .                   
S o l o  l i f t e d  hi s  c hi n, g ri p p e d  t he  b ars  i n f ro nt  o f  hi m, and  s ho o k t he  e nt i re                                                     

e nc l o s u re . He  ho p e d  t o  s c are  t he  w o man and  as s e rt  hi s  d o mi nanc e , b u t  al s o  t o                                                    
s t e al t hi l y  c he c k t he  l o c k o n t he  d o o r. W i t h o nl y  a  g l anc e , he  c o u l d  t e l l  i t  w as                                                            
ne w, me ant  t o  o p e n o nl y  w he n t he  p ro p e r fi ng e rp ri nt  w as  s c anne d .                                        
U nf o rt u nat e l y ,  i t  w as  al s o  t i t ani u m and  he l d  s t e ad y .                                     

U nf az e d  b y  hi s  o u t b u rs t , s he  s au nt e re d  c l o s e r t o  hi m. “ D i d  y o u  s e e  my  ne w                                                        
t al e nt ?  Sp ray i ng  f i re ?  I  ju s t  ac q u i re d  i t ,  and  al re ad y  I ’ m q u i t e  g o o d . ”                                                     

She  s p o ke  as  t ho u g h i t  w o u l d  have  b e e n ju s t  as  e as y  t o  ac q u i re  a  ne w  s hi rt .                                                       
“ B u t  e no u g h ab o u t  me  and  my  mag ni fi c e nc e , ” s he  c o nt i nu e d . “ Je c i s  fi nal l y                                                 

t o o k my  ad vi c e  and  b ro u g ht  i n                      an at t rac t i o n t he  mas s e s  w i l l  f e ar. Yo u ’re  as  b i g  as                                 
a  b e ar and  as  f i e rc e  as  a  l i o n,  are n’ t  y o u ?  I  am p l e as e d . ”                                          



S o l o  re ac he d  t hro u g h t he  b ars , d e t e rmi ne d  t o  g rab  he r. G ri nni ng , s he  ju mp e d                                               
o u t  o f  re ac h.        

“ U h,  u h,  u h.  No ne  o f  t hat ,  o r  I ’ l l  b e  f o rc e d  t o  p u ni s h my  t as t y  ne w  t o y . ”                                                          
He  had  b e e n c al l e d  many  t hi ng s  i n hi s  l i f e ,  b u t  ne ve r t hat .                                        
“ I w ant  he r mo re  w i t h e ve r y  s e c o nd  t hat  p as s e s , ” D r. E  s ai d  w i t h a  d re amy                                                  

s i g h.  
X  s ho o k hi s  he ad ,  s ay i ng ,  “ She ’ s  no t  t he  w o man f o r y o u ,  So l o . ”                                            
“ Ohhhh, w hat  a  s ho c ke r. X  d o e s n’t  w ant  t o  t hro w  a  p art y  i n y o u r p ant s . We l l ,                                                

g u e s s  w hat ?  I  d o !  It ’ s  b e e n t o o  l o ng . ”                               
“ S i l e nc e , ” S o l o  g ro w l e d , and  t he  f e mal e  b e g an t o  s p u t t e r w i t h i nd i g nat i o n. D r.                                                         

E  w ant e d  e ve r y  w o man S o l o  e nc o u nt e re d , and  X  w ant e d  no ne . B u t  S o l o  w as n’t  a                                                     
s l ave  t o  hi s  d e s i re s .  e  hand f u l  o f  t i me s  he  had  t ake n a  l o ve r, he ’d  w al ke d  aw ay                                                     
f e e l i ng  d i rt y  and  d i s g u s t i ng . B e c au s e — s hame  f o u g ht  t o  o ve rt ake  hi m— i f  t he                                                     
f e mal e s  d i d  no t  l e ave  b ro ke n and  b l o o d y ,  t he y  d i d  no t  l e ave  hap p y .                                                

He  o nl y  at t rac t e d  w o me n w i t h a  d ark s i d e : t ho s e  w ho  w ant e d  t he  mo ns t e r i n                                                   
t he i r  b e d s  rat he r t han t he  man— t ho s e  w ho  w ant e d  a  s l ap  rat he r t han a  ki s s , a                                                
s l i c e  o f  hi s  c l aw s  rat he r t han a  c are s s .                           

On t he  jo b, t hat  w as  fi ne . W hat e ve r. He  w o u l d  d o  any t hi ng  t o  any o ne , w i t ho u t                                               
any  re mo rs e . He  s i mp l y  b l anke d  hi s  mi nd , b u ri e d  hi s  e mo t i o ns .  at  w as  t he                                                
o nl y  w ay  he  c o u l d  d o  t he  t e rri b l e  t hi ng s  t hat  s u p p o s e d l y                                                 ne e d e d  d o i ng . B u t  t o               
harm t he  ve r y  f e mal e s  he  w as  s u p p o s e d  t o  p ro t e c t ?   e  ve r y  f e mal e s  he  w ant e d                                                        
o nl y  t o  p l e as e ?  Hi s  p are nt s  had  t au g ht  hi m b e t t e r.                                   

T he  f e mal e  q u i e t e d  and  g l are d  at  hi m.  “ Yo u  d i d                                      n ot   ju s t  o rd e r me  t o  b e  s i l e nt .  I                       
am y o u r mi s t re s s ,  and  y o u  are  my  s l ave . ”                          

“ A c t u al l y ,  y o u  are  no t hi ng . ”                    
R at he r t han i s s u i ng  ano t he r i ns u l t , s he  g ri nne d . “ I t hi nk I’ l l  t ake  g re at                                            

p l e as u re  i n t e ac hi ng  y o u  t he  p ro p e r w ay  o f  t hi ng s . ”                                     
E no u g h.  “ If  y o u  ho p e  t o  s u rvi ve  t he  c arnag e  I ’ l l  b ri ng  t o  t hi s  c i rc u s ,  y o u ’ l l  f re e                                                               

me . ” 
“ F re e  y o u ? ” s he  as ke d  w i t h a  s e d u c t i ve  p u rr. “A nd  w hat  w i l l  y o u  g i ve  me  i n                                                        

re t u rn,  hmm? ”     
“ D o  no t  b arg ai n w i t h he r, ”  X  ru s he d  o u t .                            
S o l o  p re s s e d  hi s  t o ng u e  t o  t he  ro o f  o f  hi s  mo u t h. A s  i f  he  w o u l d  d o  s o me t hi ng                                                              

s o  f o o l i s h. Ot he r p e o p l e  c o u l d  b arg ai n, b u t  no t  S o l o. Ne ve r S o l o. To  g o  b ac k o n                                                       
hi s  w o rd  w as  t o  s u f f e r p ai nf u l l y .  A  c u rs e  o f  hi s  rac e ,  p e rhap s .                                                

“ I t o l d  y o u , ”  he  s ai d .  “ I ’ l l  a l l o w  y o u  t o  l i ve . ”                                          
“ Ho w  s w e e t . B u t  no, I d o n’t  t hi nk I’ l l  l e t  y o u  g o. I l i ke  y o u  ri g ht  w he re  y o u                                                       

are . A nd  may b e  o ne  d ay  y o u ’ l l  e ve n t hank me  f o r my  re f u s al . I  p ro mi s e  I’m no t  a                                                   
b i t e r and  t hat  y o u ’ l l  fi nd  he ave n o n e art h i n my  arms . B u t  g u e s s  w hat ? ” s he  ad d e d                                                     
i n a  w hi s p e r as  s he  l e ane d  t o w ard  hi m.  “ I                                 a m   a  l i ar— and  I d o  b i t e .  Hard . ”                   

A  mo u t hf u l  o f  f e mi ni ne  c u rs e s  e c ho e d  b e hi nd  he r. He  mo ve d  hi s  g az e  o ve r t he                                                     
o t he r w o rl d e rs . A l l  b u t  t he  Te ran s t i l l  hi d  i n t he  s had o w s  o f  t he i r  c ag e s , t he i r                                                           
e x p re s s i o ns  f ri g ht e ne d .  e  Te ran— K i t t e n— s at  i n t he                                       s ame  p o s i t i o n as  b e f o re ,                 
b u t  s he  w as  s haki ng  t he  b ars ,  he r g az e  l o c ke d  o n t he  hu man.                                      

“ W hy  d o n’ t  y o u  c o me  o ve r he re  and  p l ay  w i t h me ? ”  K i t t e n s narl e d .                                              



T he  g i rl  p al e d .          
M o s t  l i ke l y  t he  p ai r  had  t u s s l e d ,  and  t he  g i rl  had  l o s t .                                           
“ F re e  me , ” he  re p e at e d , s nag g i ng  he r at t e nt i o n. “ I p ro mi s e  y o u . It ’s  t he  o nl y                                                   

w ay  t o  s ave  y o u rs e l f . ”                
A  t i nkl i ng  l au g h b u b b l e d  f ro m he r, he r e nc o u nt e r w i t h t he  Te ran al re ad y                                             

f o rg o t t e n. “A re n’t  y o u  ju s t  t he  mo s t  ad o rab l e  t hi ng ?  I kno w  I hi nt e d , b u t  no w                                                    
I’ m s u re :  I ’ m re al l y  g o i ng  t o  e njo y  y o u r t ami ng . ”                                  

V e ry  w e l l .  B y  s u ns e t ,  s he  w o u l d  no t  b e  ab l e  t o  e njo y  any t hi ng  e ve r ag ai n.                                                       
“ M y  name  i s  A u d ra, b y  t he  w ay. I’m t he  s t ar o f  t he  t rap e z e , as  w e l l  as  t he                                                 

c i rc u s  o w ne r’ s  l o ve r.  I ’ m s o me o ne  o f  w o rt h. ”                                
So me o ne  ne e d e d  t o  t e ac h he r t he  d e f i ni t i o n o f  “ w o rt h. ”                                       
G as p s  o f  ho rro r e ru p t e d  b e hi nd  he r.                       
“ He ’ s  c o mi ng , ”  o ne  o f  t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs  s ai d .                                 
“ Je c i s  i s  c o mi ng , ”  ano t he r c ri e d .                       
Onc e  ag ai n, t he  hu man p al e d . B ac ki ng  aw ay  f ro m S o l o, s he  s ai d  s t i l t e d l y,                                             

“ U nt i l  ne x t  t i me ,  s l ave . ”  T he n s he  t u rne d  and  rac e d  f ro m t he  c l e ari ng .                                                



Three

Deliver m e from  th e m ire and do not let  m e sink.     
M ay I be delivered from  m y foes and from  th e deep waters.     

—PSALM 6 9 :1 4  

X  AND DR . E REMAINED     s i l e nt  as  a  b i g  hu man mal e  s t o mp e d  i nt o  vi e w.  e                                  
ne w c o me r s t o p p e d  i n t he  c e nt e r o f  t he  c l e ari ng , b rac i ng  me at y  fi s t s  o n hi s  hi p s                                                        
and  b ri ng i ng  S o l o’s  at t e nt i o n t o  t he  g u n s he at he d  t he re  o n o ne  s i d e  and  t he  l arg e                                                       
b l ad e  s he at he d  o n t he  o t he r.                  

He  w as  arme d  f o r w ar.           
S o l o  s t u d i e d  t he  re s t  o f  hi m. He  had  d ark hai r  and  s u n- w e at he re d  fl e s h, w i d e                                                    

s ho u l d e rs  and  a  l arg e  c he s t , and  l e g s  as  t hi c k as  t re e  t r u nks . A l l  o f  t hat  w as                                                       
no rmal , i f  o ve rs i z e  f o r a  hu man, b u t  t he re  w as  a  p ap e r- t hi n q u al i t y  t o  t he  s ki n o n                                                        
hi s  f ac e , and  d e s p i t e  hi s  t an, S o l o  t ho u g ht  he  c o u l d  s e e  hi s  f ac i al  b o ne s , as                                                         
t ho u g h l o o ki ng  at  hi m t hro u g h X - ray  g o g g l e s . Onl y, t he  b o ne s  w e re  b i g g e r t han                                                    
t he y  s ho u l d  have  b e e n, c o ns i d e ri ng  t he  s hap e  o f  hi s  f ac e , and  hi s  t e e t h s harp e r                                                      
t han d ag g e rs .      

“ W e  d o  no t  f i g ht  t he  man, ”  X  s ai d  s o b e rl y ,  “ b u t  t he  w i c ke d ne s s  i ns i d e  hi m. ”                                                           
S o l o  had  no  i d e a  w hat  t hat  me ant , and  at  t he  mo me nt , he  d i d n’t  c are . He  ju s t                                               

w ant e d  o u t  o f  t he  c ag e .                 
 e  mal e  s u r ve y e d  t he  c ap t i ve s  w i t h s mu g  p ri d e , b e f o re  me e t i ng  S o l o’s  g az e .                                                        

Hi s  l i p s  c u r ve d  i nt o  t he  s e mb l anc e  o f  a  s mi l e , re ve al i ng  t e e t h t hat  d i d n’t  mat c h                                                          
t he  d ag g e rs  So l o  had  s e e n.                 

“ G o o d ,  y o u ’ re  aw ake . ”               
“ F re e  me , ”  So l o  d e mand e d .                 
A  b o o mi ng  l au g h s c rap e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  e ars .  “ A  f i g ht e r.  I ’ m g l ad . ”                                              
A no t he r re f u s al .  A ng e r re t u rne d ,  a  f l as h f i re  i n hi s  c he s t .                                         
 e  s i l ho u e t t e  t he  man c as t  o n t he  g ro u nd  s u d d e nl y  mo ve d . F ro w ni ng , S o l o                                                   

f o c u s e d  i n o n i t .  e re  w as  no  w ay  s u c h a  t i ny  s i l ho u e t t e  b e l o ng e d  t o  s u c h a                                                             
b ru t e  o f  a  man.  It  had  t o  b e —                    

A  f e mal e ,  he  re al i z e d .               
A  y o u ng  w o man s t e p p e d  o u t  f ro m b e hi nd  t he  mal e , and  e ve r y  ne r ve  e nd i ng  i n                                                    

S o l o’s  b o d y  p e rke d  u p  and  t o o k no t i c e . S he  w as  ab s o l u t e l y, u t t e rl y  e x q u i s i t e . On                                                             
t he  s mal l  s i d e , w i t h l o ng , c u rl i ng  b l o nd  hai r  and  e y e s  t hat  ho ve re d  s o me w he re                                                     
b e t w e e n je t - b l ac k and  d e e p ,  ri c h p u rp l e — p l u m e y e s .                                      

She  w as  a  f ai ry - t al e  p ri nc e s s  c o me  t o  d az z l i ng  l i f e .                                       
He  c o u l d  no t  f o rc e  hi ms e l f  t o  l o o k aw ay, c o u l d  o nl y  d ri nk i n e ve r y  d e t ai l . A                                                        

s mo o t h f o re he ad , d e l i c at e l y  s l o p e d  no s e , hi g h c he e kb o ne s , and  he art - s hap e d  l i p s                                                       
c re at e d  t he  mo s t  l u mi no u s  f ac e , a  c anvas  o f  p e rf e c t i o n. S he  w as  ro s i l y  fl u s he d , a                                                          
fl o w e r d u s t e d  w i t h mo rni ng  d e w  and  s o me o ne  p l e as e  s t ab  hi m and  p u t  hi m o u t  o f                                                        
hi s  mi s e r y  b e c au s e  he  s o u nd e d  l i ke  a  d e rang e d  p o e t , b u t  he  c o u l d n’t  he l p                                                        
hi ms e l f .  e  g i rl  w as  a  t as t e  o f  he ave n, s w e e t ne s s  and  l i g ht , and  he  w as  s u d d e nl y                                                        
s t arve d .   



T he  o nl y  f l aw  t o  he r w as  t he  f re s h b ru i s e  o n t he  ri g ht  s i d e  o f  he r jaw .                                                   
He  d i d n’ t  l i ke  t hat  s he  had  b e e n hu rt .                         
A s  i f  s he  s e ns e d  hi s  g az e , s he  g l anc e d  hi s  w ay.  e i r e y e s  l o c ke d . He r mo u t h                                                       

f o rme d  a  s mal l  O. He  kne w  w hat  s u c h a  re ac t i o n f ro m he r me ant . S he  c o ns i d e re d                                                 
hi s  s i z e  mo ns t ro u s , ju s t  l i ke  e ve r y o ne  e l s e  d i d . B u t  s he  ne ve r s e ve re d  t he                                                       
c o nne c t i o n, as  t ho u g h d i s g u s t e d  o r f ri g ht e ne d  and  d e s p e rat e  t o  hi d e . S he                                                    
c o nt i nu e d  t o  s t are ,  t ho s e  p l u m e y e s  g ro w i ng  w i d e ,  s o f t e ni ng .                                                

 e  ai r  b e t w e e n t he m c rac kl e d  w i t h . .  .  s o me t hi ng , and  e ve r y  mu s c l e  i n hi s                                                     
b o d y  c l e nc he d  ag o ni z i ng l y  o n b o ne .                         

“ He r, ”  X  s ai d ,  s o u nd i ng  d az e d .  “ She ’ s  t he  o ne .  She ’ s  y o u rs . ”                                             
“ No  w ay, ” D r. E  re p l i e d , i nc e ns e d . “ Ju s t  no  w ay. S he ’ l l  ne ve r w ant  any t hi ng  t o                                                 

d o  w i t h hi m, and  e ve n i f  s he  d o e s — w hi c h i s n’t  l i ke l y, i f  I  have n’t  mad e  t hat  c l e ar                                                      
— he ’ l l  ki l l  he r w i t h hi s  g i g ant o r hand s . ”                           

“ She ’ s  t he  o ne , ”  X  re p e at e d .                    
Ye s , s h e ’s  mi n e , a l l  mi n e ,                     S o l o  t ho u g ht , t he n s ho o k hi s  he ad . S u re l y  t hat                               

t ho u g ht  had  no t  b u d d e d  i ns i d e  hi s  mi nd . S he  w as  t o o  l i t t l e , t o o  d e l i c at e . A nd                                                           
y e t  he  he ard ,          S h e ’ s  mi n e ,           a  s e c o nd  t i me , a  b o o mi ng  ro ar no w, and  he  kne w  b e y o nd                                   
any  d o u b t .  Ye s ,  he                 h a d    had  t hat  t ho u g ht .          

Je c i s  p i vo t e d  t o  s ay  s o me t hi ng  t o  ano t he r c ap t i ve , and  S o l o  s t re t c he d  hi s  arm                                                       
t hro u g h t he  b ar, re c kl e s s  i n hi s  b i d  t o  t o u c h t he  g i rl . Ju s t  t o u c h he r. He  had  t o                                                        
l e arn t he  t e x t u re  o f  he r s ki n.  W o u l d  i t  b e  as  s o f t  as  i t  ap p e are d  .  .  .  o r  s o f t e r?                                                                 

W i t h a  g u l p ,  s he  d art e d  b e hi nd  t he  mal e  name d  Je c i s .                                     
F i nal l y  So l o  had  f ri g ht e ne d  he r.  He  b i t  b ac k hi s  b e l l o w  o f  f ru s t rat i o n.                                                   
 e  c rac kl e  f ad e d  f ro m t he  ai r  at  l e as t , b u t  S o l o’s  b o d y  f ai l e d  t o  re l ax . He                                                       

w ant e d  t o  c arr y  t he  g i rl  aw ay  c ave man- s t y l e . He  w ant e d  t o  b ang  hi s  fi s t s  i nt o  hi s                                                        
c he s t , p ro c l ai mi ng  t o  e ve r y  man b re at hi ng  t hat  s he  b e l o ng e d  t o  S o l o. He  w ant e d                                                     
t o  t hro w  he r e ne mi e s  at  he r f e e t  and  b as k i n he r ad o rat i o n.                                     

He  w o u l d  ne ve r d o  any  o f  t ho s e  t hi ng s ,  and  s he  w o u l d  ne ve r ad o re  hi m.                                                
S he  w as n’t  t he  t y p e  t o  c rave  a  mo ns t e r i n he r b e d . S he  w as n’t  s t ro ng , l i ke  t he                                                    

fi re - b re at hi ng  f e mal e , o r  ro u g h, w i t h an ad d i c t i o n t o  d ang e r. A s  f rag i l e  as  s he                                                    
ap p e are d , as  t i mi d  as  s he  ac t e d , s he  w o u l d  s c re am f o r he l p  t he  mo me nt  he                                                 
ap p ro ac he d  he r.       

“ T o l d  y o u , ”  D r.  E  s ai d  i n a  s i ng s o ng  vo i c e .  “ T he re  w as  ju s t  no  w ay . ”                                                      
Hi s  ang ry  re t o rt  re c e i ve d  t he  s ame  t re at me nt  as  t he  b e l l o w .                                        
Li ke  hi m,  X  re mai ne d  s i l e nt .                 
 e  l i t t l e  man had  ne ve r b e f o re  p i c ke d  o u t  a  f e mal e  f o r S o l o, had  e ve n                                                 

c o mp l ai ne d  e ve r y  d ay  S o l o  had  s p e nt  w i t h hi s  o nl y  l o ng - t e rm g i rl f ri e nd , A b i g ai l .                                                           
 e  f ac t  t hat  X  had  c ho s e n a  g i rl  w ho  mo s t  l i ke l y  b e l o ng e d  t o  t he  s l ab  o f  b e e f                                                             
ab o u t  t o  anno u nc e  he  w as  t he  o w ne r o f  t he  c i rc u s — and  t he re  w as  no  d o u b t  i n                                                      
So l o ’ s  mi nd           t he  hu man w as  t he  o w ne r— w as  al mo s t  t o o  mu c h t o  t ake  i n.                                    

Je c i s  w as  mo vi ng  hi s  mo u t h, o b vi o u s l y  s p e aki ng  t o  S o l o. A s  e nt ranc e d  as  S o l o                                                      
had  b e e n b y  t he  g i rl , he ’d  l o s t  f o c u s . “ — ac c e p t  t hi s  w e l c o me  t o  Ci rq u e  d e                                                         
M o ns t re s . A s  I s ai d , and  as  I’m s u re  y o u  have  al re ad y  he ard , I am Je c i s  Lu kas ,                                              
o w ne r, o p e rat o r . .  .  y o u r ne w  mas t e r. M i g ht  e q u al s  ri g ht , and  c o ns i d e ri ng  o u r                                                     
d i ffe re nt  p o s i t i o ns , I ’ ve  p ro ve n mi ne . If  y o u  d o  w hat  I s ay, w he n I s ay, y o u  w i l l                                                     



have  an e as y  l i f e  ahe ad  o f  y o u .  If  y o u  d o n’ t  .  .  . ”                                      
C i r q ue  d e  Mon s tr e s              .  F re nc h f o r “ Ci rc u s  o f  F i e nd s , ” y e t  Je c i s  c e rt ai nl y  w as n’t                                         

F re nc h. S o l o  had  t rave l e d  t he  w o rl d  many  t i me s  o ve r; name s , l ang u ag e s , and                                            
d i al e c t s  w e re  a  s p e c i al t y  o f  hi s .  e  name  Je c i s  Lu kas  w as  Li t hu ani an, as  w as  hi s                                                      
ve ry  s l i g ht  ac c e nt .            

S o l o  had n’t  he ard  o f  t hi s  p art i c u l ar c i rc u s , r u n b y  t hi s  p art i c u l ar mal e , b u t  he                                                      
had  he ard  o f  s i mi l ar t rave l i ng  p e rf o rmi ng  g ro u p s .  e y  w e re  i l l e g al l y  o p e rat e d ,                                                      
w i t h u ns af e  ri d e s , u nf ai r  g ame s , p ri z e s  t hat  w e re  no t hi ng  mo re  t han s t o l e n                                                  
g o o d s , t e nt s  w he re  d r u g s  and  w o me n w e re  s o l d , and  u np aral l e l e d  vi o l e nc e                                                   
w ai t i ng  i n e ve ry  c o rne r.              

Je c i s  c o nt i nu e d  hi s  s p e e c h, s ay i ng , “ Yo u  d o  no t  s p e ak t o, s p i t  o n, o r harm                                                   
any o ne  w ho  ap p ro ac he s  y o u . Yo u  ju s t  s i t  i n y o u r ne w  ho me  and  l o o k p re t t y. ” He                                                    
s ni c ke re d  at  hi s  o w n jo ke . “ Yo u  mi g ht  have  t ro u b l e  w i t h t hat  l as t  o ne , g i ant , b u t                                                     
t hat ’s  p art  o f  y o u r ap p e al . Ne ve r f o rg e t  t hat  y o u  are  my  p e t . M y  ani mal . A nd  i f                                                    
y o u  b e have ,  y o u  are  re w ard e d .  If  no t ,  y o u  are  p u ni s he d . ”                                        

One  w o rd  e c ho e d  i n So l o ’ s  mi nd :                          a n i ma l     .
He  c o ns i d e re d  t he  c ag e s  mo re  i nt e nt l y.  e re  w e re                                      l e t t e rs  s c ri p t e d  at o p  e ac h                    

o ne , t ho u g h s o me o ne  had  t ri e d  t o  s c rap e  t ho s e  l e t t e rs  o ff. He  re ad                                                  Li on . T i ge r.     
Ap e  .  A nd  o n and  o n t he  t i t l e s  w e nt .                            B e a r .  All i ga tor .         

Fo rg e t  ang e r. R ag e  s hi mme re d  ju s t  b e l o w  t he  s u rf ac e  o f  hi s  s ki n.  e  t rap p e d                                                    
o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re  t o  b e  t he  ani mal s .  e y  w e re  t o  b e  vi e w e d  b y  c i rc u s                                                      
at t e nd e e s ,  s t u d i e d  and  d e g rad e d .  T he y  w e re  t o  b e  .  .  .  p e t t e d ?  F e d ?  R i d d e n?                                                                

He  w o u l d          d i e    b e f o re  he  al l o w e d  a  hu man t o  p e t  hi m. He  w o u l d  d i e  b e f o re  he                                              
al l o w e d  a  hu man t o  f e e d  hi m b y  hand . He  w o u l d  b u rn t he  e nt i re  w o rl d  t o  t he                                                     
g ro u nd  b e f o re  he  al l o w e d  a  hu man t o  s ad d l e  hi m u p  and  ri d e .                                          

“ I t o l d  y o u , ”  X  s ai d .  “ F e ar no t .  A  man w i l l  e at  t he  f ru i t  o f  hi s  o w n w ay . ”                                                          
“ If  t hat ’s  t r u e , o u r b o y  s ho u l d  have  a  p ani c  at t ac k, ” D r. E  re p l i e d  w i t h a  s mi rk.                                                        

“ He  has n’ t  e x ac t l y  p l ant e d  t he  b e s t  o f  t re e s ,  no w  has  he ? ”                                           
X  i g no re d  hi m, s ay i ng , “ Je c i s  w i l l  d e s t ro y  hi ms e l f . A nd  y o u , S o l o, y o u  w i l l                                                        

f i nd  a  w ay  o u t . ”            
“ D o u b t f u l . ” D r. E  c he c ke d  hi s  c u t i c l e s . “ S u re , y o u ’ ve  b ro ke n o u t  o f  a  p ri s o n                                                            

b e f o re , S, my  man, b u t  t he  fi rs t  t i me  w as  a  t rai ni ng  e x e rc i s e  and  t he  s e c o nd  w as                                                      
w i t h he l p. No w, y o u ’re  al o ne .  e s e  p e o p l e  have  w e ap o ns , and  t he y  w o n’t  b e                                                
af rai d  t o  u s e  t he m.  Yo u ’ re  u narme d . ”                       

“ Yo u  w i l l  s u c c e e d — and  y o u  w i l l  a i d  al l  t he  o t he rs . ”                                          
“ Yo u  w i l l  f ai l — and  y o u  w i l l  he ap  mo re  s u ffe ri ng  o n e ve r y o ne ’s  he ad . Ju s t                                                  

b e have  and  w ai t  f o r re s c u e ,  and  y o u ’ l l  b e  b e t t e r o f f . ”                                         
Je c i s  s ai d  s o me t hi ng  e l s e , d ro w ni ng  o u t  hi s  c o mp ani o ns , b u t  S o l o  d i d n’t  he ar                                                       

hi m e i t he r. Fo r t he  fi rs t                  t i me  s i nc e  w aki ng  u p, he  s t u d i e d  hi s  o w n b o d y. Li ke  t he                                      
o t he r mal e s , he  w as  d re s s e d  o nl y  i n a  l o i nc l o t h. Hi s  c he s t , arms , and  l e g s  w e re                                                      
c u t  and  s c ab b e d , w i t h b l ac k- and - b l u e  b r u i s e s  b ranc hi ng  o ff i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n.                                                        
He  w as  a  me s s .         

Hi s  s ki n w as  re d d e r t han i t  had  b e e n fi ve  mi nu t e s  ag o, t he  fi rs t  s i g n o f  hi s                                                  
s t i l l - g ro w i ng  rag e . He  t w i s t e d  hi s  arms  t o  l o o k at  hi s  t at t o o s . Hi s  mo t he r’s  name                                                        
w as  e t c he d  i nt o  hi s  ri g ht  f o re arm, and  hi s  f at he r’s  name  e t c he d  i nt o  hi s  l e f t .                                                    



 e re  w as  an i rri t at e d  g o u g e  b i s e c t i ng  t he                                   M  and  t he  fi rs t            A  o f      MARY ELIZ ABETH  ,
b u t      JACOB  w as  u nt o u c he d .          

Hi s  e nt i re  c ag e  s ho o k, and  hi s  g az e  s nap p e d  u p. A  s c o w l i ng  Je c i s  s t o o d  ri g ht                                                       
i n f ro nt  o f  hi m.         

“ Yo u  l i s t e n w he n I s p e ak, g i ant . To mo rro w  t he  c i rc u s  o p e ns , and  I e x p e c t  y o u                                                    
t o  b e  o n y o u r b e s t  b e havi o r. ” Hi s  vo i c e  b o o me d  t hro u g h t he  d ay l i g ht , t he  s ku l l                                                         
b e ne at h hi s  s ki n s e e mi ng  t o  mo ve  w i t ho u t  t he  p ro mp t i ng  o f  hi s  b o d y, c o mi ng                                                    
f o rw ard ,  c l o s e r t o  So l o .  “ I  me an t hat . ”                           

E vi l  l e f t  a  c l o y i ng  f i l m i n t he  ai r.                           
I ’ l l  be  lon g gon e ,             he  t o l d  hi ms e l f .  “ A nd  i f  I ’ m b ad ? ”                           
B e hi nd  t he  hu man, me n l u mb e re d  i nt o  t he  c l e ari ng  and  p l ac e d  b u c ke t s  o f — he                                                 

s ni ffe d — e nz y me  s o ap  o n t he  g ro u nd .  e  b u c ke t s  w e re  f o l l o w e d  b y  p i l e s  o f  rag s ,                                                           
and  b o t t l e s  o f — ano t he r s ni f f — p e rf u me .                          

“ If  o ne  c u s t o me r c o mp l ai ns , ju s t  o ne  . .  . ” A  d ramat i c  p au s e  as  Je c i s  l i f t e d  hi s                                                          
arms  and  r u b b e d  hi s  fi s t s  t o g e t he r, “ I’ l l  p u t  a  b u l l e t  i n y o u r b rai n, no  q u e s t i o ns                                                             
as ke d . ”   

W he n S o l o  g ave  no  re ac t i o n t o  t he  t hre at — b e e n t he re , d o ne  t hat — Je c i s                                              
p u nc he d  t he  b ars  o f  t he  c ag e , t he  fi l m t hi c ke ni ng . “ If  y o u  d o u b t  me , ju s t  as k                                                      
y o u r f e l l o w  ani mal s .  M any  o f  t he i r  f ri e nd s  al re ad y  have  d i e d  b y  my  hand . ”                                                   



Four

I am  th e rose of  Sh aron,  th e lily  of  th e valleys.         
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 2 :1 

AS ALWAYS, VIKA WAS  re vo l t e d  b y  t he  i nd u c t i o n o f  a  ne w  “ani mal . ” W he t he r mal e  o r                                         
f e mal e , y o u ng  o r o l d , t he  ne w c o me r al w ay s  b e g g e d  he r t o  s ho w  me rc y  and  g rant                                                    
f re e d o m t he  mo me nt  he r f at he r marc he d  aw ay. M e rc y  s he  w o u l d  no t  s ho w.                                           
F re e d o m s he  w o u l d  no t  b e s t o w .  C o u l d  no t .                                 

No t  y e t .     
Ye ars  ag o  s he ’d  as s u me d  t he  b e at i ng  Je c i s  had  g i ve n he r f o r at t e mp t i ng  t o                                                 

re l e as e  One  D ay  w as  t he  mo s t  s avag e  he  had  t o  o ffe r, t hat  he r f at he r w o u l d  ne ve r                                                   
b e  ab l e  t o  i nfl i c t  mo re  p ai n t han t hat , and  t hat , t o  s ave  s o me o ne  e l s e , s he  c o u l d                                                       
b e ar s u c h p ai n ag ai n. B u t  t he n, t he  d ay  s he ’d  f re e d  hi s  hu man ani mal s , he ’d                                            
t au g ht  he r o t he rw i s e .             

He  c o u l d          a lw a y s      d o  mu c h,  mu c h w o rs e .              
A nd  w hat  c o u l d  b e  w o rs e  t han l o s i ng  he r he ari ng ?  E as y. L o s i ng  he r e y e s i g ht ,                                                    

t o o. Oh, y e s . He r f at he r w as                   th a t    vi l e . He ’d  d e s t ro y e d  he r he ari ng  w i t h no  ho p e                              
o f  re p ai r, s i mp l y  t o  make  he r re l i ant  o n hi m, and  he  had                                     t hre at e ne d  t o  t ake  he r             
e y e s i g ht  i f  e ve r s he  b e t ray e d  hi m t hat  w ay  ag ai n.                                 

If  s he  w ant e d  o u t , and  s he  d i d , s he  had  t o  ad he re  t o  a  ve r y  s t ri c t  e s c ap e  p l an.                                                         
A  p l an t hat  d e mand e d  s he  re mai n at  t he  c i rc u s  f o r ano t he r y e ar. Ju s t  a  y e ar, and                                                 
t he n s he  c o u l d  f re e  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  and  r u n. S he  c o u l d  hi d e  f o re ve r and  ne ve r                                                        
have  t o  f e ar b e i ng  f o u nd .                

Je c i s  fi ni s he d  hi s  s p e e c h ab o u t  r u l e s  and  e x p e c t at i o ns , and  mo t i o ne d  V i ka                                                      
f o r w ard . S he  s t e p p e d  b e s i d e  hi m l i ke  any  o t he r o b e d i e nt  ro b o t . He  p l ac e d  a  b i g                                                            
hand  f i rml y  o n he r s ho u l d e r,  and  s he  l o o ke d  u p  t o  w at c h hi s  l i p s .                                              

“  i s  i s  y o u r c are g i ve r, ” he  s ai d  t o  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs . “ Yo u  w i l l  t re at  he r                                                       
b e t t e r t han y o u  t re at  t he  c u s t o me rs . Yo u  w i l l  ke e p  y o u r hand s  t o  y o u rs e l f  and                                                        
y o u r mo u t hs  c l o s e d , o r my  me n and  I w i l l  have  f u n w i t h y o u  b e f o re  y o u  g e t  t hat                                                         
b u l l e t . ”      

He  d i d n’t  w ai t  f o r t he i r  re p l i e s — t o  hi m, t he y  w e re  i rre l e vant — b u t  p i vo t e d  t o                                                        
f ac e  V i ka. S he  me t  hi s  g az e , no  l o ng e r s u rp ri s e d  t o  fi nd  e y e s  no  l o ng e r t he  c o l o r                                                           
o f  f l o w e rs ,  b u t  b l ac k,  l i ke  e nd l e s s  c e s s p o o l s .                                       

He  c u p p e d  he r c he e ks  and  ki s s e d  he r o n t he  t i p  o f  t he  no s e . “ If  y o u  have  any                                                     
t ro u b l e ,  my  he art ,  d o  no t  he s i t at e  t o  s ho u t  f o r me . ”                                       

I  w i l l  n e ve r  s e e k y our  h e lp .                        “ T hank y o u . ”       
“A ny t hi ng  f o r y o u . ” Ins t e ad  o f  mo vi ng  aw ay, as  s he ’d  ho p e d , he  re mai ne d  i n                                              

p l ac e , hi s  l i p s  p u rs i ng . “ M y  ne w  ani mal  i s  b i g  and  fi e rc e  and  u nl i ke  any  y o u  have                                                      
d e al t  w i t h b e f o re .  P e rhap s  I  s ho u l d  s u mmo n y o u r g u ard — ”                                        

“  e  c i rc u s  o p e ns  t o mo rro w, ” s he  i nt e rje c t e d  q u i c kl y,                                        ho p i ng  t o  s t o p  hi m             
b e f o re  he  t al ke d  hi ms e l f  i nt o  i t . “  e re ’s  s o  mu c h t o  d o, and  t he re ’s  no  re as o n t o                                                       
w as t e  any o ne ’s  t i me  w at c hi ng  o ve r me . B e s i d e s , no  mat t e r ho w  fi e rc e  he  i s , t he                                                    
ne w c o me r w o u l d  ne ve r d are  t o  hu rt  me . He  no w  kno w s  t he  c o ns e q u e nc e s  o f                                                 



d e f y i ng  y o u . ”          
He r f at he r’s  g ri p  t i g ht e ne d , ne arl y  c r u s hi ng  he r jaw b o ne  and  d e fi ant l y                                           

w o rs e ni ng  w hat  re mai ne d  o f  l as t  w e e k’s  “ l e s s o n. ” “ I w i l l  w as t e  w ho e ve r’s  t i me  I                                                        
w i s h. Yo u  are  mo re  i mp o rt ant  t o  me  t han a  s u c c e s s f u l  s ho w, and  i f  I  t hi nk t he re ’s                                                     
a  t hre at ,  t he re ’ s  a  t hre at .  I ’ m f ar w i s e r ab o u t  t he s e  t hi ng s . ”                                            

W on ’ t  c r y  out.           “ Of  c o u rs e , ” s he  manag e d  t o  s ay. If , ho w e ve r, t he  s ho w                                      d i d    p ro ve  
u ns u c c e s s f u l  and  he                  h a d    f o rc e d  he r b o d y g u ard  t o  re mai n at  he r s i d e , p re ve nt i ng                                    
M at as  f ro m p ro p e rl y  p re p ari ng  f o r hi s  mag i c  ac t , Je c i s  w o u l d  b l ame  he r. He                                                 
w o u l d  re p ri mand  he r.  She  w o u l d  hu rt .                       

W i t h a  s i g h, he  re l e as e d  he r. “A s  i f  I  c an d e ny  y o u  any t hi ng . Ve r y  w e l l , I  w i l l                                                         
al l o w  y o u  t o  w o rk al o ne  s i nc e  t he re  are  no  t o w ni e s  ne arb y  and  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs                                                        
are  c o nt ai ne d . B u t  i f  y o u  c o me  ho me  w i t h a  s i ng l e  b r u i s e , my  p re c i o u s  o ne , I w i l l                                                              
b e  ve ry  u p s e t . ”           

We l l , t he n. S he  w o u l d n’t  p o i nt  o u t  t he  my ri ad  o f  b r u i s e s  al re ad y  d e c o rat i ng                                                      
he r b o d y. B e s i d e s , t he re  w as  no  ne e d . He  kne w  t he y  w e re  t he re ;                                             h e   had  p u t  t he m        
t he re . B u t  w hi l e  he  w as  al l o w e d  t o  ab u s e  he r, any t i me , any p l ac e , no  o ne  e l s e  w as                                                        
e ve r e x t e nd e d  t he  s ame  p ri vi l e g e .                       

He  d e l i ve re d  ano t he r ki s s  t o  t he  t i p  o f  he r no s e  b e f o re  s t al ki ng  aw ay, f u l l y                                                      
as s u re d  s he  w o u l d  d o  e ve r y t hi ng  i n he r p o w e r t o  s af e g u ard  he rs e l f . He  w as n’t                                                      
w ro ng .  She  w o u l d .  She  mi g ht  d re am o f  l e avi ng  he r f at he r,  mi g ht  e ve n b e  p l anni ng                                                  
t o  d o  s o ,  b u t  s he  w o u l d  ne ve r d i s o b e y  hi m w hi l e  s he  w as  he re .                                                

D i d  t he  ne w c o me r have  any  i d e a  w hat  w as  i n s t o re  f o r hi m?                                      
If  he  had n’t  b e e n c o nvi nc e d  o f  Je c i s ’s  mal e vo l e nc e , he  w o u l d  b e  s o o n. Je c i s                                                    

p u ni s he d  hi s  ani mal s  f o r t he  mi l d e s t  o f  o ffe ns e s , t ho u g h t he  p u ni s hme nt s                                                 
t he ms e l ve s  w e re  ne ve r mi l d .  Hi s  t e mp e r w o u l d  g e t  t he  b e t t e r o f  hi m and  he  w o u l d                                                           
e r u p t  i nt o  a  fi t  o f  rag e . He  w o u l d  mai m . .  .  he  w o u l d  r u i n . .  .  and  he  w o u l d  ki l l                                                                
i nd i s c ri mi nat e l y .  .  .  .                

Sad l y ,  t ho s e  w ho  d i e d  w e re  t he  l u c ky  o ne s .                                
V i ka w al ke d  t o  t he  s u p p l i e s  he r f at he r’s  w o rke r had  l e f t  b e hi nd , ne ve r al l o w i ng                                                     

he rs e l f  t o  s hi f t  he r g az e  t o  s t u d y  t he  l i p s  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  t o  d i s c o ve r w hat                                                                
t he y  w e re  s ay i ng  ab o u t  he r— and  t he y  w e re  s ay i ng  s o me t hi ng , s he  kne w  t he y  w e re ,                                                      
b e c au s e  s he  c o u l d  f e e l  t he  vi b rat i o ns  o f  t he i r  w o rd s  ag ai ns t  he r s ki n. A t  t i me s                                                           
l i ke  t hi s ,  s he  w as  al mo s t  g rat e f u l  f o r he r d e af ne s s .                                     

I ’ l l  e s c a p e  th i s  h e l lh ole  a n d  ta ke  y ou w i th  me , V i ka , W i c ke d  W i tc h  of  th e  Wor ld s .                                                           
I ’ l l  p ut y ou i n  a  c a ge  a n d  oh , th e  th i n gs  I ’ l l  d o to  y ou . . .                                                i s  had  o nc e  c o me  f ro m                
t he  M e c  s he  c al l e d  R ai nb o w .                    

You’r e  n oth i n g mor e  th a n  a  c i r c us  w h or e , a n d                                y o u       d e s e r ve  to be  i n  th i s  c a ge , n ot                     
me !   T hi s  had  o nc e  c o me  f ro m t he  C o rt az  name d  C ri s s ab e l l e .                                     

 e y  ne e d e d  a  t arg e t  f o r t he i r  f r u s t rat i o n and  rag e , and  s he  w as  t he  s af e s t  b e t .                                                          
S he  kne w  t hat , and  had  s t o p p e d  l e t t i ng  i t  hu rt  he r f e e l i ng s  a  l o ng  t i me  ag o. S he                                                        
w o u l d  ne ve r harm t he m and  c e rt ai nl y  ne ve r t at t l e , b u t                                     i t  w as  al mo s t  i mp o s s i b l e                  
t o  ke e p  a  s e c re t  f ro m Je c i s . One  d ay, he  w o u l d  fi nd  o u t  ab o u t  t he  t w o  o ffe nd e rs                                                         
and  b l o o d y  t he i r  t o as t .                 

One  d ay .   
T he  w o rd s  l e f t  a  s i c k t as t e  i n he r mo u t h.                              



 e  re s t  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  re f u s e d  t o  l o o k at , t al k t o, o r  t al k ab o u t  he r, t o o                                                           
af rai d  o f  w hat  Je c i s  w o u l d  d o. A c t u al l y, no, t hat  w as n’t  t r u e .  e  Targ o n                                               
ac t u al l y  s e e me d  t o  e njo y  he r.                    

I s  i t  ti me  for  my  s p on ge  ba th  y e t, V i ka  I  Wa n ta  Li c ka ?                                       he  w as  f o nd  o f  s ay i ng . He                 
o f t e n re f e rre d  t o  hi ms e l f  as  D ad d y  Sp anky, and  o nc e  a  d ay  as ke d  he r t o  d o  t he                                                    
s ame . 

“ E at  u p, e ve r y o ne . I’m f e e l i ng  g e ne ro u s  t o d ay. ” S he  t hre w  vani l l a  c o o ki e s  i nt o                                                     
e ac h c ag e , e ve n t he  M e c ’s  and  t he  Co rt az ’s . R e w ard i ng  t he  Te rri b l e  D u o  f o r b ad                                                   
b e havi o r w as  b e y o nd  f o o l i s h, b u t  s o me  p art  o f  he r w ant e d  t o  make  t he i r  l i ve s                                                      
b e t t e r,  e ve n i n s o  s mal l  a  w ay .                      

A s  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  d o ve  f o r t he  d e s s e rt s  and  d e vo u re d  e ve r y  c r u mb, s he                                                     
g rab b e d  a  b o t t l e  o f  e nz y me  s p ray, a  b r u s h and  o ne  o f  t he  rag s , and  ap p ro ac he d                                                     
t he  c ag e  b e l o ng i ng  t o  t he  B re e  Li an s he ’ d  name d  D o t s .                                      

Hi s  rac e  w as  kno w n f o r t he  mu l t i c o l o re d  f u r t hat  c o ve re d  t he i r  b o d i e s  f ro m                                                      
he ad  t o  t o e , and  D o t s  w as  no  d i ffe re nt . He  re s e mb l e d  a  l o ng - hai re d  c he e t ah,                                                   
w i t h an u nd e rl ay  o f  g o l d  and  s p o t s  o f  b l ac k, y e t  hi s  manne ri s ms  w e re  as  u nc at l i ke                                                        
as  p o s s i b l e . A s  mu s c l e d  as  he  w as , he  d i d n’t  w al k s o  mu c h as  t hu nd e r f ro m o ne                                                      
e nd  o f  t he  c ag e  t o  t he  o t he r.                     

S t i l l , he  ki nd  o f  re mi nd e d  he r o f  D o b i , t he  b e au t i f u l                                            t i g e r w ho  had  p e e d  o n               
e ve r y t hi ng , i nc l u d i ng  V i ka, and  e ve r y  t i me  s he  l o o ke d  at  hi m, a  p ang  s l i c e d                                                    
t hro u g h he r he art .        

D on’ t  go th e r e         .  R i g ht .  e  p as t  w as  o ff- l i mi t s , and  f o r g o o d  re as o n. L o o ki ng                                         
b ac k b ro u g ht  o nl y  re g re t . R e g re t  b ro u g ht  s o rro w. S o rro w  b ro u g ht  d e p re s s i o n,                                                    
and  d e p re s s i o n b ro u g ht  t o rme nt .  She ’ d  had  e no u g h o f  t hat ,  t hanks .                                          

S o. M o vi ng  o n. E ac h o f  t he  d i ffe re nt  s p e c i e s  b o re  d i ffe re nt  p hy s i c al                                              
c harac t e ri s t i c s , as  w e l l  as  d i ffe re nt  i nnat e  ab i l i t i e s . S o me  B re e  Li ans  c o u l d                                                     
p o i s o n an e ne my  w i t h t he i r  t e e t h o r nai l s . S o me  Co rt az e s  c o u l d  t e l e p o rt . S o me                                                        
M e c s  c o u l d  hy p no t i z e  w i t h t he  c hang i ng  c o l o rs  o f  t he i r  s ki n. S o me  Te rans  c o u l d                                                         
l e ap  a  mi l e  i n a  s i ng l e  b o u nd . B u t  i t  w as  u t t e rl y  i mp o s s i b l e  t o  kno w  e ac h and                                                            
e ve r y  o ne  o f  t he  ab i l i t i e s  t he s e  p art i c u l ar o t he r w o rl d e rs  p o s s e s s e d , w hi c h w as                                                            
w hy  he r f at he r had  g o ne  b l ac k marke t  and  p u rc has e d  s l ave  b and s .                                     

 e  s hac kl e s  w e re  t hi c k and  b ro nz e  w i t h l o ng , s harp  ne e d l e s  ho ne d  f ro m s o me                                                  
ki nd  o f  al i e n me t al  t hat  d ri l l e d  i nt o  e ac h w e are r’s  b o ne s , d ri p p i ng  a  s t e ad y  and                                                       
c o ns t ant  s u p p l y  o f  a  p o t e nt  i nhi b i t o r s t rai g ht  i nt o  marro w .                                          

W he n V i ka ne e d e d  t o  g e t  i ns i d e  a  c ag e , e i t he r t o  w as h i t  o r  i t s  p ri s o ne r, s he                                                          
had  o nl y  t o  p re s s  t he  re mo t e  ac t i vat o r t o  s e nd  a  d i ffe re nt  d r u g — a s e d at i ve —                                                      
t hro u g h t he  o t he rw o rl d e r’ s  s y s t e m,  kno c ki ng  hi m o u t  f o r at  l e as t  an ho u r.                                                 

 e  c l o s e r s he  c ame  t o  D o t s , t he  mo re  f e r ve nt l y  he  p ro w l e d  t he  l e ng t h o f  hi s                                                         
c ag e . U s u al l y, he  w as  t he  i nc arnat i o n o f  c o mp o s e d . He  at e  w he n he  w as  s u p p o s e d                                                      
t o  e at . He  ne ve r s p o ke  w i t ho u t  fi rs t  b e i ng  s p o ke n t o, and  he  re mai ne d  s e at e d  i n                                                      
t he  b ac k c o rne r w he ne ve r V i ka  ap p ro ac he d .                        

B u t  he ’ d  b e e n he re  l o ng  e no u g h t o  l e arn e x ac t l y  ho w  he r f at he r o p e rat e d .                                                   
 e  o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re  ke p t  i n t he  me nag e ri e  as  l o ng  as  t he y  w e re  he al t hy  and                                                     

hu mans  re mai ne d  f as c i nat e d  w i t h t he m. E i g ht  d ay s  ag o, t he  mo s t  s e ni o r o f  t he                                                 
s l ave s  had  b e e n re l o c at e d  t o  g ame s  b e c au s e  he ’ d  ap p e are d  “ f e ve ri s h. ”                                                 



He  w as  a  R s l ad o - e l , a  d e l i c at e  rac e , e as i l y  b re akab l e . M any  t i me s  s he ’d  c o me                                                      
c l o s e  t o  f re e i ng  hi m. C l o s e — b u t  no t  c l o s e  e no u g h. No w  he  w as  t he  s t ar  o f  M o l e                                                            
Smac k A t t ac k, f o rc e d  t o  b o b  hi s  he ad  i n and  o u t  o f  ho l e s , w hi l e  hu mans  t ri e d  t o                                                       
hi t  hi m i n t he  f ac e  w i t h p ad d e d  b at s .                          

 e  p as t  f e w  w e e ks , D o t s  had  l o s t  a  l o t  o f  w e i g ht . D e s p i t e  hi s  mu s c l e , he  w as                                                              
b e g i nni ng  t o  ap p e ar g au nt . V i ka  had  g i ve n hi m e x t ra  p o rt i o ns  at  e ve r y  me al , b u t                                                     
s o  f ar,  t he  f o o d  had n’ t  he l p e d .                      

He  w o u l d  b e  t he  ne x t  o ne  t o  g o  t o  t he  c ho p p i ng  b l o c k.                                           
S he  w ant e d  t o  f re e  hi m b e f o re  t hat  hap p e ne d . S he  d i d . A nd  i f  he  c o u l d  ju s t                                                      

hang  o n f o r a  w hi l e  l o ng e r, s he  w o u l d . He  ju s t  had  t o  hang  o n. B u t  s he  c o u l d n’t                                                      
t e l l  hi m t hat ,  c o u l d  s he .                  

S t o mac h t w i s t i ng  w i t h a  s t i ng i ng  b l e nd  o f  g u i l t  and  re mo rs e , V i ka  ju mp e d  u p                                                        
t o  p re s s  t he  b u t t o n t hat  w o u l d  re nd e r hi m u nc o ns c i o u s . Ho w  s he  d i s l i ke d  he r                                                        
l ac k o f  he i g ht !  In a  b l i nk, t he  B re e  Li an w as  l u ng i ng  at  he r, ro ari ng , “ I’ l l  ki l l  y o u                                                      
b e f o re  I l e t  y o u  mo ve  me !”                     and  s p ray i ng  c o o ki e  c r u mb s  al l  o ve r he r f ac e . He                               
manag e d  t o  re ac h t hro u g h t he  b ars  and  s c rat c h he r b e f o re  he  c o l l ap s e d , al re ad y                                                 
s no ri ng .   

 e re  w as  a  t hro b  i n he r s ho u l d e r, and  s he  f e l t  t he  w arm t ri c kl e  o f  b l o o d , b u t                                                       
s u c h a  mi no r i nju ry  w as  b are l y  a  b l i p  o n he r rad ar.                                

S he  p e rf o rme d  a  q u i c k s p i n, maki ng  s u re  t he  B re e  Li an’s  ro ar had  no t  ro u s e d                                                
t he  at t e nt i o n o f  a  ne arb y  p e rf o rme r. A  mi nu t e  p as s e d , t he n t w o. No  o ne  c ame                                                 
ru nni ng .  G o o d ,  t hat  w as  g o o d .                    

B ut   w  h a t a bout y our  fa th e r ?              s he  t ho u g ht , t he  fi rs t  s p ark o f  p ani c  b l o o mi ng .                                   Y ou
a r e n ’ t  to  c ome  h ome  w i th  a  s i n gle  br ui s e .                             

A n o p e n w o u nd  w as  w o rs e , w as n’t  i t . M o t i o ns  f rant i c , s he  t i e d  he r s hi rt s l e e ve                                                      
aro u nd  he r s ho u l d e r, ap p l y i ng  p re s s u re  t o  t he  c l aw  marks . A s  s o o n as  t he  b l o o d                                                      
s t o p p e d  fl o w i ng , s he  w o u l d  p ro p e rl y  b and ag e  t he  t hi ng  and  c hang e  s hi rt s .                                                   
S o me t hi ng  l o ng  s l e e ve d , may b e . A nd  i f  s he  fi nal l y  w o re  o ne  o f  t he  ne c kl ac e s  he r                                                        
f at he r had  g i ve n he r, he  w o u l d  b e  t o o  p l e as e d  w i t h he r t o  no t i c e  any t hi ng  e l s e .                                                         
Su re l y .  Ho p e f u l l y .             

“A ny o ne  e l s e  t ri e s  t hat , ” s he  f o rc e d  he rs e l f  t o  s ay, ne ve r me e t i ng  any o ne ’s                                                  
g az e , “and  I’ l l  f o rg e t  t o  f e e d  y o u  t o ni g ht . ” A nd  o h, ho w  s he  l o at he d  maki ng                                                    
t hre at s  l i ke  t hat .  re at s  s he  w as n’t  s u re  s he  had  t he  ab i l i t y  t o  s e e  t hro u g h. B u t                                                        
s he  c o u l d n’t  ri s k ano t he r i nju r y. He r f at he r w o u l d  ki l l  e ac h and  e ve r y                                            
o t he rw o rl d e r,  ju s t  t o  make  a  p o i nt .                        

We l l , t hat , and  a  p ro fi t . He  had  p ai d  t o p  d o l l ar  f o r t he m, and  w hi l e  he  mad e  a                                                   
l o t  o f  i t  b ac k w i t h t he  me nag e ri e  and  t he  g ame s , he  re c e i ve d  t he  b i g g e s t  re t u rn                                                            t o
hi s  i nve s t me nt  w he n he  s o l d  t he  b o d i e s — i n p art s .                                  

Hand s  t re mb l i ng , s he  u nl at c he d  D o t s ’s  d o o r and  c l i mb e d  i ns i d e . S he  s p e nt                                                  
hal f  an ho u r c l e ani ng  hi s  s ki n and  b r u s hi ng  hi s  hai r, as  g e nt l y  and  no ni nvas i ve l y                                                
as  p o s s i b l e . A l l  t he  w hi l e , p i t y  w e l l e d  i ns i d e  he r. Hi s  mo d e s t y  w as  a  t hi ng  o f  t he                                                                 
p as t ;  c o mmo n c o u rt e s y  had  b e e n f o rg o t t e n;  and  t o rme nt  w as  a  d ai l y  o c c u rre nc e .                                                       

On e  d a y ,  I ’ l l  be  a ble  to  h e lp  h i m.                         
U g h.  T he re  w e re  t ho s e  w o rd s  ag ai n.                       
S he  fi ni s he d  w i t h t he  B re e  Li an and  l o c ke d  u p.  e  Targ o n w as  ne x t . A nd                                             



t ho u g h s he  had  no  ni c kname  f o r hi m, s he  re f u s e d  t o  re f e r t o  hi m as  D ad d y                                               
Sp anky . 

A s  al w ay s , he  s t re t c he d  ac ro s s  t he  fl o o r o f  hi s  c ag e  and  s mi l e d  at  he r. He  w as  a                                                        
b e au t i f u l  man, w i t h p al e  s ki n t hat  g l i t t e re d  as  t ho u g h d u s t e d  w i t h d i amo nd                                                     
p o w d e r and  hai r  as  b l ac k as  t he  ni g ht  w i t h p i np ri c ks  o f  s ap p hi re . Onl y  o ne  t hi ng                                                     
had  e ve r b o t he re d  hi m,  and  t hat  w as  t he  ap p e aranc e  o f  M at as .                                     

T he  T arg o n        e r up te d      any  t i me  he  c au g ht  s i g ht  o f  he r b o d y g u ard .                              
“ I’ m    ve r y    d i rt y , ”  he  p u rre d .  “ M ake  s u re  y o u  s c ru b  re al l y ,  re al l y  hard . ”                                             
S he  p l ac e d  he r hand  o n he r t hro at  t o  f e e l  t he  re ve rb e rat i o n o f  he r vo i c e  b o x                                                   

and  b e t t e r ju d g e  he r vo l u me .  “ If  o nl y  I  c o u l d  s c ru b  y o u r mi nd . ”                                               
“ Ho ne y ,  no  mat t e r w he re  y o u  s c ru b  y o u ’ re  g o nna ne e d  an i nd u s t ri al - s i z e — ”                                                   
R o l l i ng  he r e y e s , s he  ju mp e d  u p  and  p re s s e d  t he  b u t t o n t o  re nd e r hi m                                                  

u nc o ns c i o u s .        
A s  s he  s p ray e d  t he  e nz y me  mi x t u re  t hat  w o u l d  c l e an hi m i ns i d e  and  o u t , t he n                                                      

r u b b e d  aw ay  t he  e x c e s s  o i l ,                         s he  c o u l d  f e e l  s o me o ne ’s  g az e  b o ri ng  i nt o  he r,                                  
b u rni ng  d e e p  and  s u re .  e re  w as  no  re as o n t o  l o o k u p. S he  kne w  t he  ne w c o me r                                                   
w as  t he  c u l p ri t .              E ve r y on e       w at c he d  he r i n t he  b e g i nni ng , ho p i ng  t o  l e arn he r                                
hab i t s  and  d i s c o ve r t he  b e s t  w ay  t o  o ve rp o w e r he r and , as  Cri s s  had  o f t e n s ai d ,                                                      
“ b l o w  t hi s  he l l ho l e . ”                

B u t  V i ka  re c al l e d  ho w, at  fi rs t , t hi s  o ne  had  l o o ke d  at  he r w i t h c u ri o s i t y,                                                    
c rac kl i ng  aw are ne s s  and  s t u nne d  aw e , rat he r t han s u s p i c i o n. A  he ad y  mi x  t hat                                              
had  s ho c ke d  he r.  M e n s i mp l y  d i d n’ t  re g ard  he r t hat  w ay .                                    

Ho w  q u i c kl y  hi s  c o u nt e nanc e  had  c hang e d , ho w e ve r, w he n he r f at he r                                        
anno u nc e d  s he  w as  i n c harg e  o f  hi s  c are . A w are ne s s  and  aw e  had  g i ve n w ay  t o                                                
b are l y  s u p p re s s e d  f e ro c i t y .  A nd  t hat ,  s he  w as  u s e d  t o .                                           

If  f re e d ,  he  c o u l d  c ru s h he r i n s e c o nd s .                             
Co u l d . S he  ro l l e d  t he  w o rd  t hro u g h he r mi nd . B u t  w o u l d  he ?  Had  t he  aw e                                                 

re t u rne d ,  o r w as  t he  f e ro c i t y  t u g g i ng  at  i t s  re i ns ?                                      
D are  s he  g l anc e  u p  and  f i nd  o u t ?                      
Ju s t  t he  t ho u g ht  c au s e d  he r p al ms  t o  s w e at . A s  b i g  as  t hi s  Targ o n w as ,                                                  

t he  . .  .  w hat e ve r he  w as  w o u l d  s t and  many  i nc he s  t al l e r  and  b e  many  i nc he s                                                  
w i d e r. He  w as  t he  e p i t o me  o f  p o w e r, and  s he  w as  q u i t e  c e rt ai n s he ’d  ne ve r s e e n                                                        
s o  b raw ny  a  mal e .          

If  he  t hre at e ne d  he r, s he ’d  . .  .  w hat ?  S c re am?  Hard l y.  e re  w e re  o nl y  t w o                                               
t hi ng s  t hat  s c are d  he r. A n ang r y  Je c i s — and  a  hap p y  Je c i s .  e  ne w c o me r w as n’t                                                 
e i t he r o f  t ho s e  t hi ng s . B u t  o kay, y e s , as  ho t  as  hi s  t e mp e r had  ap p e are d  t o  b e , he                                                        
mi g ht  ju s t  b e  ab l e  t o  s l i d e  i nt o  t hi rd  p l ac e  w i t ho u t  any  re al  e f f o rt .                                                     

B u t  . .  .  hi s  e y e s . He  had  s u c h l o ve l y  e y e s .  e y  w e re                                              l arg e , and  t he  mo s t          
g l o ri o u s  s had e  o f  b ab y  b l u e , l i ke  t he  s ky  o n t he  b ri g ht e s t  o f  mo rni ng s , f ri ng e d  b y                                                             
a  t hi c k b l ac k f an o f  l as he s . Fo r a  mo me nt , s he  had  l o s t  he rs e l f  i n t ho s e  e y e s , and                                                      
o h,  t hat  had  b e e n t he  mo s t  amaz i ng  f e at .                         

Lo s t ,  s he  had  f o rg o t t e n ab o u t  he r mi s e rab l e  l i f e .                                   
Lo s t ,  s he  had  f o u nd  s t re ng t h.                   
W o u l d  s he  l o s e  he rs e l f  ag ai n?                     
F i ne .  She  had  t o  kno w .  V i ka  g l anc e d  u p .                           



Five

Do not with h old good from  th ose to wh om  it  is  due,  wh en it  is  in your power to act.           
—PROVERBS 2 :2 7 

VIKA MET THE NEWCOMER’S     g az e — and  he r e nt i re  b o d y  re ac t e d , e ve r y  c e l l  s he                                   
p o s s e s s e d  c o mi ng  al i ve , b u z z i ng , he at i ng . B u t  s he  d i d n’t  l o s e  he rs e l f . No t  e ve n                                                          
c l o s e . He  w as  f ar  mo re  t han ang r y. He  rad i at e d  w hi t e - ho t  f u r y, hi s  s ki n ac t u al l y                                                    
d arke ni ng  t o  a  d e e p, ri c h re d . Hi s  e y e l i d s  w e re  narro w e d  i nt o  d ang e ro u s  s l i t s , hi s                                                         
c he e kb o ne s  p ro t ru d e d ,  and  hi s  no s t ri l s  f l are d  w i t h hi s  e ve ry  i nhal at i o n.                                                 

Hi s  t e e t h had  e ve n g ro w n, s he  re al i z e d  w i t h i nt e ns i f y i ng  ho rro r.  e y  w e re  s o                                                    
l o ng  t he y  s t re t c he d  o ve r hi s  b o t t o m l i p. A nd  hi s  e ars  had  c hang e d , no w  p o i nt i ng                                                      
at  t he  e nd s .  A nd  hi s  nai l s  .  .  .  o h,  s w e e t  me rc y  .  .  .  t he y  w e re                                                       c la w s    .

S u re l y  he  w as  c ap ab l e  o f  s l as hi ng  t he  b ars  o f  hi s  c ag e . A nd  w he n he  d i d , he                                                     
w o u l d  s t o mp  o ve r t o  he r. He  w o u l d  rai s e  t ho s e  he avy  fi s t s  and  d e s t ro y  he r.  e                                                       
p ai n w o u l d  b e  t o o  mu c h. He  w o u l d  hi t  he r f ac e , and  he  w o u l d  fi nal l y  b l i nd  he r.                                                        
No !

P ani c  t hre at e ne d  t o  o ve r w he l m he r as  s he  d ro p p e d  he r rag . B re at h c au g ht  i n                                                
he r t hro at  and  c r y s t al l i z e d ,                     l e avi ng  a  hard , jag g e d  l u mp  t hat  c ho ke d  he r. B l ac k                              
w i nke d  t hro u g h he r l i ne  o f  s i g ht  as  s he  s c ramb l e d  t o  t he  b ac k c o rne r o f  t he                                                    
T arg o n’ s  c ag e .        

G on n a  h ur t,  gon n a  h ur t,  gon n a  h ur t s o  ba d                             .
E x c e p t  .  .  .          
P ai n w as  ne ve r f o rt hc o mi ng .               
S he  b l i nke d , u ns u re  ho w  mu c h t i me  had  p as s e d .  e  ne w c o me r . .  .  had  no t                                                

mo ve d  an i nc h, s he  re al i z e d . He  had n’t  t ri e d  t o  g e t  t o  he r. A nd  e ve n i f  he  had ,                                                   
s he  t ho u g ht ,  c o u rag e  at  l as t  maki ng  an ap p e aranc e ,  he  w as  c u f f e d  and  d ru g g e d ,  as                                                      
he l p l e s s  as  a  ne w b o rn b ab e .  T he re  w as  no t hi ng  he  c o u l d  d o  t o  harm he r.                                                 

B i t  b y  b i t , t he  re s t  o f  he r p ani c  re c e d e d . G u l p i ng , s he  l o o ke d  hi m o ve r. Hi s                                                       
s ki n had  re t u rne d  t o  i t s  o ri g i nal  b ro nz e  c o l o r.  Hi s  t e e t h had  s hru nk and  hi s  c l aw s                                                       
had  vani s he d . Hi s  e y e s  s t i l l  b l az e d  w i t h a  f u ri o u s  fi re , b u t  t he y  w e re  al s o                                                        
w o u nd e d .     

T he  s ame  w o u nd  he r re f l e c t i o n o f t e n s ho w c as e d .                                 
W hat  had  s he  d o ne  t o  o ffe nd  hi m?  S he  had n’t  l o c ke d  hi m u p ; s he  had  f e d  hi m                                                

d e l i c i o u s  c o o ki e s . Co o ki e s  he  had  i g no re d , s he  re al i z e d .  e  l i t t l e  ro u nd  t re at s                                                           
re s t e d  o n t he  fl o o r o f  hi s  c ag e . B u t  s he  al re ad y  kne w  t he  ans w e r, d i d n’t  s he ?  S he                                                        
had  fl i nc he d  w he n s he ’d  l o o ke d  at  hi m, s c ramb l i ng  aw ay  t o  c re at e  d i s t anc e                                               
b e t w e e n t he m,  as  i f  he  w e re  d i s g u s t i ng ,  t ai nt e d .                                     

S u c h a  re ac t i o n w o u l d  have  o ffe nd e d  any o ne . B u t  e ve n s t i l l , a  w arri o r s u c h as                                                    
he  s ho u l d  have  p o u nd e d  hi s  c he s t  w i t h p ri d e . He r f at he r l o ve d  t he  t e rri fi e d                                                    
re ac t i o ns  hi s  p o w e r e l i c i t e d , f o r t he y  s t ro ke d  hi s  e g o. B u t , o kay, no t  al l  me n                                                       
w e re  l i ke  he r f at he r. Or M at as . Or t he  o t he r me n at  t he  c i rc u s . Or a  g o o d  p o rt i o n                                                    
o f  t he  me n         w ho  vi s i t e d  t he  c i rc u s . S he  kne w  t hat . S he ’d  s e e n f at he rs  w i t h t he i r                                               
c hi l d re n, s mi l i ng  and  p ro t e c t i ve . S he ’d  s e e n hu s b and s  w i t h t he i r  w i ve s , ad o ri ng                                                     



and  l o vi ng .  R e al  l o ve ,  no t  t he  ki nd  Je c i s  w as  s e l l i ng .                                       
I  c a n’ t  le a ve  th e  p oor  guy  l i ke  th a t.                           Hi s  e nt i re  w o rl d  had  ju s t  c o l l ap s e d , and  a                              

ne w  o ne — a d arke r o ne — had  t ake n s hap e  aro u nd  hi m. On t hi s  fi rs t  d ay  o f  hi s                                           
ne w ,  t e rri b l e  l i f e ,  s he  c o u l d  g rant  hi m a  ki nd ne s s .  C o u l d n’ t  s he ?                                                 

D e t e rmi ne d , V i ka  s c o o t e d  o u t  o f  t he  Targ o n’s  c ag e , e ng ag e d  t he  l o c k w i t h he r                                                      
t hu mb p ri nt ,  and  p ad d e d  ac ro s s  t he  c l e ari ng  t o w ard  t he  ne w c o me r.                                          

A  p e b b l e  t hu d d e d  ag ai ns t  he r arm. F ro w ni ng , s he  l o o ke d  t o  t he  l e f t  and  c au g ht                                                      
a  g l i mp s e  o f  t he  f e mal e  i n t he  c ag e  ne x t  t o  t he  ne w c o me r’s .  e  Co rt az  g ri nne d                                                      
s mu g l y — and  l au nc he d  ano t he r p e b b l e .  T hi s  o ne  hi t  V i ka  i n t he  c he s t .                                                

V i ka d i d n’t  b o t he r as ki ng  Cri s s ab e l l e  i f  s he  w ant e d  t o  d i e . V i ka  c o u l d  g u e s s                                                         
t he  ans w e r. Ye s .           S or r y , d a r li n g, but I ’m n ot goi n g to obli ge  y ou.                          “  e  f ac t  t hat  y o u             
re me mb e r I c o l l e c t  ro c ks  i s  p ro b ab l y  t he  s w e e t e s t  t hi ng  e ve r, ” s he  f o rc e d  he rs e l f                                                            
t o  s ay  w i t h a  b re e z i ne s s  s he  d i d n’ t  f e e l .  “ Is  i t  o u r anni ve rs ary ? ”                                                 

 e  o t he r w o rl d e r’s  g ri n t o o k o n a  d arke r e d g e . D e s p i t e  t he  d i rt  s mu d g i ng  he r                                                       
c he e ks , s he  w as  b re at ht aki ng . S he  w as  t al l  and  s l e nd e r, a l l  l o ng  l i mb s  and                                                
w i l l o w y  e l e g anc e . He r s ki n w as  as  fl aw l e s s  as  t he  mo s t  e x p e ns i ve  p e arl  and  he r                                                       
hai r  a  f al l  o f  b l ac k ve l ve t .                   

“ W he n my  b ro t he rs  c o me  and  g e t  me , and  t he y  w i l l , y o u ’ l l  b e  b u rne d  al i ve                                                   
w hi l e  I  w at c h and  l au g h. ”                

A  p e b b l e  hi t  V i ka  f ro m b e hi nd .  She  s p u n aro u nd                                     t o  g l are  at  t he  c u l p ri t , o nl y  t o                       
t ake  a       bi gge r    ro c k t o  t he  c he s t .  e  M e c — R ai nb o w — w as  c ac kl i ng  and  p o i nt i ng                                           
at  he r,  as  i f  t he re  w as  s o me t hi ng  w ro ng  w i t h he r.  He  l o ve d  d o i ng  t hat .                                                

 e  fi rs t  f e w  t i me s  he ’d  d o ne  i t , V i ka  had  r u n aw ay  t o  c he c k he rs e l f  i n a                                                    
mi rro r. A  s t ai n o n he r f ac e ?  R i p p e d  c l o t hi ng ?  S o me t hi ng  i n he r t e e t h?  B u t  no t                                                      
o ne  t i me  had  s he  f o u nd  any t hi ng  o u t  o f  p l ac e , and  s he ’d  re al i z e d  he  o nl y  w i s he d                                                        
t o  t o rt u re  he r.         

“ Yo u  f o u nd  a  f e w  f o r my  c o l l e c t i o n, t o o ?   at ’s  s o  t ho u g ht f u l . B u t  g u y s , I                                                           
d i d n’ t  g e t  y o u  any t hi ng . ”                  

 e  c ac kl i ng  s t o p p e d , and  he  hi s s e d  at  he r. Hi s  s ki n b e g an t o  g l o w  b ri g ht  re d ,                                                       
a  s i g n o f  hi s  g ro w i ng  f u ry .                    

A t  fi rs t , he  and  Cri s s ab e l l e  had  t ri e d  t o  b u i l d  a  rap p o rt  w i t h he r. Cri s s  had                                                    
t o l d  he r ho w  ni c e  s he  w as , and  R ai nb o w  had  t o l d  he r t hat  he  hat e d  t he  w ay  he r                                                    
f at he r t al ke d  t o  he r, t hat  he  c o u l d  he l p, i f  o nl y  s he ’d  f re e  hi m. A f t e r a  w hi l e ,                                                       
V i ka’ s  c o nt i nu e d  re f u s al  had  ru i ne d  al l  hi nt  o f  g o o d w i l l .                                           

 e i r t rans g re s s i o ns  had  s t art e d  o u t  s mal l , and  t he y  had  hu rt l e d  i ns u l t s ,                                                 
no t hi ng  mo re . W he n t he y  re al i z e d  V i ka w o u l d  no t  t e l l  Je c i s , t he y  had  g rad u at e d                                                      
t o  s t raw, t he n f o o d , and  no w  ro c ks .  e y  as s u me d  t hat , i n t hi s , V i ka  w o u l d  t ake ,                                                    
t ake ,  t ake ,  and  ne ve r g i ve  b ac k.                  

T he y  w e re  s o — ri g ht ,  s he  t ho u g ht  w i t h a  s i g h.                                 
He ad  he l d  hi g h, s he  c l o s e d  t he  re s t  o f  t he  d i s t anc e  w i t h t he  ne w c o me r. He  w as                                                       

i n t he  s ame  s p o t , i n t he  s ame  p o s i t i o n, b u t  hi s  g az e  had  narro w e d  o n t he  M e c  and                                                       
t he  C o rt az .  Li ke  t he  M e c ’ s ,  hi s  s ki n had  o nc e  ag ai n t ake n o n a  c as t  o f  re d .                                                    

“ He l l o , ”  V i ka  s ai d .              
T ho s e  b ab y  b l u e s  s w u ng  t o  he r,  and  s he  s hi ve re d .                                   
S he  d re w  i n a  d e e p  b re at h, ho p i ng  t o  s u c k i n a  l i t t l e  mo re  c o u rag e  and  s t o p  t he                                                           



s u d d e n t i ng l i ng  i n he r ve i ns . S he  f ai l e d  at  b o t h.  e  t i ng l i ng  e ve n i nc re as e d .                                                      
Hi nt s  o f  p e at  s mo ke , p i ne , and  mi nt  fi l l e d  he r no s e , maki ng  he r t hi nk o f                                            
mi d ni g ht  b o nfi re s  i n an e nc hant e d  f o re s t . It  w as  s u c h a  rare  f rag ranc e  t hat  s he                                                
c l o s e d  he r e y e s  and  i nhal e d  ag ai n,  and  ag ai n,  u nt i l  s he  w as  l i g ht - he ad e d .                                                  

 e re  w e re n’t  many  f o re s t s  l e f t  i n t he  w o rl d . M o s t  b e l o ng e d  t o  t he                                                 
g o ve rnme nt  and  t re s p as s e rs  w e re  ne ve r al l o w e d . In f ac t , s he ’d  o nl y  e ve r s e e n                                                 
t he m f ro m a  g re at  d i s t anc e  b e c au s e , w hi l e  t he  c i rc u s  t rave l e d  f ro m c i t y  t o  c i t y,                                                           
s t at e  t o  s t at e , and  s o me t i me s  o t he r c o u nt ri e s , a l l  y e ar ro u nd , t he y  w e re  o nl y  e ve r                                                           
al l o w e d  t o  s t ay  i n c l e ari ng s  w he re  f o re s t s                                    us e d    t o  b e .     

U l t i mat e l y  t he  g l are  o f  t he  s u n and  t he  man’s  s i z z l i ng  g az e  re mi nd e d  he r t hat                                                    
s he  w as  o u t s i d e  i n vi e w  o f  any o ne  w al ki ng  b y, i t  w as  mi d d ay, and  s he  had  a  l o t  t o                                                         
d o. F ai l u re  t o  c o mp l e t e  a  s i ng l e  t as k w o u l d  i nvi t e  p u ni s hme nt , and  p u ni s hme nt                                                      
w o u l d  p u t  he r o u t  o f  c o mmi s s i o n f o r s e ve ral  d ay s .                                     

He art  hamme ri ng , s he  f o c u s e d .  e  c ap t i ve  no w  rad i at e d  e no u g h he at  t o  me l t                                                
t he  A rc t i c  i n a  mat t e r o f  s e c o nd s .                         

“ W hy  d o n’ t  y o u  c o me  a  l i t t l e  c l o s e r,  f e mal e ? ”  he  as ke d .                                            
 ankf u l l y, p ani c  d i d  no t  as s ai l  he r and  s he  w as  ab l e  t o  d raw  o n t he  au d ac i t y                                                   

t hat  o nl y  s u rf ac e d  i n he r f at he r’s  ab s e nc e . “ I t hi nk I’ l l  s t ay  ri g ht  he re , b u t  I                                                    
ap p re c i at e  t he  s u g g e s t i o n. ”                    

V i ka s q u are d  he r s ho u l d e rs  and  l o o ke d  o ve r t he  mal e . U p  c l o s e , s he  c o u l d  s e e                                                       
t hat  hi s  s ki n ap p e are d  t o  b e  as  s mo o t h as  g l as s , t he  re d  f ad i ng  i nt o  t he  b e au t i f u l                                                           
b ro nz e . Hi s  f ac i al  b o ne s  w e re  s l i g ht l y  o ve rg ro w n, b u t  t he y  w e re  p e rf e c t l y  p u t                                                          
t o g e t he r, c re at i ng  a  p i c t u re  o f  ro u g h, u nd i l u t e d  mas c u l i ni t y. In f ac t , he  w as  as                                                       
f i e rc e  i n l o o ks  as  One  D ay  had  b e e n d u ri ng  t he  p ri me  o f  hi s  t o o - s ho rt  l i f e .                                                       

A  s u d d e n l o ng i ng  f o r w hat  c o u l d  have  b e e n s w e l l e d  t he  c hamb e rs  o f  he r he art .                                                      
 e  o t he r w o rl d e r’s  mo u t h w as  mo vi ng , s he  re al i z e d , b u t  s he ’d  mi s s e d  hi s                                                 

w o rd s . R at he r t han ad mi t  t he  t r u t h, s he  re mai ne d  s i l e nt . Pe o p l e  o f t e n re p e at e d                                                    
t he ms e l ve s ,  s avi ng  he r f ro m havi ng  t o  as k.                        

F i nal l y ,  he  s ai d ,  “ W hat  are  y o u  s t ari ng  at ,  hu man? ”                                 
“ I’ m s t ari ng  at  y o u .  Ob vi o u s l y . ”                      
He  g rab b e d  t he  b ars , hi s  knu c kl e s  b l e ac hi ng  o f  c o l o r.  e  w o rd s                                                NPRY

ELIZ ABETH   and     JACOB  w e re  e t c he d  i nt o  hi s  arms . E l i z ab e t h and  Jac o b  s he                                  
u nd e rs t o o d .  e y  w e re  name s , and  s he  w o nd e re d  w hat  t he  p e o p l e  me ant  t o  hi m.                                                   
B u t  Np ry ?     

“ W o man!”  
P u l s e  p o i nt s  d anc i ng  t o  a  w i l d  b e at  s he  c o u l d n’t  c o nt ro l , s he  s ai d , “ He re , ” and                                                         

w i t hd re w  t he  p i e c e  o f  c ho c o l at e  s he ’d  s t u ffe d  i n he r je ans  p o c ke t  t o  e njo y  l at e r.                                                           
“ T ake  i t .  It ’ s  y o u rs . ”                

S he  t o s s e d , b u t  he  d i d n’t  c at c h. He  d i d n’t  w at c h w he re  t he  c and y  s ki t t e re d  t o  a                                                         
s t o p ,  e i t he r.         

“ If  y o u  f ai l  t o  e at  i t  no w, i t  w i l l  me l t  and  y o u ’ l l  have  t o  l i c k i t  u p.  at  c an b e                                                             
e mb arras s i ng , b e l i e ve  me . B u t                      c ho c o l at e  i s  g o o d  i n any  s t at e , s o  i t ’s  u p  t o  y o u                                       
w he t he r o r no t — ”         

Hi s  mo u t h w as  mo vi ng  ag ai n. S u c h a  l u s h, p i nk mo u t h. “ — as ke d  y o u  a                                           
q u e s t i o n,  f e mal e . ”             



Fe i g ni ng  no nc hal anc e , s he  fl i c ke d  he r hai r  o ve r he r s ho u l d e r. “A s k ag ai n, ” s he                                            
s ai d . No ne  o f  t he  c ap t i ve s  had  g u e s s e d  he r i nfi rmi t y, and  s he  w o u l d  ne ve r ad mi t                                                    
t o  i t . A s  d e s p e rat e  as  t he y  w e re , as  mu c h as  t he y  b l ame d  he r f o r t he i r                                                  
c o nf i ne me nt ,  t he y  w o u l d  u s e  t he  hand i c ap  ag ai ns t  he r.  “ I  w as  d i s t rac t e d . ”                                                     

“ V e ry  w e l l .  D o  y o u  w ant  t o  d i e ? ”                           
“ Ho w  w o nd e rf u l , ” s he  re p l i e d  i n t he  d ri e s t  t o ne  s he  c o u l d  manag e . “ M y  e i g ht h                                                        

d e at h t hre at  t o d ay .  I ’ l l  b e  s u re  t o  make  a  no t at i o n i n my  d i ary . ”                                              
“ Ye s , y o u  w ant  t o  d i e , ” he  s ai d  w i t h a  s l o w  no d . “ Ot he r w i s e  y o u  w o u l d  f re e                                                           

me . ” 
“ L e t  me  t e l l  y o u  ho w  t he  re s t  o f  t hi s  c o nve rs at i o n w i l l  g o  and  s ave  y o u  t i me ,                                                            

y e s ?  If  I  f ai l  t o  s e t  y o u  f re e  ri g ht  t hi s  mo me nt , y o u  w i l l  e s c ap e . Yo u  w i l l  b e  t he                                                                  
o ne  t o  ki l l  me . Yo u  w i l l  make  me  hu rt . I  w i l l  re g re t  t he  d ay  I w as  e ve r b o rn.  e                                                       
e nd . S o  . .  .  y o u  e at  t hat ? ” F ro w ni ng , s he  s ho o k he r he ad . “ I me an, y o u  w i l l  e at                                                     
t he  c ho c o l at e  no w ,  w o n’ t  y o u ? ”                       

W i t ho u t  e ve r l o o ki ng  aw ay  f ro m he r, he  s nat c he d  u p  t he  t re at , u nw rap p e d  t he                                                 
f o i l — and  s mas he d  t he  nu g g e t  i nt o  o ne  o f  t he  c ag e  b ars ,                                       
ru b b i ng  .  .  .  ru b b i ng  .  .  .  l i t t l e  c ru mb s  f al l i ng  i nt o  t he  d i rt  b e l o w .                                                         

A  me w l  o f  mo u rni ng  s l i p p e d  f ro m he r. Ye s , s he  had  a  mi l l i o n mo re  p i e c e s  i n                                                     
he r t rai l e r, a l l  g i ve n t o  he r b y  he r f at he r, ju s t  b e c au s e  he  “ l o ve d ” he r. B u t  t hat                                                      
d i d n’t       a l t e r  t he  f ac t  t hat  t he  o t he r w o rl d e r had  ju s t  d e s t ro y e d  s o me t hi ng  s he  had                                                   
e arne d  w i t h b l o o d ,  s w e at ,  and  a  w ho l e  l o t  o f  t e ars .                                       

“ Yo u r l o s s , ”  s he  f o rc e d  he rs e l f  t o  s ay  b l i t he l y .                                      
“ Yo u  have  no  i d e a  t he  t e rro r y o u  have  b ro u g ht  t o  t hi s  c i rc u s ,  l i t t l e  g i rl . ”                                                        
Li ttle  gi r l .        T hat ’ s  w hat  he r f at he r o f t e n c al l e d  he r.  Hi s  b e au t i f u l  l i t t l e  g i rl .  Hi s                                                     

d e are s t  l i t t l e  g i rl . Hi s  b e l o ve d  l i t t l e  g i rl . V i ka  rai s e d  he r c hi n and  g ri t t e d  o u t ,                                                               
“ D o n’ t  c al l  me  t hat .  A nd  I d i d n’ t  b ri ng  y o u  he re . ”                                    

One  b ro w  arc he d , t u rni ng  hi s  e nt i re  e x p re s s i o n i nt o  a  d are . “ D o e s n’t  mat t e r.                                                  
Yo u  are  g u i l t y  b y  as s o c i at i o n. ”                       

“ A m no t . ”     
“ A re  t o o . ”       
“ A m no t !”  s he  s ai d  w i t h a  s t o mp  o f  he r f o o t .                                 
Hi s  e y e l i d s  s l i t t e d  d ang e ro u s l y .  “ W e  are  no t  c hi l d re n.  Le t  me  g o . ”                                                    
“ No , ”  s he  re p l i e d  w i t ho u t  a  s i ng l e  b e at  o f  he s i t at i o n.                                           
“ V e ry  w e l l .  A s  I  s ai d ,  y o u  w i l l  d i e  w i t h t he  re s t . ”                                            
“ B l ah, b l ah, b l ah. I kno w. ” V i b rat i o ns  at  he r l e f t  c au s e d  he r g az e  t o  d art  i n                                                 

t hat  d i re c t i o n.         
“ — ki l l  he r, ki l l  he r, ki l l  he r, ” R ai nb o w  c hant e d  as  he  ju mp e d  u p  and  d o w n i n                                                  

hi s  c ag e .     
A no t he r vi b rat i o n at  he r ri g ht . He r g az e  re t u rne d  t o  t he                                  

ne w c o me r . .  .  w hat e ve r hi s  name  w as . He  had  d e c i d e d  t o  u s e  he r d i s t rac t i o n t o                                                      
hi s  ad vant ag e , w as  re ac hi ng  t hro u g h t he  b ars , t r y i ng  t o  c o nt o rt  hi s  b o d y  t o  g ai n                                                      
e no u g h l e ng t h t o  g rab  he r.                

S he  s t u mb l e d  b ac kw ard , o u t  o f  re ac h. F r u s t rat e d , he  s nap p e d  t ho s e  s ab e r t e e t h                                                       
at  he r— s w e e t  me rc y, t he y  g re w  b e f o re  he r e y e s  and  w e re  e ve n l o ng e r t han                                                   b e f o re !    
— hi s  f e at u re s  rad i at i ng  a  d ark rag e  s he ’ d  s e e n o ne  t o o  many  t i me s  t o d ay .                                                  



Tre mb l i ng , s he  b arke d , “ I w as  t r y i ng  t o  make  y o u r d ay  b e t t e r, and  y o u  d e c i d e d                                                    
t o  mu rd e r me  f o r i t ?  Pe rhap s  y o u  d e s e r ve  t o  b e  i n t hat  c ag e , e h? ” and  s t o mp e d                                                       
aw ay  t o  f i ni s h he r c ho re s .                



Six

But exam ine everyth ing carefully,  and h old fast  to th at wh ich  is  good.        
—1  THESSALONIANS 5 :2 1  

SOLO WATCHED AS THE    f e mal e  t he  c ap t i ve s  c al l e d  V i ka— a y o u ng  g i rl  t he  o w ne r o f                                          
t he  c i rc u s  had  c al l e d  “my  he art ” — s e d at e d  and  b at he d  t he  re s t  o f  t he                                               
o t he rw o rl d e rs .  She  s t i l l  l ab o re d  o ve r t he  l as t ,  t he  C o rt az ,  l e avi ng  o nl y  So l o .                                                        

He r t o u c h w as  al w ay s  t e nt at i ve , s haky, and  g e nt l e , and  he  w as  hi g hl y  c u ri o u s                                                
t o  kno w  i f  s he  w o u l d  t re at  hi m w i t h t he  s ame  d e f e re nc e , c o ns i d e ri ng  al l  t he                                                      
t hre at s  he ’d  mad e . A  c u ri o s i t y  he  d e s p i s e d . He  s ho u l d n’t  c are  o ne  w ay  o r t he                                                     
o t he r. To  b at he  hi m, s he  w o u l d  have  t o  t ranq u i l i z e  hi m, and  t he  t ho u g ht  o f                                                
d ro p p i ng  l i ke  a  b e ar i n t he  w i l d  w as  u t t e rl y  hu mi l i at i ng . B e s i d e s , i f  he  s l e p t                                                            
t hro u g h t he  e nt i re  e p i s o d e ,  t he  s i c ke ni ng  c u ri o s i t y  w o u l d  ne ve r b e  as s u ag e d .                                                          

A nd  y e t ,  he  s t i l l  l i ke d  t he  i d e a  o f  havi ng  he r hand s  o n hi m.                                          
S tup i d    .  He  ne e d e d  t o  b e  s mart e r w he re  s he  w as  c o nc e rne d .                                   
A l re ad y  he ’d  mad e  t w o  g ri e vo u s  mi s t ake s .  e  fi rs t ?  A t t rac t i o n. M e n f o rg o t                                                   

t he i r  p u rp o s e  w he n t he y  l u s t e d                            af t e r  a  w o man.  e  s e c o nd ?  He ’d  e x p e ri e nc e d  a                               
me as u re  o f  p i t y  f o r he r. B e c au s e , he re  s he  w as , a  b e au t i f u l  hu man g i rl  s u re l y                                                      
c l o t he d  i n t he  s ki n o f  G o d ’s  mo s t  t re as u re d  ang e l , y e t  s he  had  a  b r u i s e  t he  s i z e  o f                                                                
a  f i s t  o n he r f ac e .  T he  s i z e  o f  Je c i s ’ s  f i s t ,  t o  b e  e x ac t .                                                 

S o l o  had  c o me  t o  t he  c o nc l u s i o n t hat  Je c i s  w as  f o rc i ng  he r t o  w o rk f o r hi m and                                                       
t hat , i f  S o l o  c o u l d  o nl y  c o nvi nc e  he r t o  t r u s t  hi m, he  c o u l d  fl e e  w i t h he r. He r—                                                          
hi s  ve r y  o w n f e mal e , ac c o rd i ng  t o  X . He ’d  t r u l y  t ho u g ht  he  w o u l d  have  a  c hanc e                                                       
t o  c o nvi nc e  he r, t o o. If  s he  w e re  b e i ng  b e at e n, s he  w o u l d  c rave  s o me  s o rt  o f                                                     
p r o t e c t i o n .            An y   p ro t e c t i o n, e ve n f ro m a  mo ns t e r. P ro t e c t i o n he  w o u l d  have                                       
vo w e d  t o  g i ve .  B u t  w he n he ’ d  o f f e re d  t o  he l p  he r,  s he  had n’ t  b o t he re d  t o  re p l y .                                                             

A f t e r t hat , f r u s t rat i o n had  b e c o me  a  l i vi ng  f o rc e  i ns i d e  hi m, and  o u t  had  c o me                                                      
t he  d e at h t hre at s . R at he r t han c o w e ri ng , as  an ab u s e d  f e mal e  w o u l d  have  d o ne ,                                                 
s he  had  t au nt e d  hi m w i t h he r d i s re g ard .                        

 at ’s  w he n t he  t r u t h had  s e t t l e d  d e e p. S he  w as  c o l d  and  c r u e l , w i t ho u t  a                                                      
he art , and  he  w o u l d  have  t o  t ake  he r d o w n w i t h e ve r y o ne  e l s e . A nd  he  w as  t o t al l y                                                       
o kay  w i t h t hat , he  t o l d  hi ms e l f . He  had  al w ay s  l i ve d  b y  t hre e  l i t t l e  w o rd s , t he                                                        
s t ro ng e s t  w o rd s  i n c re at i o n:                        w h a te ve r  p r ove d  n e c e s s a r y                     .

In f ac t , i f  ri p p i ng  t he  d o o r f ro m hi s  c ag e  w as  a  p ro b l e m, he  w o u l d  re mo ve  he r                                                      
t hu mb — p e rhap s  t he  o nl y  ke y  t o  t he  l o c ks — and  he  w o u l d  d o  i t  w i t h a  s l as h o f  hi s                                                           
c l aw s  o r a  s w i p e  o f  hi s  t e e t h. S he  w o u l d  s c re am and  s he  w o u l d  c r y, b u t  no t hi ng                                                           
s he  s ai d  o r d i d  w o u l d  s t o p  hi m. S he  d i d  no t  d e s e r ve  S o l o’s  c o mp as s i o n and , t o                                                          
hi s  mo t he r’ s  s hame ,  s he  w o u l d  no t  re c e i ve  i t .                                

X  had  s c re w e d  u p  ro y al l y. V i ka  w as  t o  b e  S o l o’s  w o man?  Hard l y. E i t he r s he                                                 
l i ke d  t o  c raw l  i nt o  b e d  w i t h Je c i s  Lu kas  o r s he  had  s p r u ng  f ro m hi s  l o i ns . E i t he r                                                           
w ay ,  s he  d e s e rve d  w hat  s he  g o t .                      

So  w hat  i f  s he  had  e x hi b i t e d  mo me nt s  o f  ki nd ne s s ?                                  
S o  w hat  i f  he r e x p re s s i ve  f ac e  had  re ve al e d  hu rt , c o u rag e , and  g ri m re s o l ve                                                 



w he n p e e ri ng  o ve r at  S o l o, and  al l  t hre e  e mo t i o ns  had  c au s e d  hi s  c he s t  t o  ac he .                                                      
A nd  o kay, y e s , t he  ac he  had  ac t u al l y  s p r u ng  t o  l i f e  w he n t he  B re e  Li an had                                                 
s c rat c he d  he r s ho u l d e r. S o l o  had  b e e n f o rc e d  t o  fi g ht  t he  c o mp u l s i o n t o  b u s t                                                         
f re e  o f  t he  c ag e  s i mp l y  t o  t e ar t he  o t he r w o rl d e r i nt o  i nnu me rab l e  p i e c e s . A                                                        
c o mp u l s i o n he ’d  o nc e  ag ai n b at t l e d  as  t he  M e c  and  t he  Co rt az  had  t hro w n ro c ks                                                   
at  he r.  

S i l l y  o f  hi m, c o ns i d e ri ng                      S olo   w o u l d  b e  harmi ng  he r t o ni g ht . B u t  he                        
re me mb e re d  al l  t he  t i me s  t he  ki d s  at  s c ho o l  had  t hro w n ro c ks  at  hi m.                                             
R e me mb e re d  t he  d ay  hi s  e mo t i o ns  had  g o t t e n t he  b e t t e r o f  hi m, and  he ’d  t u rne d                                                     
ano t he r ki d ’s  f ac e  t o  p u l p. R e me mb e re d  t hat  w as  t he  d ay  X , w ho  had  b e e n w i t h                                                    
hi m s i nc e  b i rt h o nl y  t o  d i s ap p e ar af t e r  t he  d e at h o f  hi s  b i o l o g i c al  p are nt s , had                                                         
re t u rne d .  at  w as  al s o  t he  d ay  D r. E  arri ve d . He  re me mb e re d  w i s hi ng  he  had  a                                                
d i f f e re nt  l i f e — b u t  V i ka had n’ t  s e e me d  t o  c are .                                  

He  d i d n’t  l i ke  t hat  he  had  t o  w ai t  t o  ac t , b u t  p at i e nc e  w as  hi s  b e s t  f ri e nd  ri g ht                                                           
no w. He  had n’t  q u i t e  re c o ve re d  f ro m t he  b o mb i ng , w e akne s s  s t i l l  s w i mmi ng                                               
t hro u g h hi s  ve i ns , affe c t i ng  hi s  l i mb s . Hi s  g ri p  w as n’t  as  s t ro ng  as  u s u al , and  he                                                    
d o u b t e d  hi s  f o o t s t e p s  w o u l d  b e  s t e ad y .                                  

“ I c an f e e l  y o u r ang e r, S o l o, ” X  s ai d , s i t t i ng  d o w n o n                                         S o l o’s  s ho u l d e r,          
b al anc i ng  hi s  e l b o w s  o n hi s  u p rai s e d  kne e s . “ W hy ?   e  g i rl  has  d o ne  no t hi ng                                                    
w ro ng . ”   

“ No t hi ng  w ro ng ? ” D r. E  s no rt e d , p ac i ng . “ M ay b e  w e ’re  t hi nki ng  o f  d i ffe re nt                                               
g i rl s ,  b e c au s e  t hi s  o ne  t ri e d  t o  p o i s o n hi m!”                                  

“ D o  no t  b e  ri d i c u l o u s .  She  d i d n’ t  t ry  t o  p o i s o n hi m. ”                                          
“ P ro ve  i t . ”       
X  re mai ne d  s i l e nt , kno w i ng  t he re  w as  no  ne e d  t o  s p e ak. S o l o  w as  w e l l  ab l e  t o                                                       

s me l l  t he  e s s e nc e  o f  p o i s o n, and  he  had  s me l l e d  no t hi ng  i n t he  c ho c o l at e .                                                     
S o  . .  .  w hy  had  s he  g i ve n i t  t o  hi m?  Had  s he  ho p e d  t o  s o f t e n hi m o r p e rhap s  e ve n                                                          
t o  s e d u c e  hi m?  Had  s he  s l e p t  w i t h any  o f  t he  o t he r i mp ri s o ne d  mal e s , e njo y i ng                                                       
he r p o w e r o ve r t he m?  Ju s t  t he  t ho u g ht  c au s e d  hi s  nai l s  t o  e l o ng at e  and  c u t  i nt o                                                         
hi s  p al ms .     

He  ho me d  i n o n he r, w at c he d  i nt e nt l y, and  re al i z e d  s he  w as  s ho w i ng  t he                                             
f e mal e  t he  s ame  d e t ac he d  g e nt l e ne s s  as  s he  had  s ho w n t he  mal e s . He  re l ax e d , hi s                                                     
nai l s  s hri nki ng  t o  t he i r  no rmal  s i z e .  No ,  s he  had n’ t  s l e p t  w i t h any  o f  t he  mal e s .                                                        

She ’ d  ho p e d  t o  s o f t e n So l o ,  t he n.  B u t  w hy ?                                
D r. E  s t o mp e d  a  f o o t  and  g ro w l e d , “ If  y o u  are n’t  o n S o l o’s  t e am, y o u ’re                                                 

ag ai ns t  i t .  She ’ s  ag ai ns t  i t  and  ne e d s  t o  b e  e l i mi nat e d .  T hat ’ s  a l l  I ’ m s ay i ng . ”                                                           
“ Oh, t hat ’s  a l l ?  A nd  y e t , b y  l y i ng  i n w ai t  t o  d e s t ro y  ano t he r, y o u  w i l l  me re l y                                                         

amb u s h y o u r o w n l i f e . ”               
A s  S o l o  l i s t e ne d  t o  t he  p ai r, he  f o u g ht  ano t he r w ave  o f  f u r y. A p p are nt l y  he                                                      

c o u l d  t hi nk ab o u t  harmi ng  V i ka, b u t  i f  any o ne  e l s e  s o  mu c h as  s u g g e s t e d  i t , he                                                        
had  majo r p ro b l e ms — e ve n w i t h a  t i ny  mal e  no  o ne  e l s e  c o u l d  s e e  o r he ar.                                                 

X  s ai d , “ L o o k d e e p e r t han t he  s u rf ac e , S o l o, t he  w ay  y o u ’ ve  al w ay s  w ant e d                                                   
p e o p l e  t o  d o  f o r y o u .  V i ka  i s  no t  w hat  s he  s e e ms . ”                                         

D r. E  w as n’t  o ne  t o  b e  i g no re d . “ Wai t . Yo u ’re  t r y i ng  t o  t e l l  u s  t hat  y o u  d o n’t                                                        
t hi nk s he ’s  l i ke  e ve r y  o t he r f e mal e  S o l o  has  kno w n?  P l e as e .  e y  e i t he r b o l t  f ro m                                                        



hi m i n f e ar, o r  t hro w  hi m d o w n and  d e mand  he  u nl e as h hi s  b i g , b ad  b e as t . S he                                                
b o l t e d .  G i ve  he r a  f e w  d ay s ,  and  s he ’ l l  d o  t he  o t he r. ”                                          

Ye s , s he  had  b o l t e d , b u t  s he  had  al s o  ap p ro ac he d  hi m af t e r w ard  and  o ffe re d                                                
hi m a  g i f t .       

“ Li s t e n t o  he r, w hi s t l i ng  s o  l o u d l y  and  o ff- ke y, ” D r. E  c o nt i nu e d , hi s  t o ne                                                    
d ri p p i ng  w i t h d i s g u s t .  “ It ’ s  o b vi o u s  s he  e njo y s  he r w o rk. ”                                            

“ P e rhap s  s he  ne e d s  a  d i s t rac t i o n f ro m s o  ho rri f i c  a  t as k, ”  X  re p l i e d .                                                   
“ Ye ah.  R i g ht . ”        
B o t h p o s s i b i l i t i e s  had  me ri t . E ac h t i me  s he  had  fi ni s he d  w i t h an o t he r w o rl d e r,                                                       

s he  had  l e f t  a  t re at  i ns i d e  t he  c ag e . A  p i l e  o f  c o o ki e s  f o r t he  B re e  Li an, a  ro s e  f o r                                                                 
t he  D e l e ns e an, an e x t ra  b l anke t  f o r t he  M o re vv. A  b o o k f o r t he  Te ran, and  a  t u b e                                                  
o f  s u ns c re e n f o r t he  R akan. K i nd  g e s t u re s , s u re . S o me t hi ng  t o  as s u ag e  he r g u i l t ,                                                        
may b e .  So me t hi ng  t o  p re ve nt  t he  c ap t i ve s  f ro m ri s i ng  u p  i n re vo l t ,  d e f i ni t e l y .                                                        

S he  fi ni s he d  w i t h t he  Co rt az  and  l o c ke d  u p. G az e  d o w nc as t , s he  ap p ro ac he d                                                
S o l o’s  c ag e , s t o p p e d , rai s e d  he r f o o t  as  i f  s he  me ant  t o  t ake  ano t he r s t e p, p l ac e d                                                         
i t  b ac k o n t he  g ro u nd . A  s e c o nd  l at e r, s he  s ho o k he r he ad  and  c l o s e d  t he  re s t  o f                                                        
t he  d i s t anc e  w i t h s t ro ng ,  d e t e rmi ne d  s t ri d e s .                                 

“ D o n’ t  d o  i t , ”  he  s ai d .                  
He r arm t re mb l e d  as  s he  l e ap t  u p  t o  p re s s  t he  b u t t o n t o  s e d at e  hi m.                                                 
He  w as  b i g g e r t han t he  o t he rs  and  d i d n’t  e x p e c t  t o  d ro p  as  q u i c kl y  as  t he y  had                                                        

— b u t  he  d i d . B e t w e e n o ne  he art b e at  and  t he  ne x t , hi s  arms  and  l e g s  f e l t  as  he avy                                                       
as  b o u l d e rs .  Hi s  kne e s  g ave  o u t ,  and  hi s  f ac e  hi t  t he  c ag e  f l o o r w i t h a  t hu d .                                                          

•    •    •       

 e  hi g h- p i t c he d  s q u e ak o f  t he  c ag e  d o o r ne arl y  s e nt  V i ka  r u nni ng . S o me ho w,                                                    
s he  f o u nd  t he  s t re ng t h t o  c l i mb  i ns i d e  t he  s mal l  e nc l o s u re .  e  ne w c o me r’s                                                     
c he s t  w as  ri s i ng  and  f al l i ng  s t e ad i l y  w i t h hi s  b re at hs , b u t  hi s  l i mb s  w e re  u t t e rl y                                                             
s t i l l .    

Okay ,  t he n.  She  l e f t  hi m t o  g at he r he r c l e ani ng  s u p p l i e s ,  he r at t e nt i o n s nag g e d                                                     
o n t he  s p e c i al  s and al w o o d  o i l  s he ’d  b ro u g ht . A l w ay s  s he  c arri e d  i t  he re , b u t                                                       
ne ve r had  s he  ac t u al l y  u s e d  i t . No w  . .  .  s he  t ho u g ht  i t  w o u l d  b l e nd  ni c e l y  w i t h                                                              
t he  o t he r w o rl d e r’s  nat u ral  p e at  s mo ke  s c e nt , and  s he  c o u l d n’t  he l p  he rs e l f . S he                                                     
ad d e d  t he  l i q u i d  t o  t he  s p ray  b o t t l e  and  re e nt e re d  t he  c ag e .                                              

I  c a n  d o th i s .  R e a l ly .                 
S he  s t art e d  at  hi s  f e e t , s ho c ke d  b y  ho w  ad o rab l e  hi s  t o e s  w e re . Ne ve r b e f o re                                                       

had  s he  s e e n t o e nai l s  t hat  re s e mb l e d  t he  p u re s t  o f  d i amo nd s , s p arkl i ng  i n t he                                                     
l i g ht — and  i f  s he  d i d n’t  hi d e  t he m, s he  w o u l d  ne ve r ag ai n s e e  t he m. Je c i s  w o u l d                                                       
re mo ve  t he m.     

Ni b b l i ng  o n he r b o t t o m l i p, s he  l e f t  t he  c ag e  o nl y  l o ng  e no u g h t o  g at he r a                                                      
hand f u l  o f  d i rt  and  a  l i t t l e  c u p  o f  w at e r. S he  c re at e d  a  t hi c k, d ark p as t e  and                                                       
s me a r e d         i t  o ve r e ac h o f  hi s  nai l s , hi d i ng  t he i r  b e au t y. W he n t he  mi x t u re  d ri e d ,                                                 
s he  w as  hap p y  t o  no t e  i t  re mai ne d  i nt ac t ,  no ne  o f  i t  f l aki ng  aw ay .                                              

B a c k to w or k.         S he  t o i l e d  he r w ay  t o  hi s  kne e s , s p ray i ng  t he  e nz y me  w as h and                                          
w i p i ng  w i t h t he  rag , s p ray i ng  and  w i p i ng , s ho c ke d  al l  o ve r ag ai n b y  t he  l ac k o f                                                     



hai r  o n hi s  l e g s .  at  s ho u l d n’t  have  c au s e d  he r he art  t o  p i c k u p  s p e e d , b u t  i t                                                        
d i d .  It  w as  ju s t  .  .  .  he  w as  p u t  t o g e t he r s o  w e l l ,  a l l  mu s c l e  and  s i ne w .                                                            

S he ’d  b at he d  o t he r mal e s , o f  c o u rs e  s he  had , b u t  t he re  w as  s o me t hi ng                                              
s p e c t ac u l ar ab o u t  t hi s  o ne . S o me t hi ng  s p e c t ac u l ar e ve n d e s p i t e  t he  mu l t i p l e                                                        
p at c he s  o f  s o o t , e ac h o ne  hi d i ng  a  w o u nd  o f  s o me  s o rt . B r u i s e s  and  s c ab s  s he  w as                                                             
ve ry  c arf u l  no t  t o  i nju re  f u rt he r.  P o o r t hi ng .  W hat  had  b e e n d o ne  t o  hi m?                                                 

He r c he e ks  he at e d  t he  mo me nt  s he  re ac he d  hi s  t hi g hs , and  s he  d e c i d e d                                                  n ot   t o 
c l e an u nd e r t he  l o i nc l o t h. S he  w as  c u ri o u s , s he  w o u l d n’t  l i e  ab o u t  t hat , b u t  e ve n                                                           
t he  t ho u g ht  o f  l o o ki ng  at  t hat  p art  o f  hi m, e ve n t o  d o  he r jo b, w as  w ro ng . S o  s he                                                      
mo ve d  he r at t e nt i o n t o  hi s  ve r y  mu s c u l ar, u t t e rl y  d ro o l - w o rt hy  s t o mac h, and                                                  
s w e e t  me rc y, he  had  t o  b e  s mu g g l i ng  i ro n b ars  u nd e r hi s  s ki n— i ro n b ars  t hat                                                 
w e re  t w i t c hi ng , s he  no t i c e d  w i t h a  f ro w n, as  t ho u g h t he y  w e re  c o mi ng  t o  l i f e .                                                          
She —

Wat c he d  as  a  b r u i s e  o n hi s  ri b s  f ad e d , t he re  o ne  mo me nt , g o ne  t he  ne x t , and                                                   
t he  t w i t c hi ng  my s t e r y  w as  mo me nt ari l y  s e t  as i d e . Ho w  c o u l d  an i nju r y  vani s h                                                     
t hat  q u i c kl y ?  S he  t rac e d  t he  rag  o ve r t he  are a, b u t  t he  s ki n re mai ne d  b ro nz e d ,                                                   
he al t hy .   

A maz i ng . He r g az e  s w e p t  o ve r hi m, and  s he  re al i z e d                                    s e ve ral  o t he r b r u i s e s  had                
f ad e d , t o o. He  w as  he al i ng  ri g ht  b e f o re  he r e y e s . W hat  a  w o nd e rf u l , mi rac u l o u s                                                     
g i f t — o ne  s he  w o u l d  have  p ai d  a  f o rt u ne  t o  have .                                  

V i ka c l e ane d  hi s  arms  and  hand s  and  t he n hi s  c he s t , and  t he  t w i t c hi ng                                          
i nc re as e d . A n al l e rg i c  re ac t i o n t o  t he  d r u g s , p e rhap s ?  Co nc e rne d , s he  fl at t e ne d                                                     
he r hand  o ve r hi s  he art .  e  b e at  w as  s t ro ng , i f  f as t . No, no  al l e rg i c  re ac t i o n.                                                 
Had  t o  b e  a  c harac t e ri s t i c  o f  hi s  rac e ,  t he n.                               

A s  s he  l e ane d  o ve r hi m t o  s c r u b  hi s  ne c k, he r c he s t  b r u s he d  ag ai ns t  hi s  and  s he                                                       
l o s t  he r b re at h.         

She  s t rai g ht e ne d  w i t h a  jo l t ,  t ho u g ht s  t u mb l i ng  t hro u g h he r mi nd .                                            
You s h ould  h a ve  s e e n  h i m be for e  th e  c i r c us  got h old  of  h i m,                                        he r mo t he r had  o nc e          

s ai d  ab o u t  he r f at he r.                  He  us e d  to ta ke  my  br e a th  a w a y .                    
 e  l o s s  o f  b re at h w as  a  s i g n o f  at t rac t i o n. One  V i ka had  ne ve r e x p e ri e nc e d                                                   

b e f o re . W hy  he re ?  W hy  no w ?  W hy  t hi s  mal e  . .  .  w ho  w as  as  s o f t  as  ve l ve t  y e t  as                                                          
hard  as  ro c k,  and  as  w arm as  a  w i nt e r b l anke t .                          

W e l l ,  t hat  ans w e re d  t hat ,  s he  s u p p o s e d .                             
He r at t e nt i o n s l i d  t o  hi s  f ac e . Hi s  s u rp ri s i ng l y  l o ve l y  f ac e . L o ng , t hi c k l as he s                                                         

c as t  s had o w s  o ve r c he e kb o ne s  s harp  e no u g h t o  c u t  g l as s . He  had  a  p ro u d  no s e                                                     
s he  w ant e d  t o  t o u c h . .  .  s ho u l d n’t  t o u c h . .  .  c o u l d n’t  he l p  b u t  t o u c h. He r                                                          
f i ng e rs  t i ng l e d .           

Hi s  l i p s  w e re  s u re l y  a  w o rk o f  art .  e y  w e re  l u s h and  t he  s ame  c o l o r as  t he                                                       
ro s e s  he r mo t he r u s e d  t o  p i c k e ve r y  mo rni ng  and  ke e p  i n t he i r  t rai l e r. A  t rad i t i o n                                                         
V i ka had  mi s s e d  e ve ry  d ay  s i nc e  he r p as s i ng .                             

W hat  w o u l d  i t  b e  l i ke  t o  b e l o ng  t o  a  man l i ke  t hi s                                           o ne ?  D i d  he  p ro t e c t  t he                 
t hi ng s  he  l o ve d , o r d i d  he  hu rt  t he m?  W hat  w as  he  l i ke  i n hi s  o t he r l i f e , t he  o ne                                                        
b e f o re  e ns l ave me nt ?           

He r fi ng e rs  mi g rat e d  t o  hi s  l i p s . Li p s  as  s o f t  as  t he y  ap p e are d . No, s o f t e r.                                                    
Li ke  l i t t l e  p i l l o w s .                



F o r t he  f i rs t  t i me  i n he r l i f e ,  s he  w o nd e re d  w hat  i t  w o u l d  b e  l i ke  t o  ki s s  a  man.                                                              
Y ou c a n  f i n d  out.  .  .  .                
 e  q u e s t i o n s p rang  f ro m a  hi d d e n p l ac e  i ns i d e  he r, d ri f t e d  t hro u g h he r mi nd ,                                                     

t he  mo s t  i ns i d i o u s  o f  t e mp t at i o ns . W hat  w o u l d  a  s i ng l e  ki s s  hu rt ?  He  w o u l d                                                          
ne ve r kno w ,  and  s he  w o u l d  ne ve r ag ai n have  t o  w o nd e r w hat  i t  w o u l d  b e  l i ke .                                                   

A  q u i c k l o o k aro u nd  p ro ve d  t hat  al l  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re  s l e e p i ng  and                                                      
no ne  o f  t he  p e rf o rme rs  o r w o rke rs  w e re  hang i ng  aro u nd .  e re  w o u l d  ne ve r b e  a                                                  
mo re  p e rf e c t  t i me .            

Inc h b y  i nc h, s he  l e ane d  d o w n. F i nal l y, s he  w as  t he re , ho ve ri ng  ju s t  o ve r hi s                                               
mo u t h.  

Y ou s h ould n ’ t  d o th i s .             
A  mo me nt  o f  re as o ni ng , s p ri ng i ng  f ro m a  p l ac e  s he  kne w  ve r y  w e l l . S e l f -                                                  

p re s e rvat i o n.      
One  s he  i g no re d .         
She  p re s s e d  he r l i p s  ag ai ns t  hi s .                      
He  o ffe re d  no  re ac t i o n, y e t  s t i l l  t he  s w e e t ne s s  o f  t he  ac t  as t o ni s he d  he r. A n                                                        

i nt o x i c at i ng  b l e nd  o f  e mo t i o ns  rac i ng  t hro u g h he r, s he  l i f t e d  he r he ad , l o o ke d                                                      
aro u nd .  e y  w e re  s t i l l  a l o ne . Hi s  e y e s  w e re  s t i l l  c l o s e d , hi s  b re at hi ng  s t i l l  e ve n.                                                               
A g ai n s he  l o w e re d  he r mo u t h.  i s  t i me , s he  ap p l i e d  mo re  p re s s u re , and  o h, s he                                                   
l i k e d        t hi s  f e e l i ng  s o  mu c h b e t t e r. He  w as  t he re , s he  c o u l d  f e e l  hi m, and  c o u l d                                                     
s avo r t he  i nt e ns i f i e d  s c e nt  o f  hi m.                        

I  w on d e r  i f  h e  ta s te s  a s  w on d e r ful  a s  h e  s me lls .                                     
A no t he r i rre s i s t i b l e  t e mp t at i o n. He r t o ng u e  s w e p t  o u t  o f  i t s  o w n ac c o rd  and                                                        

t rac e d  t he  c e nt e r o f  hi s  mo u t h. A t  t he  mo me nt  o f  c o nt ac t , a  mo an e s c ap e d  he r.                                                     
He  t as t e d  e ve n b e t t e r, and  t hat  s ho u l d  have  b e e n i mp o s s i b l e , b u t  he re , no w,                                                   
n oth i n g      w as  i mp o s s i b l e .            

No  w o nd e r p e o p l e  e njo y e d  d o i ng  t hi s .  e re  w as  a  c o mmu ni o n o f  b o d i e s , a                                                     
c o mp l e t e  l o s s  o f  w o rry .  T he  w o rl d  and  i t s  t ro u b l e s  s i mp l y  c e as e d  t o  mat t e r.                                                            

M o re ,  s he  t ho u g ht ,  and  he r b e l l y  q u i ve re d .                              
Ye s . M o re . S he  s u c ke d  hi s  l o w e r l i p  b e t w e e n he r t e e t h, c are f u l , s o  c are f u l  no t                                                         

t o  hu rt  hi m.  A no t he r mo an s l i p p e d  f ro m he r— ju s t  as  hi s  e y e l i d s  f l i p p e d  o p e n and                                                         
hi s  g az e  l o c ke d  o n he r.               



Seven

Let h is left  h and be under m y h ead,  and h is righ t h and em brace m e.          
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 2 :6 

WELL, HIS CURIOSITY WAS  c e rt ai nl y  as s u ag e d ,  w as n’ t  i t ?  So l o  t ho u g ht .                                 
S he ’d  ki s s e d  hi m, c o nf u s e d  hi m, o ve r w he l me d  hi m. S t u nne d  hi m. B e c au s e                                             

s he ’d  d o ne  i t  o f  he r o w n f re e  w i l l . He  had n’t  as ke d  f o r i t , had n’t  d e mand e d  i t .                                                     
S he ’d  s i mp l y  g i ve n. A  g e nt l e  me e t i ng  o f  l i p s , f o l l o w e d  b y  t he  s w e e t e s t  l i t t l e                                                                
ni b b l e .    

Hi s  b o d y  had  b e e n i mmo b i l e — w as  s t i l l  i mmo b i l e — b u t  hi s  mi nd  had  b e e n                                                   
w o rki ng  ju s t  fi ne  b o t h t he n and  no w.  e  e nt i re  t i me , i n f ac t . He ’d  b e e n hi g hl y                                                  
at t u ne d  t o  he r e ve ry  ac t i o n,  he r e ve ry  b re at h.  He r e ve ry  c are s s .                                         

He ’d  kno w n t he  mo me nt  s he  s p re ad  mu d  o ve r hi s  t o e nai l s . It  had  t ake n hi m a                                             
f e w  mi nu t e s  t o  fi g u re  o u t  w hat  s he  w as  d o i ng , and  w hy, and  w he n t he  ans w e rs                                                  
had  s l i d  i nt o  p l ac e ,  he  had  re e l e d .  She ’ d  ho p e d  t o  p ro t e c t  hi m.                                               

Th e n    s he  had  b e g u n c l e ani ng  hi m. W hi l e  s he ’d  b e e n g e nt l e  b u t  b u s i ne s s l i ke                                                  
w i t h t he  o t he r mal e s , s he  had  b e e n s w e e t  and  affe c t i o nat e  w i t h S o l o, l i ng e ri ng ,                                                     
d o c t o ri ng — aro u s i ng .  F ro m t he  f i rs t ,  hi s  b l o o d  had  he at e d  t o  a  f e ve r p i t c h.                                                       

Hi s  mu s c l e s  had  kno t t e d  as  he ’d  t ri e d  e ve r y t hi ng  w i t hi n hi s  p o w e r t o  mo ve , t o                                                       
g rab  he r— no t  t o  t o s s  he r aw ay  and  e s c ap e , b u t  t o  p u l l  he r c l o s e r. To  s t ri p  he r                                                        
and  t ake  he r,  he re  and  no w .              

A nd  w he n s he ’d  ki s s e d  hi m . .  .  a  g ro w l  o f  ne e d  had  raz e d  t he  i ns i d e  o f  hi s                                                       
t hro at .  

Hi s  d e s p e rat i o n f o r he r had  f i nal l y  g i ve n hi m t he  s t re ng t h t o  o p e n hi s  e y e s .                                                     
“ I’m s o  s o rr y. I  d o n’t  kno w  w hat  c ame  o ve r me , ” s he  mu mb l e d , and  s c ramb l e d                                             

f ro m hi s  c ag e . A f t e r s hu t t i ng  and  l o c ki ng  t he  d o o r, s he  ran f ro m t he  are a  and                                                 
ne ve r l o o ke d  b ac k.          

S o l o  w ant e d  t o  s ho u t  and  d e mand  s he  re t u rn, b u t  he  c o u l d n’t  w o rk hi s  mo u t h.                                                    
Hi s  ab s o l u t e ,  u t t e r he l p l e s s ne s s  e nrag e d  hi m.                                 

H e     n e e d e d       t o  ho l d  V i ka i n hi s  arms  and  re t u rn he r ki s s  p ro p e rl y. It  w as  t he                                         
s w e e t e s t  he ’d  e ve r had . A nd  he  had  e njo y e d  i t  i mme ns e l y. S he  had  t re at e d  hi s                                                  
mo u t h as  i f  i t  w e re  a  t re as u re , and  s he  an e x p l o re r. S he  had  b e e n g e nt l e , and  o h,                                                      
s o  t e nd e r. S he  had  l i f t e d  he r he ad , t he n o nc e  ag ai n fi t  he r l i p s  o ve r hi s , and  t he                                                     
s e c o nd  t i me , s he  had  t as t e d  hi m. Had  mo ane d , as  t ho u g h s he ’d  ad o re d  e ve r y t hi ng                                                  
s he ’ d  d i s c o ve re d .            

“ S o l o, ” D r. E  s ai d , d raw i ng  hi m f ro m hi s  t ho u g ht s . “ We ’re  b as i c al l y  al o ne .                                                
Sho u l d n’ t  y o u  b e  p l anni ng  y o u r e s c ap e  and  t he  mu rd e r o f  e ve ry o ne  he re ? ”                                                 

E s c ap e . Ye s , t hat  w as  al l  t hat  mat t e re d . No  w arri o r w o rt h t he  ki nd  o f  p ay c he c k                                                  
S o l o  re c e i ve d  w o u l d  have                     g o t t e n l o s t  d u ri ng  a  t i me  l i ke  t hi s . A nd  o ve r s o                                    
i nno c e nt  a  ki s s ,  o f  a l l  t hi ng s .                       

B u t  .  .  .       
W hy  had  s he  d o ne  i t ?             
“ Yo u  w i l l  s ave  V i ka  and  t ake  he r w i t h y o u , ”  X  anno u nc e d .                                       



“ Wro ng !  Yo u  w i l l  ki l l  V i ka, as  y o u  t hre at e ne d , ” D r. E  re p l i e d . “ B u t  f e e l  f re e  t o                                                          
b ri ng  he r b e t t e r p art s  w i t h y o u . ”                       

A  p u l s e  o f  ang e r s p rang  f ro m d e e p  i n hi s  c he s t . He  ran hi s  t o ng u e  al o ng  hi s                                                    
t e e t h. G o o d . M o ve me nt . “ B o t h o f  y o u  d o  me  a  s o l i d  and  z i p  y o u r l i p s . ” Wo rd s .                                                           
Hi s  jaw  no w  w o rke d .           

He  t ri e d  t o  ro l l  hi s  ne c k f ro m o ne  s i d e  t o  t he  o t he r— s u c c e s s . He  ro t at e d  hi s                                                         
s ho u l d e rs .  at  t o o k a  b i t  mo re  e ffo rt , b u t  s t i l l  he  manag e d  i t .  e  d r u g s  w e re                                                         
w e ari ng  o f f ,  t he n.           

A  d e e p  b re at h i n . .  .  o u t  . .  .  and  he  w as  ab l e  t o  f o rc e  hi ms e l f  i nt o  a  s i t t i ng                                                              
p o s i t i o n.  He  s u rve y e d  t he  c ag e s .  A l l  o f  t he  c ap t i ve s  w e re  s l e e p i ng  s o u nd l y .                                                             

B e y o nd  t he m and  t he  e q u i p me nt  he ’d  al re ad y  no t i c e d , he  c o u l d  s e e  a  b i g  re d                                                       
t e nt  w i t h mu l t i p l e  s mal l e r  w hi t e  t e nt s  l i ne d  u p  al o ng  t he  s i d e s .  e re  w e re  no                                                            
t re e s  t o  u s e  as  c o ve r o n t he  o ff c hanc e  he  w as  s p o t t e d  and  c has e d , w hi c h me ant                                                     
t he re  w o u l d  b e  no  l i mb s  t o  u s e  as  d ag g e rs  o n t he  o ff c hanc e  he  f ai l e d  t o  fi nd  a                                                           
w e ap o n b e f o re  l e avi ng  t hi s  c l e ari ng .  at  w as n’t  a  b i g  d e al . Hi s  hand s  w e re                                                  
w e ap o n e no u g h.        

Hi s  e ars  t w i t c he d , and  he  p i c ke d  u p  a  b i c ke ri ng  c o nve rs at i o n ab o u t  . .  .  s i x t y                                                         
y ard s  aw ay ,  w as  hi s  g u e s s .                  

“ I’m t e l l i ng  y o u , he ’s  b i g  and  re d  and  as  u g l y  as  s i n, ”                                         a  mal e  vo i c e  he  d i d n’t              
re c o g ni z e  s ai d .  “ He ’ s  g o t  t o  b e  t he  d e vi l  hi ms e l f . ”                                         

“ A nd  I’ m t e l l i ng  y o u ,  w e  w o rk f o r t he  d e vi l  hi ms e l f . ”                                        
T he  t w o  c ac kl e d  w i t h hu mo r.                  
“ Yo u  g o t t a  g e t  a  p e e k at  hi m. ”                       
“ V i ka’ s  p ro b ab l y  t he re . ”                
“ So ? ”  
“ S o, s he ’ l l  make  u s  f e t c h and  c arr y  s o o ne r rat he r t han l at e r, and  w e  w o n’t  b e                                                

ab l e  t o  s ay  no  t o  Je c i s ’s  p re c i o u s  d au g ht e r, ” w as  t he  s ne e re d  re p l y, “o r w e ’ l l  e nd                                                            
u p  d i s ap p e ari ng  i n M at as ’ s  mag i c  ac t . ”                          

R e l i e f  c as c ad e d  t hro u g h S o l o, a  w arm w at e rf al l  he  d i d n’t  u nd e rs t and  b u t                                                 
w as n’ t  g o i ng  t o  q u e s t i o n.  V i ka  w as  Je c i s ’ s  d au g ht e r,  no t  hi s  l o ve r.                                                   

“ If  y o u  c an s t are  i nt o  t he  c re at u re ’ s  e y e s ,  y o u  c an w i t hs t and  M at as . ”                                                  
A  p au s e .  e  s o u nd  o f  s p i t t i ng . “ F i ne . B u t  o nl y  ’c au s e  I d o n’t  b e l i e ve                                                     

any t hi ng  c an b e  as  u g l y  as  y o u  d e s c ri b e d . ”                               
T w o  s e t s  o f  p o u nd i ng  f o o t s t e p s .                           
S o l o  kne w  t he  me n w e re  c o mi ng  t o  c he c k hi m o u t . A nnnd  . .  .  s u re  e no u g h.                                                  

A b o u t  t hi rt y  s e c o nd s  l at e r, t w o  s t o c ky  me n w i t h ro t u nd  b e l l i e s  and  s w art hy  s ki n                                                           
s t o rme d  i nt o  t he  c i rc l e  o f  c ag e s  and  s p u n t o  s e arc h f o r t he  ne w  g u y.  e  o ne  o n                                                          
t he  l e f t  s p o t t e d  S o l o, and  hi s  e y e s  g re w  w i d e . He  s t u mb l e d  b ac kw ard , o nl y  t o                                                          
c at c h hi ms e l f  and  s hake  hi s  he ad .                   

“ I’ l l  b e .  Yo u  w as  ri g ht ,  Le o nard . ”                       
“ Ye ah,  b u t  y o u  g o t t a  g e t  a  c l o s e r l o o k t o  re al l y  ap p re c i at e  t he  u g l y . ”                                                         
 e  p ai r  s t al ke d  t o  ju s t  i n f ro nt  o f  hi m, al l o w i ng                                        S o l o  t o  s t u d y  t he  f o u rt h and                     

fi f t h p e o p l e  w ho  w o u l d  f al l  u nd e r hi s  c o mi ng  at t ac k. B o t h had  y e l l o w  t e e t h, and                                                         
t he  man o n t he  ri g ht  w as  e ve n mi s s i ng  a  f e w .  T o b ac c o  f i l l e d  t he i r  mo u t hs .                                                      

“ It ’s  hi d e o u s , ai n’t  i t ? ” o ne  s ai d , and  S o l o  re al i z e d  hi s  s ki n had  o nc e  ag ai n                                                    



t ake n o n a  c ri ms o n c as t .              
A t  any  o t he r t i me , i n any  o t he r s i t u at i o n, he  w o u l d  have  e r u p t e d . He re , ri g ht                                                   

no w ,  he  had  t o  c o nt ro l  hi s  t e mp e r.                       
 e  o t he r s p i t  a  s t re am o f  b l ac k. “ We  s ho u l d  t ake  p i c t u re s , y o u  kno w. P ro ve                                                    

w e  t ang o e d  w i t h a  b e as t . Wo me n’ l l  b e  s o  e x c i t e d  b y  o u r b rave r y, t he y ’ l l  d ro p                                                          
t he i r  p ant i e s  and  b e g  u s  t o  s ho w                             our  b e as t s . ”      

“ Yo u  ai n’ t  ne ve r g o nna t ang o  w i t h a  c re at u re  l i ke  t hat . ”                                    
“ Oh, y e ah?  Wat c h me . ”  e  s p e ake r g rab b e d  a  f e w  o f  t he  ro c ks  t hat  had  b e e n                                                 

t o s s e d  at  V i ka  and  l au nc he d  t he m at  So l o .                            
S o me  s l ap p e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  c he s t , s o me  ag ai ns t  hi s  l e g s , b u t  e ac h o ne  p ro vi d e d  a                                                         

s l i g ht  s t i ng , re mi nd i ng  hi m o f  al l  t he  t i me s  he ’d  w al ke d  o u t s i d e  f o r re c e s s , t he                                                          
hu mi l i at i o n, t he  ang e r. Hu mi l i at i o n and  ang e r e ve n no w  ri s i ng  t o  t he  s u rf ac e .                                                
A nd  i f        h e   e x p e ri e nc e d  al l  o f  t hi s ,  w hat  had  t he  mu c h s mal l e r  V i ka  e x p e ri e nc e d ?                                                   

Hi s  narro w e d  g az e  s t ray e d  t o  t he  s l e e p i ng  M e c  and  Co rt az .  e y  had  hu rt  he r.                                                  
T he y  w o u l d  p ay .           

“ I t hi nk y o u ’ re  t i c ki ng  i t  o f f , ”  t he  o t he r s ai d  w i t h a  l au g h.                                             
 e  w o rd         i t   e c ho e d  i n S o l o’s  mi nd , and  hi s  nai l s  e l o ng at e d  i nt o  s harp - t i p p e d                                             

c l aw s .   
“ C al m d o w n, ”  X  c o mmand e d .                
“ G e t  mad d e r, ”  D r.  E  re t o rt e d .                     
 e  t w o  me n c l o mp e d  o ff, mu rmu ri ng  ab o u t  fi nd i ng  a  c ame ra. E ve r y  w o rd  w as                                               

q u i e t e r t han t he  l as t , u nt i l  S o l o  c o u l d  no  l o ng e r d i s c e rn t he i r  vo i c e s . He  w ant e d                                                            
t o  s hake  t he  c ag e  u nt i l  t he  b ars  p o p p e d  l o o s e . He  w ant e d  t o  t r y                                                     s ome th i n g,    
any t hi ng , b u t  he  s t i l l  w as n’t  at  f u l l  s t re ng t h, and  u nt i l  he  w as , he  w as  t o o                                                    
vu l ne rab l e  and  c o u l d n’ t  af f o rd  t o  p u t  hi s  p l an o n t he  f as t  t rac k.                                             

S ho u l d n’t  have  t o  w ai t  t o o  mu c h l o ng e r, t ho u g h. He  w o u l d  b e  s t ro ng e r and                                                 
re ad y  t o  g o  b y  s u ns e t , at  t he  ve r y  l e as t , b u t  he  w o u l d  w ai t  u nt i l  e ve r y o ne  e l s e  w as                                                                  
i n b e d .  T he n .  .  .             

Ye ah.  T he n.    

•    •    •       

A  f e w  ho u rs  l at e r, t he  c ap t i ve s  aw o ke . M o s t  s at  u p  w i t h a  jo l t . S o me  e as e d  u p                                                          
and  s t re t c he d .  A l l  mu t t e re d  and  c o mp l ai ne d  ab o u t  V i ka.                                      

A s  t ho u g h s u mmo ne d  b y  t he  c o mp l ai nt s , s he  re ap p e are d , w e ari ng  a  ne w  T -                                                
s hi rt  and  je ans .  e  t o p  w as  p i nk, l ac y, and  t he  p ant s  s p arkl y. S he  l o o ke d  as                                              
t ho u g h s he ’d  ju s t  c o me  f ro m a  ni g ht c l u b  af t e r  d anc i ng  f o r ho u rs  w i t h t he  man o f                                                       
he r d re ams .    

So l o ’ s  hand s  f i s t e d ,  a  ho t  s u rg e  o f  i rri t at i o n b l as t i ng  t hro u g h hi m.                                                 
She ’ d  t o u c he d  hi m,  ki s s e d  hi m.  He  d i d n’ t  w ant  he r d anc i ng  w i t h ano t he r man.                                                
St u p i d  o f  hi m,  y e s .  D i d  he  c are ?  No .                           
 e  t o b ac c o - s p i t t i ng  me n— w ho  had  ne ve r re t u rne d  w i t h a  c ame ra— t rai l e d                                              

b e hi nd  he r, b o t h c arr y i ng  b u c ke t s  and  l e e ri ng  at  he r. W he n s he  s t o p p e d  and                                                 
f ac e d  t he m, t he i r  e x p re s s i o ns  c l e are d . S he  p o i nt e d  t o  t he  g ro u nd , a  q u e e n w i t h                                                           
he r s u b je c t s ,  e x p e c t i ng  ab s o l u t e  and  i mme d i at e  o b e d i e nc e .                                            



S he  g o t  i t .  e y  p l ac e d  t he  ne w  b u c ke t s  w he re  s he  w ant e d  and  p i c ke d  u p  t he                                                        
o l d  o ne s . S he  b u s i e d  he rs e l f  w i t h w hat  w as  i ns i d e , b u t  t he  p ai r  re mai ne d  w he re                                                         
t he y  w e re  f o r s e ve ral  l o ng  mo me nt s , w at c hi ng  he r, l e e ri ng  al l  o ve r ag ai n no w  t hat                                                   
he r b ac k w as  t o  t he m,  e l b o w i ng  e ac h o t he r w i t h mas c u l i ne  i nt e nt .                                            

“ I t hi nk I ’ l l  s ne ak i nt o  he r t rai l e r  t o ni g ht  and  have  me  s o me  f u n w i t h he r. ”                                                 
“ Yo u  d o, and  y o u  w o n’t  have  t o  w o rr y  ab o u t  M at as ’s  mag i c  ac t . He ’ l l  s t rai g ht -                                                    

u p  mu rd e r y o u . ”          
A  s hru g .  “ M i g ht  b e  w o rt h i t . ”                      
“  ’ C o u rs e ,  he ’ l l  o nl y  mu rd e r y o u  i f  Je c i s  d o n’ t  g e t  t o  y o u  f i rs t . ”                                                       
“ I c o u l d  t ake  ’ e m b o t h at  t he  s ame  t i me , ”  t he  g u y  g ru mb l e d  u nd e r hi s  b re at h.                                                       
“ F i ne . G o  ahe ad , and  d o  i t . S hank t he  me ane s t  t hu g s  e ve r t o  w al k t he  f ac e  o f                                                  

t he  e art h, and  I’ l l  s ne ak i nt o  he r t rai l e r  w hi l e  al l  t hre e  o f  y o u  are  t o o  d e ad  t o                                                        
s t o p  me . ”      

T he y  s ni c ke re d .         
M at as  had  b e e n me nt i o ne d  o n s e ve ral  o c c as i o ns . W ho  w as  he ?  A nd  w hy  w as                                               

V i ka s ho w i ng  no  re ac t i o n t o  t he  c o nve rs at i o n?  A  c o nve rs at i o n ab o u t  he r p o s s i b l e                                                       
rap e ?  Ins t e ad , s he  c o nc e nt rat e d  o n he r t as k, l i f t i ng  b o w l s  f ro m o ne  b u c ke t  and                                                    
fi l l i ng  t he m w i t h b re ad  and  g rai n f ro m t he  o t he r. Onl y  w he n o ne  o f  t he  me n d i d                                                  
w hat  S o l o  had  w ant e d  t o  d o  t he  fi rs t  t i me  he ’d  s e e n                                        he r and  re ac he d  o u t  t o  p i nc h                  
a l o c k o f  he r hai r  d i d  s he  g i ve  a  re ac t i o n. He r s p i ne  w e nt  ri g i d  as  s he  w hi p p e d                                                         
aro u nd  t o  f ac e  t he  c u l p ri t .                   

So l o  g ri p p e d  t he  c ag e  b ars .                   
“ To u c h me  ag ai n, ” s he  s ai d , “and  I’ l l  b e  w e ari ng  y o u r b o d y  p art s  as  je w e l r y                                                   

w i t hi n t he  ho u r.  G o t  i t ? ”                  
One  man’s  l i p  c u rl e d  i n f e ar. He  no d d e d  and  s t ro d e  aw ay  as  f as t  as  hi s  f e e t                                                   

w o u l d  c arr y  hi m.  e  o t he r, t he  b i g g e r o ne , ke p t  hi s  at t e nt i o n o n he r f o r l o ng e r                                                       
t han w as  d e c e nt ,  hi s  g az e  ro vi ng  o ve r he r,  l i ng e ri ng  w he re  i t  s ho u l d n’ t .                                                 

“ Yo u  re al l y  t hi nk y o u ’ re  s t ro ng  e no u g h t o  t ake  me ,  M i z  V i ka? ”  he  as ke d  s i l ki l y .                                                         
She  g ri nne d  w i t h re l i s h.  “ Le t ’ s  as k Je c i s  w hat  he  t hi nks  ab o u t  t hat ,  s hal l  w e ? ”                                                      
B e f o re  t he  man c o u l d  re s p o nd , S o l o  je rke d  at  t he  b ars , t he  e nt i re  e nc l o s u re                                                    

s haki ng  and  rat t l i ng ,  c re at i ng  a  ru c ku s .  T he  man y anke d  hi s  at t e nt i o n So l o ’ s  w ay ,                                                    
and  t he i r  g az e s  l o c ke d . Hi s  w as  b ro w n. S o l o’s  w as  b l o o d re d — and  g ro w i ng                                                 
b ri g ht e r b y  t he  s e c o nd .                

P al i ng , t he  man at  l as t  b ac ke d  aw ay. He  c ras he d  i nt o  o ne  o f  t he  c ag e s , t u rne d ,                                                  
and  d art e d  f ro m t he  c l e ari ng .                 

V i ka’ s  s ho u l d e rs  s ag g e d  w i t h re l i e f .                            
W i t ho u t  t he  g u ard s  t o  d i s s u ad e  t he m, t he  M e c  and  t he  Co rt az  e r u p t e d  i nt o                                                      

c r u e l  t au nt s . A l t ho u g h V i ka’s  mo t i o ns  w e re  s t i ff, s he  g ave  no  o t he r i nd i c at i o n                                                      
t hat  s he  no t i c e d  as  s he  l e ap t  b ac k i nt o  w o rk.                               

S o l o  had  ne ve r e nc o u nt e re d  any o ne  c ap ab l e  o f  t u ni ng  o u t  t he  re s t  o f  t he  w o rl d                                                        
w i t h s u c h s u c c e s s .              

He  w at c he d  as  s he  s l i d  a  b o w l  o f  f o o d  i nt o  e ac h o f                                             t he  c ag e s , ne ve r g e t t i ng               
c l o s e  e no u g h f o r any o ne  t o  g rab, i ns t e ad  b al anc i ng  t he  b o w l s  o n t he  e nd  o f  a                                                      
s ho ve l  and  f o rc i ng  t he  c ap t i ve s  t o  ac c e p t  f ro m a  d i s t anc e .                                          

“ I w ant  t o  t al k t o  y o u , ”  he  s ai d  w he n s he  re ac he d  hi m.                                     



She  i g no re d  hi m,  e ve n re f u s e d  t o  l o o k u p .                             
M o s t  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  t hanke d  he r, b u t  t he  M e c  t hre w  hi s  b o w l  at  he r, t he                                                       

g rai n fl y i ng  f re e  and  s l ap p i ng  at  he r. S o l o  e x p e c t e d  he r t o  s ho u t , t o  t hre at e n, b u t                                                          
s he  s i mp l y  b e nt  d o w n, p i c ke d  e ve r y t hi ng  u p, and  g ave  t he  w ho l e  t hi ng  b ac k t o                                                     
hi m w i t h a  mu t t e re d ,  “ I ’ l l  p re t e nd  t hat  w as  an ac c i d e nt .                                             Th i s    t i me . ”    

T hat  .  .  .  mad e  no  s e ns e .                 
W hy  s o  g e ne ro u s ?  W hy  s o  ki nd ?  W hy  no t  l e t  t he  o ffe nd e r s t ar ve ?   at ’s  w hat  a                                                     

c o l d , c al c u l at i ng  w i t c h l u rki ng  u nd e rne at h an ang e l ’s  s ki n w o u l d  have  d o ne .                                                 
T hat ’ s  w hat          S olo   w o u l d  have  d o ne .           

“ I kno w  w hat  y o u ’re  t hi nki ng , and  t he  ans w e r i s  s i mp l e , ” X  s ai d . “ S he                                            
s y mp at hi z e s  w i t h t ho s e  u nd e r he r c are . ”                          

“ Wro ng !  No  o ne ’s  t hat  g o o d . S he ’s  ju s t  p l ai n p at he t i c , ” D r. E  s ai d , “ ho p i ng                                                  
t he  c re at u re s  w i l l  b e have  i f  s he ’ s  ni c e . ”                              

So l o  d i d n’ t  kno w  w hat  t o  b e l i e ve  any mo re .                            
“ St u p i d  l i t t l e  c o w , ”  t he  C o rt az  s ho u t e d .  “ I  w ant  y o u  d e ad !”                                                
 e  o t he r w o rl d e r t hre w  a  hand f u l  o f  he r o w n g rai n at  V i ka  and  s e ve ral  p i e c e s                                                    

s t u c k i n he r hai r. E ve r y  mu s c l e  i n S o l o’s  b o d y  t e ns e d . V i ka  f ac e d  t he  c u l p ri t , and                                                          
t he  C o rt az  t hre w  ano t he r hand f u l ,  t he  g rai ns  s l ap p i ng  at  he r f ac e  t hi s  t i me .                                                  

D r.  E  l au g he d .  “ I  l o ve  w at c hi ng  p e o p l e  g e t  w hat  t he y  d e s e rve . ”                                                
X  mo ane d ,  as  t ho u g h i n p ai n.                 
S o l o  he l d  hi s  s i l e nc e , t ho u g h hi s  jaw  w as  c l e nc he d  s o  p ai nf u l l y  he  c o u l d  hard l y                                                           

s t and  i t . He  w as n’t  s u re  V i ka  ac t u al l y  d e s e r ve d  w hat  w as  hap p e ni ng , b u t  he                                                   
w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  g e t  i nvo l ve d . He  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  b e  he r p ro t e c t o r o r he r                                                   
d e f e nd e r; i t  w as n’t  l i ke  s he  ne e d e d  o ne , any w ay. S he  w as  a  f re e w o man. He  w as n’t                                                  
g o i ng  t o  c are  w hat  hap p e ne d  t o  he r.                       

Ye s , s he  had  b e e n g e nt l e  w i t h t he  c ap t i ve s . B u t  s he ’d  s t i l l  d o ne  he r f at he r’s                                                      
b i d d i ng .  She  c o u l d  have  f re e d  e ve ry o ne  and  ru n aw ay ,  b u t  s he  had n’ t .                                              

“ F i ne , ” V i ka  s ai d  w i t h a  t w i ng e  o f  s ad ne s s . “ Yo u r l o s s . Yo u ’ l l  s t ar ve , and  make                                                       
i t  e as i e r  f o r Je c i s  t o  o ve rp o w e r y o u . ”                              

 e y  w e re  b as i c al l y  t he  s ame  w o rd s  s he ’d  g i ve n hi m o ve r t he  c ho c o l at e . Fo r                                                   
s o me  re as o n, t hat  c au s e d  an ac he  i n hi s  c he s t . B u t  ju d g i ng  f ro m t he  Co rt az ’s  d ark                                                    
e x p re s s i o n, s t ar vi ng  w as  e x ac t l y  w hat  s he  w ant e d . Hu h. S he  mu s t  have  l i e d  ab o u t                                                      
t he  b ro t he rs .  A  w o man w i t h ho p e  w o u l d n’ t  ac t  t hat  w ay .                                      

A l t ho u g h So l o  c o u l d  u nd e rs t and  w ant i ng  t o  d i e  rat he r t han re mai ni ng  a  s l ave .                                                  
“ He l p  he r, ”  X  s ai d .             
W hi c h “ he r? ” “ No, ” he  w hi s p e re d , b e c au s e  t he  ans w e r w as  t he  s ame  e i t he r w ay.                                               

 e  Co rt az  had  hu rt  V i ka, and  e ve n t ho u g h S o l o  had  d e c i d e d  no t  t o  p ro t e c t  o r                                                     
d e f e nd  t he  g i rl , he  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  ai d  t ho s e  w ho  harme d  he r. Ju s t  t he  t ho u g ht  o f                                                        
d o i ng  s o  c au s e d  hi s  ang e r t o  re t u rn.                         

M ay b e  . .  .  may b e  he  w o u l d n’t  ki l l  V i ka  w he n he  e s c ap e d . He  w o u l d  b u rn t he                                                      
e nt i re  c i rc u s  t o  t he  g ro u nd , s p ri ng  K i t t e n, l o c k u p  V i ka at  hi s  f arm, and  g o  t o                                                       
M i c hae l . To g e t he r, t he y  w o u l d  g at he r an army, c o me  b ac k he re  and  make  D r. E                                           
l au g h.  

W hat  he  w o u l d  d o  w i t h V i ka af t e r  t hat ,  So l o  w as n’ t  s u re .                                         



Eight

Wisdom  will save you from  th e ways of  wicked m en.     
—PROVERBS 2 :1 2 

THE MORNING SUN CRESTED     i n t he  s ky, fl ame s  o f  g o l d , o rang e , p i nk, and  p u rp l e                                
s t re aki ng  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n. F l u ffy  w hi t e  c l o u d s  d o t t e d  t he  ne ve r- e nd i ng                                                     
e x p ans e , and  a  s i ng l e  b l ac k b i rd  fl e w  p as t  t he m w hi l e  c r y i ng  a  s o ng  o f  l o ne l i ne s s                                                             
and  d e s p ai r.      

So l o  u nd e rs t o o d .           
He  w as  s t i l l  t rap p e d  i ns i d e  hi s  c ag e .                            
He , an e x p e rt  l o c k p i c ke r, a  man s t ro ng e r t han t e n e x t rao rd i nar y  hu mans                                         

c o mb i ne d , w ho  had  o nc e  s p r u ng  Jo hn No  Name  f ro m a  p ri s o n i n S hang hai  w i t h                                              
o nl y  a  t o o t hp i c k and  a  s t i c k o f  c he w i ng  g u m, and , o kay, B l u e  at  hi s  s i d e , had                                                     
f ai l e d  t o  f re e  hi ms e l f  f ro m an o l d  ru s t y  p e n f o r ani mal s .                                        

He  .  .  .  had  no  w o rd s .               
A c t u al l y, he  d i d  have  w o rd s , he  re al i z e d  a  s e c o nd  l at e r; t he y  w e re  as  b l ac k as                                                      

ni g ht  and  f u l l  o f  b arb s . He  w ant e d  t o  u nl e as h t he m, b u t  he  al s o  w ant e d  a  t arg e t                                                       
and  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re  s l e e p i ng , Je c i s  no w he re  t o  b e  s e e n. Ho w  w as  t hi s                                                       
s i t u at i o n p o s s i b l e ?                    I t s h ould  n ot h a ve  be e n                 p os s i ble .       He  s ho u l d  b e  l o ng  g o ne .  e                    
c i rc u s  s ho u l d  b e  no t hi ng  mo re  t han a  me mo ry .  He  s ho u l d  b e  f re e !                                             

W hy  w as n’ t  he  f re e ?            
A f t e r t r y i ng  t o  d i s ab l e  t he  l o c k and  f ai l i ng  . .  .  af t e r  t r y i ng  t o  c u t  t hro u g h t he                                                                

b ars  w i t h hi s  c l aw s  and  f ai l i ng  . .  .  af t e r  t r y i ng  t o  p u nc h hi s  w ay  t hro u g h t he                                                         
fl o o rb o ard s , t he n t he  ro o f , and  f ai l i ng , he  had  al l o w e d  hi s  t e mp e r t o  g e t  t he                                                    
b e t t e r o f  hi m. He  had  s hake n t he  e nt i re  c ag e — b u t  he  had n’t  e ve n manag e d  t o                                              
t u rn t he  t hi ng  o n i t s  s i d e .                   

He ’d  b e e n t o o  w e ak. A nd  t he  mad d e r he ’d  g o t t e n, t he  w e ake r he ’d  b e c o me . D r.                                                 
E  had  s ni c ke re d  t he  e nt i re  t i me , o nl y  t o  vani s h a  f e w  ho u rs  ag o. X  had  s t ay e d                                                    
w i t h hi m f ar l o ng e r t han he ’d  l i ke d , s i g hi ng  e ve r y  s o  o f t e n, rad i at i ng  o nl y                                                 
s ad ne s s ,  b e f o re  f i nal l y  vani s hi ng  as  w e l l .                             

I ’ m a c tua l ly  s tuc k h e r e .               
No .  No  w ay .  He  w o u l d  no t  ac c e p t  t hat .                           
“ K i t t e n, ” he  s ai d , u s i ng  he r name  w he n s he  had  no t  o ffe re d  i t , t r y i ng  t o  re ve al                                                    

t he  f ac t  t hat  he  kne w  s he  w as  an A IR  ag e nt  w i t h s ki l l s . S he  had  e x p e ri e nc e  w i t h                                                       
t he  c i rc u s ; s he  mi g ht  no t  have  had  t he  s t re ng t h t o  f re e  he rs e l f , b u t  s he  w o u l d                                                       
have  o b s e r ve d  t he  c o mi ng s  and  g o i ng s  and  w o u l d  kno w  w hat  t o  d o. A nd  t w o  w e re                                                      
al w ay s  b e t t e r t han o ne — o r s o  X  had  al re ad y  t ri e d  t o  t e l l  hi m.                                           

S he  s t re t c he d  aw ake , s i t t i ng  u p  a  f e w  mi nu t e s  l at e r, he r l o ng  hai r  kno t t e d  at                                                      
t he  b as e  o f  he r ne c k.  “ D o  y o u rs e l f  a  f avo r,  b i g  g u y ,  and  p re s e rve  y o u r e ne rg y . ”                                                           

“ I kno w  y o u r c o w o rke rs , ”  he  s ai d .                      
“ Wai t . W hat ? ” E y e s  w i d e , s he  w rap p e d  he r fi ng e rs                                    aro u nd  t he  b ars  o f  he r c ag e .                 

“ W ho  are  y o u ?  W ho  d o  y o u  kno w ? ”                       
G o o d . He  had  he r at t e nt i o n. “ We ’re  g o i ng  t o  have  a  c o nve rs at i o n, y o u  and  I,                                               



ab o u t  w hat  I  w i s h t o  d i s c u s s ,  u nt i l  I ’ m s at i s f i e d  w i t h y o u r ans w e rs .  A l l  ri g ht ? ”                                                                
A n e ag e r no d .       
“ V o w  i t , ”  he  s ai d .              
K i t t e n g ave  ano t he r no d  and  s ai d , “ I d o. I vo w  i t . No w  t e l l  me  w hat  I w ant  t o                                                  

kno w !” 
He  w at c he d  he r, w ai t i ng , and  kne w  t he  e x ac t  mo me nt  t he  vo w  t o o k ro o t  and                                              

g re w  b ranc he s  t hro u g h he r s p i ri t , s o u l , and  b o d y — b ranc he s  t hat  w o u l d  f o rc e  he r                                                     
t o  d o  w hat  s he ’d  p ro mi s e d , o r s u ffe r t e rri b l y. He r e y e s  w i d e ne d  and  a  g as p  p art e d                                                        
he r l i p s .  He r hand  f l u t t e re d  o ve r he r he art ,  b ab y - b i rd  d e l i c at e .                                            

“ W hat  ju s t  . .  .  ho w  d i d  . .  .  y o u  d i d  s o me t hi ng  t o  me !  I kno w  y o u  d i d                                                       
s o me t hi ng .  I  f e l t  a  jo l t  o f  e l e c t ri c i t y  g o  al l  t he  w ay  t hro u g h me . ”                                                     

Fo r S o l o, vo w s  w e re  b i nd i ng  w he t he r he  s p o ke  t he m o r re c e i ve d  t he m.  e y                                                
at t ac he d  t he ms e l ve s  i ns i d e  hi m and  t he  o t he r p e rs o n, a  c o mp u l s i o n t hat  re f u s e d                                                      
t o  b e  i g no re d .  D i d  he  t ry ,  he  hu rt .  D i d  t he  o t he r p e rs o n t ry ,  t he y  hu rt .                                                      

 e  ab i l i t y, he ’d  l e arne d , c o u l d  b e  a  b l e s s i ng  o r a  c u rs e , d e p e nd i ng  o n ho w  i t                                                          
w as  u s e d . He ’d  no t i c e d  i t  as  a  c hi l d , had  e x p e ri me nt e d  w i t h i t , t e s t e d  i t , and  i t                                                             
had  o nl y  g ro w n s t ro ng e r o ve r t he  y e ars . In t he  e nd , he ’d  l e arne d  he  w as  e i t he r                                                 
s ave d  o r s nare d  b y  t he  t hi ng s  he  p ro mi s e d — and  o t he rs  w e re  s ave d  o r s nare d ,  t o o .                                                      

“ I kno w  y o u r c o w o rke rs , ”  he  re p e at e d .                         
S he  s nap p e d  he r t e e t h i n f r u s t rat i o n. “ Yo u  s ai d  t hat  b e f o re  and  I’m re ad y  f o r                                                    

s o me t hi ng  ne w.  i s  c o nve rs at i o n i s  .  .  .  i s  .  .  . ” D e e p  g ro o ve s  f o rme d  at  t he                                                         
c o rne rs  o f  he r mo u t h, he r f ro w n i nt e ns e . “  i s  c o nve rs at i o n i s  .  .  . ” He r e y e s                                                    
c l o s e d ,  and  a  g ro an o f  p ai n l e f t  he r.  “ W hy  c an’ t  I  s ay  t he  w o rd s  I  w ant  t o  s ay ? ”                                                            

B e c au s e  t he  w o rd s  w o u l d  have  b ro ke n he r vo w, l e avi ng  hi m u ns at i s fi e d . E ve n                                                
t he  t ho u g ht  o f  s u c h a  t hi ng  p ai ne d  he r s p i ri t , t he  s o u rc e  o f  he r l i f e , w hi c h i n                                                          
t u rn p ai ne d  he r s o u l ,  o r  he r mi nd ,  w i l l  and  e mo t i o ns ,  and  l as t l y  he r b o d y .                                                     

S he  c as t  hi m an ac c u s i ng  g l are  as  s he  g ri t t e d  o u t , “ F i ne . Yo u  t hi nk y o u  kno w                                                    
my  c o w o rke rs .  I  t hi nk y o u ’ re  w ro ng . ”                        

“ I’m ri g ht .  e s e  p e o p l e , t he y  mi s s  s i t t i ng  aro u nd  t he  fi re  w i t h y o u  and  c an’t                                                     
w ai t  t o  have  y o u  b ac k. ”               

It  t o o k he r a  mo me nt , b u t  s he  fi nal l y  c au g ht  hi s  me ani ng . A IR  ag e nt s  c arri e d                                                
p y re - g u ns , w e ap o ns  c ap ab l e  o f  s ho o t i ng  s t re ams  o f  fi re . He r c o w o rke rs  mi s s e d                                                     
he r.  T he y  w e re  o n t he  c as e .                  

S he  p re s s e d  he r f o re he ad  ag ai ns t  t he  b ar, b e s i d e  he r hand s , t r y i ng  t o  g e t  c l o s e r                                                         
t o  hi m.  “ R e al l y ? ”            

“ Ye s . ”   
“ T e l l  t he m I s ai d  he l l o . ”                  
T rans l at i o n:  W as  he  i n c o nt ac t ?  “ I  w o u l d ,  b u t  t he y  s t o p p e d  t aki ng  my  c al l s . ”                                                          
He r u p p e r l i p  l i f t e d , b ari ng  he r t e e t h, and  s he  g ri t t e d  o u t , “  at ’s  p ro b ab l y                                                      

f o r t he  b e s t .  A s  mu c h as  I  t rave l ,  t he y ’ re  p re t t y  mu c h d e ad  t o  me . ”                                                  
He  kne w  w hat  s he  me ant .  e  c i rc u s  mo ve d  aro u nd  s o  mu c h, A IR  w o u l d  ne ve r                                              

b e  ab l e  t o  t rac k t he m f as t                      e no u g h. A nd  s he  w as  ri g ht . A IR  w o u l d n’t . B u t  Jo hn                                
and  B l u e ?  Ye ah.  T he y  c o u l d  d o  any t hi ng — i f  t he y  had  s u rvi ve d  t he  b o mb .                                                 

D on ’ t  th i n k th a t w a y .  Th e y  s ur vi ve d .                         
“ T e l l  me  ab o u t  y o u r ab d u c t i o n, ”  he  s ai d .  “ E ve ry  d e t ai l . ”                                            



“ No  w ay.  at ’s  p ri vat e . ” S he  t u rne d  aw ay  f ro m hi m, t r y i ng  t o  e nd  t he                                           
c o nve rs at i o n. A  mo me nt  l at e r, s he  g ro ane d  and  s w u ng  b ac k t o  f ac e  hi m.                                           
S c o w l i ng , s he  s ai d , “ I w i l l  ne ve r vo w  t o  d o  any t hi ng  f o r y o u  e ve r ag ai n— s o  I w as                                                       
at  ho me , re l ax i ng . ”  e  w o rd s  r u s he d  f ro m he r. “ S o me o ne  mu s t  have  s nu c k i n                                                
and  d r u g g e d  t he  b e e rs  i n my  f ri d g e , b e c au s e  I had  o ne , o nl y  o ne , and  p as s e d  o u t .                                                          
 at  had  ne ve r hap p e ne d  b e f o re , no t  e ve n w he n I w as  f o u rt e e n and  had  my —                                            
arg h!  S o  t he n, w he n I w o ke  u p, I w as  . .  .  I  w as  . .  . ” S he  d re w  he r arms  aro u nd                                                  
he r mi d d l e .  “ I  w as  s o o n s o l d  t o  Je c i s . ”                               

T he re  w as  a  l o t  s he  w as n’ t  t e l l i ng  hi m.                            
“ W hat  hap p e ne d  b e t w e e n w aki ng  u p  and  b e i ng  s o l d ?  I  ne e d  t o  kno w . ”                                                
R e d  s u ffu s e d  he r c he e ks , and  he r g az e  d art e d  t o  t he  o t he r c ap t i ve s  t o  s e e  i f                                                       

t he y  had  aw ake ne d .  e y  had , and  t he y  w e re  l i s t e ni ng  u nab as he d l y. “ W hy ?  It ’s                                               
no t  l i ke  y o u  c an he l p  me , ”  s he  s ai d  t hro u g h c l e nc he d  t e e t h.                                           

“ We re  y o u  b e at e n?  R ap e d ? ” S o l o  as ke d  s o f t l y.  e y ’d  ne e d e d  c o d e  t o  d i s c u s s  a                                                            
p o t e nt i al  re s c u e , no t  t o  d i s c u s s  e ve nt s  t hat  had  hap p e ne d  i n t he  p as t . E ve nt s                                                       
t hat  c o u l d  he l p  S o l o  p ro fi l e  S t ar, fi g u re  o u t  hi s  mo t i ve s , hi s  me ans , and  hi s                                                     
ag e nd a.  

“ No, b u t  I w as  . .  . ” A g ai n s he  s t u mb l e d  o ve r he r                                    w o rd s . “ It  d o e s n’t  mat t e r. ” A                 
g ro an.  She  c l o s e d  he r e y e s .  “ P l e as e .  It                                 d oe s n ’ t       mat t e r. ”    

“A l l  ri g ht , ” he  s ai d , t aki ng  p i t y  o n he r. Imme d i at e l y  s he  re l ax e d , u naw are  t hat                                                 
t he  c o nve rs at i o n w o u l d  re s u me  w he n e ve r y o ne  f e l l  as l e e p  t o ni g ht . “ D o  y o u  kno w                                                        
a man b y  t he  name  o f  G re g o r y  S t ar? ” He  d e s c ri b e d  t he  l o o ks  o f  t he  hu man he ’d                                                    
s e e n i n t he  p ho t o .  “ D o  any  o f  y o u ? ”                           

A l l  b u t  t he  Targ o n jo l t e d  i nt o  ac t i o n, p re t e nd i ng  t o  b e  t o o  e ng ro s s e d  i n                                                       
c o u nt i ng  s p e c ks  o f  d i rt  t o  l i s t e n.  T he  T arg o n b l e w  hi m a  ki s s .                                                

K i t t e n’s  b ro w  f u rro w e d  as  s he  ran t he  i mag e  t hro u g h he r mi nd . “ No. I d o n’t ,                                              
and  no  o ne  e l s e  has  e ve r me nt i o ne d  hi m. W hy ?  Was  he  t he  o ne  t hat  . .  .  t hat                                                
arrang e d  f o r me  t o  b e  t ake n? ”                 

“ Ye s . ”   
“ Yo u ’ re  s u re ? ”         
He  no d d e d .  T o  t he  T arg o n,  he  s ai d ,  “ W hat ’ s  y o u r name ? ”                                      
“ K aami l - A l i z e .  W hy ? ”              
“ I w as  t i re d  o f  re f e rri ng  t o  y o u  as  t he  T arg o n,  b u t  I  t hi nk I ’ l l  s t i c k w i t h t hat . ”                                                             
“A w, ho w  c u t e . Yo u  have  a  c r u s h o n me  and  c an’t  g e t  me  o u t  o f  y o u r mi nd . I’d                                                  

l o ve  t o  s ay  I’m s u rp ri s e d , b u t  I’ l l  ju s t  s ay  I’m no t  i nt e re s t e d  and  l e ave  i t  at  t hat ,                                                           
’ k? ” 

S o l o  ro l l e d  hi s  e y e s . We re  al l  Targ o ns  as  i rre ve re nt  as  t hi s  o ne ?  “ Ho w  w e re                                                    
y o u  c ap t u re d ? ”          

A mb e r e y e s  l i t  w i t h amu s e me nt . “A s  i f  any o ne  c o u l d  c ap t u re  me . I hand e d                                                 
my s e l f  o ve r. ”        

Hard l y .  “ W hy ? ”        
“ I t ho u g ht  i t ’d  b e  f u n. Tu rns  o u t , I  w as  ri g ht . ” B u t  a                                           hard  g l e am had  e nt e re d           

hi s  e y e s ,  d rai ni ng  t he  amu s e me nt .                     
No, he  had n’t  t ho u g ht  i t  w o u l d  b e  f u n.  at  g l e am s ai d  he  w as  he re  f o r a                                                

re as o n.  B u t  w hat ?  “ I  d o n’ t  b e l i e ve  y o u . ”                               



“ He ’s  t e l l i ng  t he  t r u t h, ” K i t t e n s ai d . “ I w as  he re  w he n he  arri ve d . M o s t  o f  t he                                                       
o t he rs  Je c i s  b ro u g ht  i n hi ms e l f  af t e r  s o me o ne  e l s e  b ro u g ht  t he m i n and  s o l d                                                       
t he m. F ro m w hat  I’ ve  b e e n ab l e  t o  g at he r, t hat  s o me o ne  has  b e e n d i ffe re nt  e ac h                                                 
t i me . ”   

He  w as n’ t  s u re  w hat  t o  make  o f  t hat .                       
“ S o  w hy  w o u l d  t hi s  S t ar p e rs o n ab d u c t                                me ? ” s he  d e mand e d . A  mo me nt  l at e r,                   

s he  ad d e d ,  “ U nl e s s  .  .  . ”                    
So l o  p o u nc e d ,  i ns i s t i ng ,  “ U nl e s s ? ”                           
“ I w o ke  u p  and  . .  .  s o me o ne  w as  i n my  ho u s e . S o me o ne  I’d  hu rt  a  l o ng  t i me                                                    

ag o. A f t e r s he  . .  .  fi ni s he d  w i t h me , I w as  d r u g g e d  and  l at e r w o ke  u p  w hi l e  s o me                                                          
s t rang e  g u y  ne g o t i at e d  my  s e l l  t o  Je c i s . ”                                

D e t ai l s , and  he  had n’t  had  t o  w ai t . D e t ai l s  t hat  ac t u al l y  he l p e d  hi m. M i c hae l                                                   
had  me nt i o ne d  t he  s y mb o l  o f  re ve ng e , b u t  had  as s u me d  i t  w as  a  me ans  t o  t hro w                                                     
t he m o ff. W hat  i f  M i c hae l  had  b e e n w ro ng ?  W hat  i f  p e o p l e  . .  .  w hat ?  To o k t he i r                                                      
re ve ng e , t he n hi re d  S t ar t o  d o  c l e an u p ?  Or may b e  S t ar ac t u al l y  arrang e d                                             
e ve ry t hi ng .  “ T hank y o u . ”              

A g ai n, s hame  c o l o re d  he r c he e ks  b u t  s he  no d d e d . “ W hi c h o f  my  c o w o rke rs  d o                                                   
y o u  kno w ? ”      

“ D al l as . ” D u ri ng  t he i r  me e t i ng , M i c hae l  had  o nl y  me nt i o ne d  o ne  name  i n                                               
as s o c i at i o n w i t h t hi s  g i rl ’s  u ni t , and  t hat  w as  i t . He  o nl y  ho p e d  t he  t w o  kne w                                                       
e ac h o t he r.     

S he  g ri nne d  w i t h re l i s h, s ay i ng , “ D al l as .  i ng s  are  g o nna g e t  u g l y. No w, i f                                                
y o u ’ l l  e x c u s e  me , I’m g o i ng  t o  c l o s e  my  e y e s  and  d re am o f  al l  t he  p ai n he ’ l l                                                         
c au s e . ”    

A s  s he  l ay  d o w n, he  p i c ke d  u p  a  f e w  o f  t he  ro c ks  o n hi s  c ag e  fl o o r and  t o s s e d                                                           
t he m i n t he  ai r  and  c au g ht  t he m,  t o s s e d  and  c au g ht .  T i me  t o  t hi nk.  T o  p l an.                                                    

“ B e  c are f u l  w i t h t ho s e . ” A s  b e au t i f u l  as  a  s p ri ng  mo rni ng , t he  Co rt az  l e ane d                                                      
ag ai ns t  t he  s i d e  o f  he r c ag e .  “ Yo u  mi g ht  ne e d  t he m l at e r. ”                                         

Or no t .  
“ T o  hu rt  V i ka? ”  he  f o u nd  hi ms e l f  s ni p p i ng .                              
She  f l i nc he d  at  t he  hars hne s s  o f  hi s  t o ne .  A f rai d  o f  hi m?                                      
She  s ho u l d  b e .         
S te a d y .  C a lm.           He  s t i l l  b l ame d  he r f o r he r t o o - hars h t re at me nt  o f  V i ka, y e s , b u t                                            

he  al s o  ne e d e d  he r o n hi s  s i d e .  In a  s i t u at i o n l i ke  t hi s ,  a l l i e s  w e re  i mp o rt ant .                                                            
“ We l l , w hy  no t ? ” s he  s ai d , l i f t i ng  he r c hi n. “  at  g i rl  d e s e r ve s  i t . A nd  are  y o u                                                       

re al l y  s o  s t u p i d  t hat  y o u  d o n’t  re al i z e  w e ’ ve  t ri e d  e ve r y  t ri c k p o s s i b l e  t o  b u s t  f re e                                                                     
o f  t hi s  he l l ho l e ?  Ye t  he re  w e  s t ay ,  and  he re  y o u ’ l l  s t ay ,  t o o . ”                                                 

“ Yo u ’re  w ro ng , ” he  s ai d . He  ju s t  ne e d e d  mo re  t i me . S o o n he  w o u l d  b e                                               
c o mp l e t e l y  he al e d  f ro m t he  e x p l o s i o n.  No t hi ng  w o u l d  s t o p  hi m,  t he n.                                                   

“ I’ ve  b e e n he re  t w o  mo nt hs . I  p ro mi s e  y o u , I’m no t  w ro ng . ” S he  mo ve d  he r arm                                                
t hro u g h t he  b ars  and  t w i s t e d  he r hand  i n t he  l i g ht . “ It ’s  t he  c u ffs . W hat e ve r                                                 
d r u g s  t he y ’re  p u mp i ng  t hro u g h o u r b o d i e s  ke e p  u s  w e ak, and  o u r s u p e rhu man                                                   
ab i l i t i e s  u s e l e s s . ”                

He  s t u d i e d  t he  me t al  c i rc l i ng  hi s  o w n w ri s t s — me t al  he ’d  f o rg o t t e n ab o u t  i n                                                        
hi s  q u e s t  f o r f re e d o m. He  c o u l d                            s t i l l  f e e l  t he  t hi n ro d s  e mb e d d e d  i n hi s  b o ne s ,                                     



s c re w i ng  w i t h hi s  rang e  o f  mo t i o n,                          a n n n d      y e s , he  c o u l d  f e e l  a  s l i g ht  w armt h d ri p,                              
d ri p ,  d ri p p i ng  i nt o  hi s  s y s t e m.                       

 e  o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re n’t  ju s t  d r u g g e d  f o r t he i r  b at hs , he  re al i z e d .  e y  w e re                                                        
d ru g g e d  e ve ry  mi nu t e  o f  e ve ry  d ay .                        

A ng e r re t u rne d ,  a  ho t  f i re  i n hi s  c he s t .                            
D oe s n ’ t  ma tte r .  Y ou’ l l  ove r c ome .  Y ou a lw a y s  ove r c ome .                                  
A  s ad ,      y ou’ l l  s e e         s mi l e  c u r ve d  t he  c o rne rs  o f  he r l i p s . “ I’m Cri s s ab e l l e , b y  t he                                            

w ay, b u t  y o u  c an c al l  me  Cri s s . Cal l  me  Cri s s y  o r B e l l e , and  I’ l l  c u t  o u t  y o u r                                                        
t o ng u e . ”     

He  d i d n’t  o ffe r hi s  o w n name . He  w o u l d n’t .  e  l e s s  t he s e  p e o p l e  kne w  ab o u t                                                    
hi m, t he  b e t t e r. B e s i d e s , he ’d  b e e n name d  af t e r o ne  o f  t he  w i s e s t  mal e s  e ve r t o                                                        
l i ve , and  y e t  he ’d  o f t e n ac t e d  l i ke  t he  d u mb e s t . We l l , no t  he re . No t  no w. No t                                                    
any mo re .  

“ W ho  has  t he  ke y  t o  t he  c u f f s ? ”  he  as ke d .                              
“ I d o n’t  kno w, ” s he  re p l i e d  w i t h an e as y  s hr u g . “ I’ ve  ne ve r s e e n i t . Yo u ’d  t hi nk                                                   

Je c i s  o r hi s  s p aw n w o u l d  t au nt  u s  w i t h i t , b u t  no.  e y  ne ve r have , and  I’m no t                                                   
s u re  w he t he r t hat ’ s  b e e n a  me rc y  o r a  c ru e l t y . ”                                  

He  d ro p p e d  t he  ro c ks  rat t l i ng  i n hi s  p al m.                               ump , th ump , th ump       .  “ Ho w  w e re      
y o u  b ro u g ht  i n? ”           

F u r y  mi x e d  w i t h re g re t , fl ari ng  i n he r e y e s . “ I w as  o u t  l at e  at  ni g ht , p art y i ng                                                      
w i t h my  f ri e nd s , and  had  a  l i t t l e  t o o  mu c h t o  d ri nk. M at as  s ho w e d  u p, and                                                 
s o me ho w  t al ke d  me  i nt o  g o i ng  ho me  w i t h hi m. I s ay  s o me ho w, b e c au s e  he ’s  s i c k                                                    
and  d i s g u s t i ng  and  I’m no t  i nt o  s i c k and  d i s g u s t i ng . Onl y, he  d i d n’t  t ake  me                                                 
ho me .  He  b ro u g ht  me  he re . ”                

M at as  ag ai n.  T he  name  w as  b e g i nni ng  t o  b u g  hi m.                              
“ So  .  .  .  w hat  s ho u l d  I  c al l  y o u ? ”  s he  as ke d .                                   
“ B o b . ”    
A  s l o w  s mi l e  b l o o me d .  “ No  w ay  y o u ’ re  a  B o b . ”                                     
“ F re d ,  t he n. ”        
 e  s mi l e  g re w. “  at ’s  e ve n w o rs e . B u t  g o  ahe ad . K e e p  l y i ng  t o  me , and  I’ l l                                                    

s t art  c al l i ng  y o u  Jo l l y  R e d  G i ant . ”                          
He  w o u l d n’t  g i ve  he r a  re ac t i o n, he  t o l d  hi ms e l f . He  w o u l d n’t  ri p  he r he ad                                                  

f ro m he r b o d y  w he n he  e s c ap e d ,  e i t he r.                          
“ Has  any o ne  s u c c e s s f u l l y  re mo ve d  t he i r  c u ffs ? ” He  t u c ke d  t he  fi ng e rs  o f  hi s                                                      

l e f t  hand  i nt o  t he  ri g ht ,  and  t he  f i ng e rs  o f  hi s  ri g ht  hand  i nt o  t he  l e f t —                                                    
“ I w o u l d n’ t  d o  t hat , ”  C ri s s  ru s he d  o u t .                              
— and  je rke d . Imme d i at e l y  p ai n e x p l o d e d  t hro u g h hi m, s harp, c u t t i ng  f ro m t he                                              

t o p  o f  hi s  he ad  t o  t he  s o l e s  o f  hi s  f e e t . He  f e l l  t o  hi s  s i d e , s p i d e r w e b s  o f  b l ac k                                                                      
w e avi ng  t hro u g h hi s  vi s i o n, c o l l i d i ng  w i t h p i np ri c ks  o f  w hi t e  and  f o rmi ng  a                                                    
d i z z y i ng  kal e i d o s c o p e .                 

“ To l d  y o u , ” he  he ard  Cri s s  s i ng . “ W he n y o u  p u l l  o n t he  me t al , a  d i ffe re nt  t y p e                                                      
o f  c he mi c al  i s  s ho t  t hro u g h y o u r b o d y .  One  t hat  c au s e s  p ai n rat he r t han l e t harg y .                                                      
A nd  d o n’t  t hi nk y o u  c an l e ave  and  re mo ve  t he  t hi ng s  w i t h b o l t  c u t t e rs  o r                                                  
s o me t hi ng . I w as  he re  w he n a  g u y  g o t  ho l d  o f  a  p ai r, and  w he n he  s ni p p e d , t he                                                     
ne e d l e s  i n t he  c u f f s  mo t o ri z e d ,  c ho p p i ng  o f f  hi s  hand s . ”                                           



E ve nt u al l y  t he  b l ac k and  w hi t e  f ad e d  and  S o l o  c o u l d  s e e  c l e arl y  ag ai n. He                                                    
s l o w l y  e as e d  t o  a  s i t t i ng  p o s i t i o n. He  l o o ke d  at  hi s  w ri s t s  and  d i s c o ve re d  he ’d                                                              
d o ne  mo re  harm t o  hi ms e l f .  e  c u ffs  w e re  s t i l l  t he re , s t i l l  fi rml y                                                  i n p l ac e , b u t        
b l o o d  no w  t ri c kl e d  f ro m u nd e rne at h t he  me t al .                              

“ Ne x t  t i me , l i s t e n t o  A u nt i e  Cri s s . S he ’s  ve r y  s mart . A nd  b e au t i f u l . A nd                                                   
t al e nt e d . ”      

A nd  mo d e s t .       
“  e re  are  t u b e s  r u nni ng  t hro u g h t he  me t al , ” s he  s ai d , “and  i f  y o u  l o o k                                                 

c l o s e l y, y o u ’ l l  fi nd  a  l i t t l e  ho l e  i n e ac h c u ff.  at ’s  w he re  t he  d r u g s  are                                                      
ad mi ni s t e re d . We ’re  p u t  t o  s l e e p  e ve r y  f e w  d ay s  s o  t hat  t he  t u b e s  c an b e                                                       
re f i l l e d . ”       

Hi s  f r u s t rat i o n and  ang e r i nt e ns i fi e d , b u b b l i ng  u p, ano t he r w hi t e - ho t  fi re                                                
w ant i ng  t o  s p i l l  f ro m hi m; s o me ho w  he  manag e d  t o  ho l d  hi ms e l f  i n c he c k. No w                                                  
w as n’ t  t he  t i me  f o r ano t he r t e mp e r t ant ru m.  E s p e c i al l y  w he n t hat  t e mp e r t ant ru m                                                    
w o u l d  d o  no  g o o d .              

In t he  d i s t anc e , he  c o u l d  he ar c l o mp i ng  f e e t , c hat t e ri ng  vo i c e s , and  t he  ro ar o f                                                     
c ar e ng i ne s .      

“ A nd  s o  i t  b e g i ns , ”  C ri s s  s ai d  w i t h a  s i g h.                                   
A  d e e p  b re at h i n,  and  he  c au g ht  t he  s c e nt  o f  c o f f e e  i n t he  ai r.                                              
He  f o u nd  c o ffe e  t o o  b i t t e r  t o  e njo y, y e t  s t i l l  hi s  mo u t h w at e re d  f o r a  t as t e  o f                                                              

i t , and  s t i l l  hi s  s t o mac h t w i s t e d  hu ng ri l y. Ye s t e rd ay  e ve ni ng ’s  g rai n had  t as t e d                                                     
l i ke  d i rt , and  y e t , i f  he  w e re  g i ve n ano t he r b o w l  o f  t he  s t u ff— o r ano t he r p i e c e  o f                                                          
c ho c o l at e — he  w o u l d  have  e at e n e ve r y  mo rs e l . He  had  t o  ke e p  hi s  s t re ng t h u p.                                                    
Ob vi o u s l y .      

“ Ho w  d o e s  t hi s  w o rk? ”  he  f o u nd  hi ms e l f  g ro w l i ng .                                    
Cri s s  s l i d  i nt o  a  p o o l  o f  l i g ht  and  s t re t c he d  o u t  he r l e g s . G re e n e y e s  g l i t t e re d                                                                

w i t h re s o l ve , p e arl e s c e nt  s ki n s ho ne , and  fi ng e r- c o mb e d  b l ac k hai r  t u mb l e d  o ve r                                                     
b o t h o f  he r s ho u l d e rs , s hi e l d i ng  w hat  l u rke d  b e ne at h t hat  t rans p are nt  f ab ri c . “ In                                                   
a f e w  ho u rs , t he  c i rc u s  w i l l  o p e n and  t he re  w i l l  b e  a  s t e ad y  s t re am o f  p e o p l e                                                             
w al ki ng  t hro u g h t hi s  are a  f o r t he  re s t  o f  t he  d ay. S o me  w i l l  s i mp l y  l o o k at  y o u . ”                                                           
He r vo i c e  hard e ne d  as  s he  ad d e d , “ S o me  w i l l  c o mmand  y o u  t o  l i f t  y o u r c l o t hi ng                                                        
o r t o  t u rn aro u nd  and  b e nd  o ve r. Je c i s  w i l l  s t at i o n t w o  arme d  g u ard s  he re , and  no                                                     
o ne  w i l l  b e  al l o w e d  t o  t o u c h y o u ,  b u t  i f  y o u  f ai l  t o  d o  as  y o u ’ re  t o l d  .  .  . ”                                                                     

Ye ah, he  re me mb e re d : a  b u l l e t  t o  t he  b rai n. Hi s  s ki n d arke ne d , and  hi s  t e e t h                                                
and  c l aw s  e l o ng at e d .  T he  f i re  b u rne d  e ve r ho t t e r,  s i ng e i ng  e ve ry t hi ng  i n i t s  p at h.                                                          

“ D o n’t  g i ve  hi m p o i nt e rs , ” t he  B re e  Li an c al l e d . “ L e t  hi m l e arn fi rs t hand  l i ke                                                  
t he  re s t  o f  u s . ”            

So l o  al re ad y  had  a  b e e f  w i t h hi m.  T hat  ju s t  s e al e d  t he  d e al .                                           
“ Le t  hi m t ake  t he  b u rd e n f o r a  w hi l e , ”  t he  M e c  ad d e d .                                       
Ye ah,  So l o  had  a  b e e f  w i t h hi m,  t o o .                         
S e ve ral  o t he rs  mu rmu re d  t he i r  ag re e me nt . M e ani ng , t he y  al l  w ant e d  S o l o  t o                                                

o c c u p y  Je c i s ’s  mi nd , s o  t hat  t he y  c o u l d  ac t  o u t  w i t ho u t  f e ar.                                                  N i c e    .  B u t  fi ne ,      
w hat e ve r.  He  u nd e rs t o o d  s u rvi val .                    

He  al s o  ne ve r f o rg o t  a  s l i g ht .                     
Cri s s  w ave d  aw ay  t he i r  c o mmand s , s ay i ng , “ Li t t l e  M i s s  M o u s e  w o n’t  f e e d  u s                                                     



u nt i l  af t e r  t he  c i rc u s , and  t he n o nl y  i f  w e ’ ve  b e have d . ” S he  ai r- q u o t e d  t he  l as t                                                          
w o rd ,  t he  mo t i o n s t i f f  w i t h b are l y  l e as he d  rag e .                                   

 at  rag e  w o u l d  s o o n t e ar f re e , he  w as  s u re , and  i t  w o u l d  make  he r re c kl e s s ,                                                    
w i l l i ng  t o  d o  any t hi ng  t o  d i e . No t  ju s t  t hro w  ro c ks , b u t  mo re . A  w ho l e  l o t  mo re .                                                           
A n d      Li t t l e  M i s s  M o u s e — V i ka, b e au t i f u l  V i ka, w i t h t he  w o u nd e d  e y e s  and  t he                                                     
b r u i s e d  f ac e  and  t he  s i re n’s  b o d y  and  t he  ang e l ’s  ki s s — w o u l d  b e ar t he  b r u nt  o f                                                          
i t . 

He ’d  b e e n s o  c are f u l  no t  t o  t hi nk ab o u t  he r l as t  ni g ht . No w  . .  .  t he re  w as  no                                                      
s t o p p i ng  t he  me nt al  t u g - o f - w ar t hat  f o l l o w e d .                                  

S h e ’ s  mi n e .  I  w a n t h e r .                   
Ar e  y ou s tup i d ?  S h e ’ s  n ot y our s .  S h e  be lon gs  to Je c i s — y ou d on ’ t  w a n t h e r .                                                   
I  d e s e r ve  h e r .  Afte r  e ve r y th i n g I ’ ve  s uffe r e d  h e r e ,  s h e  w i l l  be  my  r e w a r d .                                                           
S h e ’ s  n ot a  p r i z e .              
He  w as  as  b ad  as  X  and  D r.  E .                   
“ U h- o h.  I  re c o g ni z e  t hat  l o o k, ”  C ri s s  s ai d  w i t h a  mo an.                                        
He  f o rc e d  t he  mu s c l e s  i n hi s  f ac e  t o  re l ax , re ve al i ng  no t hi ng  mo re . “ W hat                                                 

l o o k? ”   
A  d e ri s i ve  s no rt . “ P l e as e . V i ka’s  t he  b i g  g u y ’s  d au g ht e r, y o u  kno w, and                                               

no t hi ng  b u t  t ro u b l e . ”               
S e e ?  V i ka  i s  a  ba d  a p p le  fr om a  p oi s on e d  tr e e                                    .
“ B e s i d e s , I  t ho u g ht  y o u  w e re  i nt e re s t e d  i n o u r s w e e t  l i t t l e  P u s s y c at , ” Cri s s                                                              

s ai d  w i t h a  t i l t  o f  he r c hi n.                     
Hi s  g az e  d art e d  t o  K i t t e n,  w ho  s t i l l  s p raw l e d  o n t he  f l o o r o f  he r c ag e .                                                       
“ V i ka d o e s  w hat  D ad d y  s ay s , w he n he  s ay s , and  e ve n i f  y o u  w e re                                           

hand s o me  . .  .  u h . .  .  w e l l , any w ay, s he  w o u l d n’t  he l p  y o u , ” Cri s s  s ai d . “ I d o n’t                                                       
me an t o  b e  c ru e l ,  ju s t  ho ne s t . ”                      

“ E no u g h w i t h t he  ho ne s t y, ” t he  Targ o n c al l e d . “ L e t ’s  g o  f o r amu s e me nt !  I ’d                                                  
l o ve  t o  s e e  y o u  t ry  t o  c harm o u r l i t t l e  V i ka,  M r.  F u g l y . ”                                             

A l l  b u t  K i t t e n and  C ri s s  s ni c ke re d .                          
A s  i f  o n c u e , D r. E  arri ve d  o n t he  s c e ne , s e t t l i ng  at o p  S o l o’s  s ho u l d e r l i ke  a                                                         

b i rd  o n a  p e rc h. He  w as  p al e r t han u s u al , a  l i t t l e  w o b b l y  o n hi s  f e e t . W hy ?  “  e y                                                           
d are  t e as e  y o u ?  We l l , i t ’s  t i me  t o  t e ac h t he m b e t t e r, d o n’t  y o u  t hi nk?  If  y o u  t e l l                                                             
Je c i s  y o u ’re  w i l l i ng  t o  d o  a  l i t t l e  c ag e  fi g ht i ng  f re e  o f  c harg e , y o u  c an ri p  t he s e                                                                
c re at u re s  i nt o  a  t ho u s and  p i e c e s  w i t ho u t  e arni ng  a  p u ni s hme nt .  It ’ s  w i n/ w i n. ”                                                        

“  e y  are  as  f r u s t rat e d  and  ang r y  as  he  i s , ” X  s ai d , ap p e ari ng  o n hi s  ri g ht                                                  
s ho u l d e r. He  w as  t anne r t han u s u al , f o r o nc e  s t e ad y  o n hi s  f e e t . “  e y  are                                                 
l as hi ng  o u t  at  t he i r  c i rc u ms t anc e s ,  no t  So l o . ”                                 

“ E no u g h!” he  g ro w l e d , s u d d e nl y  s i c k o f  t he  c ap t i ve s , o f  X , o f  D r. E , and  al l  o f                                                         
hi s  many  re c e nt  f ai l u re s . He  w ant e d  o u t . He                                n e e d e d       o u t . D r u g g e d  o r no t , t he re                   
had  t o  b e  a  w ay .           

E ac h o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  p e e re d  o ve r at  hi m w i t h d i ffe ri ng  s had e s  o f                                                
e mo t i o n.  So me  w i t h t e rro r,  s o me  w i t h g l e e .  B u t  no  o ne  c as t i g at e d  hi m,  and  D r.  E                                                          
— l au g hi ng  and  s u d d e nl y  al i ve  w i t h c o l o r— and  X — s i g hi ng  w i t h re g re t  and                                                
s u d d e nl y  p al l i d — o nc e  ag ai n vani s he d .                        

S o l o  w rap p e d  hi s  fi ng e rs  aro u nd  t he  b ars  and  s ho o k, s ho o k,                                        s h ook   .  Of  c o u rs e ,       



t he y  he l d  s t e ad y, c au s i ng  f r u s t rat i o n t o  ri s e  and  e at  at  w hat  l i t t l e  re mai ne d  o f  hi s                                                            
c o nt ro l .    

“ U h,  I  w o u l d n’ t  d o  t hat ,  e i t he r, ”  C ri s s  s ai d .  “ Yo u ’ l l  re g re t  i t . ”                                                    
He  d i d n’t  s t o p. Co u l d n’t .                  I ’m s tr on g e n ough  for  a n y th i n g, e ve n  th i s .                            A no t he r    

s hake . B u t  ag ai n, t he  b ars                  he l d  s t e ad y. A ng e r b l az e d  i nt o  rag e , and  t he                            
f ru s t rat i o n f o rme d  jag g e d  e d g e s  t hat  s l i c e d  t hro u g h hi m,  maki ng  hi m b l e e d .                                                   

N ow ,  n ow ,  n ow .            A no t he r s hake ,  a  hard e r s hake .  Shake ,  s hake ,  s hake .                           
R ag e  .  .  .  me l d i ng  w i t h a  s u d d e n b u rs t  o f  w e akne s s  .  .  .                                             
F ru s t rat i o n .  .  .  b l e nd i ng  w i t h a  s u d d e n s p ri ng  o f  i c y  w at e r .  .  .                                                    
 e  d r u g s , he  re al i z e d  as  hi s  mi nd  haz e d .  e  d r u g s  mu s t  ac t i vat e  w i t h                                                   

s t ro ng e r e mo t i o ns , b e c au s e  w i t h e ve r y  mo me nt  t hat  p as s e d , t he  w e akne s s  g re w                                                    
and  t he  i c y  w at e r fl o o d e d  ano t he r p art  o f  hi m, u nt i l  he  no  l o ng e r had  t he                                                
s t re ng t h t o  g ri p  t he  b ars .                 

Hi s  arms  f e l l  he avi l y  t o  hi s  s i d e s , and  hi s  he ad  l o l l e d  f o r w ard , hi s  c hi n hi t t i ng                                                         
hi s  s t e rnu m. He  l o s t  t rac k o f  hi s  s u rro u nd i ng s  and  ju s t  s o rt  o f  t i p p e d  o ve r. R i g ht                                                          
b e f o re  l and i ng ,  he  t ho u g ht  he  he ard  C ri s s  s ay ,  “ I  t o l d  y o u  s o . ”                                                



Nine

Break up your fallow ground,  and do not sow am ong th orns.  
—JEREMIAH 4 :3

VIKA PACED INSIDE HER     t rai l e r, t he  s e c o nd  b i g g e s t  ve hi c l e  i n t he  l o t . ( He r f at he r’s                                           
w as  nu mb e r o ne , o f  c o u rs e . )   e  w al l s  w e re  c o ve re d  w i t h p i nk l ac e  and  d rap e d                                                      
w i t h s e ve ral  je w e l - t o ne d  t ap e s t ri e s . E ve r y  p i e c e  o f  f u rni t u re  w as  p l u s h, w hi t e ,                                                            
and  e x p e ns i ve .  e  c o ffe e  t ab l e  w as  V i c t o ri an and  t he  l e g s  c ar ve d  t o  re s e mb l e                                                       
d rag o ns .  T he  s i d e  t ab l e s  w e re  t o p p e d  w i t h c ry s t al  vas e s  and  o rnat e  b o w l s .                                                       

A  f ai ry - t al e  ho me  f i t  f o r a  f ai ry - t al e  p ri nc e s s ,  he r f at he r o f t e n s ai d .                                                   
F i ne  f ab ri c s  w e re  s t re w n ab o u t . Ve l ve t s , s at i ns , s i l ks , and  e ve n t he  hi g hl y                                                  

e x p e ns i ve  c o t t o n. S he  kne w  ho w  t o  s e w, and  w as  s u p p o s e d  t o  d e s i g n he rs e l f  “a                                                         
w ard ro b e  f i t  f o r t he  d au g ht e r o f  a  ki ng . ”  She  had n’ t .  A nd  s he  w o u l d n’ t .                                                   

To  g o  al o ng  w i t h he r c l o t hi ng , s he  had  jad e  ne c kl ac e s , r u b y  b rac e l e t s , and                                                 
s ap p hi re  p e nd ant s , p l u s  a  s e t  o f  d i amo nd  fi ng e rnai l s  w i t h ri ng s  o f  g o l d  t hat                                                      
w o u nd  al l  t he  w ay  t o  he r knu c kl e s , and  a  b ro o c h i n t he  s hap e  o f  a  l i o n he ad , i t s                                                        
f u r mad e  o f  amb e r, i t s  e y e s  o f  e b o ny.                             E ac h p i e c e  s p arkl e d  as  t he  o ve rhe ad  l i g ht                           
c as t  o u t  s o f t , g o l d e n ray s . S o  p re t t y. S o  u s e l e s s .  e y  w e re  i t e ms  s he  w as                                                         
c u rre nt l y  u nab l e  t o  s e l l ,  b e c au s e  he r f at he r w o u l d  mi s s  t he m.                                             

“ W hy  d o n’t  y o u  w e ar t he  t hi ng s  I g i ve  y o u ? ” Je c i s  d e mand e d  at  l e as t  o nc e  a                                                      
w e e k.  

“  e y ’re  no t  my  s t y l e , ” s he  w o u l d  s ay. A nd  s o  he  w o u l d  t r y  ag ai n, g i vi ng  he r                                                       
s o me t hi ng  e l s e , s o me t hi ng  b i g g e r, no t  u nd e rs t and i ng  s he  had  no  d e s i re  t o  w e ar                                                      
hi s  g u i l t  o f f e ri ng s — w hi c h w as  e x ac t l y  w hat  t he y  w e re .                                        

B u t  l as t  ni g ht  at  d i nne r, a l l  t hat  had  c hang e d . S he  had  w o rn o ne  o f  t he                                              
ne c kl ac e s , as  p l anne d , and  he ’d  r u ffle d  he r hai r, q u i t e  p l e as e d  w i t h he r, ne ve r                                                
no t i c i ng  t he  s l i g ht  b u l g e  o f  t he  b and ag e  u nd e r he r s hi rt .                                         

Oh ,  w h a t a  l i fe  I  le a d .                 
He r mo t he r w o u l d  have  l o ve d  t he  t rai l e r  and  t he  c l o t he s  and  t he  je w e l s . S he                                                   

w o u l d  have  s e w n as  many  g o w ns  as  p o s s i b l e , and  d anc e d  ac ro s s  t he  e nt i re  ho me ,                                                     
l au g hi ng  and  t w i rl i ng ,  and  maki ng  V i ka g i g g l e .                             

A  s u d d e n l anc e  o f  s ad ne s s  p i e rc e d  he r. He r b e au t i f u l  mo t he r, w ho  had  c l ai me d                                                     
t o  l o ve  he r mo re  t han any t hi ng , b u t  had  l e f t  he r o nl y  c hi l d  t o  r u n aw ay  w i t h he r                                                      
l o ve r.  

W i t hi n a  f e w  d ay s , Je c i s  had  f o u nd  he r and  d rag g e d  he r b ac k.  e n, t he  ne x t                                                 
mo rni ng , he  had  s u mmo ne d  al l  t he  p e rf o rme rs  i n o ne  p l ac e  and  anno u nc e d  t hat                                             
hi s  w i f e  had  d i e d  o f  a  b l ac k, ro t t i ng  he art . A nd  t hat  w as  t r u e . Je c i s  had  a  b l ac k,                                                          
ro t t i ng  he art ,  and  he ’ d  ki l l e d  he r.                      

V i ka had  no  i d e a  w hat  had  hap p e ne d  t o  t he  l o ve r.                               
A ny w ay, s he  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  p o nd e r t he  p as t , s he                                    re mi nd e d  he rs e l f . S he  w o u l d                  

t hi nk ab o u t  t o d ay :  o p e ni ng  d ay  f o r t he  c i rc u s  i n Ne w  A t l ant a.                                           
S he  w as  t o  s t ay  i ns i d e  he r t rai l e r  u nt i l  he r f at he r fi ni s he d  w i t h al l  o f  hi s  d u t i e s                                                             

and  p e rf o rmanc e s . S he  w as  t o  re l ax , e at  he r many  c ho c o l at e s , and  e njo y  he rs e l f ,                                                 



as  i f  ho u rs  and  ho u rs  w i t h no t hi ng  t o  d o  b u t  c o u nt  he r s avi ng s  ( f o r t he  t hre e                                                      
t ho u s and t h t i me )  w as  f u n, w hi l e  e ve r y o ne  e l s e  w i t hi n t he i r  c i rc u s  “ f ami l y ”                                                       
w o rke d  f o r t he i r  f o o d  and  l o d g i ng , no t  ju s t  b y  he l p i ng  w i t h c l o t hi ng , t e nt s ,                                                         
g ame s  and  ve hi c l e s ,  b u t  t hro u g h p e rf o rmi ng .                            

V i ka w as  o nl y  t o  c are  f o r t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  af t e r  t he  p at ro ns  l e f t .  at  w ay,                                                      
t he  t o w ni e s  ne ve r s aw  he r, ne ve r t ri e d  t o  harm he r, and  he ad s  ne ve r had  t o  ro l l .                                                
M o re  i mp o rt ant l y, t he  c i rc u s  ne ve r had  t o  mo ve  t o  a  ne w  l o c at i o n s o o ne r t han                                                   
p l anne d ,  s i mp l y  t o  avo i d  t he  l aw .                       

Je c i s  w ant e d  V i ka s af e — f ro m e ve ry o ne  b u t  hi m.                              
W h e n  w i l l  y ou le a r n , V i ka ?  e r e  c a n n ot be  tw o ma s te r s  i n  on e  h ous e . You d o w h a t                                                       

I  s a y , w h e n  I  s a y , or  y ou s uff e r. I  love  y ou, but I  c a n n ot ma ke  a l low a n c e s  for  y ou, j us t                                                        
be c a us e  y ou’ r e  my  on ly  c h i ld .                   

A  f at he r w ho  l o ve d  hi s  d au g ht e r w o u l d  no t  b e at  he r. A  f at he r w ho  l o ve d  hi s                                                    
d au g ht e r w o u l d  no t  mai m and  e x i l e  o ne  o f  he r o nl y  t w o  f ri e nd s , f o rc i ng  he r t o                                                       
g i ve  u p  t he  o t he r f o r f e ar o f  w at c hi ng  t he  g i rl  re c e i ve  t he  s ame  t re at me nt . A                                                     
f at he r w ho  l o ve d  hi s  d au g ht e r w o u l d  no t  mu rd e r he r p re c i o u s  p e t s .                                               

I  j us t  w a n t to l i ve  i n  p e a c e                       .
A nd  y e t , s t i l l  s he  had n’t  s t ay e d  i ns i d e  t o d ay. S he  had  s p e nt  fi ve  mi nu t e s  o u t  i n                                                          

t he  o p e n, r u nni ng  t hro u g h t he  z o o  t o  c he c k o n t he  ne w c o me r. F i ve  mi nu t e s , t hat                                                    
w as  al l ,  b u t  i n he r f at he r’ s  o p i ni o n t hat  w as  f i ve  mi nu t e s  t o o  l o ng .                                                 

A  s hu d d e r ne arl y  ro c ke d  he r o ff he r f e e t , and  s he  t u mb l e d  o nt o  t he  c o u c h.                                                  
Ho w  s he  w i s he d  Je c i s  w as  t he  man he  u s e d  t o  b e , t he  man w ho  had  l i s t e ne d  t o  he r                                                         
s t o ri e s  ab o u t  b u t t e rfl i e s  and  t u c ke d  he r i n at  ni g ht , b u t  e ve r y t hi ng  had  c hang e d                                                        
w he n he r g rand f at he r d i e d  and  he  t o o k o ve r t he  c i rc u s .                                  

 e  p l ac e  had  b e e n i n ho rri b l e  s hap e , f ac i ng  fi nanc i al  r u i n. M o ne y  had                                            
q u i c kl y  b e c o me  Je c i s ’s  o nl y  c o nc e rn and  he ’d  b e g u n s e l l i ng  d r u g s  and  w o me n i n                                                         
b e t w e e n ac t s . He ’d  had  t o  d o  t e rri b l e  t hi ng s  t o  ke e p  hi s  e mp l o y e e s  i n l i ne  and  hi s                                                             
s e c re t s  i n t he  d ark, and  t ho s e  t hi ng s  had  d e s t ro y e d  t he  man s he ’d  kno w n. B u t  hi s                                                    
p o c ke t s  had  fi l l e d , and  t hat  had  b e e n al l  t hat  mat t e re d  t o  hi m. W i t hi n a  y e ar,                                                   
he ’d  t u rne d  t he  p l ac e  aro u nd — and  hi s  o w n t e rri b l e  t rans f o rmat i o n had  b e e n                                               
c o mp l e t e .      

If  he  f o u nd  o u t  w hat  s he ’d  d o ne  t o d ay, he  w o u l d  p u ni s h he r f o r p l ac i ng  he rs e l f                                                       
i n d ang e r.    

If . Ha. He  w o u l d . To o  many  p e o p l e  had  s e e n he r, ju s t  l i ke  s he ’d  kno w n t he y                                               
w o u l d .    

W hy  had  s he  d o ne  i t ,  t he n?                 
 e re  w as  no  ne e d  t o  p o nd e r; s he  al re ad y  kne w  t he  ans w e r. S he ’d  d o ne  i t                                               

b e c au s e  s he  c o u l d n’t  g e t  t he  p ri s o ne r o u t  o f  he r mi nd . A  t ho u s and  t i me s  s he  had                                                         
re me mb e re d  ho w  s he ’d  had  he r hand s  o n hi m. He r b are  hand s . M al e  t o  f e mal e ,                                           
he at  t o  he at . A  t ho u s and  mo re , s he  had  re me mb e re d  ho w  s he ’d  had  he r mo u t h o n                                               
hi m— and  ju s t  ho w  mu c h s he ’ d  l i ke d  i t .                         

S u d d e nl y  s he  f e l t  t he  vi b rat i o n o f  s o me o ne ’s  .  .  .                                           s c re am ag ai ns t  he r s ki n?  Oh,              
y e s . A  s c re am.  e  fi ne  hai rs  o n t he  b ac k o f  he r ne c k s t o o d  o n e nd . S he  ne arl y                                                  
t hre w  o p e n he r d o o r t o  p e e k o u t s i d e .                           

T he  ne w e s t  ad d i t i o n t o  t he  z o o  had  f i nal l y  re ac he d  t he  e nd  o f  hi s  t o l e ranc e .                                                        



S y mp at hy  w e l l e d  i ns i d e  he r. A l l  ni g ht  he ’d  d e s p e rat e l y  f o u g ht  t o  f re e  hi ms e l f ,                                                           
y e t  he ’d  mad e  no  p ro g re s s . Fe ari ng  he r f at he r w o u l d  he ar hi s  c u rs e s  and  d e c i d e  t o                                                       
ac t , s he  had  w ai t e d  ne arb y, re ad y  t o  d o c t o r hi s  i nju ri e s . B u t  Je c i s  had  ne ve r                                                   
ap p e are d , and  t he  ne w c o me r had  c o nt i nu e d  t o  s t r u g g l e , u nt i l  t he  re al i z at i o n t hat                                                       
he  w as  s t u c k i n t he  c ag e  had  at  l as t  s e t t l e d  i n. A ng e r had  c o nt o rt e d  hi s  f e at u re s                                                          
and  hi s  s ki n had  t ake n o n t hat  c ri ms o n c as t . Hi s  t e e t h and  c l aw s  had  g ro w n, and                                               
t ho u g h s he  s ho u l d  have  ru n aw ay  i n f e ar,  t he  al t e rat i o n had  f as c i nat e d  V i ka.                                                

B e c au s e  . .  .  no  mat t e r ho w  mu c h hi s  b o d y  had  c hang e d , hi s  e y e s  had  re mai ne d                                                   
t he  s ame : b i g  and  b l u e , w i t h t ho s e  l o ng  d ark l as he s  b e t t e r s u i t e d  t o  a  w o man.                                                        
Inno c e nt  e y e s .  Hau nt i ng  e y e s .                   

Ot he rw o rl d l y  e y e s .            
Li ke  e ve r y o ne  e l s e , V i ka  kne w  ab o u t  t he  i nhab i t e d  p l ane t s  o u t  t he re . B u t                                                    

u nl i ke  e ve r y o ne  e l s e , s he  al s o  kne w  t he re  w as  an u ns e e n w o rl d  o p e rat i ng  he re , o n                                                       
e art h, al l  aro u nd  t he m. A nd  i t  amaz e d  he r ho w  c l o s e  t he  t w o  w o rl d s  ac t u al l y                                                   
w e re . A s  many  t i me s  as  s he  had  f o u g ht  d e at h, s he  had  c au g ht  g l i mp s e s  o f  t hat                                                    
w o rl d  and  kne w  t hat  t he re  w as  ab s o l u t e  g o o d  and  ab s o l u t e  e vi l — and  b o t h w e re  as                                                        
re al  as  s he  w as .         

One  s t e p, t hat  w as  al l  i t  t o o k, and  t he  s p i ri t  c o u l d  l e ave  t he  b o d y  and  e nt e r                                                       
t hat  o t he r re al m.        

 e  ne w e s t  p ri s o ne r s ho u l d  have  re mi nd e d  he r o f  t he  e vi l  s i d e , b u t  he  had n’t .                                                     
Qu i t e  t he  o p p o s i t e ,  i n f ac t .                      

S he ’d  re t u rne d  t o  he r t rai l e r, and  w ai t e d  f o r s o me o ne  t o  d e l i ve r he r b re akf as t .                                                    
A  f e w  mi nu t e s  af t e r  t hat , s he ’d  s nu c k o u t  and  re t u rne d  t o  t he  z o o, w he re  s he ’d                                                      
t hro w n t he  f o o d  i n hi s  c ag e . Had  he  s amp l e d  t he  s y nb ac o n, b i s c u i t s , o r  c u b e s  o f                                                          
ho ne y ?  He ’d  b e e n aw ake . He ’d  s e e n he r, b u t  he  had n’t  t ri e d  t o  c at c h t he  b u rl ap                                                  
s ac k, and  i f  he ’d  s ai d  any t hi ng , s he  w as n’t  aw are  o f  i t . S he ’d  ke p t  he r at t e nt i o n                                                   
aw ay  f ro m hi m. Had  t he y  l o c ke d  g az e s , he  mi g ht  have  t ri e d  t o  s p e ak t o  he r and                                                 
s he  w o u l d  have  b e e n t e mp t e d  t o  s t ay .                           

S he  o w e d  hi m ano t he r ap o l o g y, af t e r  al l . He ’d  b e e n at  hi s  w e ake s t , and  s he ’d                                                 
t ake n t e rri b l e  ad vant ag e  o f  hi m. It  w as  ju s t  . .  .  w ai t . Was  s he  g o i ng  t o  d o  t hi s ?                                                        
Was  s he  g o i ng  t o  t hi nk ab o u t  t he  ki s s  no w ?  W he n s he ’d  avo i d e d  t he  t o p i c  al l                                                      
ni g ht ?  

Ye s .  She  w as .       
W hy  had  s he  p re s s e d  he r l i p s  ag ai ns t  hi s ?                                W h y   ?   at  w as n’t  l i ke  he r. D e s i re                  

w as n’t  s o me t hi ng  s he  e x p e ri e nc e d , and  y e t  s he  had  b e e n d raw n t o  hi m o n a                                                
p ri mi t i ve  l e ve l . A n u nd e ni ab l e  l e ve l . No w, a  p art  o f  he r s he ’d  t ho u g ht  d e s t ro y e d                                                       
l o ng  ag o, a  ne e d y  l i t t l e  g i rl  w ho’d  d re ame d  o f  a  hand s o me  P ri nc e  C harmi ng                                                
c o mi ng  t o  re s c u e  he r, ke p t  s t re t c hi ng  . .  .  s t re t c hi ng  . .  .  fi nal l y  aw ake ni ng                                                     
c o mp l e t e l y. Onl y, t hi s  p ri nc e  w as  al o ne , ju s t  l i ke  he r. He  ne e d e d  a  f ri e nd , ju s t                                                     
l i ke  he r.    

D ang e ro u s  t ho u g ht s .  o u g ht s  t hat  had  o nc e  g o t t e n he r i n t ro u b l e . F i rs t , s he                                                   
c o u l d  o nl y  c o u nt  o n he rs e l f , and  s he  kne w  i t . S e c o nd , s he  had  b e f ri e nd e d  o ne  o f                                                         
t he  fi rs t  o t he r w o rl d e rs  t o  b e  c ap t u re d , had  ac t u al l y                                          g ro w n t o  l o ve  and  ad o re  t he                 
g i rl . Had  s nu c k o u t  e ve r y  ni g ht  t o  s p e nd  w i t h he r, w i t h he r s w e e t  M ara, and  t he y                                                      
had  t al ke d ,  s hare d  s t o ri e s  ab o u t  t he i r  l i ve s .                                



E ve nt u al l y ,  V i ka  had  f re e d  M ara and  al l  t he  o t he rs .                                 
A nd  s he  had  s u f f e re d  t e rri b l y  f o r he r ac t i o ns .                                
S he  kne w  b e t t e r t han t o  t rave l  d o w n t hat  ro ad  ag ai n. A nd  y e t , a l l  s he ’d  s e e me d                                                    

t o  c are  ab o u t  w as  t hat  t he  ne w c o me r w as n’t  u s e d  t o  hu ng e r, and  mo re  t han t hat ,                                                  
he  w as  i n f o r a  ho rri b l e  s u rp ri s e  w he n t he  c i rc u s  o p e ne d  i n a  f e w  ho u rs . S he ’d                                                        
w ant e d  hi m t o  e x p e ri e nc e                     s ome th i n g       ni c e  t o d ay .        

If  he  t o s s e d  aw ay  t he  f o o d , fi ne . Hi s  l o s s . S he  w o u l d  have  d o ne  a  g o o d  d e e d ,                                                          
and  s he  c o u l d —         

 e  o ve rhe ad  l i g ht s  fl i c ke re d , and  s he  g ro ane d . S he  d i d n’t  have  a  b e l l ;                                              
i ns t e ad ,  t he  l i g ht i ng  s y s t e m w as  ri g g e d  t o  al e rt  he r t o  a  w ai t i ng  g u e s t .                                                        

He r s t o mac h c ramp e d  as  s he  s t o o d  and  s haki l y  t u rne d  t he  kno b.  ankf u l l y, i t                                             
w as n’t  he r f at he r c o me  t o  c has t i s e  he r f o r he r d i s o b e d i e nc e . U nf o rt u nat e l y, i t                                                    
w as  M at as ,  he r “ b o d y g u ard , ”  and  he  rad i at e d  me nac e .                                 

M e e t i ng  hi s  g az e ,  s he  s nap p e d ,  “ W hat  d o  y o u  w ant ? ”                                      
“ L e t  me  i n, ” he  d e mand e d  w i t h hi s  p at e nt e d  s c o w l . He  had  t o u s l e d  d ark hai r                                                    

and  e y e s  t he  c o l o r o f  b l ac k i c e . He  p o s s e s s e d  a  d u s t y  c o mp l e x i o n, and  he  w as  b i g                                                               
o f  c he s t  and  arm— and  p ri d e  and  f e ro c i t y .                          

To d ay  he ’d  o p t e d  t o  w e ar p ant s  b u t  no  s hi rt , re ve al i ng  t he  t hi c k s i l ve r b arb e l l                                                      
hang i ng  f ro m hi s  l e f t  ni p p l e . He  w as  c e rt ai n i t  mad e  hi m l o o k c hi l l e d . Was  t hat                                                    
t he  ri g ht  w o rd ?  Co l d ?  Co o l ?  To  V i ka, i t  mad e  hi m l o o k l i ke  a  hamme r. Wre nc h?                                                
W hat e ve r!  He  l o o ke d  l i ke  s o me  ki nd  o f  t o o l .                               

“ M o ve  as i d e ,  V i ka. ”             
Ac t c a s ua l .         “ No.  i s  i s  my  ho me . Yo u  are n’t  w e l c o me . ”                              Ac t br a ve .       “ S o  g o  o n.        

Le ave . ”  
“ I w i l l  .  .  .  af t e r  I’ ve  had  my  s ay. ” He  s ho ve d  p as t  he r, and  at  t he  mo me nt  o f                                                    

c o nt ac t , b u g s  s e e me d  t o  ju mp  f ro m hi m and  o nt o  he r, b u rro w i ng  p as t  he r s ki n                                                  
and  i nt o  he r ve i ns .          

A  f ar  d i f f e re nt  s e ns at i o n f ro m he r c o nt ac t  w i t h t he  o t he rw o rl d e r.                                             
She  t ri e d  no t  t o  c ri ng e  as  s he  t u rne d  and  f ac e d  hi m.  “ M ake  i t  f as t . ”                                                
“ W hy ?  D o  y o u  have  s o me w he re  t o  b e ? ”  he  as ke d  ju s t  t o  b e  c ru e l .                                                
S he  w as n’t  s u rp ri s e d ; he  w as  a  c r u e l  man. Oh, he  w o u l d  ne ve r hu rt  he r                                            

p hy s i c al l y  o r any t hi ng  l i ke  t hat . He  w as  t o o  af rai d  o f  he r f at he r. B u t  he  l i ke d  t o                                                        
p o ke  at  he r i n o t he r w ay s .                

He  p l o p p e d  o nt o  he r c o u c h and  fi ng e re d  o ne  o f  t he  ne c kl ac e s  hang i ng  f ro m a                                                   
b o w l  o n t he  s i d e  t ab l e .  “ W e ’ re  g o i ng  t o  t al k.  U nd e rs t and ? ”                                             

“ I d o . ”  A nd  s he  c o u l d  ju s t  i mag i ne  ho w  t he  c o nve rs at i o n w o u l d  g o .                                                 
W h e n  a r e  y ou goi n g to s top  be i n g s o s tubbor n  a n d  ma r r y  me ?                                        he  w o u l d  as k.         
N e ve r ,      s he  w o u l d  re p l y .             
D on’ t  be  r i d i c ulous . W h e n ?  I ’m th e  be s t  th i n g th a t c ould  e ve r  h a p p e n  to a  gi r l  l i ke                                                         

y ou.
A  g i rl  l i ke  he r.  D e af .  D e f e c t i ve .                              Afte r  I ’ m d e a d ,  I ’ l l  c on s i d e r  i t.  Ma y be .                              
He  w o u l d  c u rs e .  She  w o u l d  t re mb l e .                          
So ,  y e s ,  s he             w a s    s c are d  o f  mo re  t han ju s t  Je c i s .                     
“ I’ l l  ki c k t hi ng s  o ff, ” s he  s ai d , re f u s i ng  t o  b ac k d o w n. “ Have  y o u  f o rg o t t e n                                                     

ru l e  nu mb e r o ne ? ”          



A  mu s c l e  t i c ke d  b e l o w  hi s  e y e ,  a  c l e ar i nd i c at i o n o f  hi s  g ro w i ng  ang e r.  “ No . ”                                                            
“ A nd  i t  i s ? ”         
“ No  t o u c hi ng  p re c i o u s  V i ka.  E ve r. ”                        
“ A nd  d o  y o u  re c al l  t o u c hi ng  me  o n y o u r w ay  i n? ”                                   
“ Ye s , ”  he  g ri t t e d .             
“ He re ’ s  ano t he r q u e s t i o n.  D o  y o u  re c al l  ru l e  nu mb e r t w o ? ”                                          
Hi s  fi ng e rs  c u rl e d  aro u nd  t he  d i amo nd s , and  s he  w as  s u rp ri s e d  t he  s t o ne s                                                 

w e re n’t  g ro u nd  i nt o  a  fi ne  p o w d e r. “ If  I  b re ak r u l e  nu mb e r o ne , I have  t o  p u nc h                                                     
my s e l f  i n t he  f ac e  o r y o u ’ l l  t at t l e  t o  y o u r f at he r. ”                                        

S he  w ai t e d , b l i nki ng  i nno c e nt l y. Je c i s  w as  t he  o nl y  p o w e r s he  he l d  o ve r t hi s                                                     
man o r any  o t he r,  and  s he  w i e l d e d  i t  o f t e n and  s e ve re l y .                                      

M at as  g ave  hi s  jaw  a  p o p .                
“ W e l l ? ”     
Sc o w l i ng ,  he  s l ap p e d  hi ms e l f .                     
“ G o o d  b o y, ” s he  s ai d  w i t h al l  t he  s u g ar s w e e t ne s s  s he  c o u l d  mu s t e r. S he  had                                                        

s e e n hi m w i t h o t he r w o me n, and  kne w  he  had  at t e nd e d  t he  Je c i s  Lu kas  s c ho o l  o f                                                   
d i s c i p l i ne . He  w as n’t  af rai d  t o  p u nc h t o  as s e rt  au t ho ri t y  and  p ro ve  a  ( s t u p i d )                                                        
p o i nt  w he n ang ry  .  .  .  o r  e ve n mi l d l y  d i s t u rb e d .                                    

“ No w  i t ’ s  my  t u rn, ”  he  s ai d .  “ W he n are  y o u  g o i ng  t o  marry  me ? ”                                            
Se e ?  “ I ’ m t hi nki ng  .  .  .  ne ve r.  Is  t hat  g o o d  f o r y o u ? ”                                       
A  fl as h o f  anno y anc e . “ I’m t he  re as o n y o u r f at he r’s  p e o p l e  hat e  y o u , t he  re as o n                                                 

e ve n t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  are                    t u rni ng  ag ai ns t  y o u . A  w o rd  he re , a  w o rd  t he re , and                                
t he  p o i s o n s p re ad s .  M arry  me ,  and  I ’ l l  make  t he m l o ve  y o u . ”                                         

Ho w  d are  he !  “ W hat  have  y o u  s ai d ? ”  s he  d e mand e d .                                
He  w ave d  t he  q u e s t i o n aw ay .  “ I  w ant  y o u ,  V i ka,  and  I  w i l l  have  y o u . ”                                                  
A c t u al l y, he  w as  s e c o nd - i n- c o mmand  o f  t he  c i rc u s  and  he  w ant e d  t o  b e  fi rs t .                                                     

He  d i d n’t  y e t  u nd e rs t and  t hat  w o u l d  ne ve r hap p e n. Je c i s  w o u l d  ne ve r ab d i c at e                                                    
p o w e r,  and  M at as  w o u l d  ne ve r b e  s t ro ng  e no u g h t o  t ake  i t  f ro m hi m.                                              

B e f o re  b e c o mi ng  ri ng mas t e r, Je c i s  had  p e rf o rme d  t he  mag i c  ac t . A f t e r                                              
b e c o mi ng  ri ng mas t e r, he  t au g ht  M at as  t he  s e c re t s  o f  t he  d ark art s , t he  t w o                                                 
s p e nd i ng  c o u nt l e s s  ho u rs  p o ri ng  t hro u g h b o o ks , p rac t i c i ng  w hat  t he y  re ad , and                                                    
e ve n t e s t i ng  t he i r  p o w e rs  o n s o me  o f  t he  p at ro ns  o f  t he  c i rc u s .                                                

In c o mp ari s o n,  t he  t w o  me n w e re n’ t  e ve n i n t he  s ame  l e ag u e .                                       
“ Yo u ’ l l  ne ve r have  me , ”  s he  s ai d  w i t h a  s hake  o f  he r he ad .  “ Yo u  re p u l s e  me . ”                                                     
“ Is  t hat  s o ? ” S u d d e nl y  hi s  s had o w  mo ve d — w hi l e  hi s  b o d y  re mai ne d  s t i l l —                                                    

e x p and i ng  o ve r hi s  s ho u l d e rs  . .  .  s p l i t t i ng  ap art , s l i t he ri ng  i n d i ffe re nt                                                   
d i re c t i o ns ,  e ac h g l o o my  l i mb  i nc hi ng  c l o s e r t o  he r.                                     

He art  p o u nd i ng , V i ka  s q u are d  he r s ho u l d e rs . S he  kne w  w hat  t ho s e  s had o w s                                               
w e re , re c o g ni z e d  t he m f ro m t hat  o t he r re al m.  e y  w e re  e vi l . E vi l  s o  re al , s o  vi l e                                                      
i t  had  t ake n s o me  ki nd  o f  l i vi ng  f o rm.                        

He r f at he r c arri e d  t he  s ame  e s s e nc e . In f ac t , t hat  w as  w he re  M at as  had  p i c ke d                                                
i t  u p .  She ’ d  no t i c e d  i t  a  f e w  d ay s  af t e r  t he y  had  b e g u n t rai ni ng  t o g e t he r.                                                         

“ T hat ’ s  s o .  No w  l e ave , ”  s he  s nap p e d .                          
He  g ri nne d ,  al l  p e arl y  w hi t e s  and  me nac e .  “ M ake  me . ”                                  
 e  c ramp i ng  s t art e d  u p  ag ai n. “ Yo u  d i d n’t  u s e d  t o  b e  t hi s  w ay, y o u  kno w. ”                                                   



Li ke  he r f at he r, he  had  c hang e d  o ve r t he  y e ars — f ro m a  s o me w hat  affab l e  y o u ng                                             
man w ho  e njo y e d  s hari ng  c o t t o n c and y  w i t h he r af t e r  e ve r y  s ho w  t o                                                th i s ,  
d e mand i ng  and  d e p rave d ,  c ap ab l e  o f  any  d e s p i c ab l e  d e e d .                                       

“ I kno w , ”  he  s ai d ,  and  he  d i d n’ t  s o u nd  as  i f  he  c are d .  “ No w  I’ m b e t t e r. ”                                                    
“ No t  t o  me . ”        
“  at ’s  b e c au s e  y o u  have n’t  y e t  e vo l ve d . B u t  I c o u l d  make  y o u  p o w e rf u l , V i ka.                                                       

 i nk o f  i t . I  c o u l d  make  y o u  p o w e rf u l  e no u g h t o  ki l l  y o u r f at he r and  r u l e  t hi s                                                           
c i rc u s  b y  my  s i d e .  I— ”                 

“ Tu rne d  R as a  i nt o  a  f re ak. ” He ’d  u s e d  hi s  mag i c  t o  t rans f o rm he r b e ard  hai r                                                
i nt o  hu nd re d s  o f  l i t t l e  s nake s .                      

He  s hr u g g e d , u nc o nc e rne d . “ S he  w as  he ard  l au g hi ng  ab o u t  my  ac t , and  ne e d e d                                                
t o  b e  t au g ht  a  l e s s o n. ”                  

“ A nd  A u d ra? ”  He ’ d  s hare d  hi s  “ p o w e r”  w i t h he r,  t o o .                                     
“ I ne ve r c u rs e d  he r. S he  c ame  t o  y o u r f at he r and  as ke d  f o r t he  s ame  g i f t  I ’m                                                  

no w  o ffe ri ng  y o u . He  t o l d  me  t o  w o rk w i t h he r, and  I d i d . E ve r y  d ay  s he  b e g s  f o r                                                         
mo re  o f  w hat  I  have . ”            

Hi s  s ne e ri ng  t o ne  mad e  he r t hi nk he  g ave  A u d ra  mo re  t han l e s s o ns  ab o u t  b l ac k                                                  
mag i c .  

“ I w ant  no t hi ng  t o  d o  w i t h y o u                          or  y o u r mag i c . ”        
S he  w o u l d          n e ve r     a l l o w  he rs e l f  t o  s l i d e  i nt o  t he  c e s s p o o l  Je c i s  and  M at as                                             

s hare d . A  hu ng e r and  t hi rs t  f o r mo ne y  and  t he  p o w e r he ’d  me nt i o ne d  had  r u i ne d                                                 
t h e m     b o t h, ro t t e d  t he i r  s o u l s . A nd  y e s , s he ’d  al w ay s  he ard  t hat  t he  g re e d y  b re d                                                     
t he  g re e d i e r and  t he  b e at e rs  b re d  e ve n c r u e l e r b e at e rs — b u t  s he  w as  b re aki ng  t he                                                        
c y c l e .    

L o ng  ag o, V i ka  had  d e c i d e d  no t  t o  b e  l i ke  t he  me n i n he r l i f e . S he  al w ay s  t o l d                                                         
t he  t r u t h. S he  re f u s e d  t o  b e mo an he r s i t u at i o n ( ve r y  o f t e n) . S he  re f u s e d  t o  hat e                                                           
t he  p e o p l e  aro u nd  he r. S he  f o rc e d  he rs e l f  t o  b e  ki nd .  at  d i d n’t  me an s he  had                                                    
t o  l i ke , ac c e p t , o r  s u p p o rt  w hat  p e o p l e  d i d  t o  he r. S he  kne w  i t  w as  p o s s i b l e  t o                                                               
l o ve  s o me o ne  and  no t  s u p p o rt  t he i r  ac t i o ns . S he  kne w  s he  c o u l d  fi g ht  ag ai ns t                                                      
w hat  w as  d o ne  t o  he r, and  al w ay s  d i d , t o  t he  b e s t  o f  he r ab i l i t y, w i t ho u t  b e i ng                                                         
c ru e l .   

A nd , l i ke  any t hi ng  e l s e  o f  w o rt h, s u c h a  d e c i s i o n re q u i re d  w o rk. It  w as  hard  t o                                                       
b e  t r u t hf u l  w he n s he  kne w  a  l i e  w o u l d  t e mp o rari l y  s ave  he r. It  w as  hard  t o  w al k                                                        
i n l o ve  w he n ang e r d e mand e d  s he  r u n i n hat e . It  w as  hard  w o rk t o  b e  ni c e  w he n                                                  
s he  w as  hu rt i ng , and  e ve n hard e r t o  hang  o n t o  ho p e  w he n s he  w as  f e e l i ng                                              
ab and o ne d  b y, w e l l , e ve r y o ne . B u t  re al l y, at  t he  e nd  o f  t he  d ay, w he n s he  re s t e d                                                     
he r he ad  o n he r p i l l o w, s he  kne w  s he ’d  c ho s e n t he  b e t t e r ro ad .  e y  had  t o  w ad e                                                   
t hro u g h t he  mu d .  She  re mai ne d  c l e an.                     

“ No w, ” s he  s ai d , “ i f  y o u ’ l l  e x c u s e  me , I’d  l i ke  a  l i t t l e  al o ne  t i me  t o  re p l ay  t hi s                                                              
c o nve rs at i o n t hro u g h my  mi nd  and  l au g h at  y o u . A c t u al l y, e ve n i f  y o u  w o n’t , I ’d                                                   
l i ke  a  l i t t l e  al o ne  t i me . E njo y  y o u r d ay. Or no t . M o s t l y  no t . ” Okay, s o  s he  w as n’t                                                      
e ve r ni c e  t o  M at as .  B u t  t he n,  e ve n ni c e  g i rl s  w e re n’ t  t o  p l ay  w i t h e vi l .                                                      

She  o p e ne d  t he  d o o r and  w ai t e d .                     
He  s l o w l y  u nf o l d e d  f ro m t he  c o u c h and  s t u ffe d  t he  d i amo nd  ne c kl ac e  he ’d                                                  

b e e n f o nd l i ng  i nt o  hi s  p o c ke t .                      



She  al mo s t  p ro t e s t e d .  A l mo s t .                     
S he  mi g ht  d e s p i s e  w hat  t he  je w e l r y  re p re s e nt e d , b u t  e ve r y  p i e c e  w as  g o i ng  t o  a                                                              

g re at  c au s e . In a  y e ar, s he  w o u l d  have  e no u g h mo ne y  i n t ri nke t s  and  c harms  t o                                                
b u y  a  ne w  i d e nt i t y  and  a  ho me  hi d d e n hi g h i n t he  mo u nt ai ns  o f  Ne w  Co l o rad o. A                                                     
p l ac e  s he ’d  d re ame d  o f  o w ni ng  f o r t he  l as t  f o u r y e ars . A  p l ac e  no  o ne  w o u l d  b e                                                          
ab l e  t o  t ake  aw ay  f ro m he r.                

W i t ho u t  t he  i d e nt i t y, Je c i s  w o u l d  b e  ab l e  t o  fi nd  he r. W i t ho u t  t he  ho me , s he                                                        
w o u l d  have  t o  g e t  a  jo b  t o  p ay  re nt , w hi c h w o u l d  p u t  he r u nd e r s o me o ne  e l s e ’s                                                          
c o nt ro l ,  as  w e l l  as  o n t he  g ri d .                       

P l u s , t he  t i me  g ave  he r a  c hanc e  t o  l o o k f o r t he  ke y  t o  t he  c u ffs  t he                                                 
o t he r w o rl d e rs  w o re . Cu ffs  t hat  had  t o  b e  re mo ve d , o r t he  c ap t i ve s  c o u l d  b e                                                    
t rac ke d  t o  t he  e nd s  o f  t he  e art h— and  may b e  e ve n o t he r p l ane t s .                                         

“ If  Je c i s  c at c he s  y o u  w i t h t hat , ” s he  s ai d  as  i f  s he  w as  hap p y  at  t he  p ro s p e c t ,                                                           
“ y o u ’ l l  b e  i n t ro u b l e . ”                   

“ He  w o n’t  c at c h me . It ’ l l  b e  g o ne  w i t hi n t he  ho u r. ” M at as  s w e p t  o u t  o f  t he                                                      
t rai l e r,  maki ng  s u re  t o  b ru s h ag ai ns t  he r.                         

S hu d d e ri ng  as  t he  b u g s  o nc e  ag ai n s e e me d  t o  ju mp  o n he r, s he  s l amme d  t he                                                 
d o o r.  



Ten

No weapon form ed against you will  prevail. 
—ISAIAH 5 4 :1 7  

VIKA HAD TOSSED HIM     a  b ag  o f  f o o d .  e  kno w l e d g e  he l d  S o l o  i mmo b i l e . S he ’d                                          
t o s s e d  hi m a  b ag  o f  f o o d ,  and  s he ’ d  d o ne  i t  e ve n w i t h f e ar i n he r e y e s .                                                      

W hy  f e ar?    
W hat — o r w ho — w as  s he  af rai d  o f ?                   
Ju s t  as  b e f o re , w he n t he  t w o  o t he r w o rl d e rs  had  harme d  he r, S o l o  e x p e ri e nc e d                                                    

an al mo s t  o ve r w he l mi ng  u rg e  t o  c he w  t hro u g h t he  b ars  o f  hi s  c ag e . No t  t hat  s u c h                                                       
an ac t i o n w o u l d  w o rk, he  no w  kne w. B u t  ju s t  t he n, t he  u rg e  had  no t hi ng  t o  d o                                                  
w i t h e arni ng  hi s  f re e d o m and  e ve r y t hi ng  t o  d o  w i t h s l ay i ng  w hat e ve r d rag o ns                                                  
p l ag u e d  he r.       

D e s p e r a te  to  a ve n ge  y our  ke e p e r ?                       
M ay b e . He ’d  d o ne  t he  ve ng e anc e  t hi ng  c o u nt l e s s  t i me s  b e f o re  and  had  ne ve r                                                  

f e l t  b e t t e r af t e r w ard , o nl y  w o rs e . He  w o nd e re d  i f  he  w o u l d  f e e l  d i ffe re nt  o n                                                          
b e hal f  o f  a  f e mal e .                  Hi s   f e mal e .    

No ,  no t  hi s .       
“ Je c i s  i s  g o nna b e at  he r b u t  g o o d  f o r r u nni ng  t hro u g h t he  z o o, ” t he  t o b ac c o -                                                       

s p i t t i ng  mal e  f ro m y e s t e rd ay  s ai d                            g l e e f u l l y  f ro m t he  d i s t anc e . “ He ’s  o n hi s  w ay                                
ri g ht  no w .  D o  y o u  kno w  ho w  b ad l y  I  w ant  t o  w at c h? ”                                     

So l o ’ s  e ars  t w i t c he d .               
T he  o t he r mal e  f ro m y e s t e rd ay  c ho rt l e d .  “ A s  b ad l y  as  me ,  I ’ m b e t t i ng . ”                                                    
“ It ’ l l  b e  a  s hame ,  t ho u g h,  s e e i ng  t hat  p re t t y  f ac e  al l  b u s t e d  u p . ”                                                    
“ It ’ s  a l w ay s  b u s t e d  u p . ”                    
“ T ru e . ”    
A  p au s e . “ Okay, he re ’s  a  q u e s t i o n f o r y o u .  e re ’s  a  g u n t o  y o u r he ad  and  y o u                                                     

have  t o  d o  V i ka o r t he  b e ard e d  l ad y. B u t  i f  y o u  p i c k V i ka, Je c i s  g e t s  t o  d o  y o u r                                                             
w i f e .  W ho  d o  y o u  p i c k? ”                   

“ Je c i s  c an have  my  w i f e ,  t he  l i t t l e  w i t c h.  I ’ l l  t ake  V i ka f o r s u re . ”                                                   
V i ka.  e y  w e re  d i s c u s s i ng  V i ka. Je c i s  w as  g o i ng  t o  b e at  hi s  o w n d au g ht e r?                                                      

Hi s  “ he art ? ” S u re l y  no t . S u re l y  t he  man w o u l d  s p ank he r, and  no t hi ng  mo re . B u t                                                
t he  mal e s  had  me nt i o ne d  a  b u s t e d  f ac e ,  had n’ t  t he y .                                    

Li t t l e  b l ac k d o t s  f l i c ke re d  t hro u g h So l o ’ s  vi s i o n.                                     
He  d i d n’t  kno w  t he  g i rl , and  he  d i d n’t  t r u s t  he r. W hy  s ho u l d  he ?  He  s ho u l d n’t                                                    

w ant  t o  he l p  he r.  A nd  y e t  .  .  .                       
S he  had  t hro w n hi m t he  b ag  o f  f o o d . He  d i d n’t  have  t o  l o o k t o  kno w  t hat  w as                                                  

w hat  w as  i ns i d e  t he  b u rl ap. He  c o u l d  s me l l  t he  mi l k and  fl o u r i n t he  b re ad , as                                                    
w e l l  as  t he  s w e e t ne s s  o f  t he  ho ne y  and  t he  t ang  o f  t he  me at .                                            

W hy  w o u l d  s he  d o  s u c h a  t hi ng , e s p e c i al l y  s i nc e , ac c o rd i ng  t o  t he  b r u t e , s he                                                           
w as n’t  s u p p o s e d  t o  e nt e r t hi s  are a  t o d ay ?  S he  had  ri s ke d — and  w o u l d  re c e i ve —                                                       
p u ni s hme nt .     

He    h a d    t o  he l p  he r.        



“ V i ka!” B e f o re  S o l o  e ve n re al i z e d  he ’d  mo ve d , hi s  fi ng e rs  w e re  w rap p e d  aro u nd                                                   
t he  b ars . He  w as  s haki ng  hi s  c ag e  . .  .  s haki ng  . .  .  s o  ang r y  hi s  b o ne s  w e re                                                    
vi b rat i ng .  “ V i ka,  c o me  he re !”                 

Ju s t  as  b e f o re , w armt h s ho t  i nt o  hi s  w ri s t s  and  q u i c kl y  s p re ad  t hro u g h t he  re s t                                                       
o f  hi m. W i t hi n mi nu t e s , hi s  arms  f e l t  w e i g ht e d  d o w n w i t h b o u l d e rs . F r u s t rat e d ,                                                         
he l p l e s s , i nf u ri at e d  al l  o ve r ag ai n, he  g ro u nd  hi s  t e e t h and  f o rc e d  hi ms e l f  t o                                                      
s t i l l .    

Hi s  mo t he r w as  p ro b ab l y  t u rni ng  o ve r i n he r g rave . A  w o man w as  ab o u t  t o  b e                                                
b e at e n w i t hi n hi s  vi c i ni t y — he  w as  ri g ht  he re , re l at i ve l y  s t ro ng , s o me w hat                                                
c ap ab l e — y e t  he  c o u l d  d o  no t hi ng  ab o u t  i t ,  w as  ju s t  g o i ng  t o  l e t  i t  hap p e n.                                                           

“ We  mu s t  d o  s o me t hi ng , S o l o, ” X  s ai d , mat e ri al i z i ng , l o o ki ng  s t ro ng e r and                                                
s t e ad i e r t han y e s t e rd ay .               

No  mat t e r w he re  t he  p ai r  w e nt  w he n t he y  vani s he d , t he y  al w ay s  s e ns e d  a                                               
c hang e  i n hi s  e mo t i o ns  and  re t u rne d  t o  hi m.                           

“ I s ay  g o o d  ri d d anc e  t o  t he  g i rl . He  d o e s n’t  w ant  a  f e mal e  l i ke  t hat , ” D r. E                                                     
s ai d  as  he ,  t o o ,  mat e ri al i z e d ,  l o o ki ng  w e ake r and  p al e r t han y e s t e rd ay .                                                

A fe ma le  l i ke  th a t            .  Fo r s o me  re as o n, t he  p hras e  i rri t at e d  S o l o. S he  w as  a  f e mal e                                       
w ho  had  t e nd e d  hi m g e nt l y. A  f e mal e  w ho  had  ki s s e d  hi m as  i f  he  w e re  p re c i o u s                                                      
t o  he r. A  f e mal e  w ho  had  ni b b l e d  o n hi s  l i p  as  i f  s he  l i ke d  t he  t as t e  o f  hi m and                                                          
c rave d  mo re .     

B u t  w as  s he  as  c o nc e rne d  and  ki nd  as  s he  s e e me d , ri s ki ng  c as t i g at i o n t o  f e e d                                                      
hi m— w hy  hi m? — o r as  d e c e i t f u l  as  t he  s e rp e nt  i n t he  G ard e n o f  E d e n, t e mp t i ng                                                     
hi m,  l u ri ng  hi m i nt o  a  s e ns e  o f  s af e t y  b e f o re  u l t i mat e l y  s t ri ki ng  hi m d o w n?                                                       

T he re  had  b e e n t ru e  f e ar i n he r e y e s ,  and  he  c o u l d n’ t  i mag i ne  s he  w o u l d  e nd u re                                                       
p u ni s hme nt  s i mp l y  t o  t ri c k S o l o  i nt o  . .  .  w hat ?  No t  s o f t e ni ng , as  he ’d  fi rs t                                                       
as s u me d , f o r s o f t e ni ng  w as  f ar  t o o  mi l d  t o  e l i c i t  any  t r u e  re s u l t s  i n a  s i t u at i o n                                                                 
s u c h as  t he i rs .  P e rhap s  s he ’ d  ho p e d  t o  t ri c k hi m i nt o  t ru s t i ng  he r.  B u t  w hy  w o u l d                                                            
s he  w ant  hi m t o  t r u s t  he r?  He  w as  al re ad y  l o c ke d  u p  and  w e ake ne d  b e s i d e s . S he                                                       
had  no  ne e d  f o r hi s  c o o p e rat i o n.  T o  make  he r jo b  e as i e r?                                     

He  b are l y  s t o p p e d  hi ms e l f  f ro m p u nc hi ng  t he  fl o o r o f  t he  c ag e . He  w as                                                 
c o nf u s e d , and  he  d i d  no t  l i ke  b e i ng  c o nf u s e d . He  p re f e rre d  t hi ng s  i n b l ac k and                                                       
w hi t e .  Or,  i n t he  c as e  o f  X  and  D r.  E ,  ri g ht  and  w ro ng .                                      

“ W hat  c an I d o  f o r he r? ” he  w hi s p e re d  fi e rc e l y. He  s o  rare l y  as ke d  t he  p ai r  f o r                                                     
ad vi c e , t he y  s p u t t e re d  i n b affle me nt . “ I’m t rap p e d . ” B u t  he  had  t o  d o  s o me t hi ng .                                                    
Had  t o  re p ay  he r g e ne ro s i t y .                  

In al l  hi s  l i f e , i n al l  t he  p re c ari o u s  s i t u at i o ns  he ’d  b e e n i n, he ’d  o nl y  e ve r b e e n                                                          
t rap p e d  w i t ho u t  any  s e ns e  o f  ho p e  o nc e . He ’d  b e e n a  c hi l d , and  as  y o u ng  as  he ’d                                                        
b e e n he  p ro b ab l y  s ho u l d n’t  have  re t ai ne d  t he  me mo r y  o f  w hat  had  hap p e ne d , b u t                                                   
he  e as i l y  re c al l e d  s i t t i ng  i n hi s  p l ay p e n, hi s  b i o l o g i c al  mo t he r ki s s i ng  hi s  c he e k                                                             
and  t e l l i ng  X  t o  t ake  c are  o f  hi m w hi l e  s he  s ho w e re d  . .  .  and  S o l o  havi ng  t o                                                       
w at c h as  t hre e  mas ke d  me n b u rs t  i nt o  t he  ho u s e  and  g u nne d  he r d o w n. He r b o d y                                                  
had  f al l e n,  a  p o o l  o f  c ri ms o n f l o o d i ng  he r.                               

He ’ d  s me l l e d  t he  t ang  o f  g u np o w d e r,  f e l t  t he  w arm s t i c ki ne s s  o f  t he  b l o o d .                                                          
Hi s  f at he r had  r u n i n f ro m t he  o t he r ro o m, hi s  s ki n al re ad y  c hang i ng  f ro m                                            

b ro nz e  t o  c ri ms o n, hi s  e y e s  g l o w i ng  w i t h c o nc e rn. He  o p e ne d  hi s  mo u t h t o                                                    



s p e ak, b u t  t he             boom, boom, boom    o f  b u l l e t s  d ro w ne d  o u t  hi s  vo i c e  as  he , t o o, w as                                     
g u nne d  d o w n. He  t o p p l e d  me re  i nc he s  f ro m S o l o’s  mo t he r, hi s  o w n b l o o d                                                
d e e p e ni ng  t he  p o o l . B o t h o f  t he i r  e y e s  had  b e e n w i d e  w i t h f e ar and  p ai n, t he                                                        
l i g ht  i ns i d e  d u l l i ng .  .  .  .                      

One  o f  t he  me n as ke d  t he  o t he rs  w hat  t o  d o  w i t h hi m. A l l  t hre e  had  p e e re d                                                  
d o w n at  hi m, d i s c u s s i ng  t he  mat t e r and  d e c i d i ng  t o  s ho o t  hi m, t o o. A n arg u me nt                                                    
e ns u e d  as  t he  s ho o t e r w as  c ho s e n. A  g u n w as  rai s e d . A no t he r                                            boom  t hu nd e re d .      
 e  p ai n . .  .  t he  u t t e r d arkne s s  t hat  had  d e s c e nd e d  o ve r S o l o  . .  .  X  c o o i ng ,                                                         
“ S l e e p  no w. ”  e  re t u rn o f  c o ns c i o u s ne s s , w i t h M i c hae l  c rad l i ng  hi m c l o s e ,                                                      
s ho u t i ng  f o r p arame d i c s .               

“ B i d  me  t o  he l p  V i ka, ” X  s ai d  no w, hi s  vo i c e  t e rs e  w i t h t he  f o rc e  o f  hi s                                                      
d e t e rmi nat i o n. “ Ju s t  b i d  me , and  t r u s t  me  t o  d o  i t . Yo u ’ l l  s e e . Yo u  c an s i t  b ac k                                                           
and  w at c h as  mi rac l e s  hap p e n. ”                 

D r. E  s no rt e d . “ If  y o u  he l p  t he  g i rl , y o u ’ l l  b e  i n a  w e ake ne d  s t at e  and  u nab l e                                                         
t o  he l p  So l o  i f  s o me t hi ng  hap p e ns  t o  hi m.  He ’ s  no t  s t u p i d  e no u g h t o  al l o w  t hat . ”                                                             

“ So l o ? ”  X  s ai d ,  i g no ri ng  t he  o t he r b e i ng .  “ C o me  o n.  B i d  me . ”                                              
S o l o  d i d n’t  mi nd  l o s i ng  X ’s  s t re ng t h, no t  f o r s o me t hi ng  l i ke  t hi s , b u t  t he y  had                                                        

g o ne  d o w n t hi s  ro ad  b e f o re  and  X  had  o nl y  d i s ap p o i nt e d  hi m. A  b e s t  f ri e nd  had                                                       
ne ve r ap p e are d . A  g o o d  g i rl  had  ne ve r c ho s e n hi m ab o ve  al l  t hi ng s . Hi s  ad o p t i ve                                                   
p are nt s  had  no t  ri s e n f ro m t he  d e ad .  He  had  no  mo re  t ru s t  t o  o f f e r.                                             

“ So l o ? ”  X  p ro mp t e d .              
B u t  . .  .  may b e  a  g o o d  g i rl                          h a d    fi nal l y  c ho s e n hi m. V i ka  had  he l p e d  hi m d e s p i t e                                

t he  d ang e r t o  he rs e l f . S u c h g e ne ro s i t y  w as  b e t t e r t han he at  i n a  w i nt e r s t o rm,                                                      
l i g ht  i n a  d arke ne d  c ave rn. Ho p e  b l o o me d . “ W hat  w i l l  y o u  d o  f o r he r? ” he                                                 
d e mand e d .    

“ W hy  are  y o u  e ve n as ki ng ?  Yo u  c an’t  e s c ap e  i f  y o u ’re  w e ak.  e re f o re , y o u                                                 
c an’t  ri s k any t hi ng  t hat  has  t he  p o t e nt i al  t o  make  y o u  w e ak. ” D r. E  p ac e d  f ro m                                                  
o ne  s i d e  o f  hi s  l e f t  s ho u l d e r t o  t he  o t he r. “ P l u s , w he n X  f ai l s , and  he  w i l l , y o u ’ l l                                                                
b e  u p s e t  and  u nab l e  t o  f u nc t i o n p ro p e rl y. If  y o u  c an’t  f u nc t i o n p ro p e rl y, y o u                                                       
c an’ t ,  w hat ?  E s c ap e . ”              

A nd  he  w ant e d  t o  e s c ap e  mo re  t han any t hi ng .  R i g ht ?                                 
X  re mai ne d  f o c u s e d  o n S o l o. “ I w o n’t  kno w  ho w  t o  hand l e  t hi ng s  u nt i l  I  re ac h                                                    

he r,  b u t  I  w i l l  d o  s o me t hi ng .  A l l  I  ne e d  i s  y o u r p e rmi s s i o n. ”                                                 
“ D o n’ t  d o  t hi s ,  So l o .  P l e as e . ”                        
“ X , ”  he  w hi s p e re d .  “ D o  i t . ”                      
“ No !  D o n’ t  b e  an i d i o t , ”  D r.  E  s ai d  w i t h a  s harp  s hake  o f  hi s  he ad .                                                 
“ W hat , e x ac t l y, d o  y o u  w ant  me  t o  d o ? ” X  i ns i s t e d , s t i l l  i g no ri ng  D r. E . “ B e                                                        

s p e c i f i c . ”        
Ho w  w e l l  he  kne w  t he  i mp o rt anc e  o f  w o rd s .  “ I  w ant  y o u  t o — ”                                            
“ No , ”  D r.  E  i nt e rje c t e d  hars hl y .  “ A re  y o u  ki d d i ng  me  w i t h t hi s ? ”                                               
“ Save  he r, ” S o l o  fi ni s he d . “ Ho w e ve r ne c e s s ar y, w hat e ve r t he  c o s t  t o  me , s ave                                                

he r. ” 
“ C o ns i d e r i t  d o ne . ”  A  g ri nni ng  X  vani s he d .                             
“ Id i o t !” D r. E  s ho u t e d , s t o mp i ng  hi s  f o o t . “ D o  y o u  have  any  i d e a  w hat  y o u ’ ve                                                       

d o ne ? ”   



Ye s . He  d i d . He ’d  t u rne d  t o  t he  o nl y  ave nu e  avai l ab l e  t o  hi m, t r u s t i ng  i n a                                                   
p o w e r g re at e r t han hi ms e l f . A nd  he  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  hi ms e l f  t o  w o rr y  ab o u t  t he                                                       
o u t c o me . S o me t hi ng  he ’d  no t i c e d  o ve r t he  y e ars : w o rr y  al w ay s  w e ake ne d  X                                                 
f u rt he r,  and  s t re ng t he ne d  D r.  E .                    

S o l o  g l anc e d  at  t he  t i ny  man w ho  s o  o f t e n f u e l e d  hi s  rag e s , no  l o ng e r s u rp ri s e d                                                          
t o  f i nd  hi s  s ki n d e vo i d  o f  c o l o r.  “ G o  aw ay . ”                                  

“ Yo u  c anno t  .  .  .  ho w  d are  y o u  .  .  .  Oh!”  D r.  E  vani s he d  t o o .                                            
“ He y ,  no  f ai r,  I  s me l l  f o o d , ”  C ri s s  s ai d ,  d raw i ng  hi s  at t e nt i o n t o  t he  c ag e s .                                                           
G o o d . He  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  hi ms e l f  t o  t hi nk ab o u t  V i ka, and  a  d i s t rac t i o n had                                                    

ju s t  p re s e nt e d  i t s e l f . “ Yo u r no s e  i s  w o rki ng  c o rre c t l y. I  have  f o o d . ” D e l i ve re d  b y                                                           
V i ka. 

W he n w o u l d  t hat  f ac t  c e as e  t o  s ho c k hi m?                            
Cri s s  s t re t c he d  he r arm t hro u g h t he  b ars  and  w ave d  he r fi ng e rs  at  hi m. “ S hare                                            

w i t h me .  I  have n’ t  e at e n i n d ay s . ”                      
“ T hat ’ s  y o u r o w n f au l t .  Yo u  w as t e d  w hat  y o u  w e re  g i ve n. ”                                          
“ F o r a  g o o d  c au s e !”              
W as  t hat  s o ?       
He  o p e ne d  t he  b ag .  e  c o rne rs  o f  s e ve ral  o f  t he  b i s c u i t s  had  c r u mb l e d  o ff,                                                       

and  t he  c ri s p  b ac o n had  b ro ke n i nt o  mu l t i p l e  p i e c e s . Hi s  mo u t h w at e re d  and  hi s                                                      
s t o mac h r u mb l e d . “ Yo u  w ant  hal f ? ” he  as ke d , t aki ng  a  s e c t i o n o f  a  b i s c u i t  and  a                                                        
q u art e r o f  a  b ac o n s l i c e  and  t o s s i ng  t he m at  he r.                                  

F i rs t  ru l e  o f  f i s hi ng :  U s e  t he  p ro p e r b ai t .                                 
S he  c au g ht  t he  p i e c e s  w i t h s u rp ri s i ng  g rac e  and , w i t h a  s p e e d  hi s  g az e                                                    

s t r u g g l e d  t o  t rac k, s t u ffe d  b o t h p o rt i o ns  i nt o  he r mo u t h as  i f  s he  f e are d  s o me o ne                                                           
w o u l d  t r y  and  t ake  t he m aw ay  f ro m he r. He r e y e s  c l o s e d  as  s he  s avo re d  t he  f o o d ,                                                        
he r s ki n b ri g ht e ni ng  . .  .  rad i at i ng  a  p e arl s - i n- s u nl i g ht  s he e n . .  .  maki ng  hi s  e y e s                                                         
t e ar w i t h i t s  rad i anc e .              

W he n he r e y e l i d s  p o p p e d  o p e n, he r e y e s  w e re  t he  s ame  b ri g ht  s had e . “ M o re , ”                                                      
s he  s ai d  i n a  d e e p ,  t hro at y  vo i c e .                         

“ W hy  w i l l  y o u  t ake  f o o d  f ro m me  and  no t  f ro m V i ka? ”                                    
“ I d o n’ t  w ant  t o  g i ve  he r t he  s at i s f ac t i o n o f  w at c hi ng  me  b e g  f o r e ve ry  s c rap . ”                                                         
“ She  o f f e rs  f re e l y . ”              
A  g ro w l  f ro m C ri s s .             
“ A re  y o u  a  f an o f  ho ne y ? ”  he  as ke d .                         
“ Ho ne y ?  G i ve  me !”          
C a ugh t y ou.       “ I  w i l l  .  .  .  af t e r  y o u  vo w  ne ve r t o  harm V i ka ag ai n. ”                                       
“ Su re ,  s u re .  No w  g i ve  me . ”                  
“ Yo u  w i l l  vo w  no t  t o  hu rt  he r w i t h w o rd s , f o o d , ro c ks , o r  any t hi ng  e l s e , and  I                                                       

w i l l  g i ve  y o u  hal f  o f  t he  b ag ’ s  c o nt e nt s . ”                                 
D r. E  mad e  ano t he r ap p e aranc e .  e re  w as  a  f re s h c u t  o n hi s  c he e k, and  hi s                                             

ro b e  w as  t o rn. Hi s  s ho u l d e rs  w e re  s t o o p e d , as  t ho u g h hi s  he ad  w as  t o o  he avy  t o                                                        
ho l d  u p. “ No w  y o u ’re  g o i ng  t o o  f ar.  at  f o o d  i s  y o u rs . Yo u  ne e d  t o  ke e p  y o u r                                                          
s t re ng t h u p . ”        

Hi s ?  Or D r.  E ’ s ?          
“  e  o t he r w o rl d e r has  g o ne  w i t ho u t  no u ri s hme nt  f ar  l o ng e r t han S o l o  has , ” X                                                   



s u d d e nl y  s ai d , c au s i ng  S o l o’s  at t e nt i o n t o  w hi p  t o  hi m. “ It ’s  o nl y  ri g ht  t hat  he                                                        
s hare . ”  

Hi s  ro b e  had  a  s i ng l e  s i ng e  mark, ju s t  o ve r hi s  he art , and  hi s  s ki n w as  p al e ,                                                 
l i ne s  o f  s t rai n b ranc hi ng  f ro m hi s  e y e s , b u t  he  w as  g ri nni ng  ju s t  as  hap p i l y  as                                                     
b e f o re .    

“ A nd  have n’ t  y o u  he ard ? ”  X  ad d e d .  “ It ’ s  f ar  b e t t e r t o  g i ve  t han t o  re c e i ve . ”                                                        
“ T he  g i rl ? ”  he  w hi s p e re d .                  
Sat i s f ac t i o n rad i at e d  f ro m t he  b e i ng .  “ She  i s  s af e . ”                                    
“ Ho w ? ”  He ’ d  he ard  no t hi ng ,  and  s o  l i t t l e  t i me  had  p as s e d .                                         
“ D arkne s s  c anno t  re mai n i n t he  l i g ht . ”                      
He  w as n’t  s u re  w hat  t hat  me ant  i n t e rms  o f  V i ka’s  s af e t y, b u t  al l o w e d  t he                                                

s u b je c t  t o  d ro p .  V i ka  w as  s af e .  T hat  w as  al l  t hat  mat t e re d .                                           
“ S o  y o u  g o t  a  c r u s h o n o u r ke e p e r, d o  y o u ?  I t ho u g ht  s o, ” Cri s s  s ai d . “ We l l ,                                                          

t he  ro mant i c  i n me  ap p ro ve s . It ’s  a  re al  b e au t y - and - t he - b e as t - t y p e  s t o r y, and  I’m                                                     
i n!  W he n my  b ro t he rs  c o me  t o  g e t  me , and  t he y  w i l l , I ’ l l  make  s u re  I o nl y  ki l l                                                       
V i ka  a  l i t t l e  b i t  s o  t hat  t he re ’s  s o me t hi ng  l e f t  f o r y o u  t o  have  as  a  s o u ve ni r. I  vo w                                                               
i t .  Yo u ’ re  w e l c o me .  No w ,  p l e as e .  G i ve  me  t he  ho ne y !”                                       

S o me ho w, he  manag e d  t o  mai nt ai n a  b l ank e x p re s s i o n. He  w o u l d n’t  d i s c u s s  hi s                                                 
f e e l i ng s  f o r V i ka— w hat e ve r t he y  w e re — and  he  w o u l d n’t  a l l o w  hi ms e l f  t o  re ac t  t o                                                         
b e i ng  c al l e d  a  b e as t  w hi l e  t he re  w as  no t hi ng  he  c o u l d  d o  ab o u t  i t . Ho w e ve r, he                                                          
kne w  ho w  t o  ke e p  s c o re .  at  w as  s t ri ke  t w o  f o r Cri s s . A t  t hre e  . .  .  p o o r d e ad                                                         
g i rl .  

T hat ’ s  w hat  e ve ry o ne  w o u l d  c al l  he r.                        
“ No t  g o o d  e no u g h, ” he  s ai d . “ Vo w  w hat  I d e mand e d . ” He  p re t e nd e d  t o  b i t e                                                   

i nt o  hal f  o f  a  b i s c u i t .  “ Ot he rw i s e ,  y o u  g e t  no t hi ng . ”                                          
“ Okay, o kay, ” s he  r u s he d  o u t . “ I vo w  i t . I  w o n’t  harm he r ag ai n. E ve r. W i t h                                           

any t hi ng . ”    
A  mo me nt  p as s e d , and  he r e nt i re  b o d y  s ho o k as  t ho u g h ho o ke d  t o  an e l e c t ri c                                                   

g e ne rat o r. He r s p i ne  je rke d  i nt o  t o t al  a l i g nme nt , g o i ng  ramro d  s t rai g ht . “ W hat                                                
w as     th a t   ? ”

“A  re mi nd e r t hat  y o u  w i l l  no t  l i ke  t he  c o ns e q u e nc e s  o f  b re aki ng  y o u r w o rd , ”                                                       
he  w arne d .    

S he  p o p p e d  he r jaw. “ Yo u ’re  a  t ri c ky  Jo l l y  R e d  G i ant , are n’t  y o u ?  We l l , t hat ’s                                                   
o kay  as  l o ng  as  y o u  g i ve  me  t he  re s t  o f  w hat  y o u  p ro mi s e d . ”  o s e  l o ng , e l e g ant                                                          
f i ng e rs  w ave d  w i t h mo re  vi g o r.                   

He  t o s s e d  he r t he  p o rt i o n. Ju s t  as  b e f o re , s he  c au g ht  t he  f o o d  and  d e vo u re d                                                      
e ve ry  mo rs e l .       

“ Can’t  y o u  d o  any t hi ng  ri g ht  t o d ay ?  If  y o u  w ant e d  t o  s hare  w i t h he r, fi ne , b u t                                                    
y o u  s ho u l d  have  mad e  he r w o rk f o r i t , ” D r. E  g ri p e d . “A nd  b y  ‘ i t ’ I  me an hal f  o f                                                      
t he  s mal l e s t  b i s c u i t ,  no t  hal f  o f  t he  e nt i re  b ag . ”                                      

S i g hi ng  w i t h c o nt e nt me nt , Cri s s  l ay  b ac k i n he r c ag e , a  rare  g e m i n a  s e a  o f                                                   
d u l l  s t o ne s .         

Hi s  l i f e  w o u l d  have  b e e n e as i e r  i f  he ’d  s p e c u l at e d  ab o u t  Cri s s  al l  ni g ht .                                                        
Ins t e ad , i t  w as  V i ka  he  w as  d raw n t o, V i ka  he  w ant e d  t o  t al k t o, V i ka  he  w ant e d                                                    
t o  l e arn ab o u t  and  . .  .  V i ka  he  w ant e d  t o  s ave , e ve n f ro m hi ms e l f . Hi s  hand s                                                  



c u rl e d  i nt o  fi s t s . S he  w as  hi s  t i c ke t  o u t  o f  he re . He  had  t o  d o  w hat e ve r w as                                                       
ne c e s s ary ,  e ve n t o  he r.              

“ He y !”  o ne  o f  t he  o t he r c ap t i ve s  c al l e d .  “ Ne w  g u y .  Hamb u rg l ar. ”                                             
“ W hat ’ d  y o u  g i ve  C ri s s ? ”  s o me o ne  e l s e  d e mand e d .                                    
“ I w ant  me  s o me !”         
S o l o  s nap p e d  hi s  t e e t h at  t he  s p e ake rs , and  t he y  w e nt  q u i e t . Tw o  e ve n b o w e d                                                       

t he i r  he ad s , re c o g ni z i ng  a  p re d at o r f ar  mo re  d ang e ro u s  t han t he ms e l ve s — o ne                                                 
t he y  d i d  no t  w ant  t o  ri l e ,  e ve n c ag e d  as  he  w as .                                   

T he  T arg o n b l e w  hi m a  ki s s .                  
K i t t e n w at c he d  hi m w i t h e x p e c t ant  i mp at i e nc e .                                
W i t ho u t  a  w o rd , he  c l ai me d  a  p i e c e  o f  b ac o n and  t o s s e d  hal f  o f  w hat  re mai ne d                                                        

i n t he  b ag  t o  he r, and  t he  o t he r hal f  t o  t he  Targ o n. S he  c au g ht  he r p o rt i o n and                                                 
d u g  i n.  T he  T arg o n s ho o k hi s  he ad  and  vo l l e y e d  hi s  p o rt i o n t o  he r,  as  w e l l .                                                      

“ S w e e t  g e s t u re , b u t  I c an’t  e at  t hi s , ” t he  Targ o n s ai d . “ M y  w o man— ” He                                               
s l amme d  hi s  l i p s  t o g e t he r, g o i ng  s i l e nt . A nd  he  mu s t  have  d e c i d e d  t hat  w as n’t                                                      
g o o d  e no u g h,  b e c au s e  he  s p u n,  g i vi ng  So l o  hi s  b ac k.                                      

Int e re s t i ng .      
“ I’m t o o  hap p y  t o  b e  u p s e t  t hat  y o u  s hare d  w i t h K i t t e n w i t ho u t  maki ng  he r                                                     

g i ve  t he  d u mb e s t  vo w  e ve r, ” Cri s s  p u rre d . “ S he ’s  f e ral , b y  t he  w ay. I’m s u rp ri s e d                                                     
y o u  g o t  he r t o  t al k t o  y o u  rat he r t han s p i t  c u rs e s , b u t  ne w s  fl as h, y o u ’ l l  ne ve r b e                                                            
ab l e  t o  t ap  t hat . ”            

He  at e  t he  b ac o n,  re l i s he d  t he  f l avo rs .                          
“ I’ m no t  a  b e e r ke g , ”  K i t t e n s nap p e d .                           
V o i c e s  f ro m b e y o nd  t he  c l e ari ng  c au g ht  hi s  at t e nt i o n.                                      
“  e y ’ l l  b e  he re  i n l e s s  t han an ho u r. M o ve  y o u r l az y  c arc as s e s , no w, no w,                                                

n ow  !”
“ Have  y o u  g l u e d  t he  s p i ke s  t o  t he  p ad d l e ? ”                                 
“ Fe e d  t he  s nake s , R as a!  If  t he y  t ake  o ne  mo re  ni b b l e  o u t  o f  my  hand , I’m                                               

g o nna s t art  b i t i ng  b ac k. ”               
A  b e ad  o f  s w e at  ro l l e d  d o w n S o l o’s  b ac k. A l re ad y  t he  ai r  w as  w arm and  hu mi d ,                                                     

and  i t  w o u l d  o nl y  g ro w  ho t t e r and  w e t t e r as  t he  d ay  p as s e d .                                            
“ W hat ’d  y o u  d o  t o  make  V i ka l i ke  y o u , any w ay ? ” Cri s s  as ke d , ro l l i ng  t o  he r                                                  

s i d e .   
He  had  no  ans w e r and ,  t aki ng  a  p ag e  f ro m t he  T arg o n’ s  p l ay b o o k,  t u rne d  aw ay .                                                 
“ W hat e ve r. Hi nt  t ake n, ” s he  mu mb l e d . “  i s  i s n’t  a  b e au t y - and - t he - b e as t                                              

s t o r y, t ho u g h, i s  i t ?  It ’s  a  s i s t e r w i f e  t hi ng , ri g ht ?  Yo u  w ant  V i ka, K i t t e n— and                                                        
p ro b ab l y  me . D e fi ni t e l y  me . I’m p re t t y  s e x y. We l l , c o ns i d e r me  no  l o ng e r                                                 
i nt ri g u e d  . .  .  u nl e s s  V i ka  b ri ng s  y o u  s o me t hi ng  mo re  t o  e at . If  y o u  g e t  a  me at                                                            
l o af ,  I ’ l l  b e  y o u r s l ave  f o r l i f e .  W e l l ,  hal f  a  l i f e .  M y  b ro t he rs  w i l l  ki l l  y o u . ”                                                                    

A g ai n,  he  o f f e re d  no  re s p o ns e .                     
“ Have  y o u  p re p are d  y o u r mi nd  f o r w hat ’ s  ab o u t  t o  hap p e n? ”  s he  as ke d .                                               
T he  re mi nd e r f l o o d e d  hi m w i t h ap p re he ns i o n.  T he  c i rc u s ,  d u e  t o  s t art .                                                  
“ Ju s t  d o  w hat  y o u ’re  t o l d , ” s he  s ai d . “ Yo u ’ l l  hat e  y o u rs e l f  f o r i t , b u t  y o u ’ l l  b e                                                                

b e t t e r o f f .  T ru s t  me . ”                 



•    •    •       

He  c o u l d  no t  have  p re p are d  hi ms e l f  f o r                             th i s ,     So l o  t ho u g ht .         
Fo r fi f t e e n d o l l ars  a  he ad , o ne  hu man af t e r ano t he r w as  al l o w e d  t o  p arad e                                              

t hro u g h t he  c l e ari ng .  e  hu mans  w o u l d  s t o p  i n f ro nt  o f  e ac h c ag e  and  s t u d y  t he                                                      
s t ar vi ng  o t he r w o rl d e rs  i ns i d e  w hi l e  e at i ng  c o t t o n c and y, me l t i ng  i c e  c re am, ho t                                                       
d o g s ,  and  p re t z e l s  l ac e d  w i t h ad d i c t i ve  c he mi c al s .                                      

D i d  t he y  kno w  t he y  w e re  b e i ng  d ru g g e d ?                             
S o me  w o u l d  s t are  w i t h aw e  and  w o nd e r. S o me  w o u l d  o ffe r a  c ri t i q u e  o f  fl aw s .                                                        

S o me  w o u l d  t hro w  p i e c e s  o f  g rai n at  t he  c ap t i ve s . S o l o  al l o w e d  t ho s e  p i e c e s  t o                                                               
b o u nc e  o ff hi m, l e t t i ng  t he m f al l  at  hi s  f e e t , b u t  he  w at c he d  as  t he  o t he rs  p i c ke d                                                           
t he m u p  and  at e , d e s p e rat e  e no u g h t o  t ake  w hat  t he y  c o u l d  g e t , w he n t he y  c o u l d                                                         
g e t  i t ,  d e s p i t e  w hat  V i ka  had  f e d  t he m.                              

He  s ho u l d  have  s hare d  hi s  b o u nt y  w i t h al l  o f  t he m, he  re al i z e d  w i t h a  fl i c ke r                                                      
o f  g u i l t .       

C hi l d re n ran t hro u g h e ve r y  s o  o f t e n, l au g hi ng , t o s s i ng  p e b b l e s  rat he r t han                                                 
f o o d , b e f o re  b e i ng  c has e d  o ff b y  t he  arme d  g u ard s .  at  c e rt ai nl y  e x p l ai ne d                                                    
w he re  t he  ro c ks  hu rt l e d  at  V i ka  had  c o me  f ro m.                              

“ D anc e  f o r me , Pe arl s , ” o ne  man b e g g e d  Cri s s  w hi l e  t he  t w o  mal e s  w i t h hi m                                                  
no d d e d  e ag e rl y .          

Ne ve r o nc e  u t t e ri ng  a  d e ro g at o r y  c o mme nt  o r i ns u l t , Cri s s  d anc e d , l i f t i ng  he r                                                      
arms  o ve r he r he ad  and  s w ay i ng  he r hi p s .  e  me n mo ane d  and  g ro ane d  t he i r                                          
ap p ro val , e ve n t ho u g h he r e ve r y  mo t i o n w as  mad e  w hi l e  s he  g ri t t e d  he r t e e t h and                                                    
hat e  s ho ne  i n he r e y e s .              

Jus t d o w h a t y ou’r e  told . You’ l l  h a te  y our s e lf  for  i t, but y ou’ l l  be  be tte r  off ,                                               s he ’d  
s ai d .       Tr us t me .   

E ve n no w, he  b e l i e ve d  t he  o p p o s i t e . If  y o u  hat e d  y o u rs e l f  f o r y o u r ac t i o ns ,                                                        
y o u  w e re  ne ve r b e t t e r o f f .                   

Onl y  K i t t e n c hal l e ng e d  t he  hu mans . S he  s p at  c u rs e s , as  Cri s s  had  s ai d  s he                                                
w o u l d ,  and  t ri e d  t o  s c rat c h and  b i t e  any o ne  w ho  s t e p p e d  t o o  c l o s e .                                                    

S o me  o f  t he  f e mal e  vi e w e rs  as ke d  t he  mal e  o t he r w o rl d e rs  t o  l i f t  t he i r                                                    
l o i nc l o t hs , and  t he y, t o o, o b e y e d . E ve n t he  Targ o n, w ho  w o re  hi s  c u s t o mar y                                                    g ri n 
— t ho u g h i t  w as  no w  c u t  b y  s hard s  o f  b ro ke n g l as s .                                    

No  o ne  as ke d  S o l o  t o  d o  any t hi ng . He ’d  p art i al l y  mo rp he d , hi s  s ki n a  l i g ht                                                  
s had e  o f  re d , hi s  e y e s  p ro b ab l y  g l o w i ng , and  hi s  f ang s  and  c l aw s  at  hal f - mas t .                                                      
Ho w e ve r, t ho s e  w i t h s t ro ng e r s t o mac hs  s t are d  at  hi m w i t h mo rb i d  c u ri o s i t y  u nt i l                                                       
re al i z i ng  he  w o u l d  no t  b e  t he  o ne  t o  fi rs t  l o w e r hi s  g az e , and  t hat  t he  f u r y                                                        
b l az i ng  t hro u g h hi m mi g ht  g i ve  hi m t he  s t re ng t h he  ne e d e d  t o  b u rs t  t hro u g h t he                                                     
b ars  and  d o  s o me  d amag e  b e f o re  t he  g u ard s  c o u l d  s ho o t  hi m.                                         

He  he ard  mu rmu rs  o f  “ u g l y ” and  “ hi d e o u s , ” ju s t  as  he ’d  he ard  al l  hi s  l i f e , o nl y                                                   
no w  t he re  w as  no t hi ng  he  c o u l d  d o  ab o u t  i t . He  ju s t  had  t o  t ake  i t . To  re ac t  w as                                                         
t o  p as s  o u t , and  t o  p as s  o u t  w as  t o  b e  f ar  mo re  vu l ne rab l e , as  he ’d  al re ad y                                                     
re al i z e d ,  and  t hi s  w as  no t  a  p l ac e  o r t i me  t o  w e l c o me  any  t y p e  o f  vu l ne rab i l i t y .                                                             

“ I b e t  y o u  w ant  t o  ki l l  t he s e  p e o p l e , ” D r. E  s ai d . He  w as  p al e r t han b e f o re ,                                                        
t ru l y  p al l i d ,  and  s haki e r.  “ I  kno w  I d o . ”                            



T he  d amag e  So l o  c o u l d  have  d o ne  at  any  o t he r t i me  .  .  .                                      
“ Yo u  s ho u l d  me mo ri z e  t he i r  f ac e s , and  w he n y o u  g e t  o u t  o f  he re , y o u  s ho u l d                                                        

hu nt  t he  o f f e nd e rs  d o w n and  g i ve  t he m a  l i t t l e  t as t e  o f  y o u r p ai n. ”                                                  
“  e re ’s  ano t he r w ay, y o u  kno w, ” X  s ai d  b e f o re  he  c o u l d  re p l y. A l w ay s  he  w as                                                   

t he re  w i t h hi s  ki nd ne s s  and  c o mp as s i o n, d o i ng  hi s  b e s t  t o  b u i l d  S o l o  u p  and                                                        
e nc o u rag e  hi m.  Hi s  c o l o r had  al re ad y  re t u rne d .                             

“ D o n’t  y o u  d are  f e e d  hi m ano t he r l i ne  ab o u t  f o rg i ve ne s s . We  c an’t  f o rg i ve  t hi s                                                     
ki nd  o f  b e havi o r. ” A l w ay s                    D r. E  w as  t he re  w i t h hi s  fl ame t hro w e r, d e t e rmi ne d  t o                                 
e nrag e  So l o  f u rt he r.           

W e l l ,  i t  w as  w o rki ng .               
“ He  c an, y e s , ” X  s ai d , “ b u t  t hat ’s  no t  w hat  I w as  g o i ng  t o  s ay.  i s  i s  a  t e rri b l e                                                        

s i t u at i o n, b u t  t he re  i s  a  l i g ht  i n t he  d arkne s s  i f  y o u ’ l l  l o o k f o r i t  rat he r t han                                                           
ke e p i ng  y o u r e y e s  c l o s e d . ”                     

“ M y  e y e s  are n’t  c l o s e d , ” he  g ro w l e d  s o f t l y.  e y  w e re  o p e n, and  t he y  w e re                                                      
p e e ri ng  at  t he  hu man c o u p l e  w ho’d  ju s t  s t o p p e d  i n f ro nt  o f  hi m, g ap i ng . W hy                                                   
w e re n’t  t he y  d i s g u s t e d  b y  t he  c o nd i t i o ns  l i vi ng  b e i ng s  w e re  f o rc e d  t o  e nd u re ?                                                             
W hy  w e re n’ t —       

Hi s  g az e d  s nag g e d  o n a  c as c ad e  o f  b l o nd  hai r, ju s t  b e hi nd  t he  p ai r. He                                                
f o c u s e d . Pe e ki ng  o u t  f ro m b e hi nd  t he  f ar  c ag e , w at c hi ng  hi m, e x p re s s i o n                                                  
c o nc e rne d  and  g u i l t - ri d d e n,  w as  V i ka.                         

He r l i p  w as  s p l i t  i n t he  c e nt e r,  and  t he re  w as  a  f re s h b ru i s e  o n he r c he e k.                                                     
“ X , ”  he  s narl e d .  X  had n’ t  s ave d  he r.  She                              h a d    b e e n b e at e n.        
 e  hu man mal e  t ri e d  t o  i mp re s s  t he  f e mal e  b y  s t re t c hi ng  o u t  hi s  arm, as  i f  he                                                     

w e re  b rave  e no u g h t o  p e t  a  b e as t  l i ke  So l o .                                
U rg e s  he ’d  b at t l e d  s i nc e  w aki ng  u p  i n t hi s  c ag e  s u d d e nl y  o ve rc ame  hi m.  e                                                    

u rg e  t o  hu rt  t ho s e  w ho  w ant e d  t o  hu rt  hi m.  e  u rg e  t o  re p ay  c r u e l t y  w i t h                                                       
c ru e l t y .  A nd  y e t ,  t he re  w as  a  ne w  o ne .  T he  u rg e  t o  g e t  t o  V i ka.  T o  p ro t e c t .                                                             

W i t h l i g ht ni ng - f as t  re fl e x e s , S o l o  re ac he d  o u t , g rab b e d  t he  mal e  b y  t he  w ri s t ,                                                         
and  t w i s t e d .  T he  b o ne s  i ns t ant l y  b ro ke .                            

A  ho w l  o f  p ai n rang  o u t .                
One  o f  t he  g u ard s  s u rg e d  f o rw ard ,  hi s  g u n al re ad y  d raw n.                                     
S o l o  c o u l d  hand l e  b e i ng  s ho t . O ve r t he  y e ars  he ’d  b e e n s ho t , s t ab b e d , b e at e n,                                                       

and  any t hi ng  e l s e  t he  hu man mi nd  c o u l d  t hi nk u p. S t i l l . He  s ho u l d n’t  have  d o ne                                                 
t hi s , he  re al i z e d . He  s ho u l d  have  re mai ne d  s t o i c . E ve n w i t ho u t  t he  hu man, he                                                
c o u l d n’ t  y e t  g e t  t o  V i ka.                    

No w  he  re l e as e d  t he  man and  he l d  hi s  hand s  u p ,  p al ms  o u t ,  a l l  i nno c e nc e .                                                  
“ I d e mand  a  re f u nd !” t he  man s ho u t e d  as  f at  t e ars  ran d o w n hi s  c he e ks . “ O w,                                               

o w, o w, and  d amag e s !  A nd  al l  my  me d i c al  b i l l s  p ai d , o w, o w, o w. I w as  t o l d  I                                                  
w o u l d n’t  b e  harme d , b u t  l o o k at  t hi s . It ’s  c r u s he d !  O w, o w, o w. F al s e  ad ve rt i s i ng                                                      
i s  a  c ri me . ”        

Sc o w l i ng ,  t he  g u ard  re p l ac e d  hi s  g u n t o  e x ami ne  t he  hu man’ s  i nju ry .                                             
“ U h- o h. Yo u ’re  i n t ro u b l e  no w, ” D r. E  s ai d  w i t h a  l au g h. He al t h and  vi t al i t y                                                 

w as  re t u rni ng  t o  hi s  c he e ks .  He  w as  no  l o ng e r s haky .                                  
“ F o c u s  o n t he  l i g ht , ”  X  s ai d .                            He  w as  no w  p al e .              He  w as  no w  s haky .        
T he re  w as  no  l i g ht  i n a  s i t u at i o n l i ke  t hi s .                                



 e  g u ard  s e nt  t he  hu man o n hi s  w ay, p ro b ab l y  t o  a  me d i c , and  ap p ro ac he d  t he                                                 
c ag e . “ I ho p e  y o u  re al i z e  t he  mo ne y  he ’s  no w  o w e d  i s  g o i ng  t o  b e  t ake n o u t  o f                                                           
y o u r hi d e . ” W i t h t hat , he  jab b e d  t he  b u t t o n V i ka had  o nc e  p re s s e d — t he  b u t t o n                                                       
t hat  b ro u g ht  p aral y s i s .              

S o l o  ro are d  as  w armt h s p re ad  f ro m hi s  w ri s t s  t o  t he  re s t  o f  hi s  b o d y, e x ac t l y                                                       
l i ke  t he  t i me s  he ’d  g o t t e n ang r y, o nl y  t hi s  w armt h w as  s t ro ng e r and  mo ve d  f ar                                                  
mo r e      q u i c kl y. A  ri ve r t hat  had  ju s t  b ro ke n f re e  o f  a  d am. He  f o u g ht  t he  s u d d e n                                                  
s u rg e  o f  w e akne s s  .  .  .  f o u g ht  t he  i nc o mi ng  vu l ne rab i l i t y .  .  .  .                                                 

He  l o s t .     
 e  l as t  t hi ng  he  s aw  b e f o re  a  he avy  w e i g ht  t u g g e d  at  hi s  e y e l i d s  w as  V i ka, he r                                                           

hai r  w i l d , he r e y e s  g l i t t e ri ng  w i t h a  s t rang e  s o rt  o f  mad ne s s . S he  w as  r u s hi ng                                                        
t o w ard  hi m, d e t e rmi ne d  t o  g e t  t o  hi m— u nt i l  t he  s e c o nd  g u ard  g rab b e d  he r b y  t he                                                        
w ai s t  and  je rke d  he r t o  a  s t o p .                     

So l o  u nl e as he d  ano t he r ro ar,  t ri e d  t o  re ac h f o r he r,  and  f ai l e d .                                         



Eleven

Do not gloat over m e,  m y enem y! Th ough  I  h ave fallen,  I  will  rise.          
—MICAH 7 :8

AROUND TWO O’CLOCK IN     t he  mo rni ng , t he  mo o n w as  a  me re  ho o k o f  g o l d  i n t he                                   
b l ac k, s t ar- s t u d d e d  s ky. A l l  o f  t he  c i rc u s  p at ro ns  had  g o ne  ho me , and  no w, al l  o f                                                      
t he  p e rf o rme rs  w e re  g at he ri ng  aro u nd  a  g re at ,  b l az i ng  b o nf i re  i n t he  c e nt e r o f  t he                                                        
i mp ri s o ne d  o t he rw o rl d e rs .                

V i ka s ho o k w i t h t he  f o rc e  o f  he r f e ar. No t  f o r he rs e l f , no t  t hi s  t i me , b u t  f o r                                                       
t he  ne w c o me r.       

B l u e  E y e s , s he ’d  b e g u n t o  c al l  hi m.  e  fi f t e e n- d o l l ar  f e e  he r f at he r had  l o s t                                                         
c o u p l e d  w i t h t he  mo ne y  f o r “d amag e s ” and  t he  i rri t at i o n o f  havi ng  t o  d e al  w i t h                                                      
an i rat e  hu man w e re  t o  b e  t ake n o u t  o f  B l u e  E y e s ’ s  f l e s h.                                          

 e  mal e  had  no t  ro u s e d  s i nc e  t he  d r u g s  had  hi t  hi s  s y s t e m, b u t  o nl y  b e c au s e                                                         
he ’d  b e e n g i ve n a  f re s h d o s e  e ve r y  ho u r. He r f at he r had  w ant e d  hi m d o c i l e  u nt i l                                                      
t he  ri g ht  t i me , w hi c h ju s t  hap p e ne d  t o  b e  w he n al l  o f  hi s  e mp l o y e e s  and  V i ka’s                                                       
c harg e s  c o u l d  w i t ne s s  B l u e  E y e s ’ s  p u ni s hme nt .                                   

 e  p e rf o rme rs  had  b ro u g ht  l aw n c hai rs  and  no w  p l ac e d  t he m i n f ro nt  o f  t he                                                
c ag e s .  e re  w as  R as a, t he                    e l f - s i z e  b e ard e d  l ad y  w i t h hi s s i ng  s nake s  g ro w i ng                                    
f ro m he r c hi n.  e re  w as  t he  s w o rd  e at e r, t he  s he - mal e  w i t h f o u r hand s , t he                                               
c o njo i ne d  g y mnas t s ,  and  s e e mi ng l y  a  t ho u s and  o t he rs .                                   

B l u e  E y e s  w as  o n hi s  kne e s , s l u mp e d  o ve r, hi s  c u ffs  b o u nd  t o  ho o ks                                                
p ro t r u d i ng  f ro m a  man- mad e  s t u mp.  e  fi re  b l az e d  b e s i d e  hi m, c as t i ng  ray s  o f                                                    
g o l d  o ve r t he  d e e p l y  b ro nz e d  s ki n o f  hi s  b are  b ac k.  e re  w as  no  l o ng e r any  hi nt                                                      
o f  re d . B u t  t he re  w o u l d  b e . A l l  t o o  s o o n, t he re  w o u l d  b e , and  i t  w o u l d  b e  re d  o f                                                                 
a  d i f f e re nt  s o rt .            

Je c i s  ki c ke d  hi m i n t he  s i d e  t o  w ake  hi m,  and  c he e rs  ab o u nd e d .                                           
A s  B l u e  E y e s  l i f t e d  hi s  he ad , he  b l i nke d  rap i d l y, p e rhap s  fi g ht i ng  t o  f o c u s .                                                         

Je c i s  w al ke d  aro u nd  hi m w i t h arms  l i f t e d  hi g h. In f ro nt  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e r, he                                                    
s t o p p e d ,  t u rne d  t o  f ac e  hi s  p e o p l e .                             

“  i s  man— t hi s  d i s g u s t i ng                      c r e a tur e      — d are d  t o  t o u c h a  hu man w i t ho u t                     
p e rmi s s i o n, ” he r f at he r c al l e d , ri l i ng  t he  c ro w d . V i ka  c o nt i nu e d  t o  re ad  hi s  l i p s .                                                          
“ He  had  e ve r y  i nt e nt i o n o f  c au s i ng  i rre p arab l e  d amag e —                                    a fte r    he  had  b e e n w arne d          
t o  b e have . ”      

A  c ho r u s  o f  “ b o o” s w e p t  t hro u g h t he  mas s e s , t he  vi b rat i o ns  ne arl y  ro c ki ng  he r                                                    
o ff he r f e e t . S he  s u r ve y e d  t he  p e o p l e  s he ’d  g ro w n u p  w i t h, ho p i ng , p ray i ng  t o                                                       
fi nd  o ne  s y mp at he t i c  f ac e , t hat  s o me o ne , any o ne , w o u l d  s t and  u p  and  s ho u t ,                                                  
“  i s  i s  w ro ng . I w o n’t  l e t  y o u  hu rt  t hat  man. ” S o me o ne  w i t h t he  s t re ng t h t o                                                    
f o rc e  he r f at he r t o  b ac k d o w n.                   

Ins t e ad , s he  d i s c o ve re d  mal i c i o u s  g l e e  and  vi c i o u s  e njo y me nt . E x p re s s i o ns  al l                                                       
t he  mo re  mani ac al  b e c au s e  e ve r y o ne  s t i l l  w o re  t he i r  p e rf o rmanc e  c o s t u me s ,                                                    
havi ng     c o me  he re  d i re c t l y  af t e r  t he  l as t  s ho w .  T he re  w e re  s e q u i ns ,  f e at he rs ,  s ho rt                                                        
f l u f f y  s ki rt s ,  l ac e  and  f i s hne t s ,  o i l e d  c he s t s  and  p ant s  p rac t i c al l y  p ai nt e d  o n.                                                            



T he s e  p e o p l e  w e re  o u t c as t s ,  ac c e p t e d  o nl y  f o r ho w  t he y  e nt e rt ai ne d .  No w ,                                                              th e y 
w ant e d  t o  b e  e nt e rt ai ne d . A c t u al l y, t he y  p ro b ab l y  f e l t  as  t ho u g h t he y  d e s e r ve d  a                                                            
g o o d  s ho w .  Je c i s  had  c harg e d  ad mi s s i o n,  af t e r  al l .                                    

 e  mu s c l e s  i n B l u e  E y e s ’s  b ac k kno t t e d  and  hi s  s p i ne  s t rai g ht e ne d . He                                                  
s c anne d  t he  are a, s u d d e nl y  al e rt . S o me o ne  t hre w  a  hand f u l  o f  p o p c o rn at  hi m,                                                  
t he  f l u f f y  y e l l o w  ke rne l s  rai ni ng  o ve r hi m.                             

F u r y  b l az e d  i n hi s  e y e s  . .  .  a  fi re  f ar  ho t t e r t han t he  fl ame s  c rac kl i ng  b e s i d e                                                          
hi m.

P le a s e ,       s he  p ro je c t e d  at  Je c i s .                      D on ’ t  d o th i s .         
“ L e t  t hi s  b e  a  l e s s o n t o  al l , ” he r f at he r c o nt i nu e d , t u rni ng  . .  .  t u rni ng  . .  .  t o                                                             

f ac e  e ve r y o ne  i n t he  as s e mb l y. He  w as  s ay i ng  mo re , b u t  hi s  b ac k w as  c u rre nt l y  t o                                                       
V i ka, s o  s he  c o u l d n’t  re ad  hi s  l i p s .  e  c ro w d  l i ke d  i t , w hat e ve r t hre at  o r i ns u l t                                                         
he ’ d  i s s u e d ,  b e c au s e  l au g ht e r e ru p t e d .                              

 e n he  w as  f ac i ng  he r ag ai n, and  he  w as  s ay i ng , “ — kno w  t hat  t o  d i s o b e y  i s  t o                                                   
s u f f e r. ”     

C he e rs  jo i ne d  t he  l au g ht e r. He r s t o mac h c hu rne d . A nd  as  mu c h t u rmo i l  as                                            
s he ’ d  re ac t e d  t o  l at e l y ,  s he  f e l t  as  i f  s he  c o u l d  have  mad e  b u t t e r w i t h i t .                                                           

A s  he r f at he r s t re t c he d  o u t  hi s  hand , as  M at as  s l amme d  t he  hand l e  o f  a  w hi p                                                  
ag ai ns t  hi s  p al m, V i ka  s hrank b ac k i nt o  t he  ni g ht ’s  g l o o m. Je c i s  w ant e d                                                 h e r 
b l o o d ,  and  i f  he  c au g ht  s i g ht  o f  he r,  s he  w o u l d  g e t  a  w hi p p i ng ,  t o o .                                                       

So me t hi ng  s t rang e  had  hap p e ne d  t o d ay .  A  f e w                                 mi nu t e s  af t e r  M at as  had  l e f t  he r                      
t rai l e r, t he  l i g ht s  had  fl i c ke re d  ag ai n. S he  had  o p e ne d  t he  d o o r, e x p e c t i ng  t o                                                     
have  t o  d e al  w i t h hi m a  s e c o nd  t i me .                         

Ins t e ad ,  he r f at he r had  b e e n t he re .  Sc o w l i ng .  E nrag e d .                                  
“ Yo u  d are d  d i s o b e y  me ?  D are d  p l ac e  y o u rs e l f  i n d ang e r, w he n y o u  kno w  y o u ’re                                                      

t he  mo s t  p re c i o u s  t hi ng  i n t he  w o rl d  t o  me ? ”                                 
He  s ho ve d  he r b ac kw ard ,  s t o rme d  i n af t e r  he r,  and  s l ap p e d  he r.                                        
“ I— I’ m s o rry , ”  s he ’ d  manag e d .                 
“ W hy  w o u l d  y o u  d o  t hi s  t o  me ? ”                           S la p   .  “ W hy  w o u l d  y o u  f o rc e  me  t o  hu rt  y o u                             

l i ke  t hi s ? ”            S la p .  
B u t  t hat  t i me ,            h e   had  y e l p e d  i n p ai n. Hi m. No t  he r. A s  i f  he r s ki n had                                

s o me ho w  c u t  at  hi m.            
 e n a  vo i c e  had  w hi s p e re d  i ns i d e  he r mi nd . A n ac t u al  vo i c e , t he  fi rs t  s o u nd                                                    

s he ’d  he ard  i n y e ars . S ho c ke d  t o  he r c o re , s he  had  r u b b e d  at  he r e ars , s hake n he r                                                  
he ad , o nl y  t o  re al i z e  t he  s o u nd  had n’t  s p r u ng  f ro m o u t - s i d e — i t  had  s p r u ng  f ro m                                                         
i n s i d e       he r. A nd  y e t , i t  had n’t  b e l o ng e d  t o  he r. He r s ho c k had  mo rp he d  i nt o                                           
c o nf u s i o n,  he r c o nf u s i o n i nt o  d re ad .                         

W as  s he  c raz y ?        
Y ou d on ’ t  h a ve  to a c c e p t th i s ,                       t he  vo i c e  had  s ai d .             
T he n a  l i t t l e  l o u d e r,                     Y ou a r e  s tr on g.        
T he n a  l o t  l o u d e r,                  Y ou a r e  vi c tor i ous .          
M ay b e  s he          w a s    c raz y, b u t  s he  w as  al s o  e mp o w e re d , as  i f  hi s  w o rd s  i mp art e d                                          

s t re ng t h s t rai g ht  i nt o  he r c o re . S he ’d  s o me ho w  g at he re d  t he  c o u rag e  t o  s c re am i n                                                      
he r f at he r’ s  f ac e ,  “ No !  I  w o n’ t  l e t  y o u  d o  t hi s  t o  me !”                                          

He ’d  s t u mb l e d  b ac k a  f e w  s t e p s , as  t ho u g h re e l i ng ,                                        b e f o re  s t o p p i ng  and             



p o p p i ng  t he  b o ne s  i n hi s  knu c kl e s , g e ari ng  u p  f o r t he  s e ri o u s  s t u ff. B u t  i ns t e ad                                                          
o f  hi t t i ng  he r w i t h a  c l o s e d  fi s t , he  had  p au s e d , a  b e ad  o f  f e ar ap p e ari ng  i n hi s                                                          
e y e s .  F e ar.  D i re c t e d  at  he r!                    

“ I’m ne e d e d  i n t he  ri ng , ” he ’d  mu t t e re d , b affli ng  he r f u rt he r. “ I’ l l  d e al  w i t h                                                 
y o u  l at e r. ”       

A nd  he  w o u l d , f e arf u l  o r no t . He  ne ve r f o rg o t  a  p u ni s hme nt  d u e , and  he  ne ve r                                                   
f o rg ave , ne ve r s ho w e d  me rc y. No t  e ve n t o  he r, hi s  s u p p o s e d  b e l o ve d .  at  w as                                                  
w hy  s he ’d  d e c i d e d  t o  g o  b ac k t o  t he  z o o  and  c he c k o n B l u e  E y e s . A f t e r al l , a                                                           
b e at i ng  w as  al re ad y  w ai t i ng  f o r he r. W hat  b e t t e r t i me  t o  d i s o b e y  and  d o  w hat  s he                                                         
w ant e d ?   

A s  s he ’d  s nu c k o u t  o f  t he  t rai l e r, t he  vo i c e  had  re t u rne d .                                           La te r, y ou w i l l  a ga i n            
fi gh t ba c k.  La te r ,  y ou w i l l  a ga i n  w i n .                          

“ W ho  are  y o u ? ”  s he ’ d  as ke d .  “ W hat  are  y o u ? ”                               
S i l e nc e . A nd  y e t , a  w arm b l anke t  had  s e e me d  t o  w rap  aro u nd  he r, e mb rac i ng                                              

he r, o nl y  t o  f ad e  a  s e c o nd  l at e r, as  i f  i t  had  ne ve r b e e n. A s  i f  s he ’d  ju s t  b e e n                                                          
hu g g e d  and  re l e as e d .             

B u t  . .  .  t hat  w o u l d  me an s he  w as n’t  c raz y.  at  w o u l d  me an s o me t hi ng  had                                               
t ri e d  t o  he l p  he r. S o me t hi ng  . .  .  l i ke  t he  ab s o l u t e  g o o d  i n t hat  o t he r re al m?                                                        
A f t e r al l ,  i f  e vi l  c o u l d  mani f e s t ,  i t  mad e  s e ns e  t hat  g o o d  c o u l d ,  as  w e l l .                                                            

“ I c an’t  fi g ht  b ac k l at e r, ” s he ’d  s ai d . If  s he  b e c ame  t o o  mu c h o f  a  p ro b l e m,                                                   
Je c i s  w o u l d  fi nal l y  make  g o o d  o n hi s  t hre at  t o  b l i nd  he r. He  mi g ht  e ve n ki c k he r                                                      
o u t  o f  t he  c i rc u s , and  s he  w o u l d  fi nd  he rs e l f  o n t he  s t re e t s , u nab l e  t o  g e t  t o  he r                                                               
mo ne y ,  w i t h no  s ki l l s ,  no  p ro t e c t i o n .  .  .  no  ho p e .                                       

A  fl as h o f  mo ve me nt  c au g ht  he r at t e nt i o n, p u l l i ng  he r f ro m he r t ho u g ht s . Je c i s                                                  
had  ju s t  u nw o u nd  t he  w hi p.  e  e nd  w as  s p l i t  i nt o  t hre e  p art s , o ne  w i t h a  s hard                                                      
o f  g l as s , o ne  w i t h a  l arg e  nai l , and  o ne  w i t h a  s p l i nt e re d  p i e c e  o f  w o o d . A  l u mp                                                             
g re w  i n he r t hro at , and  he r c hi n b e g an t o  t re mb l e . B l u e  E y e s  w as  g o i ng  t o  hu rt                                                     
t o ni g ht .    

S he  al mo s t  w i s he d  s he  w e re  t he  o ne  s l u mp e d  o ve r t hat  s t u mp, t hat  s he  w o u l d                                                     
b e  t he  o ne  t o  re c e i ve  t he  c o mi ng  l as he s . A  s t rang e r had  t ri e d  t o  hu rt  hi m, and  he                                                      
had  d e f e nd e d  hi ms e l f  t he  w ay  s he  had  al w ay s  w i s he d  s he  had  t he  s t re ng t h t o  d o.                                                       
He  d e s e rve d  t o  b e  c o mme nd e d ,  no t  d i s c i p l i ne d !                                   

G u i l t  o ve r t hi s  w o u l d  d e s t ro y  he r.                          
B l u e  E y e s  s c anne d  t he  c ro w d  a  s e c o nd  t i me , s l o w l y, s o  s l o w l y, s l o w i ng  e ve n                                                          

mo re  . .  .  u nt i l  hi s  g az e  fi nal l y  re s t e d  o n he r. V i ka’s  e y e s  w i d e ne d  as                                                  
as t o ni s hme nt  and  c o nf u s i o n fl o o d e d  he r. He  c o u l d n’t  s e e  he r. He                                              c ould n ’ t     .  No
o ne  c o u l d . S he  w as  t o  t he  f ar  l e f t , w rap p e d  i n a  c l o ak as  b l ac k as  t he  ni g ht  and                                                         
e nve l o p e d  b y  s had o w s .               

Je c i s  mo ve d  b e hi nd  hi m.              
B l u e  E y e s ’s  g az e  mo ve d  aw ay  f ro m he r, s t o p p i ng  o n . .  .  t he  o t he r w o rl d e r V i ka                                                        

had  name d  K i t t e n, w ho  w as  g ri p p i ng  t he  b ars  o f  he r c ag e , he r e x p re s s i o n l ac e d                                                    
w i t h f u ry .  He  g ave  he r a  no d  o f  re as s u ranc e .                             

He ’d  w o rke d  f as t . A t  t he  c i rc u s  o nl y  t w o  d ay s , and  al re ad y  he  had  ro manc e d  a                                                   
f e mal e .   

A  s p ark o f  je al o u s y  he at e d  V i ka’ s  c he s t .  Je al o u s y ?  Se ri o u s l y ?  B u t  w hy ?                                                     



B l u e  E y e s  d e s p i s e d  he r, s u re l y, and  he  w o u l d  c o nt i nu e  t o  d e s p i s e  he r u nt i l                                                          
V i ka’s  e s c ap e  p l an w as  e nac t e d                        o r u nt i l  he  d i e d  at  t hi s  c i rc u s — w hi c he ve r c ame                                
f i rs t .   

She  l o o ke d  aw ay ,  he r g az e  c at c hi ng  o n t he  T arg o n.  “ M at as !”  he  c al l e d .                                              
M at as  g ave  no  re ac t i o n.             
T he  T arg o n t ri e d  ag ai n.  “ M at as !  F ac e  me ,  c o w ard .  F ac e  y o u r d o o m. ”                                              
St i l l  no t hi ng  f ro m M at as .               
 e re  w e re  t o o  many  c he e rs  t o  d i s t i ng u i s h a  s i ng l e  vo i c e , s he  s u p p o s e d .                                                       

A g ai n, s he  w o nd e re d  w hy  t he  Targ o n hat e d  M at as  s o  i nt e nt l y. A s  f ar  as  s he                                                
kne w ,  t he  t w o  had  ne ve r c hat t e d .                    

Je c i s  l i f t e d  t he  w hi p  hi g h i n t he  ai r. Ne w  vi b rat i o n af t e r ne w  vi b rat i o n                                                  
s l amme d  i nt o  he r, and  t ho u g h s he  c o u l d  he ar no t hi ng , s he  s u s p e c t e d  t he  c he e rs                                                    
w e re  no w  o b s c e ne .  A  mu s c l e  ju mp e d  i n B l u e  E y e s ’ s  jaw .                                          

G ri nni ng ,  Je c i s  d e l i ve re d  t he  f i rs t  b l o w .                              
Sp e c ks  o f  b l o o d  and  t i s s u e  fl e w  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n. V i ka  fl i nc he d  and  p re s s e d                                                          

he r fi s t  i nt o  he r mo u t h t o  s t o p  he rs e l f  f ro m g as p i ng . B u t  B l u e  E y e s  ne ve r e ve n                                                         
f l i nc he d — and  he  w as  o nc e  ag ai n p e e ri ng  at  he r.                             

“ I’ m s o rry , ”  s he  mo u t he d .  “ So  ve ry  s o rry . ”                            
A  s e c o nd  b l o w  w as  d e l i ve re d .                      
A g ai n, B l u e  E y e s  re mai ne d  as  he  w as  and  ag ai n V i ka fl i nc he d . Ho w  c o u l d  Je c i s                                                   

d o  t hi s ?  Ho w  c o u l d  any o ne  b e  t hi s  p i t i l e s s ?                                   
A  t hi rd  b l o w  rai ne d . M o re  b l o o d  and  t i s s u e  s p ray e d , and  V i ka kne w  t he                                                

d amag e  t o  B l u e  E y e s ’s  p o o r b ac k w as  d e e p, b e y o nd  t he  ne e d  f o r s t i t c he s .                                                      
A c t u al l y ,  t he re  w o u l d  b e  no t hi ng  l e f t  t o  s t i t c h.                                       

W i t h t he  f o u rt h b l o w, V i ka’s  kne e s  g ave  o u t  and                                   s he  s ank t o  t he  g ro u nd . No               
o ne  d e s e r ve d  t hi s  ki nd  o f  t re at me nt . No  o ne  b u t  t he  w hi p  w i e l d e r hi ms e l f . Te ars                                                        
p o o l e d  i n he r e y e s ,  haz i ng  he r vi s i o n.  Ho w  c o u l d  s he  l e t  he r f at he r d o  t hi s ?                                                        

S hame  jo i ne d  t he  g u i l t  and  b e at  t hro u g h he r w i t h t he  s ame  f o rc e  w i t h w hi c h                                                   
t he  w hi p  c o nt i nu e d  t o  b e at  ag ai ns t  B l u e  E y e s . S he  s ho u l d  d o  s o me t hi ng . S ho u l d                                                           
t ry  and  s t o p  he r f at he r,  no  mat t e r t he  c o ns e q u e nc e s  t o  he rs e l f .                                            

B u t  d i d  s he ?  No .  She  w as  w e ak.  P at he t i c .  A  c o w ard .                                     
Y ou s h ould  j us t  e n d  i t  a l l ,                      a  vo i c e  w hi s p e re d  i ns i d e  he r he ad .                         
A no t he r vo i c e , s he  re al i z e d  w i t h as t o ni s hme nt . No t  t he  s ame  s w e e t  vo i c e  as                                                   

b e f o re ,  b u t  a  d e e p e r o ne ,  s u g g e s t i ng  s he  .  .  .  ki l l  he rs e l f ?                                                  
Y ou’ l l  fe e l  be tte r .  E ve r y on e  e ls e  w i l l  fe e l  be tte r .  W h a t’ s  n ot to  love  a bout th e  i d e a ?                                                           
P i np ri c ks  o f  e vi l  b r u s he d  ag ai ns t  he r s ki n— e vi l  s he  re c o g ni z e d  f ro m Je c i s ,                                                     

M at as  and  t hat  o t he r re al m— and  t he  t r u t h hi t  he r. S he  re al l y  w as n’t  c raz y.  e                                              
vo i c e s  w e re  re al .           

One  s o u g ht  t o  he l p  he r.               
One  s o u g ht  t o  d e s t ro y  he r.                  
We l l , s he ’d  e nd u re d  t o o  mu c h t o  g i ve  u p  no w. A l l  s he  had  t o  d o  w as  s t i c k t o                                                        

t he  p l an, c o nt i nu i ng  t o  s ave  and  s e l l  t he  p re s e nt s  he r f at he r g ave  he r— and  s t o p                                                    
he mo rrhag i ng  c as h t o  s e c re t l y  b u y  ni c e t i e s  f o r t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs .                                                  On e  y e a r,        s he 
re mi nd e d  he rs e l f .          

Hop e  i s  s i l ly . W h a t i f  y our  tr e a s ur e s  a r e  s tole n  be for e  y ou c a n  s e l l  th e m— w h a t i f                                                           



y our  c a s h  i s  s tole n               a f t e r        y ou s e l l  th e m?  W h a t i f  y our  fa th e r  d i s c ove r s  y our  p la n ?  D o                                          
y ou r e a l ly  w a n t             hi m    to h a ve  th e  s a ti s fa c ti on  of  ki l l i n g y ou?                         

“ I’ m no t  l i s t e ni ng  t o  y o u , ”  s he  w hi s p e re d .  “ G o  aw ay . ”                                         
Su rp ri s i ng l y ,  t he  e vi l  c rac kl e  i n t he  ai r  f ad e d .                                 
A no t he r b l o w  w as  d e l i ve re d  t o  B l u e  E y e s , s t o p p i ng  t he  mo s t  b i z arre                                                   

c o nve rs at i o n s he ’d  e ve r had . A no t he r fl i nc h o n he r p art . Ho p e f u l l y  t hat  w as  t he                                                
e nd  o f  i t — b u t  no, ag ai n and  ag ai n t he  w hi p  d e s c e nd e d , u nt i l  B l u e  E y e s  had                                                    
re c e i ve d  f i f t e e n ag o ni z i ng  s t ri ke s .                         

A  p ant i ng  Je c i s  d ro p p e d  t he  w e ap o n and  w i p e d  hi s  b l o o d - s p at t e re d  hand s                                                    
t o g e t he r i n a  g e s t u re  o f  a  jo b  w e l l  d o ne . He  l o o ke d  B l u e  E y e s  o ve r, f ro w ne d .                                                            
A c t u al l y, e ve r y  p e rs o n i n t he  c ro w d  w as  f ro w ni ng , V i ka  re al i z e d .  e y  w e re                                                    
s t ari ng  at  B l u e  E y e s  as  i f  he  w e re  a  mo ns t e r w e ari ng  a  t i ara:  t e rri f i e d  y e t  aw e d .                                                            

W hy ? 
“A ny o ne  he l p s  hi m, and  t he y  d i e , ” Je c i s  anno u nc e d . “A nd  i f  y o u  t hi nk t o  fi g ht                                                  

y o u r w ay  f re e  and  r u n, ” he  ad d e d , s t o mp i ng  o ve r t o  ki c k B l u e  E y e s  i n t he                                                    
s t o mac h, “ g o  f o r i t .  e re ’s  a  t rac ke r i n y o u r c u ffs . I’ l l  have  y o u  b ac k i n t hat                                                   
c ag e  b y  mo rni ng , and  y o u ’ l l  w i s h t he  w hi p p i ng  had  ki l l e d  y o u . Oh, and  i f  y o u  t r y                                                         
t o  re mo ve  t he  c u ffs , y o u ’ l l  ac t i vat e  t he  b l ad e - s aw s  and  t he y ’ l l  re mo ve  y o u r                                                      
hand s . ”  He  l au g he d  c ru e l l y .  “ A  l i t t l e  s af e t y  p re c au t i o n I  had  i ns t al l e d . ”                                                        

B l u e  E y e s  d i d n’ t  e ve n g l anc e  i n hi s  d i re c t i o n.                                   
Je c i s  w hi s ke d  aro u nd . “ Yo u  and  y o u , ” he  s narl e d  t o  t w o  o f  hi s  b i g g e s t                                                   

e mp l o y e e s .  “ St ay  he re  t he  re s t  o f  t he  ni g ht  and  w at c h hi m. ”                                         
W i t h t hat , he  s t o mp e d  aw ay  w i t h a  g ri nni ng  M at as  c l o s e  o n hi s  he e l s . M o s t  o f                                                       

t he  o t he rs  f o l l o w e d  af t e r                      hi m.  e re  w e re  a  f e w  s t rag g l e rs  w ho  hu ng  b ac k t o                                 
g au g e  B l u e  E y e s ’s  re ac t i o n t o  t he  t hre at s . He  re mai ne d  ju s t  as  he  w as , hi s                                                   
e x p re s s i o n b l ank,  hi s  g az e  l o c ke d  o n V i ka.                             

 ankf u l l y, f at i g u e  f ro m a  l o ng , hard  d ay ’s  w o rk and  t he  kno w l e d g e  t hat                                            
ano t he r d ay  ju s t  l i ke  t hi s  o ne  l o o me d  o n t he  ho ri z o n s o o n g o t  t he  b e t t e r o f  t he                                                          
s t rag g l e rs  and  t he y  t o t t e re d  o ff, l e avi ng  o nl y  t he  g u ard s . One  w as  s t at i o ne d  at                                                     
t he  e as t  e nd  o f  t he  c ap t i ve s ’  c i rc l e  and  o ne  w as  s t at i o ne d  at  t he  w e s t  e nd .                                                         

V i ka g az e d  at  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  i n t he  c ag e s . M o s t  w e re  g ri p p i ng  t he  b ars , l i ke                                                         
K i t t e n, and  s o me  o f  t he i r  e x p re s s i o ns  w e re  fi l l e d  w i t h ho rro r w hi l e  s o me  w e re                                                         
fi l l e d  w i t h re l i e f . If  s he  ai d e d  B l u e  E y e s  and  t he y  s o u nd e d  an al e rt , s he  w o u l d                                                            
o nl y  b ri ng  mo re  t ro u b l e  u p o n hi s  he ad .  Or b ac k.                               

B u t  w hy  w o u l d  t he y  s o u nd  an al e rt ?  Je c i s  w o u l d  re t u rn, and  c o u l d  ve r y  w e l l                                                         
d i re c t  hi s  ang e r at  t he  p ri s o ne rs . B u t  t he n ag ai n, i f  t he y  re mai ne d  s i l e nt , he                                                   
w o u l d  kno w  t he y ’d  w i t ne s s e d  he r ac t i o ns  and  p u ni s h t he m t o mo rro w. Or may b e                                                
he  w o u l d  b e  t o o  ang ry  w i t h V i ka t o  c o ns i d e r t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs ’  p art .                                                  

E i t he r w ay, s he  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  w o rr y  ab o u t  he r f at he r ri g ht  no w. S he                                            
c o u l d n’t . To o  w e l l  d i d  s he  kno w  t he  p ai n o f  b e i ng  b e at e n, t he n l e f t  a l o ne  and                                                        
hu rt i ng , d e s p e rat e  f o r s o me o ne ,                       a n y on e ,       t o  he l p. A b and o ni ng  B l u e  E y e s  w as n’t                         
an o p t i o n.     

He art  t hu nd e ri ng  i n he r c he s t , V i ka  s nu c k u p  b e hi nd  t he  fi rs t  g u ard . G u l p i ng ,                                                   
s he  fl i p p e d  b ac k t he  ho o d  o f  he r c l o ak and  t ap p e d  hi m o n t he  s ho u l d e r. He  s p u n                                                       
t o  f ac e  he r,  t e ns e d .              



“ V i ka, ” he  s ai d , hi s  e x p re s s i o n hard e ni ng . He  l o o ke d  b e hi nd  he r, as  i f  he                                               
e x p e c t e d  he r f at he r t o  p o u nc e .  “ W hat  are  y o u  d o i ng  he re ? ”                                          

S he  f o rc e d  a  g ri n, he l d  u p  he r hand  . .  .  t he  o ne  w i t h t he  ri ng  s he ’d  p u rc has e d                                                      
o nl y  a  f e w  w e e ks  ag o ,  f o r ju s t  s u c h a  mo me nt  as  t hi s  .  .  .  and  b l e w .                                                          Ha s  to w or k       .  A
fi ne , d ark p o w d e r mi s t e d  o ve r t he  man’s  f ac e , t he  s ame  d r u g  Je c i s  u s e d  t o  s e d at e                                                        
t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs . He  c o u g he d , hi s  s ki n fl u s hi ng  w i t h c o l o r, and  s he  re t re at e d                                                     
i nt o  t he  d arkne s s . A  mo me nt  l at e r, hi s  kne e s  c o l l ap s e d . He  hi t  t he  g ro u nd ,                                                 
al re ad y  u nc o ns c i o u s .             

“ B e rnard ? ” t he  o t he r g u ard  s ai d , s t ri d i ng  f o r w ard . He  re ac he d  hi s  f ri e nd  and                                                
c ro u c he d  d o w n— and  V i ka w as  t he re , c ro u c hi ng  as  w e l l , b l o w i ng  p o w d e r i n                                                     h i s 
f ac e .  He  t o o  c o u g he d  and  f e l l ,  l and i ng  o n t o p  o f  hi s  b u d d y .                                               

She  w ai t e d ,  ju s t  t o  b e  s u re .  B o t h mal e s  re mai ne d  i n p l ac e .                                          
A  s mal l  me as u re  o f  jo y  b u rs t  t hro u g h he r.  It  had  w o rke d !                                     
In an ho u r, t he y  w o u l d  aw ake n and  t he y  w o u l d  re me mb e r w hat  s he ’d  d o ne , b u t                                               

t he y  w o u l d n’t  t e l l  Je c i s , s he  d i d n’t  t hi nk. M o s t  l i ke l y  t he y  w o u l d  rat he r u nd e rg o                                                           
c has t i s e me nt  f o r s l e e p i ng  o n t he  jo b  t han c as t  b l ame  u p o n he r and  s u ffe r an e ve n                                                    
w o rs e  f at e .       

V i ka r u s he d  f o r w ard , d ro p p i ng  t o  he r kne e s  t he  mo me nt  s he  re ac he d  B l u e                                                
E y e s ’s  s i d e . Hi s  he ad  w as  t u rne d  t o w ard  he r, hi s  c he e k re s t i ng  o n t he  s t u mp, hi s                                                      
jaw  c l e nc he d . Hi s  e y e s  w e re  c l o s e d , t he  l o ng  l e ng t h o f  hi s  l as he s  f anni ng  o u t .                                                         
F l e c ks  o f  b l o o d  had  s p l as he d                         o nt o  hi s  f ac e . U nab l e  t o  s t o p  he rs e l f , s he  re ac he d                                   
o u t  and  t e nd e rl y  b ru s he d  t he  hai r  f ro m hi s  b ro w .                                 

He  me t  he r g az e .  “ W hat  are  y o u  d o i ng ,  V i ka? ”                              
“ He l p i ng . ”      
“ D o n’ t .  I ’ m no t  i n a  ni c e  mo o d . ”                        
A  t i d e  o f  w armt h ro s e  i ns i d e  he r, w as hi ng  t hro u g h he r. He  t ho u g ht  t o  p ro t e c t                                                    

he r f ro m hi ms e l f . He  w as  as  b e au t i f u l  as  he  w as  s t ro ng , s he  re al i z e d , and  s he                                                   
hat e d  s e e i ng  hi m b ro u g ht  s o  l o w  b y  s u c h e vi l .                                  

I  s h ould  h a ve  s top p e d  th i s .  I  s h ould  h a ve  d on e  s ome th i n g.                                       
W e l l ,  s he  w as  d o i ng  s o me t hi ng  no w .                         
“ I mu s t . ” A s  q u i c kl y  as  s he  w as  ab l e , s he  u nho o ke d  t he  c u ffs  f ro m t he  s t u mp.                                                     

D e s p i t e  t he  f ac t  t hat  B l u e  E y e s  w as  s t i l l  aw ake , he  s l u mp e d  f o r w ard , maki ng  no                                                         
e f f o rt  t o  s t o p  hi s  mo me nt u m.                    

S he  c au g ht  hi m b e f o re  he  hi t  t he  g ro u nd . He  w as  t o o  b i g  and  t o o  he avy  f o r he r                                                      
t o  d rag  b ac k t o  hi s  c ag e . P l u s , hi s  b ac k . .  .  o h, s w e e t  me rc y. B i l e  b u rne d  a  p at h                                                           
u p  he r c he s t . U p  c l o s e , s he  c o u l d  s e e  e x p o s e d  hu nks  o f  mu s c l e , d e c i mat e d  t i s s u e ,                                                                 
and  b l o o d  l e aki ng  i nt o  a  t ho u s and  t i ny  ri ve rs .                               

 e  t e ars  re t u rne d  t o  he r e y e s . “ I’m s o  s o rr y, ” s he  w hi s p e re d . S he  e as e d  hi m t o                                                     
t he  g ro u nd  as  b e s t  s he  c o u l d , f e l t  a  vi b rat i o n, and  s u s p e c t e d  he ’d  mo ane d . It  w as                                                          
hi s  fi rs t  re ac t i o n t o  w hat  had  hap p e ne d . E i t he r t he  ac t i o n had  hu rt  hi m w o rs e                                                 
t han t he  w hi p p i ng  o r he  d i d n’ t  mi nd  re ve al i ng  hi s  p ai n t o  he r.                                        

S he  s t rai g ht e ne d , i nt e nd i ng  t o  r u s h t o  t he  e d g e  o f  t he  c l e ari ng  w he re  s he ’d                                                      
s t o re d  f o o d  and  me d i c i ne  and                        o t he r s u p p l i e s ,  kno w i ng  s he  w o u l d  have  t o  f e e d  t he                                      
p ri s o ne rs  and  d o c t o r B l u e  E y e s  s w i f t l y, w i t ho u t  al e rt i ng  any o ne  at  c amp. B u t                                                      
b e f o re  s he  c o u l d  t ake  a  s i ng l e  s t e p, s u rp ri s i ng l y  s t ro ng  fi ng e rs  w rap p e d  aro u nd                                                         



he r ankl e .   
“ I’ l l  b e  b ac k, ”  s he  s ai d ,  and  p o i nt e d  t o  w he re  s he  ne e d e d  t o  g o .                                                  
B l u e  E y e s  mai nt ai ne d  hi s  g ri p. S had o w s  and  g o l d e n fi re l i g ht  fl i c ke re d  o ve r hi s                                                     

f ac e , t w i ni ng  l i g ht  w i t h d ark, and  w hi l e  s he  c o u l d  s e e  t hat  hi s  l i p s  w e re  mo vi ng ,                                                          
s he  c o u l d n’ t  make  o u t  t he  w o rd s .                       

“ L e t  g o, ” s he  s ai d , and  p ray e d  s he  had n’t  y e l l e d . “ Yo u ’re  t o o  w e ak t o  d o                                                  
any t hi ng  t o  me ,  and  b e s i d e s  t hat ,  I  have  s al ve  o ve r t he re . ”                                       

 i s  t i me  hi s  g ri p  t i g ht e ne d . “ I’m no t  t o o  w e ak. A nd  I w arne d  y o u  I’m o n t he                                                  
e d g e . ”    

He r g az e  d art e d  t hro u g h t he  are a, b u t  no  o ne  ju mp e d  o u t  at  he r. A  b l e s s i ng ,                                                   
s u re l y, and  o ne  s he  mi g ht  no t  re c e i ve  ag ai n. U nab l e  t o  t hi nk u p  any  o t he r o p t i o n,                                                     
V i ka s at  d o w n. S t i l l  B l u e  E y e s  mai nt ai ne d  hi s  ho l d  o n he r ankl e , f o rc i ng  he r t o                                                      
c u rl  i nt o  a  b al l  t o  me e t  hi s  e y e s .                           

She  p l ac e d  o ne  hand  o n he r t hro at ,  and  s ai d ,  “ W hat  d o  y o u  w ant  f ro m me ? ”                                               
“ I t o l d  y o u  w hat  I  w ant e d . ”                    
Ju s t  no w  o r b e f o re ?  D e c i d i ng  t o  b rave  i t  o u t , s he  s ai d , “ L e t  me  g u e s s .                                                       

F re e d o m.  W e l l ,  t o o  b ad .  Yo u  ne e d  me d i c al  at t e nt i o n f i rs t . ”                                             
He  f ro w ne d  at  he r.          
G re at . Had  s he  mi s s e d  b y  a  mi l e ?  “ L e t  g o  o f  me , o r I’ l l  fi g ht  my  w ay  f re e  and                                                        

l e ave  y o u  he re . A nd  b e f o re  y o u  t hi nk t hat  w i l l  a l l o w  y o u  t o  c raw l  aw ay  t o  l ad y                                                           
l i b e rt y, kno w  t hat  I’ l l  kno c k y o u  o u t  fi rs t . M y  f at he r                                       w as n’t  l y i ng .  e re ’s  a             
t rac ke r i n t he  c u f f s ,  and  y o u ’ l l  b e  b e t t e r o f f  s t ay i ng  p u t . ”                                               

“ W hat  ab o u t  y o u ?  W i l l  he  b e at  y o u  f o r he l p i ng  me ? ”                                       
“ T hat ’ s  no ne  o f  y o u r c o nc e rn. ”                    
B l u e  E y e s  s ai d  s o me t hi ng , b u t  hi s  l i p s  w e re  mo vi ng  t o o  q u i c kl y  f o r he r t o                                                         

t rac k. 
U ne as y, s he  g u l p e d . “ Has  any o ne  e ve r t o l d  y o u  t hat , u h, y o u r ac c e nt  i s  t o o                                                   

t hi c k t o  t rans l at e ? ”  A  q u e s t i o n w as n’ t  a  l i e ,  no w  w as  i t ?                                            
T he  f ro w n re t u rne d ,  d arke r t han b e f o re .  “ Yo u ’ re  s t ari ng  at  my  mo u t h.  St o p . ”                                                 
He r g az e  s nap p e d  u p .  “ I ’ l l  s t o p  t he  mo me nt  y o u  l e t  g o  o f  me .  Ho w ’ s  t hat ? ”                                                          
 e  i nt e ns i t y  o f  hi s  c r y s t al  g az e  he l d  he r i n t hral l  b e f o re  s he  re al i z e d  hi s                                                        

mo u t h w as  ag ai n mo vi ng . S he  l o o ke d  d o w n, and  he  p re s s e d  hi s  l i p s  t o g e t he r.                                                   
F r u s t rat e d , s he  l o o ke d  u p — and  he  o nc e  ag ai n b e g an t o  mo ve  hi s  mo u t h. S he                                                 
l o o ke d  d o w n.        

He  p au s e d , and  ju s t  b e f o re  s he  b e at  at  hi s  c he s t  i n f r u s t rat i o n, he  s ai d , “ Yo u ’re                                                       
d e af ,  are n’ t  y o u ? ”            

He r e nt i re  b o d y  s t i ffe ne d . Ho w  had  he  g u e s s e d ?  No  o ne  had  e ve r g u e s s e d . Had                                                    
t he  o t he r p ri s o ne rs  he ard  hi m?                 

S he  g ri t t e d  o u t  a  s harp, “ I ho p e  y o u  f e l t  s i l l y  s ay i ng  t hat . ” A n e vas i o n w as n’t  a                                                         
l i e , e i t he r, t ho u g h i t  w as n’t  e x ac t l y  t he  t r u t h. B u t  t o o  many  p e o p l e  t ri e d  t o  t ake                                                             
ad vant ag e  o f  he r w he n t he y  kne w  o f  he r i nfi rmi t y. “ I have  me d i c i ne  o ve r t he re .                                              
Le t  me  g o ,  and  I ’ l l  make  y o u  f e e l  b e t t e r. ”                                

“ W hy ? ”  he  d e mand e d .            
He r g az e  fl i p p e d  u p  l o ng  e no u g h t o  c at c h t he  s l i t t i ng                                             o f  hi s  e y e l i d s , t he  c o l o r                    

d arke ni ng  hi s  c he e ks .  “ W hy  w hat ? ”                    



“ W hy  d o  y o u  w ant  t o  he l p  me ? ”                      
W hy  i nd e e d .  “ Yo u ’ re  hu rt i ng . ”                    
“ So ? ”  
B e f o re  s he  c o u l d  re p l y, no t  t hat  s he  kne w  w hat  t o  s ay, hi s  g az e  s l i d  aw ay  f ro m                                                       

he r, o ve r he r s ho u l d e r. Fe ari ng  o ne  o f  t he  p e rf o rme rs  had  s t u mb l e d  u p o n t he m,                                                 
s he  t w i s t e d , re ad y  t o  l e ap  u p  and  t o s s  o u t  s o me  ki nd  o f  t hre at . B u t  ag ai n, no  o ne                                                           
ju mp e d  o u t  at  he r.           

S e ve ral  s e c o nd s  p as s e d  b e f o re  s he  c al me d  d o w n e no u g h t o  c u rl  b ac k u p  and                                                     
me e t  B l u e  E y e s ’s  g az e . “ I mu s t  hu rr y, ” s he  s ai d . “ Or d o  y o u  d e s i re  ano t he r                                                     
w hi p p i ng — and  t o  w at c h o ne  b e  d e l i ve re d  t o  me ? ”                                  

A  mo me nt  p as s e d  w i t ho u t  any  re ac t i o n f ro m hi m, and  s he  t ho u g ht  t hat  s u re l y                                                 
no  o ne  e l s e  i n t he  w o rl d  c o u l d  hi d e  t he i r  e mo t i o ns  l i ke  t hi s  man.  e n, t o  he r                                                         
s u rp ri s e , he  re l e as e d  he r w i t ho u t  f u rt he r arg u me nt . S he  ho p p e d  t o  he r f e e t  and                                                     
ru s he d  t o  he r s u p p l i e s .                 



Twelve

But everyth ing exposed by  th e ligh t becom es visible—and everyth ing th at is  illum inated becom es a ligh t.          
—EPHESIANS 4 :1 3 

GREAT WAVES OF PAIN     rake d  S o l o’s  e nt i re  b o d y, b u t  al l  he  c o u l d  t hi nk ab o u t  w as                                         
V i ka’s  d e af ne s s . A nd  s he                   w a s    d e af . He  had  no  d o u b t s . S he  had  w at c he d  hi s                             
mo u t h c o ns t ant l y, and  w he n he ’d  g o t t e n o ve r hi s  as s u mp t i o n t hat  s he  w as  me re l y                                                  
s t ari ng  i n ho rro r at  hi s  l o ng , s harp  t e e t h, he ’d  re al i z e d  s he  had n’t  he ard  any t hi ng                                                
he ’ d  s ai d .  Ot he rw i s e ,  s he  ne ve r w o u l d  have  ap p ro ac he d  hi m.                                      

“ Co me  any  c l o s e r, and  I’ l l  c he w  o ff y o u r f ac e , ” he ’d  s ai d  t hro u g h t e e t h g ri t t e d                                                      
f ro m rag e  and  mo rt i fi c at i o n, and  t ho u g h t he  w o rd s  had  b e e n a  f al s e ho o d , s he                                                
had n’ t  kno w n t hat .        

She  had  c o me  c l o s e r.            
“ F re e  my  arms  s o  I  c an s nap  y o u r ne c k i n t w o . ”                               
A no t he r f al s e ho o d ,  b u t  s t i l l  s he ’ d  f re e d  hi s  arms .                                     
“ Yo u ’re  b e g g i ng  f o r i t , are n’t  y o u ? ” he ’d  s ai d . “ We l l , no w  y o u ’re  mi ne , and  I’ l l                                                   

ne ve r l e t  y o u  g o .  Yo u  w ant  me rc y ,  y o u ’ l l  have  t o  e arn i t . ”                                          
She  had  d i s p l ay e d  no  f e ar.                
 e n he  had  re c al l e d  t he  w ay  s he  had  w at c he d  he r                                  f at he r’s  mo u t h, and  t he  w ay              

s he  had  w at c he d  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs ’ mo u t hs .  e  w ay  s he  had  s e e me d  t o  s o  e as i l y                                                       
t u ne  o u t  t he  re s t  o f  t he  w o rl d .  e  w ay  he r f at he r’s  me n w e re  c o mf o rt ab l e                                                   
e no u g h t o  d i s c u s s  he r w hi l e  s t and i ng  d i re c t l y  b e hi nd  he r.                                          

A nd  re al l y, t he  hand i c ap  e x p l ai ne d  s o  mu c h mo re . S he  had  t o  have  he r hand  o n                                              
he r t hro at  t o  ju d g e  t he  vo l u me  o f  he r vo i c e , b u t  e ve n t hat  w as n’t  1 0 0  p e rc e nt                                                     
ac c u rat e .  She  w o u l d  w hi s p e r at  i nap p ro p ri at e  t i me s  and  b e l l o w  at  o t he rs .                                                   

S o l o  w as n’t  s u re  w hat  t o  make  o f  t he  d e ve l o p me nt  . .  .  o r  o f  t he  f ac t  t hat  s he                                                         
w as n’t  as  al o o f  as  s he  w ant e d  hi m t o  b e l i e ve . S he  had n’t  l i ke d  w at c hi ng  hi s                                                  
w hi p p i ng ; t he  kno w l e d g e  had  s t r u c k hi m at  t he  s ame  mo me nt  t he  w hi p  had ,                                               
s t u nni ng  hi m as  w e l l  as  s t re ng t he ni ng  hi m. W i t h e ve r y  b l o w, V i ka  had  jo l t e d  i n                                                     
s y mp at hy. Te ars  o f  g e nu i ne  s o rro w  had  fi l l e d  he r e y e s , b i g  and  f at  and  ro l l i ng                                                   
d o w n he r c he e ks .  He r kne e s  had  e ve nt u al l y  g i ve n o u t .                                  

She  had  b e c o me  hi s  anc ho r.              
A  l au g hi ng  D r.  E  had  ab and o ne d  hi m.                     
A  s i g hi ng  X  had  ab and o ne d  hi m, t ho u g h he  had  fi rs t  p ro mi s e d  t o  he l p  t he                                               

mo me nt  hi s  s t re ng t h re t u rne d . He l p  S o l o  w o u l d  have  re f u s e d  i f  he ’d  b e e n al o ne .                                                       
X  had  al re ad y  f ai l e d  hi m. He  w o u l d n’t  b e  f o o l i s h e no u g h t o  t r u s t  t he  c re at u re                                                        
ag ai n. 

V i ka, t ho u g h, s he  had  s t ay e d  p u t , ho l d i ng  hi s  g az e  w i t ho u t  w ave ri ng  s o  t hat  he                                                     
w as  ne ve r al o ne  and  ne ve r had  t o  c o nc e nt rat e  o n s o me o ne  e l s e , ne ve r had  t o                                              
c o ns i d e r w hat  w as  hap p e ni ng .                 

W hat  a  p u z z l e  s he  w as .  He  c o u l d n’ t  f i g u re  he r o u t .                                       
A nd  he  w o u l d n’t  b e  g i ve n t he  c hanc e  t o ni g ht , he  w as  s u re . He  had  l e t  he r g o,                                                   

and  s he  had  b o l t e d , w hi c h w as  p ro b ab l y  a  g o o d  t hi ng . R i g ht  no w  he  hu ng  at  t he                                                      



e nd  o f  a  f ray i ng  ro p e , re ad y  t o  f al l  i nt o  hi s  mo s t  d ang e ro u s  at  any  mo me nt . He                                                     
had n’t  l i e d  ab o u t  t hat . Hi s  mi nd  w as  haz e d  b y  t he  e ve r- i nc re as i ng  p ai n he  had                                                 
re f u s e d  t o  re ve al  t o  Je c i s , e ve n i n t he  s mal l e s t  d e g re e . He  w o u l d  rat he r b at he  i n                                                          
ac i d  and  t o w e l  hi ms e l f  d r y  w i t h b ro ke n g l as s  t han s at i s f y  t he  s i c k d e s i re s  o f  s u c h                                                               
a mad man.  M i c hae l  had  t rai ne d  hi m b e t t e r t han t hat .                             

“ I’ m b ac k, ”  V i ka  s ai d .              
Ho w  u t t e rl y  s ho c ki ng .  She ’ d  ke p t  he r w o rd  w i t ho u t  b e i ng  f o rc e d .                                               
He  w ant e d  t o  ho w l  as  s he  g e nt l y  t e nd e d  hi s  w o u nd s , b u t  o nc e  ag ai n he                                                  

re mai ne d  q u i e t . He  d i d n’t  w ant  he r t o  s t o p. He  ne e d e d  t hi s . A nd  he  l i ke d  t he                                                    
t ho u g ht  o f  he r hand s  o n hi m,  no  mat t e r t he  c i rc u ms t anc e s .                                    

“ Yo u ’ l l  he al , ”  s he  w hi s p e re d .  “ Yo u  have  t o  he al . ”                                   
A s  t he  s o u nd  o f  he r s o f t  vo i c e  d ri f t e d  t hro u g h hi s  mi nd ,  he  w as  ab l e  t o  p re t e nd                                                            

t he y  w e re  at  hi s  f arm, i n hi s  b e d ro o m. On hi s  b e d .  e y  had  ju s t  mad e  l o ve , and                                                  
he  w as  e x hau s t e d . S he  had  l o ve d  e ve r y  mo me nt , and  no w, s he  c o u l d n’t  s t o p                                                
t o u c hi ng  hi m, had  t o  have  mo re  o f  hi m. B u t  as  hi s  f e l l o w  c ap t i ve s  mar ve l e d                                                  
al o u d , t hro w i ng  rap i d - fi re  q u e s t i o ns  and  c o mmand s  at  hi m, he  w as  d raw n b ac k t o                                                 
t he  p re s e nt .       

“ W hy  are  y o u  ju s t  l y i ng  t he re ? ”  t he  M e c  w hi s p e re d  f i e rc e l y .  “ K i l l  he r!”                                                       
D i d  he  kno w  s he  w as  d e af ?                 
“ B o b !  F re d !  O ve r he re !” Cri s s  rat t l e d  he r c ag e  d o o r. “ F i g ht  t hro u g h t he  p ai n                                                    

and  f re e  u s !”       
“ No w ’ s  y o u r c hanc e , ”  t he  B re e  Li an g ro w l e d .  “ D o  s o me t hi ng !”                                          
No.  e y  d i d n’t  kno w.  e y  w o u l d  have  t o l d  hi m t o  u s e  t he  d e f e c t  ag ai ns t  he r.                                                   

R i g ht  no w  t he y  w e re  s i mp l y  d e s p e rat e  f o r ac t i o n.                                    
“ W hy  d o n’ t  y o u  al l  s hu t  u p ? ”  t he  T arg o n s ni p p e d .  “ Le t  t he  g i rl  a i d  t he  man. ”                                                          
Su p p o rt .  F ro m t he  T arg o n.  M i rac l e  o f  mi rac l e s .                               
V i ka c as t  a  g l anc e  o ve r he r s ho u l d e r. “ Hu s h, ” s he  s ai d , and  t u rne d  b ac k t o                                                

So l o .  
S o l o  f ro w ne d . M ay b e  he  w as  mi s t ake n ab o u t  he r. M ay b e — no. No  mi s t ake . S he                                              

had  s i mp l y  f o l l o w e d  t he  d i re c t i o n o f  hi s  g az e . S he  had  no  i d e a  t he  c re at u re s  had                                                           
c o mmand e d  hi m t o  e nd  he r l i f e . He r e x p re s s i o n w as  s ad  rat he r t han ang r y, g u i l t y                                                  
rat he r t han f e arf u l .         

He  s ho u l d  l i s t e n t o  hi s  c o mp ani o ns  and  ac t . He  s ho u l d  fi g ht  hi s  w ay  o u t .                                                    
No w .  He  s ho u l d  d o                 w h a te ve r  p r ove d  n e c e s s a r y .                    

He  w as n’t  ag ai ns t  hu rt i ng  a  d e f e ns e l e s s  d e af  g i rl  t o  s ave  hi ms e l f  .  .  .  w as  he ?                                                          
Onl y  y e s t e rd ay  he  w o u l d  have  s ai d  no, no, a  t ho u s and  t i me s  no. B u t  t w i c e  no w                                                   
V i ka had  t e nd e rl y  mi ni s t e re d  t o  hi m, and  o nl y  hi s  mo t he r had  e ve r d o ne  s u c h a                                                  
t hi ng  f o r hi m.  V i ka  had  g i ve n hi m f o o d  and  e arne d  he rs e l f  a  b e at i ng .                                             

Hi s  mo t he r w o u l d  e x p e c t  hi m t o  ai d  t he  g i rl  a i d i ng  hi m.                                         
Ye s ,  he  w as  ag ai ns t  hu rt i ng  a  d e f e ns e l e s s  d e af  g i rl .                                           Th i s    d e af  g i rl .       
U s i ng  e ve r y  b i t  o f  hi s  s t re ng t h, S o l o  p u l l e d  hi ms e l f  i nt o  a  c ro u c h. W hat e ve r                                                          

s al ve  s he  had  s p re ad  o ve r hi s  w o u nd s  s e e p e d  d e e p  and  t hankf u l l y  d u l l e d  t he  p ai n.                                                          
She  s l i d  an arm u nd e r hi s  c he s t  and  ap p l i e d  p re s s u re ,  he l p i ng  hi m s t rai g ht e n.                                                   

“ C an y o u  l i f t  t he  re s t  o f  t he  w ay ? ”  s he  as ke d  s o f t l y .                                          
He  o p e ne d  hi s  mo u t h t o  re s p o nd , re al i z e d  s he  c o u l d n’t  s e e  hi s  l i p s  at  t hi s                                                        



ang l e , and  s e t t l e d  f o r no d d i ng . He  l u mb e re d  t o  hi s  f e e t , t ri e d  no t  t o  c ri ng e . V i ka                                                            
u rg e d  hi m t o w ard  t he  c ag e ;  he  re s i s t e d .                            

“ I’m no t  g o i ng  b ac k t he re , ” he  s ai d . Ne w  p l an. He  w o u l d  l e ave  w i t h V i ka and                                                
K i t t e n, fi nd  a  hi d i ng  p l ac e , o ne  Je c i s  w o u l d n’t  b e  ab l e  t o  t rac k, e ve n i f  t he re  w as                                                           
a  G P S c hi p  i n t he  c u ffs , and  t ake  t i me  t o  he al . He  w o u l d  c o nt ac t  M i c hae l .                                                   
To g e t he r t he y  w o u l d  c o me  b ac k he re  and  d e s t ro y  t he  c i rc u s . S o me  as p e c t s  o f  t he                                                          
p l ans  w o u l d  al w ay s  b e  t he  s ame . V i ka, he  w o u l d  . .  .  He  w as n’t  s u re  w hat  he ’d  d o                                                        
w i t h he r any mo re .        

A f t e r t he  c i rc u s  w as  d e s t ro y e d , he  w o u l d  hu nt  Jo hn and  B l u e  i f  t he y  w e re                                                      
mi s s i ng .    

“ P l e as e , ” s he  s ai d , g i vi ng  hi s  arm a  t u g .  e  s i ng l e  w o rd  w as  d re nc he d  w i t h                                                      
f e ar. 

“ I’m no t  g o i ng  t o  hu rt  y o u , and  I’m no t  g o i ng  t o  al l o w  y o u r f at he r t o  hu rt  y o u ,                                                       
e i t he r. ”  He  w rap p e d  hi s  arm aro u nd  he r w ai s t  and  f o rc e d  he r i nt o  hi s  s i d e .                                                  

S he  s t r u g g l e d  f o r f re e d o m, b u t  he  me re l y  t i g ht e ne d  hi s  ho l d . S he  s t r u g g l e d                                                          
s o me  mo re , b u t  s u rp ri s i ng l y  e no u g h, s he  w as  c are f u l  no t  t o  b r u s h ag ai ns t  hi s                                                      
w o u nd s .    

“ D o n’ t  d o  t hi s , ”  s he  p l e ad e d .                       
“ I mu s t . ”     
A s  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  c al l e d  hi m o ve r—                           s a ve  me  fi r s t, n o me , p le a s e , me                     — s he 

f i nal l y  s t i l l e d .            
“ Okay, ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  d e je c t e d  s i g h, “ t hat  d o e s  i t . I ’m o ffic i al l y  t hro w i ng  i n                                                       

t he  w e t  b l anke t . ”           
U h, w hat ?  M ay b e  i t  w as  hi s  i nju re d  s t at e , b u t  he  s o  d i d  no t  u nd e rs t and  w hat                                                     

s he ’ d  ju s t  s ai d .  “ T hro w i ng  i n .  .  .  t he  t o w e l ? ”  M ay b e .                                           
S he  mu s t  no t  have  c au g ht  hi s  w o rd s , b e c au s e  s he  l au nc he d  i nt o  a  d e s p e rat e                                                    

r u mb l e  o f  w o rd s . “ I g i ve  as  mu c h as  I’m ab l e , and  I s ac ri fi c e  as  mu c h as  I’m ab l e ,                                                   
and  I s o me t i me s  e nd ang e r my s e l f , and  y e t  no  o ne  t hi nks  t w i c e  ab o u t  r u i ni ng  my                                                     
l i f e  f u rt he r. S o, fi ne , w hat e ve r. I ’ l l  g o  w i t h y o u . I c an’t  s t o p  y o u  f ro m e s c ap i ng                                                        
w i t ho u t  u s i ng  y o u r i nju ri e s  ag ai ns t  y o u . ”                              

“ T hank y o u , ”  he  s ai d ,  and  he  me ant  i t .                        
“ B u t  w he n y o u ’re  c ap t u re d , and  y o u  w i l l  b e , ” s he  c o nt i nu e d , “ I’ l l  b e  s u re  t o                                                          

me nt i o n ho w  y o u  o ve rp o w e re d  me .  e  l as t  man w ho  l ai d  a  hand  o n me  l o s t  i t .                                                    
Je c i s  c ho p p e d  i t  ri g ht  o ff. A nd  t he n, t o  re al l y  p ro ve  hi s  p o i nt , he  c ho p p e d  o ff                                                        
t he  o t he r o ne .  A nd  I w o n’ t  e ve n me nt i o n w hat  w i l l  b e  d o ne  t o  me !”                                              

“ Ho w  ki nd  o f  y o u . ” A s  s he  s p o ke , he  ke p t  a  fi rm g ri p  o n he r and  u s he re d  he r t o                                                      
K i t t e n’ s  c ag e .  “ B u t  no t hi ng  w i l l  b e  d o ne  t o  y o u .  I ’ l l  make  s u re  o f  i t . ”                                                           

F ro m t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs , t he  d e mand s  f o r f re e d o m b e c ame  p l e as  f o r he l p. A s                                                  
l o u d  as  t he y  w e re , ano t he r g u ard  w o u l d  s o o n b e  c al l e d . He  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  w as t e                                                         
p re c i o u s  t i me  havi ng  V i ka f re e  t he m. A l t ho u g h . .  .  i f  Je c i s  and  c o mp any                                                 
d i s c o ve re d  S o l o’s  ab d u c t i o n o f  V i ka, t he y ’d  have  o t he r p e o p l e  t o  c has e , o t he r                                                       
t rac ks  t o  f o l l o w ,  b u y i ng  So l o  mo re  o f  t he  t i me  he  ne e d e d .                                            

Cr u e l  o f  hi m?  M ay b e . B u t  al s o  a  me rc y.  e y  w o u l d  b e  f re e . If  t he  s i t u at i o n                                                         
w e re  re ve rs e d ,  he  w o u l d  w ant  t o  b e  re l e as e d  f o r any  re as o n,  e ve n t hat  o ne .                                                    

He  s w i t c he d  d i re c t i o n,  ap p ro ac hi ng  t he  c ag e  c l o s e s t  t o  hi m.                                            



“  ank y o u , B l u e  E y e s , ” V i ka  s ai d , he r t o ne  d ri p p i ng  w i t h re l i e f . S he  mu s t                                                     
as s u me  he  i nt e nd e d  t o  w al k b ac k i nt o  hi s  o w n p ri s o n. “  ank y o u . Yo u  w o n’t                                                 
re g re t  t hi s .  I  have  p l ans ,  and  i f  y o u  c an ju s t  ho l d  o u t  f o r— ”                                            

“ M y  name  i s  S o l o, ” he  i nt e rje c t e d , maki ng  s u re  s he  w as  l o o ki ng  u p  t o  w at c h                                                    
hi s  l i p s . S he  had  p l ans ?  W hat  ki nd  o f  p l ans ?  A nd  w as  s he  f o nd  o f  me n w i t h b l u e                                                        
e y e s ?   

T hat  l as t  q u e s t i o n i rri t at e d  hi m g re at l y .  W hy  s ho u l d  he  c are ?                                           
“ So l o . ”  A  g ri n l i f t e d  t he  c o rne rs  o f  he r l i p s .  “ Ni c e  t o  me e t  y o u . ”                                                     
He  w o u l d  have  s w o rn t he  s u n had  ju s t  b ro ke n t hro u g h a  t hi c k s hi e l d  o f  rai n                                                  

c l o u d s , l i g ht i ng  he r e nt i re  f ac e . He  w ant e d  he r t o  s mi l e  e ve r y  s e c o nd  o f  e ve r y                                                          
d ay  . .  .  b u t  he r s o f t  amu s e me nt  d i e d  a  q u i c k d e at h t he  mo me nt  he  s t o p p e d  i n                                                          
f ro nt  o f  t he  M e c ’ s  c ag e .                  

D re ad  rad i at e d  f ro m he r.  “ Yo u ’ re  g o i ng  t o  f re e  e ve ry o ne ,  are n’ t  y o u ? ”                                                
“ Ye s . ”   
“ T ru s t  me .  Yo u  d o n’ t  w ant  t o  d o  t hat .  P l e as e !”                                  
“ I mu s t , ”  he  re p e at e d .               
 o u g h s he  t u g g e d  and  t u g g e d  and  t u g g e d , he  f o rc e d  he r t o  p l ac e  he r t hu mb                                                      

ag ai ns t  t he  l o c k.  e  mo me nt  t he  t w o  hal ve s  p art e d , t he  M e c  b u rs t  f re e . A s                                                   
o ve rjo y e d  as  he  w as , hi s  s ki n g l o w e d  a  b ri g ht  b l u e . Fo o l i s h o t he r w o rl d e r. He                                                      
w o u l d  ne ve r b e  ab l e  t o  hi d e  t hat  w ay .                           

“ Yo u ’re  al l  d e ad , ” V i ka  s ai d , e mo t i o nl e s s . “ Yo u , me , al l  o f  t he m. We ’re  al l  as                                                   
d e ad  as  .  .  .  t hi ng s  t hat  are  d e ad . ”                         

“ I w i l l  p ro t e c t  y o u . ” He  s t u mb l e d  o ve r hi s  o w n f e e t  and  b are l y  manag e d  t o                                                      
ri g ht  hi ms e l f . B u t  he  me ant  t ho s e  w o rd s  w i t h e ve r y  fi b e r o f  hi s  b e i ng . He  w ant e d                                                         
he r s af e . No w  and  al —  Oh, no. He  w as n’t  g o i ng  t he re . He  w ant e d  he r s af e .                                             F or
n ow . 

He  s t o p p e d , p e e re d  i nt o  he r e y e s , and  ag ai n s ai d , “ I w i l l  p ro t e c t  y o u . ”  i s                                                        
t i me  he  ad d e d ,  “ I  vo w  i t . ”                    

S he  d i d n’t  jo l t , as  any  o t he r w o u l d  have , and  t hat  as t o ni s he d  hi m. M ay b e  i t                                                
w as  b e c au s e  s he  c o u l d n’t  he ar hi s  vo i c e , he  re as o ne d . M ay b e  i t  w as  b e c au s e  he                                                       
w as  d r u g g e d  and  i n s u c h a  w e ake ne d  c o nd i t i o n. W hat e ve r. D i d n’t  re al l y  mat t e r,                                                    
he  s u p p o s e d .  A  vo w  w as  a  vo w ,  and  he ’ d  ju s t  t i e d  hi ms e l f  t o  he r.                                                  

A  s i g h s l i p p e d  f ro m he r and  s he  no d d e d .  “ Okay .  I ’ l l  t ru s t  y o u . ”                                                
S o l o  w al ke d  he r t o  t he  ne x t  c ag e , and  t hi s  t i me  s he  o ffe re d  no  re s i s t anc e                                                   

w hat s o e ve r.     
“ He y, y o u . S t o p, ” a  g u ard  s ho u t e d  i n t he  d i s t anc e , and  S o l o  w as n’t  s u re  i f  t he                                                       

c o mmand  w as  i s s u e d  t o  hi m o r t he  M e c .                          
E i t he r w ay, t he re  w as  no  t i me  t o  l i b e rat e  t he  o t he rs . K i t t e n, y e s , b u t  no t  t he                                                       

o t he rs . He  w o u l d  have  t o  c o me  b ac k f o r t he m. He  d rag g e d  V i ka t o  t he  g i rl ’s  c ag e ,                                                       
and  s he  p l ac e d  he r t hu mb  ag ai ns t  t he  l o c k’ s  ID  w i t ho u t  any  p ro mp t i ng  f ro m hi m.                                                    

K i t t e n rac e d  t o  hi s  s i d e .  “ Le t ’ s  d o  t hi s  t hi ng . ”                                      
“ Q u i e t , ” V i ka  s ai d , a  d e s p e rat e  q u al i t y  t o  he r vo i c e . “ P l e as e . We  d o n’t  w ant                                                        

t he m t o  c at c h u s . ”            
“ Yo u  b e  q u i e t !” K i t t e n s narl e d , re ac hi ng  f o r he r. “ B e t t e r y e t , ke e p  t al ki ng . I’ l l                                                      

s i l e nc e  y o u  my s e l f  f o r w hat  y o u  al l o w e d  t o  hap p e n t o  me . ”                                             



S o l o  s p u n V i ka o u t  o f  K i t t e n’s  re ac h. “ D o n’t  t hre at e n he r, ” S o l o  t o l d  t he                                                    
o t he r w o rl d e r. He  w as n’t  s u re  w hat  he ’d  d o  t o  he r i f  s he  d i d  i t  ag ai n. He  o nl y                                                     
kne w  ang e r w as  al re ad y  b u d d i ng  i ns i d e  hi m— an u nc o nt ro l l ab l e  ang e r. One  t hat ,                                               
w he n u nl e as he d ,  w o u l d  b e  u ns t o p p ab l e .                            

“ F i ne , ” K i t t e n mu t t e re d . “ B u t  I have  a  p ro b l e m w i t h he r, and  o ne  d ay  I’m                                                
g o i ng  t o  c at ni p  t he  he l l  o u t  o f  he r. ”                            

“ No t  w i t ho u t  p e rmi s s i o n f ro m me . ”  P e rmi s s i o n he  w o u l d  ne ve r g i ve .                                               
Jaw  c l e nc he d , he  l u mb e re d  f o r w ard  w i t h t he  w o me n at  hi s  s i d e s , t he  re s t  o f  t he                                                        

o t he r w o rl d e rs  hu rt l i ng  c u rs e s  at  hi m . .  .  c u rs e s  t hat  w e re  f ad i ng  i n vo l u me , no t                                                         
ju s t  b e c au s e  he  w as  mo vi ng  f art he r aw ay  b u t  b e c au s e  t he  s t re ng t h o f  t he                                                  
o t he r w o rl d e rs ’ e mo t i o ns  w e re  e ng ag i ng  t he  c u ffs  and  c au s i ng  d r u g s  t o  b e  p u mp e d                                                          
t hro u g h t he i r  s y s t e ms .  e y  w e re  d ro p p i ng  s w i f t l y, as  t ho u g h S o l o  had  t arg e t e d                                                         
t he m f o r a  jo b .         

He  q u i c ke ne d  hi s  s t e p ,  t ry i ng  t o  ke e p  hi s  o w n e mo t i o ns  u nd e r c o nt ro l .                                                    
He  o nl y  mad e  i t  a  f e w  mo re  f e e t  b e f o re  a  s t o c ky  man ro u nd e d  a  c o rne r.                                                   
“ M at as !”  So l o  he ard  t he  T arg o n s ho u t .  “ I ’ l l  ki l l  y o u !  I ’ l l  ki l l  y o u  s o  d e ad !”                                                           
No t  ju s t  a  s ho u t , b u t  a  s p e w, as  i f  t he  name  w e re  a  t e rri b l e  c u rs e . B ars  rat t l e d .                                                           

T he  g ro u nd  s ho o k.          
M at as . F i nal l y  t he y  me t . He ’d  b e e n at  t he  w hi p p i ng .                                     Had  b e e n t he  o ne  t o  hand              

t he  w e ap o n t o  Je c i s .  T he  o ne  t o  g ri n t he  w i d e s t  as  e ve ry  b l o w  w as  d e l i ve re d .                                                           
B u t  t he re  w as  no  t i me  f o r a  p ro p e r me e t  and  g re e t . A s  S o l o  s hi f t e d  d i re c t i o ns ,                                                            

t he  mal e  z e ro e d  i n o n hi m. B l ac k mi s t  ro s e  f ro m t he  mal e ’s  s ho u l d e rs  i n t hi c k,                                                    
w ri t hi ng  c o i l s . E vi l , S o l o  kne w. A s  many  c ri mi nal s  as  he ’d  t arg e t e d  t hro u g ho u t                                                   
t he  y e ars , he ’d  s e e n s u c h e vi l  b e f o re . S l i g ht l y  c ro o ke d  t e e t h fl as he d  i n a  s c o w l  as                                                             
t he  man w i t hd re w  a  g u n f ro m t he  w ai s t  o f  hi s  p ant s  and  s q u e e z e d  t he  t ri g g e r.                                                       

S o l o  t w i s t e d  s o  t hat  hi s  b o d y  c o mp l e t e l y  b l o c ke d  t he  f e mal e s . F re s h p ai n                                                          
b l o o me d  i n hi s  s ho u l d e r,  and  hi s  vi s i o n i ns t ant l y  haz e d .                                       

V i ka re l e as e d  a  b l o o d c u rd l i ng  s c re am t hat  jo i ne d  t he  c hant  o f                                               fa i le d  a ga i n ,        
fa i le d  a ga i n , fa i le d  a ga i n                    s u d d e nl y  e c ho i ng  i n hi s  he ad . He  c o l l ap s e d , no  l o ng e r                                       
ab l e  t o  ho l d  hi ms e l f  u p ri g ht , and  b e c au s e  he  s t i l l  had  a  g ri p  o n b o t h V i ka and                                                        
K i t t e n, t he  t w o  f e mal e s  w e nt  d o w n w i t h hi m. He  manag e d  t o  t u c k t he m b o t h                                                   
u nd e rne at h hi m, s t i l l  d e t e rmi ne d  t o  u s e  hi s  b o d y  as  a  s hi e l d  i n c as e  t he  mal e                                                        
d e c i d e d  t o  o p e n f i re .                 

He —
— kne w  no t hi ng  mo re ,  f o r d arkne s s  had  e at e n hi m al i ve .                               
Or as  d e ad  as  t hi ng s  t hat  w e re  d e ad .                       



Thirteen

Catch  th e little foxes for us,  th e little foxes th at are ruining th e vineyards,  wh ile our vineyards are in blossom .        
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 2 :1 5  

MATAS HAD SHOT SOLO.     M at as  had  re al l y  and  t r u l y  s ho t  S o l o. B l o o d  had  s p l as he d                                        
o n V i ka as  S o l o  had  f al l e n . .  .  had  p o u re d  o ve r he r w he n he ’d  l and e d  and  t u c ke d                                                     
he r u nd e rne at h hi m. To  p ro t e c t  he r. He r. Hi s  e ne my. Ju s t  as  he ’d  p ro mi s e d .                                           
K i t t e n w as  s t r u g g l i ng  u nd e r hi s  w e i g ht , t r y i ng  t o  f re e  he rs e l f , b u t  he  w as n’t                                                          
he l p i ng  he r.      

W as  he  d e ad ?       
P le a s e  d on ’ t  be  d e a d                 .
Hand  t re mb l i ng , V i ka  re ac he d  u p  and  f e l t  f o r S o l o’s  p u l s e . It  w as  t hre ad y, b u t                                                    

t he re . He  l i ve d . R e l i e f  b o mb ard e d  he r— ju s t  as  M at as  y anke d  he r o u t  f ro m u nd e r                                                    
So l o ’ s  mas s i ve  w e i g ht .               

G l ari ng  d o w n at  he r, he  s nap p e d , “ R e mo ve  t he  b u l l e t  f ro m t he  b e as t . We  d o n’t                                                  
w ant  y o u r f at he r’ s  p re c i o u s  mai n at t rac t i o n t o  d i e ,  d o  w e ? ”                                           

“ N- o . ”   
He  ki c ke d  S o l o  i n t he  s i d e , ro l l i ng  hi m t o  hi s  d e c i mat e d  b ac k and  f re e i ng                                                    

K i t t e n.    
 e  Te ran ju mp e d  u p, re ad y  t o  b o l t , b u t  w i l y  as  he                                       w as , M at as  manag e d  t o           

g rab  he r b y  t he  w ai s t  b e f o re  s he ’ d  t ake n mo re  t han a  s t e p .                                        
“ Le t  me  g o !”  K i t t e n s narl e d .                   
“ A f t e r I ’ ve  had  a  l i t t l e  f u n w i t h y o u . ”                               
“ Care f u l  w i t h he r, ” V i ka  c o mmand e d , he r b l o o d  fl as hi ng  c o l d . “ P l e as e . S he ’s                                                 

my  c harg e ,  and  I ’ m re s p o ns i b l e  f o r he r. ”                          
K i t t e n p au s e d ,  g az i ng  at  V i ka  w i t h w i d e - e y e d  s ho c k.                                        
Ic y  c al c u l at i o n f ro m M at as , as  t ho u g h V i ka w as  g i vi ng  hi m e x ac t l y  w hat  he ’d                                                 

w ant e d .  “ Yo u ’ l l  o w e  me , ”  he  s ai d ,  t he n c art e d  t he  s t ru g g l i ng  K i t t e n t o  he r c ag e .                                                             
V i ka t ri p p e d  he r w ay  t o  t he  me d i c al  s u p p l i e s  s he ’d  b ro u g ht  t o  t e nd  S o l o  af t e r                                                            

hi s  w hi p p i ng . S he  re t u rne d  and , t ho u g h he r t re mb l i ng  had  i nc re as e d                                         
s u b s t ant i al l y ,  manag e d  t o  d o  as  M at as  had  c o mmand e d .                                  

S o l o’s  c he s t  w as  mo re  c ri ms o n t han b ro nz e , w i t h a  q u art e r- s i z e  ho l e  ju s t  o ve r                                                     
hi s  he art . Te ars  t rac ke d  d o w n he r c he e ks , b l u rri ng  hi s  i mag e . Ho w  mu c h c o u l d                                               
o ne  man e nd u re  i n a  s i ng l e  d ay  b e f o re  he  d i e d ?  s he  w o nd e re d  as  s he  w rap p e d  hi s                                                         
e nt i re  c he s t  w i t h a  t hi c k b and ag e .                       

“ G o o d  e no u g h, ” M at as  s ai d .  o u g h he  w as  s t ro ng  e no u g h t o  c arr y  S o l o, he                                                  
o p t e d  no t  t o, i ns t e ad  d rag g i ng  t he  o t he r w o rl d e r t o  hi s  p ri s o n and  r u i ni ng  w hat                                                       
l i t t l e  g o o d  V i ka had  d o ne  t o  b o t h hi s  b ac k and  hi s  c he s t .                                          

I ’m s o s or r y ,          s he  t ho u g ht , fi g ht i ng  s o b s .                      e  n i gh t w a s n’ t  s up p os e d  to e n d  th i s                         
w a y .  

D ark e y e s  p i nne d  he r i n p l ac e , mo c ki ng  he r f o r he r s o rro w. “A re  y o u  hap p y                                             
w i t h y o u rs e l f ? ”           

“ No . ”  



“ G o o d . Yo u r f at he r w ant s  t o  t al k t o  y o u . ” M at as  g rab b e d  he r b y  t he  w ri s t  and                                                     
t u g g e d  he r aw ay  f ro m t he  c l e ari ng .                      

A l l  t o o  s o o n, Je c i s ’s  t rai l e r  c ame  i nt o  vi e w. He r f at he r w ai t e d  at  t he  d o o r and                                                      
mo t i o ne d  he r i ns i d e . S he  o ffe re d  no  p ro t e s t , b u t  s he  d i d  s t o p, u nab l e  t o  t ake                                                       
ano t he r s t e p  o n he r o w n.  He r f e e t  w e re  s i mp l y  t o o  he avy .                                       

M at as  p i c ke d  he r u p  and  c arri e d  he r i ns i d e . To  mas k he r g ro w i ng  s e ns e  o f  f e ar,                                                  
s he  g az e d  aro u nd  t he  ho me  t hat  no  l o ng e r b o re  any  hi nt  o f  he r mo t he r’s  p re s e nc e .                                                    
Li ke  al l  t he  o t he r c i rc u s  ve hi c l e s , t he  t rai l e r  b o as t e d  me t al  w al l s ; mu l t i p l e                                                        
p ad l o c ks  l i ne d  t he  s e am o f  t he  o nl y  d o o r.  T he re  w e re  no  w i nd o w s .                                                

Ho w e ve r, u nl i ke  t he  o t he rs — e x c l u d i ng  he rs — t hi s  o ne  b o as t e d  b rand - ne w                                               
f u rni t u re .  e re  w as  a  p l u s h re c l i ni ng  c hai r, a  l e at he r c o u c h, a  p ro je c t o r                                                  
t e l e vi s i o n, and  ho l o - i mag e s  o f  A u d ra  d anc i ng  i n e ve r y  c o rne r. M u l t i hu e d  p i l l o w s                                                          
w e re  s t re w n aro u nd  a  f au x  fi re p l ac e , f o rmi ng  a  s mal l  a l c o ve  t hat  w o u l d  have  b e e n                                                        
p re t t y  i f  no t  f o r t he  b e ar- s ki n r u g  t hat  w as  s t re t c he d  o u t  i n f ro nt  o f  i t . A  r u g                                                             
c o u rt e s y  o f  Z o e y .              

Ye s , Je c i s  had  s ki nne d  V i ka’s  p re c i o u s  b e ar. A c t u al l y, he ’d  p u t  al l  o f  he r                                                  
b e l o ve d  ani mal s  t o  “ g o o d  u s e ” rat he r t han s e l l i ng  t he m. A  “ g i f t ” t o  V i ka.                                                   
Sammi e ’s  o s t ri c h f e at he rs  had  b e e n mad e  i nt o  hat s  and  t ai l s  f o r a  g ro u p  o f                                                 
p e rf o rme rs . D o b i  t he  t i g e r and  R i g ht y  t he  ap e  w e re  s t u ffe d  and  o n d i s p l ay  i n t he                                                         
mai n t e nt . G u s  t he  z e b ra, A ng i e  t he  ho rs e , G ab b y  t he  c ame l , and  B arne y  t he                                               
l l ama had  b e e n d i p p e d  i n s o me  s o rt  o f  al i e n me t al  and  t u rne d  i nt o  a  c aro u s e l .                                                       
M i ni  t he  e l e p hant  had  b e e n                    ho l l o w e d  o u t  and  d i p p e d  i n t he  s ame  me t al , no w  an                                   
e nz y me  s p o u t  b e t w e e n t he  t w o  p u b l i c  b at hro o ms  at  t he  c i rc u s , w he re  p e o p l e                                                         
c o u l d  w as h t he i r  hand s .               

V i ka c o u l d  hard l y  b e ar t o  t hi nk ab o u t  w hat  Je c i s  had  d o ne  t o  One  D ay .                                               
B e y o nd  t he  l i vi ng  are a, t he re  w as  a  q u e e n- s i z e  b e d . A u d ra  c u rre nt l y  l o u ng e d  i n                                                          

t he  c e nt e r, t he  b e je w e l e d  c o ve rs  p u ffe d  aro u nd  he r. G ri nni ng , s he  s i p p e d  a  g l as s                                                       
o f  b rand y. One  o f  t he  s p i d e rs  e t c he d  i nt o  he r arm b e g an t o  mo ve , c raw l i ng  hi g he r                                                    
and  hi g he r,  u nt i l  f i nal l y  re s t i ng  o n he r s ho u l d e r.                                 

 e  t at t o o s  o n A u d ra’s  b o d y  had  c o me  t o  l i f e  a  f e w  mo nt hs  ag o, af t e r  s he ’d                                                      
b e g u n he r t rai ni ng  s e s s i o ns  w i t h M at as .                          

A u d ra  l o at he d  V i ka, and  e njo y e d  w at c hi ng  he r p u ni s hme nt s . B u t  t he n, V i ka                                              
ki nd  o f  d e s e r ve d  al l  t hat  l o at hi ng . A u d ra, V i ka, and  t he i r  f ri e nd  D o l l y  had  g ro w n                                                       
u p  t o g e t he r, i ns e p arab l e , s i s t e rs  i n e ve r y  w ay  t hat  mat t e re d  u nt i l  V i ka’s  mo t he r                                                       
d i e d ,  and  Je c i s  d e mand e d  al l  o f  V i ka ’ s  s p are  t i me .                                     

We ’ l l  be  toge th e r  for e ve r, y ou a n d  I                       .    You w i l l  n e ve r  a ba n d on  me . I ’m th e  on ly  on e                           
y ou c a n  e ve r  tr us t.  Th e  on ly  on e  w h o w i l l  e ve r  love  y ou.  N e ve r  for ge t.                                              

E ve r y  c hanc e  s he  c o u l d , V i ka  had  s nu c k aw ay  t o  s p e nd  t i me  w i t h he r f avo ri t e                                                    
g i rl s .  e  t hre e  o f  t he m had  b e e n p l ay i ng  w i t h t he  ani mal s , l au g hi ng  hy s t e ri c al l y                                                     
at  t he  no i s e s  Zo e y  mad e  w hi l e  s he  nap p e d , w he n D o l l y  had  ac c i d e nt al l y  s hu t                                                     
V i ka’ s  hand  i n t he  d o o r o f  t he  c ag e .                        

Je c i s  f o u nd  o u t  and  rag e d , s ay i ng  t he  p u ni s hme nt  had  t o  fi t  t he  c ri me . D o l l y                                                     
had  hu rt  V i ka’s  hand , and               s o  Je c i s  had  re mo ve d  D o l l y ’s . W he n t he  g i rl ’s  p are nt s                                   
p ro t e s t e d ,  Je c i s  e x i l e d  t he  e nt i re  f ami l y .                                 

 at ’s  w he n V i ka c al l e d  A u d ra  t e rri b l e  name s  and  e ve n s l ap p e d  he r, ho p i ng  t o                                                  



s e nd  he r aw ay  and  s ave  he r f ro m Je c i s ’s  w rat h. L o o ki ng  b ac k, s he  kne w  s he  had                                             
hand l e d  t hi ng s  p o o rl y .              

 e re  w as  no  u nd o i ng  t he  p as t , s he  kne w  t hat , b u t  s he  had  l at e r s o u g ht  t o                                                  
make  re s t i t u t i o n and  ap o l o g i z e d .  A u d ra  had  re f u s e d  t o  f o rg i ve .                                              

M at as  e as e d  V i ka i nt o  a  c hai r  i n f ro nt  o f  t he  t rai l e r ’s  ki t c he ne t t e . He  r u b b e d                                                        
t w o  o f  hi s  knu c kl e s  u nd e r he r c hi n and  s mi l e d  s mu g l y.  e n he  l e f t , t he  d o o r                                                     
s l ammi ng  s hu t  b e hi nd  hi m.              

He  s h ot S olo       .    Jus t s h ot h i m a s  e a s i ly  a s  i f  th e  oth e r w or ld e r  w a s  th e  ma i n  c our s e  for                                                  
d i n n e r ,  a n d  n ow  h e  d a r e s  to  s mi le  a t  me ?                                 

W o u l d  So l o  l i ve  t hro u g h t he  ni g ht ?                        
W o u l d  s he  f i nd  hi s  d e ad  b o d y  i n t he  mo rni ng ,  f l i e s  and  ant s  c o ve ri ng  hi m?                                                    
W o u l d  s he  e ve n b e  c ap ab l e  o f  w al ki ng  i n t he  mo rni ng ?                                    
Je c i s  mo ve d  t o  t he  o t he r s i d e  o f  t he  c o u nt e r and  t o o k hi s  t i me  c u t t i ng  and                                                       

l i g ht i ng  t he  e nd  o f  a  c i g ar. E ve n w i t h t he  t hi c k s l ab  o f  g rani t e  b e t w e e n t he m,                                                        
d ark s mo ke  b i l l o w e d  aro u nd  he r, and  s he  had  t o  ho l d  he r b re at h t o  s t o p  he rs e l f                                                    
f ro m c o u g hi ng .        

Je c i s  l e ane d  f o r w ard  and  l at c he d  hi s  hard  fi ng e rs  o nt o  he r jaw  t o  ke e p  he r                                                 
at t e nt i o n o n hi m.  Hi s  e y e l i d s  narro w e d  t o  t i ny  s l i t s .                                       

“ No t hi ng  t o  s ay  t o  me ? ”  he  b e g an.                       
“ I’m . .  .  s o rr y, ” s he  s ai d , s hi f t i ng  i n he r s e at . It  w as                                         t he  t r u t h. S he  w as  s o rr y                

he  w as  t he  man he  w as , s o rr y  S o l o  w as  he re , s o rr y  f o r e ve r y t hi ng  t hat  had                                                
hap p e ne d  t hat  s he  had n’ t  p re ve nt e d .                     

“ I’m no t  t al ki ng  ab o u t  t o ni g ht , I ’m t al ki ng  ab o u t  t hi s  mo rni ng , ” he  s ai d ,                                              
s u rp ri s i ng  he r w i t h t he  c al mne s s  o f  hi s  vo i c e .  He  re l e as e d  he r.                                            

“ I— I— ”  Had  no  re p l y  t hat  w o u l d  e nc o u rag e  t hat  s e ns e  o f  c al m.                                          
 e  o nl y  s avi ng  g rac e  w as  t hat  s he  had n’t  c hal l e ng e d  hi s  au t ho ri t y  i n f ro nt  o f                                                   

w i t ne s s e s .  e  w ay  t he  c i rc u s  w o rke d , Je c i s  c al l e d  t he  s ho t s  and  no  o ne  w as                                                       
al l o w e d  t o  q u e s t i o n hi m. E ve r. A ny o ne  w ho  vo i c e d  an o b je c t i o n w o u l d  fi nd                                                    
hi ms e l f — o r he rs e l f — fi g ht i ng  Je c i s  i n f ro nt  o f  e ve r y  me mb e r o f  t he  f ami l y, and                                                    
b e i ng  mad e  a  ve r y  b l o o d y  e x amp l e . If  t hat  p e rs o n s u r vi ve d , he  and  al l  o f  hi s                                                      
f ami l y  w o u l d  b e  ki c ke d  o u t . U nl e s s  he  had  a  p re t t y  w i f e  o r d au g ht e r, o f  c o u rs e .                                                             
T he y  w e re  al l o w e d  t o  s t ay  and  marry  o t he r me n.                              

“ D o  y o u  l i ke  M at as ,  V i ka? ”  he  as ke d  c as u al l y .  T o o  c as u al l y .                                             
W ai t .  W hat ?  “ No . ”  V i o l e nt l y  s he  s ho o k he r he ad .                                 
“ He  t o l d  me  y o u ’ ve  al re ad y  g i ve n y o u rs e l f  t o  hi m. ”                                     
O u t rag e  s t o rme d  t hro u g h he r, maki ng  he r s t u p i d l y  b l u rt  o u t , “ He  l i e s !  I                                                  

p ro mi s e  y o u , he  l i e s . ” S he  had  ne ve r b e e n w i t h a  man, and , t o  b e  ho ne s t , had                                                 
ne ve r had  a  d e s i re  t o  c hang e  t hat .                     

U nt i l  So l o .  U nt i l  s he ’ d  ki s s e d  hi m.                          
B u t  e ve n t he n, s he  w o u l d n’t . Havi ng  s e x  me ant  s hari ng  a  p art  o f  y o u rs e l f  w i t h                                                    

ano t he r p e rs o n, b i nd i ng  y o u r b o d y  t o  t he i rs  . .  .  p e rhap s  e ve n y o u r s o u l  t o  t he i rs .                                                            
Se x  w as  t o t al  vu l ne rab i l i t y ,  ju s t  ano t he r w ay  f o r a  man t o  d o mi nat e  a  w o man.                                                   

No ,  t hank y o u .       
“ T he re ’ s  no  re as o n t o  d e ny  w hat  hap p e ne d , ”  Je c i s  s ai d .                                      
“ B u t — ”    



“ I mu s t  ad mi t , I  w as  u p s e t  at  fi rs t . Ho w e ve r, af t e r  s o me  t ho u g ht , I  fi nd  t hat  I                                                      
l i ke  t he  i d e a  o f  g rand c hi l d re n. ”                      

O x y g e n c o ng e al e d  i n he r l u ng s .  i s  had  t o  b e  a  t ri c k. S he ’d  y e l l e d  at  he r                                                      
f at he r e arl i e r  t o d ay, s ho ve d  hi m, and  had  g o ne  t o  t he  c l e ari ng  w i t ho u t                                             
p e rmi s s i o n.  A g ai n!  Ye t  he  t al ke d  o f                             gr a n d c h i ld r e n           ?

A  p u ff o n t he  c i g ar, a  haz e  o f  s mo ke , and  f o r a  mo me nt , o nl y  a  mo me nt , s he                                               
s aw  a  mas k d e s c e nd  o ve r hi s  f e at u re s . One  w i t h s harp  b o ne s , re d  e y e s , and  f ang e d                                                     
t e e t h.   

“ M at as  i s  ri g ht , ” he  s ai d . “ Yo u  have  t o o  mu c h t i me  o n y o u r hand s , and  t hat                                               
t i me  g e t s  y o u  i nt o  t ro u b l e . ” Irri t at i o n i nf u s e d  hi s  t o ne . “ Ju s t  s o  y o u  kno w, t he                                                           
M e c  has  al re ad y  b e e n f o u nd .  M at as  l e f t  u s  t o  t ake  c are  o f  hi m. ”                                              

A  t i d e  o f  re mo rs e  jo i ne d  V i ka’s  ang e r, b u t  s he  s o me ho w  manag e d  t o  ke e p  he r                                                   
e x p re s s i o n b l ank.             C a n’ t  gi ve  a  r e a c ti on                .  In c i rc u s  t e rms , “ t aki ng  c are ” o f  a  p e rs o n                           
me ant  “ t o rt u ri ng  and  ki l l i ng . ”                  

Po o r R ai nb o w. He ’d  re vi l e d  he r mo re  t han al l  t he  o t he rs , and  he ’d  e ve n                                         
t o rme nt e d  he r mo re  t han any  o f  t he  o t he rs  c o mb i ne d , b u t  s he ’d  ad mi re d  hi s                                               
s p i ri t .  No  mat t e r w hat  had  b e e n d o ne  t o  hi m,  hi s  s t re ng t h had  ne ve r w ane d .                                                

“ W hat  w i l l  b e  d o ne  w i t h t he  o t he r o ne ? ” s he  as ke d , and  s he  w as n’t  q u i t e  ab l e                                                      
t o  hi d e  he r e mo t i o ns  t hi s  t i me .  T he re  w as  a  q u i ve r i n he r vo i c e .  “ T he  ne w  o ne ? ”                                                          

Hi s  l i p s  p u rs e d  w i t h d i s t as t e , and  he  s ai d , “ He  w as  s ho t . I  t hi nk t hat ’s  p e nal t y                                                       
e no u g h,  d o n’ t  y o u ? ”              

“ Ye s . ”        Th a n k y ou,  th a n k y ou,  th a n k y ou                    .  “ T hat ’ s  ki nd  o f  y o u .  D ad d y . ”                       
A  s o f t e ni ng  aro u nd  hi s  e y e s . “ In t he  mo rni ng , I’ l l  have  M at as  re mo ve  t he                                             

M e c ’s  c ag e  u nt i l  hi s  re p l ac e me nt  c an b e  f o u nd . ” He  p l ac e d  t he  c i g ar i n t he                                                     
as ht ray, hi s  g az e  s harp e ni ng  l i ke  a  b l ad e . “ No w, t he n. L e t ’s  t al k ab o u t  w hat                                              
hap p e ne d  t o ni g ht . ”           

E ve r y  mu s c l e  i n he r b o d y  t e ns e d . He  w as  g o i ng  t o  as k ho w  S o l o  had  g o t t e n t o                                                         
t he  M e c , and  w hy  s he ’d  f ai l e d  t o  s c re am f o r he l p, and  s he  had  no  ans w e r f o r hi m.                                                   
No t  o ne  t hat  w o u l d  s at i s f y  hi m.                      

“ D o  y o u  re c al l  w hat  hap p e ne d  t o  y o u  w he n y o u  l e f t  t he  c i rc u s  al l  t ho s e  y e ars                                                           
ag o ? ”  he  as ke d .         

A no t he r y e s  s l i p p e d  f ro m he r.                    
It  w as  a  f e w  mo nt hs  af t e r  he r f at he r had  p u rc has e d  t he  “p e rf e c t  c and i d at e s  f o r                                                      

hi s  z o o. ” B y  t hat  t i me , s he  and  M ara had  b e c o me  f ri e nd s , and  s he ’d  w ant e d  s o                                                 
b ad l y  f o r t he  g i rl  t o  b e  hap p y. M ara, w ho  mi s s e d  he r hu s b and  d e s p e rat e l y. M ara,                                                   
w ho s e  p re g nant  b e l l y  had  g ro w n l arg e r e ve ry  d ay .                               

V i ka had  b o nd e d  w i t h he r at  fi rs t  s i g ht , re al l y, t he  f rag i l e - l o o ki ng  f e mal e                                                 
re mi nd i ng  he r s o  mu c h o f  he rs e l f . M ara  had  s ai d  t hat , o nc e  s he  w as  f re e , V i ka                                                  
c o u l d  l i ve  w i t h he r, t hat  he r hu s b and  w as  a  mi g ht y  w arri o r and  t hat  he  w o u l d                                                  
p ro t e c t  he r.       

V i ka had  f re e d  M ara and  al l  t he  o t he rs — b u t  M ara                               had  ab and o ne d  he r, ne ve r           
s ho w i ng  u p  at  t he i r  me e t i ng  s p o t . A nd  t he n, Je c i s  had  f o u nd  V i ka and  t he  re s t  o f                                                         
hi s  me nag e ri e ,  a l l  b u t  M ara,  w i t hi n a  w e e k.                              

T he y  w e re  ki l l e d .            
She  w as  b e at e n.        



B u t  e ve n t ho u g h s he ’d  l o s t  he r he ari ng  t hat  ni g ht , s he ’d  b e e n g l ad  t o  s e e  hi m.                                                     
 e re  w as  a  d ark, d ang e ro u s  w o rl d  o u t  t he re , o ne  s he  had n’t  b e e n p re p are d  f o r.                                                   
One  t hat  had  ne arl y  c he w e d  he r u p  and  s p i t  o u t  he r b o ne s .                                      

S he ’d  had  no  p ro t e c t i o n, no  mo ne y, and  no  o ne  had  kno w n he r f at he r, s o  no                                          
o ne  had  kno w n t o  f e ar hi s  w rat h. S he ’d  had  t o  w al k t he  s t re e t s , b e g g i ng  p e o p l e                                                     
f o r f o o d  and  mo ne y. M e n had  c al l e d  he r t e rri b l e  name s  and  had  t ri e d  t o  d rag  he r                                                   
i nt o  ab and o ne d  al l e y s . S he ’d  had  t o  hi d e  i n t ras h b i ns . Fe ar o f  t he  vas t  u nkno w n                                                   
had  t o rme nt e d  he r mi nd  c o ns t ant l y ,  and ,  w e l l ,  i t  had  b e e n t o o  mu c h t o  b e ar.                                                    

A l l  s he ’d  kno w n w as  t he  l i f e  i ns i d e  t he  c i rc u s . B ac k t he n, t he y ’d  t rave l e d  f ro m                                                       
c i t y  t o  c i t y  i n t he i r  t rai l e rs .  e y ’d  s t ay e d  i n e ac h l o c at i o n f o r t w o  w e e ks , t he                                                             
fi rs t  f e w  d ay s  u s e d  f o r s e t u p  and  p ro mo t i o n, A u d ra  and  t he  o t he r at t rac t i ve                                                     
f e mal e s  g o i ng  i nt o  t o w n t o  s p re ad  t he  w o rd  and  l u re  t he  mal e s . A f t e r t hat , t he                                                       
s ho w s  b e g an.       

A l w ay s  l o o ko u t s  had  b e e n s t at i o ne d  o n t he  ro ad s , and  i f  t he  c o p s  w e re                                                   
s p o t t e d , t he y  w e re  s t o p p e d . If  t he  au t ho ri t i e s  c o u l d n’t  b e  p ai d  o ff, t he                                                      
p e rf o rme rs  p ac ke d  u p  as  mu c h o f  t he  e q u i p me nt  as  p o s s i b l e  and  b l az e d  a  t rai l                                                        
i nt o  t he  ne x t  t o w n.             

No w, Je c i s  had  ano t he r w ay  t o  t rave l . One  V i ka d e s p i s e d . One  s he  w o u l d  ne ve r                                                 
ag ai n have  t o  e nd u re  o nc e  s he  l e f t  t hi s  p l ac e . A nd  w he n s he  w as  s e t t l e d  i nt o  he r                                                          
ne w  l i f e  and  c e rt ai n s he  c o u l d n’t  b e  f o u nd , s he  w o u l d  e ve n he l p  t he  p o l i c e  hu nt                                                           
he r f at he r and  s hu t  t he  c i rc u s  d o w n o nc e  and  f o r al l .                                   

“ A nd  d o  y o u  e ve r w ant  t o  l e ave  t he  c i rc u s  ag ai n? ”  he  as ke d  s i l ki l y .                                                 
“ I d o n’t  w ant  t o  l e ave  t he  c i rc u s , ” s he  s ai d . A g ai n, i t  w as  t he  t r u t h. S he  w ant e d                                                        

t o  s t ay. Fo r no w. Onc e  s he  had  e no u g h mo ne y  . .  .  o nc e  s he ’d  f o u nd  t he  ke y  t o                                                   
t he  c u f f s ,  he r ans w e r w o u l d  c hang e .                        

“ D o  y o u  t hi nk t hat  u g l y  o t he r w o rl d e r y o u  f e d , t he  o ne  y o u  w at c he d  w hi l e  t he                                                          
hu mans  w e re  o u t  and  ab o u t , no  l e s s , w i l l  t ake  c are  o f  y o u  o nc e  he ’s  f re e  o f  hi s                                                         
c ag e ? ”   

He  kne w  s he  had  b ro ke n t he  ru l e  a  s e c o nd  t i me .  She  g u l p e d .                                         
S olo   w i l l        ta ke  c a r e  of  y ou,  y ou kn ow .  He  r e a l ly  w i l l  p r ote c t  y ou.                                      
 e  vo i c e  p e ne t rat e d  he r mi nd , and  s he  g as p e d . It  w as  t he  vo i c e  f ro m t hat                                                

mo rni ng .  T he  g o o d  o ne .  T he  ni c e  o ne .                         
“ W hat ? ”  he r f at he r d e mand e d .                
“ I .  .  .  I  .  .  . ”               
“ Ne ve r mi nd . I as ke d  y o u  a  q u e s t i o n. D o  y o u  t hi nk t he  o t he r w o rl d e r w i l l  t ake                                                      

c are  o f  y o u ? ”  he r f at he r i ns i s t e d .                        
S he  . .  .  d i d , s he  re al i z e d . He                          w ould   t ake  c are  o f  he r. Fo r a  l i t t l e  w hi l e , at                           

l e as t . A f t e r al l , he  had  u s e d  hi s  b o d y  as  a  s hi e l d  f o r he rs . A  man w i l l i ng  t o  d o                                                           
t hat  w as n’t  a  man w ho  w o u l d  t hro w  a  he l p l e s s  g i rl  i nt o  a  p i t  o f  al l i g at o rs . B u t                                                           
t hat  w as n’ t  w hat  Je c i s  w ant e d  t o  he ar.                        

“ He ’ s  a  p ri s o ne r,  D ad d y , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ He  c an’ t  t ake  c are  o f  any o ne . ”                                                
Onc e  ag ai n, t he  “ D ad d y ” w o rke d . Hi s  e x p re s s i o n s o f t e ne d , and  he  f ai l e d  t o                                                  

re al i z e  s he  had n’t  e x ac t l y  ans w e re d  hi s  q u e s t i o n. “ No  o ne  w i l l  e ve r l o ve  y o u  t he                                                          
w ay  I  d o .  No  o ne  w i l l  e ve r t ake  c are  o f  y o u  t he  w ay  I  d o .  Is n’ t  t hat  ri g ht ? ”                                                         

S he  g ave  a  b are l y  d i s c e rnab l e  no d . No, no  o ne  e l s e  w o u l d  e ve r “ l o ve ” he r t hi s                                                     



w ay .  She  w o u l d  make  s u re  o f  i t .                      
P ac i fi e d , he  s e t t l e d  i nt o  a  c hai r  and  p i c ke d  u p  hi s  c i g ar. “ G o o d .  e n y o u                                                       

re al i z e  t he  o t he r w o rl d e r w o u l d  ju s t  as  s o o n mu rd e r y o u  i n c o l d  b l o o d  as  t ake  y o u                                                              
w i t h hi m,  s o  t he re ’ s  no  re as o n t o  d i s c u s s  t hi s  s u b je c t  f u rt he r. ”                                                

B e f o re  re l i e f  had  t i me  t o  w o rk t hro u g h he r— no  mo re  p u ni s hme nt  f o r he r,                                              
e i t he r!— he  ad d e d ,  “ No w ,  f o r t he  ne x t  o rd e r o f  b u s i ne s s . ”                                          

S he  rac ke d  he r b rai n, t r y i ng  t o  fi g u re  o u t  w hat  he  w as  g o i ng  t o  rant  and  rave                                                 
ab o u t ,  b u t  o nl y  d re w  a  b l ank.                     

“ M at as , ”  he  s ai d .           
A nd  s he  g ro ane d .         
“ He  w ant s  t o  marry  y o u . ”               
S he  l i nke d  he r fi ng e rs , ho p i ng  t o  s t o p  he rs e l f  f ro m t w i s t i ng  and  w ri nkl i ng  he r                                                     

s hi rt  and  re ve al i ng  t he  d e p t hs  o f  he r s u d d e n t u rmo i l . “  at ’s  t o o  b ad , b e c au s e  I                                                        
d o n’ t  w ant  t o  marry  hi m. ”              

“ He ’ l l  t re at  y o u  w e l l .  I ’ l l  make  s u re  o f  i t . ”                                    
 at  s o u nd e d  l i ke — no, t hat                    w a s    ap p ro val . “ Yo u ’re  ac t u al l y  c o ns i d e ri ng  t hi s ? ”                              

s he  g as p e d  o u t .           
“ I am. He ’s  g i ve n me  hi s  w o rd  t hat  he ’ l l  ne ve r harm y o u , and  t hat  he  w i l l                                            

f o re ve r re mai n he re  at  t he  c i rc u s  w i t h y o u .  W i t h me . ”                                    
D ark s p o t s  w i nke d  t hro u g h he r vi s i o n. A  l u mp  g re w                                     i n he r t hro at , t hre at e ni ng            

t o  c u t  o ff he r s u p p l y  o f  ai r. A l l  o f  he r fi ne  p l ans  w e re  b e g i nni ng  t o  c ras h and                                                       
b u rn aro u nd  he r. He r f at he r w as  c hang i ng  t he  ve r y  f ab ri c  o f  he r e x i s t e nc e , t r y i ng                                                    
t o  re w ri t e  t he  f u t u re  s he  had  map p e d  o u t  f o r he rs e l f .                                       

W or r y  n ot,        t he  vo i c e  s ai d .                E vi l  w i l l  n ot w i n  i n  th e  e n d .                       
W o rry  no t ?  Ho w  c o u l d  s he                      s top   f ro m w o rry i ng ?        
A u d ra  ab and o ne d  t he  b e d ro o m and  s t r u t t e d  i nt o  t he  ki t c he ne t t e . S he  p o u re d                                                    

he rs e l f  ano t he r d ri nk, b l e w  a  t i ny  s t re am o f  fi re  o ve r t he  t o p, and  ni b b l e d  o n a                                                     
c rac ke r as  t he  fl ame s  d i e d  d o w n, he r hi p s  s w ay i ng  t o  a  b e at  V i ka  w o u l d  ne ve r                                                      
he ar.

A u d ra  g ri nne d  w he n s he  re al i z e d  V i ka w as  w at c hi ng  he r and  s ai d , “ Yo u  mi g ht                                                
as  w e l l  t ake  M at as  u p  o n t he  o f f e r.  No  o ne  e l s e  w i l l  have  y o u . ”                                                

Je c i s  s at  u p  s t rai g ht e r and  b ang e d  hi s  fi s t  i nt o  t he  c o u nt e r, rat t l i ng  t he                                                   
as ht ray. “A ny o ne  w o u l d  b e  l u c ky  t o  have  he r. S he ’s  t he  d au g ht e r o f  a  c hamp i o n,                                                  
and  s he  w i l l  b e ar s t ro ng  c hi l d re n.  e  p ro b l e m has  b e e n fi nd i ng  a  man w o rt hy  o f                                                   
he r. ” 

A  man he  c o u l d  c o nt ro l , he  me ant . A  man w ho  w o u l d  ke e p  he r he re , w i t hi n                                              
re ac h, f o r t he  re s t  o f  he r mi s e rab l e  l i f e . A  man w ho  w o u l d  o c c u p y  he r t i me  w i t h                                                         
o ne  p re g nanc y  af t e r  ano t he r,  ke e p i ng  he r t o o  b u s y  t o  g e t  i nt o  “ t ro u b l e . ”                                                      

“ No , ”  s he  c ro ake d .  “ I  w o n’ t  d o  i t . ”                           
A  t re ac he ro u s  l i g ht  g l i t t e re d  i n Je c i s ’s  e y e s — o ne  s he  re c o g ni z e d . D ang e r w as                                                        

ne ar. “ I w ant  t hi s , d arl i ng  l i t t l e  g i rl , and  s o  y o u  w i l l  d o  t hi s . A u d ra  w i l l  he l p  y o u                                                              
p l an t he  w e d d i ng . ”            

“ No, ” s he  re p e at e d , he r mo u t h s o  d r y  he r t o ng u e                                    f e l t  l i ke  a  s t ri p  o f  s and p ap e r.                       
If  Je c i s  i ns i s t e d  o n g o i ng  d o w n t hi s  ro ad , s he  w o u l d  have  t o  r u n aw ay  s o o ne r                                                        
rat he r t han l at e r, b e f o re  s he ’d  s ave d  e no u g h c as h, b e f o re  s he ’d  f o u nd  t he  ke y  t o                                                    



t he  c u f f s .  B u t  s he  w o u l d  d o  i t ,  no  q u e s t i o n.                                      
S l o w l y  he r f at he r p u s he d  t o  hi s  f e e t . He  fl at t e ne d  hi s  p al ms  o n t he  t ab l e t o p                                                        

and  l e ane d  t o w ard  he r. “ Yo u  w i l l  marr y  hi m w i t h a  s mi l e  o n y o u r f ac e , V i ka, o r I                                                     
w i l l  g i ve  y o u r t re as u re s  t o  A u d ra, and  p l ac e  t he  ani mal s  i n s o me o ne  e l s e ’s  c are . I                                                         
w i l l  b e  f o rc e d  t o  e x p re s s  my  d i s p l e as u re  w i t h y o u  . .  .  o ve r and  o ve r ag ai n. D o                                                            
y o u  u nd e rs t and ? ”          



Fourteen

In repentance and rest  you will  be saved,  in quietness and trust is  your strength .    
—ISAIAH 3 0 :1 5  

THE NEXT FEW DAYS  p as s e d  i n a  b l u r f o r S o l o. He  s ho u l d  have  re c o ve re d  f as t e r, and                                           
w as n’t  s u re  i f  t he  d r u g s  s w i mmi ng  t hro u g h hi s  s y s t e m w e re  t he  p ro b l e m, i f  X  s t i l l                                                             
w as n’t  ab l e  t o  f e e d  hi m s t re ng t h, o r i f  t he  w hi p  had  b e e n l ac e d  w i t h a  p o i s o n hi s                                                           
s e ns e s  w e re  no w  t o o  d u l l e d  t o  no t i c e .  W hat e ve r t he  re as o n,  he  re mai ne d  w e ak.                                                       

It  w as n’t  t he  w e akne s s  t hat  t o rme nt e d  hi m, t ho u g h. It  w as  t he  me mo r y  o f  hi s                                                
f ai l u re . He ’d  t ri e d  t o  e s c ap e , had  b e e n s o  c l o s e  t o  s u c c e e d i ng , b u t  “s o  c l o s e ”                                                              
w as n’ t  g o o d  e no u g h.             

He  had  ne ve r b e f o re  b o t c he d  a  jo b  s o  s u b l i me l y .                                   
A t  l e as t  he  w as n’ t  d e ad  l i ke  t he  M e c .                            
 e  t ho u g ht  w as n’t  t he  c o mf o rt  i t  s ho u l d  have  b e e n. G u i l t  fi l l e d  hi m e ve r y                                                     

t i me  he  re c al l e d  t he  M e c ’s  s c re ams  f o r me rc y  t hat  had  c o me  o nl y  w i t h t he  ri s i ng                                                       
o f  t he  s u n. A mi d  t he  s i l e nc e , S o l o  had  w at c he d  a  s at i s fi e d  M at as  hau l  t he  d u l l ,                                                           
l i f e l e s s  b o d y  aw ay .               

S o l o  had  f al l e n b ac k as l e e p, o nl y  t o  aw ake  t o  fi nd  t hat  hi s  c ag e  had  b e e n                                                  
re mo ve d  f ro m t he  c l e ari ng  and                     p l ac e d  i n f ro nt  o f  Je c i s ’s  mo b i l e  ho me . A                             
mo ns t ro s i t y  i f  e ve r he ’d  s e e n o ne . A  s ku l l  and  c ro s s b o ne s  w as  p ai nt e d  o n t he                                                      
s i d e , s t ari ng  at  hi m. A  g i ant  c u b b y  s t re t c he d  o ve r t he  d ri ve r and  p as s e ng e r s e at s ,                                                        
and  t he  b e l l y  w as  al mo s t  t o o  f at  f o r t he  ro ad .                                 

He  w o u l d  have  p re f e rre d  s o me t hi ng  s mal l e r, f as t e r, s l e e ke r, b u t  t he re  w e re  no                                                   
o t he r t rai l e rs  b l o c ki ng  t he  f ro nt  o f  t hi s  o ne , s o  e vac u at i o n w o u l d  b e  e as y. He                                                       
c o u l d  c arry  K i t t e n and  V i ka aw ay ,  no  p ro b l e m.                              

Ye ah.  He  had  a  ne w  p l an.             
Ob s t ac l e  o ne  s t i l l  had n’ t  c hang e d :  g e t t i ng  o u t  o f  t hi s  c ag e .                                              
M o s t  t i me s  Je c i s  e nt e re d  o r l e f t  t he  are a, he  p ai d  S o l o  no  at t e nt i o n. E ve r y  s o                                                          

o f t e n, he  w o u l d  s t o p  and  s t are , s ay i ng  t hi ng s  l i ke , “ I’m l o rd  and  mas t e r he re  and                                                   
I’ l l  b re ak y o u  y e t .  Ju s t  y o u  w ai t . ”                            

A u d ra  s t ay e d  i n t he  mo t o r ho me  e ve r y  ni g ht .  e  t w o  w o u l d  c al l  e ac h o t he r                                                      
name s , fi g ht , have  s e x , t he n fi g ht  s o me  mo re . Je c i s  w as  ne ve r af rai d  t o  u s e                                              
p hy s i c al  f o rc e , b u t  he  mu s t  have  avo i d e d  t he  g i rl ’s  f ac e , b e c au s e  s he  ne ve r                                                     
e me rg e d  w i t h vi s i b l e  b ru i s e s .                      

He  w as n’ t  s u re  w hat  he  w o u l d  have  d o ne  i f  he ’ d  he ard  Je c i s  b e at i ng  V i ka.                                                  
V i ka, t he  c o nt rad i c t i o n. S he ’d  s p r u ng  f ro m t he  l o i ns  o f  t he  he art l e s s  Je c i s , and                                                      

y e t  s he  w as  ki nd . S he ’d  he l p e d  S o l o  e ve n t ho u g h he ’d  he ard  Je c i s  o rd e r he r t o                                                     
s t ay  aw ay ,  p l ac i ng  he rs e l f  i n d ang e r.                        

D ang e r. F ro m he r o w n f at he r.  at  w as n’t  s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  t he  w ay  o f  t hi ng s .                                                  
E s p e c i al l y  w i t h a  f e mal e  l i ke  he r, hand i c ap p e d  b y  d e af ne s s , u nab l e  t o  he ar he r                                                       
d e s t r u c t i o n c o mi ng , and  as  t i ny  as  a  f ai r y                                  p ri nc e s s , u nab l e  t o  w i t hs t and  ve r y                       
mu c h ab u s e  b e f o re  b re aki ng .                 

E ve n t he  t ho u g ht  o f  a  s i ng l e  s t ri ke  t o  any  p art  o f  he r b o d y  fi l l e d  S o l o  w i t h o ne                                                             



o f  t he  d arke s t  rag e s  he ’ d  e ve r e x p e ri e nc e d .                              
He  w ant e d ,        n e e d e d ,        t o  t al k w i t h he r. He  c o u l d  he l p  he r, and  s he  c o u l d  he l p                                       

hi m. S he  c o u l d  b e  hi s  b i g g e s t  al l y — he  w ant e d  he r t o  b e  hi s  b i g g e s t  al l y. B u t                                                           
t ho u g h s he  vi s i t e d  hi m t hre e  t i me s  a  d ay, s he  ne ve r l o o ke d  at  hi m t o  re ad  hi s                                                    
l i p s .   

E ve r y  mo rni ng  s he  ap p e are d  me re  mi nu t e s  af t e r  Je c i s ’s  d e p art u re , as  i f  s he  w as                                                     
hi d i ng  s o me w he re  c l o s e , w at c hi ng  and  w ai t i ng . S he  re t u rne d  i n t he  af t e rno o n,                                                  
t ho u g h ne ve r at  t he  s ame  t i me , and  t he n ag ai n i n t he  e ve ni ng . S he  w o u l d  g i ve                                                
S o l o  f o o d  and  w at e r, and  e ve n rag s  and  e nz y me  s p ray  t o  c l e an hi ms e l f , b u t  s he                                                    
w o u l d n’ t  s p e ak a  w o rd .                

S o  many  t i me s  S o l o  had  al mo s t  g rab b e d  he r arm. If  s he  w o u l d n’t  t al k t o  hi m,                                                 
he  c o u l d n’t  g e t  he r t o  he l p  hi m. If  he  c o u l d n’t  g e t  he r t o  he l p  hi m, he  w o u l d  have                                                         
t o  f o rc e  he r. He  w o u l d  have  t o  re mo ve  he r t hu mb  w i t h hi s  f ang s  o r hi s  c l aw s , as                                                     
he ’d  p l anne d  t he  fi rs t  t i me  he ’d  me t  he r.  e n he  c o u l d  hi jac k t he  t rai l e r  and                                                 
d ri ve  he r t o  a  ho s p i t al , w he re  t he  t hu mb  c o u l d  b e  re at t ac he d . B u t  . .  .  he  c o u l d                                                           
ne ve r g e t  p as t  t he  i mag e  o f  he r b l o o d  r u nni ng  d o w n he r arm as  s he  c l u t c he d  t he                                                      
w o u nd  t o  he r c he s t . Co u l d  ne ve r g e t  p as t  t he  ho rro r o f  he ari ng  he r s c re am f ro m                                                   
t he  p ai n.  C o u l d  ne ve r g e t  p as t  t he  i d e a  t hat  s he  w o u l d  c ry .                                             

Oh,  i f  s he  c ri e d ,  he  w o u l d  b e  a  g o ne r.                             
He  w as  d i s g u s t e d  w i t h hi ms e l f . F re e d o m s ho u l d                                       c o me  b e f o re            a n y th i n g,     

e s p e c i al l y  a  w o man p art l y  re s p o ns i b l e  f o r hi s  c i rc u ms t anc e s . Ye t  he ’d  c o me  t o                                                        
ac c e p t  t w o  s t art l i ng  f ac t s . W i t h o r w i t ho u t  t he  vo w, he  w o u l d n’t  b e  ab l e  t o  s o                                                           
mu c h as  s c rat c h he r and  he  had  t o  i nc l u d e  “ ke e p i ng  V i ka s af e  f ro m e ve r y o ne  e l s e ”                                                      
i n hi s  p l ans .       

“ Fe e l i ng  b e t t e r, I  s e e , ” a  f e mal e  vo i c e  s ai d , je rki ng  hi m o u t  o f  hi s  he ad .                                                     
“ Yo u ’ re  e ve n s i t t i ng  u p  l i ke  a  b i g  b o y .  Yo u  mu s t  b e  s o  p ro u d . ”                                                   

He  f o c u s e d  o n t he  he re  and  no w. A u d ra  w as  p ro p p e d  ag ai ns t  t he  c o rne r o f  hi s                                                    
c ag e . S he  w o re  a  b l ac k, b ra- l i ke  t o p, w i t h mu l t i c o l o re d  s e q u i ns  s e w n al o ng  t he                                                        
e d g e s , a  mi x  o f  y e l l o w, b l u e , g re e n, and  re d .  o s e  s ame  s e q u i ns  w e re  p as t e d  t o                                                           
he r b are  s ho u l d e rs  and  d o w n he r arms ,  al o ng  he r—                            

One  o f  t he  s p i d e r t at t o o s  had  mo ve d  f ro m t he  i ns i d e  o f  he r e l b o w  t o  he r w ri s t .                                                          
Te mp o rar y  t at t o o s , t he n.  o u g h he ’d  ne ve r s e e n any  t hat  l o o ke d  s o  re al . He                                               

fi ni s he d  hi s  s t u d y  o f  he r. He r mi d d l e  w as  u t t e rl y  b are . A  p ai r  o f  b l ac k p ant i e s                                                         
c o ve re d  he r e s s e nt i al s , and  a  p ai r  o f  fi s hne t  s t o c ki ng s  c l u ng  t o  he r l e g s , t ho u g h                                                           
t he y  w e re  o nl y  vi s i b l e  t o  he r kne e s . Hi g h- he e l e d  b o o t s  l o o ke d  p ai nt e d  t o  he r                                                          
l o w e r c al ve s  and  f e e t .  A  p e ac o c k t ai l  ro s e  f ro m b e hi nd  he r,  f anni ng  u p  and  o u t .                                                        

He r s l i c k o f  d ark, p i nk- s t ri p e d  hai r  w as  p i nne d  i nt o  a  b u n, and  he r make u p  w as                                                  
s o  t hi c k and  w i l d  s he  al mo s t  ap p e are d  i nhu man. He r e y e s                                        d i d    ap p e ar i nhu man.      
Co nt ac t s  d u s t e d  t he  g re e n w i t h g l i t t e r. He r l as he s  w e re  t he  c o l o r o f  t he  f e at he rs ,                                                            
b l u e  and  g re e n and  b l ac k,  f anni ng  o u t  o ve r he r b ro w s  and  t e mp l e s .                                           

“ S t i l l  have  no t hi ng  t o  s ay  t o  me ? ” s he  as ke d , and  s u c ke d  a  l o l l i p o p  i nt o  he r                                                        
mo u t h.  

One  o f  t he  s p i d e rs  p o p p e d  i t s  l e g s  f ro m he r s ki n and  w al ke d  d o w n he r arm.                                                   
No  w ay. Ju s t  no  w ay. Had  t o  b e  t he  d r u g s , me s s i ng  w i t h hi s  mi nd . He  had  t o  b e                                                    

hal l u c i nat i ng .  “ W hat  w o u l d  y o u  l i ke  me  t o  s ay ? ”                                   



Li c k   .  A  s l o w, s e ns u o u s  g ri n c u rl e d  t he  c o rne rs  o f  he r l i p s , and  s he  hu mme d  he r                                                   
ap p ro val .  “ W hy  d o n’ t  y o u  s t art  w i t h ho w  b e au t i f u l  I  am? ”                                              Li i i c k     .

S h e     w a s    b e au t i f u l , t he re  w as  no  d e ny i ng  t hat , b u t  S o l o  kne w  b e t t e r t han mo s t                                                 
ho w  d e c e p t i ve  ap p e aranc e s  c o u l d  b e .  He ’ d  ne ve r b e e n o ne  t o  ju d g e  b y  e x t e ri o r.                                                           

 e  o ne  and  o nl y  g i rl  he ’d  d at e d  had  l i ve d  o n t he  f arm ne x t  d o o r t o  hi s . P l ai n                                                      
b u t  s w e e t  A b i g ai l , w ho m X  had  l i ke d  b u t  had n’t  w ant e d  hi m t o  d at e  and  w ho m                                                     
D r. E  had  d e s p i s e d  and  had  w ant e d  hi m t o  b u r y  i n hi s  b ac ky ard . A b i g ai l  w as  t he                                                      
fi rs t  and  o nl y  g i rl  t o  e ve r w ant  t he  man and  no t  t he  mo ns t e r. He ’d  p i c ke d  he r u p                                                   
e ve r y  t i me  s he ’d  had  t o o  mu c h t o  d ri nk, p ro t e c t e d  he r any  t i me  s he  t rave l e d  i nt o                                                       
t he  c i t y  at  ni g ht , and  he l p e d  he r c l i mb  t hro u g h he r b e d ro o m w i nd o w  w he ne ve r                                                   
s he ’d  s nu c k o u t . S he ’d  ki s s e d  hi m a  t ho u s and  t i me s , s ai d  a  t ho u s and  t hank- y o u s ,                                                      
b u t  had  ne ve r g i ve n hi m any t hi ng  mo re . D e s p i t e  t hat , s he  had  g e nu i ne l y  s e e me d                                                  
t o  c are  f o r hi m— b u t  o nl y  e ve r w he n t he y  w e re  al o ne .                                   

One  d ay, i nd i g nat i o n had  g o t t e n t he  b e t t e r o f  hi m and  he ’d  g i ve n he r a  c ho i c e .                                                   
Take  al l  o f  hi m, al l  t he  t i me , i n f ro nt  o f  e ve r y o ne , o r have  no ne  o f  hi m. S he  had                                                  
c ri e d , s he  had  b e g g e d  hi m t o  re mai n i n he r l i f e , b u t  i n t he  e nd  s he  had  b e e n                                                     
u nw i l l i ng  t o  c hang e  and  s o  he  had  w al ke d  aw ay .                              

He  had  ne ve r l o o ke d  b ac k.              
V i ka, he  w o u l d  t hi nk ab o u t  f o re ve r, he  s u s p e c t e d . Hi s  at t rac t i o n t o  he r                                                 

s c o rc he d  d e e p l y, i ne x o rab l y, and  no t  ju s t  b e c au s e  s he  w as  e x q u i s i t e , t he  l o ve l i e s t                                                             
f e mal e  he ’d  e ve r b e he l d . A g ai n, l o o ks  mat t e re d  l i t t l e  t o  hi m and  he  w o u l d  have                                                     
l i ke d  he r i f  s he ’d  b e e n as  u g l y  as , w e l l , an A l l o ri an. It  w as  t he  w ay  s he ’d  t re at e d                                                         
hi m.  A s  i f  he  mat t e re d .               

W hat  w as  he  g o i ng  t o  d o  w i t h t hat  g i rl ?                            
He  c o u l d n’ t  t ro u b l e s ho o t  w i t h D r.  E  and  X — no t  t hat  he  w as  o n s p e aki ng  t e rms                                                      

w i t h e i t he r. B o t h mal e s  had  ab and o ne d  hi m d u ri ng  t he  w hi p p i ng  and  had  o nl y                                               
re t u rne d  i n q u i c k s nat c he s ,  vani s hi ng  t he  mo me nt  he  o p e ne d  hi s  mo u t h.                                             

“ W e l l ? ”  A u d ra  d e mand e d .                 
“ I w i l l  no t  s ay  any  s u c h t hi ng , ”  he  anno u nc e d .                               
S he  s t rai g ht e ne d , he r g ri n mo rp hi ng  i nt o  a  s c o w l . “ I have  s e e n y o u  t rans f o rm                                                 

i nt o  t he  u g l i e s t  b e as t  al i ve , and  y e t  y o u  t hi nk y o u ’re  b e t t e r t han me . We l l , I ’ l l                                                          
p u t  y o u  i n y o u r p l ac e , ”  s he  s ai d  s o f t l y ,  f i e rc e l y ,  “ ri g ht  u nd e rne at h me . ”                                                         

S he  he l d  o u t  he r arm, and  t he  s p i d e r ac t u al l y  l e ap t  f ro m he r s ki n and  o nt o  o ne                                                   
o f  t he  b ars  o f  t he  c ag e . Okay, t he re  w as  no  w ay  t hat  w as  a  hal l u c i nat i o n. E i g ht                                                   
l e g s  c raw l e d  ac ro s s  t he  me t al ,  t ap ,  t ap ,  t ap p i ng  as  t he  s p i d e r—                                               

Hi ng e s  s q u e ake d  as  t he  d o o r t o  Je c i s ’s  t rai l e r  o p e ne d .  e  mal e  s t e p p e d  i nt o                                                         
t he  l i g ht  o f  d ay. A u d ra  i nhal e d  s harp l y, and  t he  s p i d e r ju mp e d  b ac k o nt o  he r                                                  
arm.

S o me  ki nd  o f  d ark p o w e r w as  at  w o rk w i t hi n t he  g i rl . No w  t hat  he                                          
c o nc e nt rat e d , S o l o  c o u l d  f e e l  t he                              c rac kl e  o f  i t  i n t he  ai r. It  w as  t he  s ame  c rac kl e                               
Je c i s  and  M at as  e mi t t e d , o nl y  at  a  s l i g ht e r d e g re e . He  w o u l d  have  t o  re mai n o n                                                       
g u ard  aro u nd  he r.        

F ro w ni ng , Je c i s  s c anne d  t he  are a. He  s p i e d  A u d ra, and  hi s  f ro w n i nt e ns i fi e d .                                                 
He  s t o mp e d  t o w ard  t he  c ag e .                   

“ W hat  y o u  are  d o i ng ? ”  he  d e mand e d .                       



A s  A u d ra  p as t e d  a  s e d u c t i ve  s mi l e  o n he r f ac e  and  w o ve  a  l i e  ab o u t  S o l o                                                         
c al l i ng  he r o ve r and  as ki ng  he r f o r f o o d , S o l o  p e rf o rme d  a  s c an o f  t he  are a                                                  
hi ms e l f .  T e nt  af t e r  t e nt ,  o t he r t rai l e rs ,  b u t  no  hi nt  o f  V i ka.                                             

A  ro c k s l amme d  i nt o  hi s  l e f t  s ho u l d e r, and  he  g l anc e d  d o w n, w at c hi ng  as                                                
jag g e d  s i l ve r ro l l e d  t o  t he  f l o o r o f  hi s  c ag e .                                   

“A re  y o u  l i s t e ni ng  t o  me ?  I s ai d  d o  no t  d are  t o  s p e ak t o  my  w o man ag ai n, ”                                                    
Je c i s  s narl e d . He  c u rl e d  hi s  fi ng e rs  aro u nd  t he  b ars  and  s ho o k t he  e nt i re  w ag o n.                                                    
“ Yo u  g o t  me ?  Ot he r w i s e  I w i l l  ki l l  y o u  and  s e nd  w hat e ve r’s  l e f t  o ve r t o  y o u r                                                          
f ami l y . ”    

S o l o  rai s e d  hi s  l as he s  and  me t  t he  man’s  g az e . He  ke p t  hi s  e x p re s s i o n b l ank,                                                   
re f u s i ng  t o  g i ve  any  ki nd  o f  re ac t i o n.                             On e  d a y  I  w i l l  e s c a p e . On e  d a y  I  w i l l  e n d                                    
y our  r e i gn  of  te r r or              .  “ So rry ,  b u t  I  d o n’ t  have  a  f ami l y . ”                          

A f t e r a  l o ng ,  f l u s t e re d  mo me nt ,  Je c i s  s ai d ,  “ Yo u r f ri e nd s ,  t he n. ”                                                 
“ W hat  make s  y o u  t hi nk a  man l i ke  me  has  f ri e nd s ? ”                              
Je c i s  ran hi s  t o ng u e  o ve r hi s  t e e t h. “  e n w e ’ l l  l e t  t he  d o g s  have  y o u . If  t he y                                                         

w i l l .  T he y  l i ke  t he i r  me at  t e nd e r,  and  y o u  l o o k ro t t e n. ”                                          
So l o  ju s t  s t are d .           
“ Sp e aki ng  o f  f o o d , ” Je c i s  g ri t t e d  o u t , “ y o u  have  b e e n e at i ng , have n’t  y o u ,                                                    

B e as t  M an, d e s p i t e  as ki ng  my  f e mal e                            f o r a  mo rs e l ?  Yo u r c o l o r i s  t o o  g o o d  f o r a                                 
s t arvi ng  man.  W ho ’ s  b e e n f e e d i ng  y o u ?  M y  s w e e t  l i t t l e  V i ka? ”                                              

“ P ro b ab l y, ” A u d ra  s ai d . S he  t rac e d  t he  l o l l i p o p  o ve r he r l i p s . “ I s aw  he r                                                    
ru nni ng  t hi s  w ay  l as t  ni g ht . ”                  

“ B e c au s e  he r t rai l e r  i s  b e s i d e  mi ne ,  y o u  s t u p i d  w ho re . ”                                            
A u d ra  f l i nc he d .  “ O- o f  c o u rs e . ”                       
No t  s o  b rave  i n t he  l i g ht  o f  d ay, and  he  c o u l d  g u e s s  w hy. Je c i s  w o u l d  t o l e rat e                                                         

he r t e mp e r w he n t he y  w e re  al o ne  and  t he re  w e re  no  w i t ne s s e s . B u t  t he  man w o u l d                                                      
no t  b e  s o  l e ni e nt  i n f ro nt  o f  o t he rs , w he n e ve r y  c hal l e ng e  t o  hi s  au t ho ri t y  w o u l d                                                            
have  t o  b e  d e f u s e d  i n t he  mo s t  vi o l e nt  w ay  p o s s i b l e  t o  s t o p  o t he rs  f ro m t hi nki ng                                                             
t o  ri s e  ag ai ns t  hi m.            

M o re  t han t hat , S o l o  kne w  hi s  t y p e . K ne w  A u d ra’s  t y p e , t o o. Je c i s  w as  u s e d  t o                                                       
e ve r y o ne  b o w i ng  and  s c rap i ng . A u d ra  w ant e d  t o  b e  s o me t hi ng  d i ffe re nt , s o me o ne                                                     
c ap ab l e  o f  ho l d i ng  s u c h a  “s t ro ng ” man’s  at t e nt i o n. S o  s he  ac t e d  o u t . In t he  e nd ,                                                      
ho w e ve r, Je c i s  w o u l d  t i re  o f  he r and  s he  w o u l d  p ay  f o r e ve r y  o ne  o f  he r p e rc e i ve d                                                            
c ri me s .  A  man l i ke  Je c i s  ne ve r f o rg o t  a  w ro ng .                               

A  man l i ke  Je c i s — y e t  So l o  w as  t he  s ame  w ay .                              
He  mas s ag e d  t he  b ac k o f  hi s  ne c k. He  d i d n’t  l i ke  t he  c o mp ari s o n. B u t  he                                               

w o u l d n’t  t hi nk ab o u t  t hat  ri g ht  no w. A n i mp o rt ant  re ve l at i o n had  ju s t  u nf o l d e d .                                                   
V i ka’s  t rai l e r  w as  b e s i d e  Je c i s ’s . S o l o  c o u l d  s e e  no  s i g n o f  i t , and  c o u l d  o nl y                                                              
as s u me  he rs  w as  s mal l e r, o b s t r u c t e d . He  c o u l d  s t e al  i t  i ns t e ad  o f  he r f at he r’s . A                                                          
ki nd ne s s  o n hi s  p art , l e t t i ng  he r t ake  a  l i t t l e  p i e c e  o f  he r l i f e  w i t h he r— s i nc e                                                           
So l o  w o u l d  ne ve r al l o w  he r t o  re t u rn.                         

An d  j us t  h ow  lon g d o y ou i n te n d  to ke e p  h e r ?                             
“A l l  I  w as  s ay i ng , ” A u d ra  ad d e d  w i t h a  t re mb l e , “ w as  t hat  s he  mi g ht  have  b e e n                                                     

f e e d i ng  hi m t o  ang e r y o u  and  i nvi t e  p u ni s hme nt  t o  he rs e l f , t he re b y  d e l ay i ng  he r                                                       
w e d d i ng . ”      



V i ka w as  g e t t i ng  marri e d ?  T o  w ho m?  he  ne arl y  s narl e d .                                  
Je c i s , w ho’d  b e e n w at c hi ng  hi m i nt e nt l y, s c o w l e d . “ I fi nal l y  g o t  t o  y o u , as                                                   

p ro mi s e d , b u t  no t  f o r a  re as o n I ap p ro ve . Yo u  are  no t  t o  l u s t  af t e r  my  d au g ht e r,                                                        
s l ave . S he  i s  o ff- l i mi t s  t o  t he  l i ke s  o f  y o u , and  f ar  t o o  g o o d . If  e ve r ag ai n y o u                                                           
l o o k at  he r, I ’ l l  re mo ve  y o u r e y e s . If  e ve r ag ai n y o u  t al k t o  he r, I ’ l l  re mo ve  y o u r                                                         
t o ng u e . ”     

No t  o ne  t o  c ave  t o  i nt i mi d at i o n, S o l o  s ai d , “ Tr y  i t . ” He  w o u l d  d o  e ve r y t hi ng                                                         
i n hi s  p o w e r t o  e ns u re  Je c i s  w e nt  d o w n w i t h hi m.  “ Le t ’ s  f i nd  o u t  w hat  hap p e ns . ”                                                           

 e  man’s  no s t ri l s  fl are d  w i t h s ho c k and  ang e r. “ Pe rhap s  I w i l l . Pe rhap s  I’ l l                                             
e ve n g i ve  y o u  b ac k t o  t he  man w ho  s o l d  y o u  t o  me .  He ’ s  no t  as  ni c e  as  I  am. ”                                                        

“ W ho  s o l d  me ? ” G re g o r y  S t ar, he  kne w, b u t  he  w ant e d  t o  he ar t he  name  f ro m                                                
Je c i s .   

G ri nni ng  no w, Je c i s  g rab b e d  A u d ra  b y  t he  f o re arm and  s ai d , “ L e t ’s  g o, w o man,                                               
and  l e ave  hi m t o  w o nd e r. ”               

T he  mo me nt  t he y  s nake d  t he  c o rne r,  X  mat e ri al i z e d  o n So l o ’ s  s ho u l d e r.                                               
“ W he re  have  y o u  b e e n? ”  So l o  d e mand e d .                         
“ R e c o ve ri ng . ”        
“ A l l  t hi s  t i me ? ”  He  w as  s t e ad y  o n hi s  f e e t ,  at  l e as t ,  hi s  c o l o r hi g h.                                                      
Si l e nc e .    
“ Yo u  w e re  w e ake ne d  y o u rs e l f , b u t  y o u  w e re  t r y i ng                                          t o  he al  me , w e re n’t  y o u ? ” he                 

as ke d ,  re al i z at i o n d aw ni ng .                
X  d i d n’ t  c o nf i rm o r d e ny .                 
B u t  So l o  kne w  t hat  he  had  b e e n d o i ng  ju s t  t hat .  “ T hank y o u , ”  he  s ai d .                                                
A  p au s e .  A  no d .           
“ B u t  I’m s t i l l  ang r y  w i t h y o u , ” he  ad d e d . “ Yo u  d i d n’t  s ave  t he  g i rl  w he n y o u                                                       

had  t he  c hanc e . ” He ’d  p l anne d  t o  y e l l , b u t  c o u l d  no  l o ng e r b ri ng  hi ms e l f  t o  d o                                                        
s o .  “ Yo u  t o l d  me  y o u  had  s u c c e e d e d . ”                              

“ Su c h l i t t l e  f ai t h, ”  t he  t i ny  mal e                             ts k  e d .  “ I  d i d  no t  l i e .  She ’ s  al i ve ,  i s n’ t  s he ? ”                                   
“ She  w as  hu rt . ”        
“ S he  w as , y e s —           be for e    y o u  b i d  me  t o  ai d  he r. I  d i d  e x ac t l y  w hat  I t o l d  y o u  I                                            

w o u l d  d o .  I  s ave d  he r f ro m f u rt he r harm. ”                          
A  g o o d  p o i nt , b u t  o ne  he  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  ac kno w l e d g e . He  w o u l d  t he n have  t o                                                      

ad mi t  t he  f au l t  w as  hi s  o w n, t hat  he ’d  w as t e d  p re c i o u s  mi nu t e s  d e b at i ng  w hat  t o                                                         
d o . 

A  l o ng - s u f f e ri ng  s i g h b ru s he d  o ve r hi s  e ar.                              
 at  w as  i t , ju s t  a  s i g h, b u t  S o l o  s u d d e nl y  w ant e d  t o  c u t  o u t  hi s  o w n he art  and                                                            

p re s e nt  i t  t o  t he  b e i ng  o n a  p l at t e r. Oh, ho w  he  l o at he d  X ’s  s i g hs . He  c o u l d                                                       
al w ay s  s e ns e  t he  d i s ap p o i nt me nt , t he  d i s ap p ro val  and  t he  hu rt , as  i f  he  w e re                                                   
b re aki ng  a  p ro mi s e  he ’d  ne ve r mad e . A s  i f  he  w e re  d e s t ro y i ng  s o me t hi ng  p re c i o u s                                                       
— s o me t hi ng  he  c o u l d n’ t  e ve n s e e !                       

M ay b e  he  w as .  So l o ’ s  mo t he r had  rai s e d  hi m t o  b e  a  b e t t e r man t han he  w as .                                                  
To  M ar y  E l i z ab e t h Ju d ah, al l  l i f e  w as  p re c i o u s  and  a  g i f t  f ro m G o d  t o  b e                                                       

t re as u re d . S o l o  had n’t  e x ac t l y                        t re as u re d  X , had  he ?  Had n’t  g i ve n b ac k w hat  he ’d                           
b e e n g i ve n.      

E ve n w he n S o l o  had  b e e n at  hi s  c ranki e s t , M ar y  E l i z ab e t h had  t re at e d  hi m                                                



w i t h l o ve  and  ki nd ne s s . S he  had  c o o ke d  hi s  f avo ri t e  me al s . S he  had  r u ffle d  hi s                                                  
hai r  and  t o l d  hi m ho w  b e au t i f u l  he  w as . S he  had  l e f t  l i t t l e  no t e s  t hro u g ho u t  t he                                                           
ho u s e , p o s i t i ve  w o rd s  o f  e nc o u rag e me nt .                               You a r e  s tr on g a n d  c our a ge ous                  .  A nd ,     Y ou
a r e  a d or e d         .  A  g o o d  w o man,  hi s  mo t he r.                  

M ay b e  s he  had  kno w n ab o u t  S o l o’s  p ro f e s s i o n; may b e  s he  had n’t .  e y ’d  ne ve r                                               
t al ke d  ab o u t  i t . E ve r y t hi ng  he ’d  d o ne , he ’d  d o ne  f o r a  g o o d  c au s e . He ’d  ne ve r                                                      
as ke d  q u e s t i o ns , b u t  t he n, he ’d  ne ve r w ant e d  t o  kno w. He ’d  t r u s t e d  M i c hae l .                                                   
He ’ d  re mo ve d  s c u m l i ke  Je c i s  Lu kas  f ro m t he  s t re e t s .                                    

B u t  he ’d  g ro w n c o l d e r o ve r t he  y e ars , had n’t  he ?  He  w as  no t  t he  man hi s                                             
mo t he r had  rai s e d .         

“  ank y o u , ” he  s ai d  ag ai n, t hi s  t i me  w i t h mo re  he art . “ Fo r w hat  y o u  d i d  f o r                                                  
V i ka,  and  w hat  y o u  d i d  f o r me . ”                     

“ Yo u ’ re  w e l c o me , ”  X  s ai d  w i t h a  hap p y  g ri n.                                
“ U g h. M u s hy  s t u ff, ” D r. E  s ai d , ne ve r f ar  b e hi nd . He  w as  hu nc he d  o ve r, as  i f                                                

hi s  s ho u l d e rs  w e re  t o o  he avy  t o  ho l d  u p. “ We  are n’t  w o me n. L e t ’s  man t hi s  p art y                                                   
u p  and  ki l l  s o me t hi ng . ”               

M o ve me nt  at  hi s  l e f t . S o l o  ho me d  i n ju s t  i n t i me  t o  w at c h V i ka c raw l  f ro m                                                    
b e hi nd  o ne  o f  t he  t rai l e r ’s  hu g e  t i re s . S he  b r u s he d  t he  d i rt  f ro m he r hand s  and                                                      
kne e s  as  s he  c he c ke d  t he  are a  f o r e ave s d ro p p e rs .                                

“ She  w as  l i s t e ni ng  t he  o nl y  w ay  s he  c o u l d , ”  X  s ai d .  “ T hro u g h vi b rat i o ns . ”                                                      
He r p l u m- c o l o re d  g az e  l o c ke d  o n S o l o, and  e ve r y  mu s c l e  i n hi s  b o d y                                                 

t i g ht e ne d , c l amp i ng  d o w n o n b o ne .  e  s t e ad y  c hat t e r o f  hi s  c o mp ani o ns  f ad e d                                                     
as  he  d rank he r i n. S he  w o re  a  t o p  and  p ant s  t he  s ame  d ark s had e  as  t he  t i re , and                                                 
l o o ke d  as  t ho u g h s he ’d  s t e p p e d  f ro m                             B i ke r  C h i c k We e kly — Role  P la y  E d i ti on                         .  He r 
l o ng ,  p al e  hai r  w as  s e x i l y  ru mp l e d ,  he r c he e ks  p i nk.                                     

She  s t e p p e d  b ac kw ard ,  aw ay  f ro m hi m,  f i nal l y  d i s ap p e ari ng  aro u nd  t he  c o rne r.                                                 
He  ne arl y  s ho u t e d  a  d e ni al .                     C a lm. S te a d y .          S he  w o u l d  b e  b ac k. He  w o u l d  t e l l                          

he r ab o u t  he r f at he r’s  t hre at  and  g au g e  he r re ac t i o n. He  w o u l d n’t  as k he r ab o u t                                                
t he  w e d d i ng .  She  w o u l d —                 

R e t u rn a  f e w  mi nu t e s  l at e r w i t h f o o d , c au s i ng  t he  t e ns i o n t o  d rai n f ro m hi m.                                                      
S he  had  c hang e d  i nt o  w hi t e  and  no w  l o o ke d  as  i f  s he ’d  s t e p p e d  f ro m a  c l o u d .                                                        
S he ’d  b r u s he d  he r hai r, t he  s t rand s  g l i s t e ni ng  l i ke  mo l t e n g o l d . S he  had  b r u s he d                                                       
he r t e e t h, t o o. He  c o u l d  s me l l  t he  mi nt  o f  he r t o o t hp as t e . S he  t o s s e d  a  b u rl ap                                                         
s ac k t hro u g h t he  b ars  and  o nt o  hi s  l ap, t he  s c e nt  o f  b u t t e re d  t o as t  and  f re s hl y                                                      
c o o ke d  s y n- s au s ag e  w af t i ng  t o  hi s  no s e .                             

S he  re ac he d  i nt o  a  p ant  p o c ke t  t o  w i t hd raw  a  rag . He  w ai t e d . W he n s he                                               
s t re t c he d  o u t  he r arm t o  t o s s  i t  t hro u g h t he  b ars , he  l e ap t  i nt o  ac t i o n, s c o o t i ng                                                          
f ro m t he  f ar  e nd  o f  t he  c ag e  t o  t he  f ro nt ,  hi s  o w n arm e x t e nd i ng .                                              

C on ta c t     .  Hi s  f i ng e rs  l o c ke d  aro u nd  he r w ri s t .                          
She  g as p e d .  He r e y e l i d s  f l i p p e d  u p ,  and  he r g az e  l and e d  o n hi m.                                              
“ Le t  me  g o , ”  s he  d e mand e d .                  
W he n t he  s o f t ne s s  o f  he r s ki n d e l i g ht e d  hi m?  W he n t he  he at  s he  e mi t t e d                                                  

b l e nd e d  w i t h hi s  o w n?  “ Or w hat ? ”                      
He art - s hap e d  l i p s  p u rs e d  i n t he  mo s t  ad o rab l e  p o u t . “ Or y o u ’ l l  l o s e  y o u r man                                                        

p art s . ”   



S o me t hi ng  c o l d  p re s s e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  t hi g h, and  he  g l anc e d  d o w n. S he  had                                               
p o s i t i o ne d  a  b l ad e  at  t he  he m o f  hi s  l o i nc l o t h.                                    

X  c l ap p e d  at  he r d ari ng .               
D r.  E  g ro w l e d .          
“ Ni c e  mo ve , ”  So l o  s ai d ,  o d d l y  p ro u d  o f  he r.                                 
S he  s i g he d , a  l i t t l e  d e je c t e d , and  s ai d , “ I d o u b t  I c o u l d  ac t u al l y  g o  t hro u g h                                                            

w i t h my  t hre at .  I  re al l y  ju s t  c arry  t he  w e ap o n t o  s c are  p e o p l e  aw ay . ”                                                 
Oh ,  h on e y .  Th a t’ s  n ot s ome th i n g y ou e ve r  a d mi t to  y our  op p on e n t.                                         
A s  i nno c e nt  as  s he  ap p e are d , t ho u g h, he r o p p o ne nt s  c o u l d  p ro b ab l y  g u e s s  he r                                                      

l ac k o f  mal i c i o u s  i nt e nt .                 
He  re l e as e d  he r.  “ I  ju s t  w ant e d  y o u r at t e nt i o n. ”                                  
“ We l l , y o u ’ ve  g o t  i t . ” S he  l o o ke d  l e f t , ri g ht , and  s he at he d  t he  w e ap o n. “ B u t                                                       

i t ’ s  t o o  d ang e ro u s  f o r u s  t o  t al k. ”                           
“ I’ l l  kno w  i f  any o ne  he ad s  t hi s  w ay .  Yo u ’ l l  have  p l e nt y  o f  t i me  t o  hi d e . ”                                                      
Si l e nc e  as  s he  p o nd e re d  hi s  c l ai m.                       
“ I p ro mi s e , ”  he  s ai d .              
A no t he r mo me nt  p as s e d  b e f o re  s he  no d d e d .                            
“ Vo w  i t . Vo w  t hat  y o u ’ l l  s t ay. ” He  c o u l d n’t  b e ar t he  t ho u g ht  o f  w at c hi ng  he r                                                      

w al k aw ay  ag ai n.  No t  y e t .  “ Ju s t  f o r a  l i t t l e  w hi l e .  A s  l o ng  as  i t ’ s  s af e . ”                                                          
He r no s e  s c ru nc he d  u p  as  s he  s ai d ,  “ B u t  I  ju s t  d i d . ”                                        
“ I w ant  t he  w o rd s .  P l e as e . ”                   
“ P l e as e . Wo w. I d o n’t  t hi nk I’ ve  e ve r he ard  t hat  w o rd  f ro m ano t he r p e rs o n’s                                           

l i p s . No t  w i t ho u t  a  re q u e s t  f o r f re e d o m, t hat  i s . B u t  o kay, al l  ri g ht , ” s he  s ai d . “ I                                                           
vo w  i t . ”     

He  w ai t e d  f o r any  t y p e  o f  re ac t i o n f ro m he r, b u t  ag ai n . .  .  s he  ne ve r g ave  o ne .                                                      
No t  s o  mu c h as  a  s i ng l e  t w i t c h.  W e re  t he  w o rd s  t ru l y  no t  b o nd i ng  t o  he r?                                                       

“A re  y o u  g e t t i ng  marri e d ? ” He  had n’t  me ant  t o  as k— ac t u al l y  hat e d  hi ms e l f  f o r                                                  
as ki ng — b u t  t he re  i t  w as .  He  c o u l d n’ t  t ake  i t  b ac k.  A nd  d i d n’ t  w ant  t o .                                                    

“ No t  i f  I  c an he l p  i t , ”  s he  re p l i e d ,  c hi n l i f t i ng .                                       
“ T e l l  me  w hy — ”          
“ I’ l l  t al k ab o u t  any t hi ng  b u t  t hat , ”  s he  s ai d .                                
F u r y  no w  rad i at e d  f ro m he r. F u r y  and  mo re  o f  t hat  f e ar he ’d  no t i c e d  b e f o re ,                                                    

mi x e d  w i t h a  he al t hy  amo u nt  o f  d e s p e rat i o n and  re s i g nat i o n.                                        
Ve r y  w e l l . “A re  y o u  e at i ng ? ” he  as ke d . He ’d  f e l t  t he  s l e nd e rne s s  o f  he r w ri s t ,                                                        

w as  as  c o nc e rne d  as  he  w as  e nt hral l e d .                        
“ Si nc e  t he  vo w  d i d n’ t  i nc l u d e  ho ne s t y ,  I ’ l l  s ay  y e s . ”                                          
“ So  y o u  are n’ t ? ”          
He r s ho u l d e rs  s ag g e d . “ I am. A  l i t t l e , ” s he  ad mi t t e d  i n t hat  ve l ve t y  vo i c e  o f                                                       

he rs . 
“ E at  mo re . ” He  l i f t e d  t he  b ag  s he ’d  t o s s e d  at  hi m. D u ri ng  hi s  l e ap, i t  had                                                   

f al l e n t o  t he  s i d e .  He  d u g  i ns i d e  and  f o u nd  t he  b re ad .                                         
“ I’ l l  b e  o kay , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ Yo u  ne e d  t he  no u ri s hme nt . ”                                      
He  he ard  t he  hu ng e r i n he r vo i c e , and  s aw  t he  w ay  s he  w at c he d  t he  b re ad  as                                               

t ho u g h hy p no t i z e d . S he ’d  b e e n g i vi ng  hi m t he  f o o d  f ro m he r o w n p l at e , he                                                 
re al i z e d , p ro b ab l y  no t  w ant i ng  t o  b e  c au g ht  g rab b i ng  e x t ra                                              and  anno u nc e  he r       



p u rp o s e . He  c o u l d  b are l y  p ro c e s s  t hat  i nf o rmat i o n as  he  e as e d  t he  t o as t  t o  he r                                                         
mo u t h.  Onl y  hi s  p are nt s  had  e ve r p l ac e d  hi s  w e l f are  ab o ve  t he i r  o w n.                                              

V i ka s ho o k he r he ad , l o ng  s t rand s  o f  t hat  c u rl i ng  g o l d  hai r  d anc i ng  aro u nd                                               
he r. W he n t hat  f ai l e d  t o  d i s s u ad e  hi m, s he  arc he d  b ac kw ard . “ Yo u  fi rs t . Yo u ’re                                                
re c o ve ri ng  f ro m al l  t ho s e  i nju ri e s . ”                       

“ I’ m mo re  re c o ve re d  t han y o u  re al i z e . ”                        
“ Yo u ’ re  d e f i ni t e l y  s t ro ng e r,  and  y o u ’ re  d e f i ni t e l y  a  f as t  he al e r,  b u t  no  o ne — ”                                                            
He  t u rne d .     
She  g as p e d  w i t h amaz e me nt .  “ Yo u r b ac k. ”                        
 e re  w e re  a  f e w  s c ab s  re mai ni ng , a  f e w  s c ars , b u t  o t he r t han t hat , t he  s ki n                                                   

w as  me nd e d .      
S he  re ac he d  o u t , t rac e d  he r fi ng e r o ve r o ne  o f  t he  ri d g e s .  e  t o u c h e l e c t ri fi e d                                                       

hi m, and  he  mo ane d . He  . .  .  he  . .  .  w ant e d  mo re , w ant e d  t hat  fi ng e r al l  o ve r                                                
hi m,  e ve ry w he re .  Ju s t  as  s o f t ,  ju s t  as  g e nt l e .  Ju s t  as  t e nd e r.                                             

“ We l l , I  s t i l l  w ant  y o u  t o  e at , ” s he  s ai d  s o me w hat  s haki l y, as  i f  t he  c o nne c t i o n                                                          
had  af f e c t e d  he r,  t o o .               

He  f o rc e d  hi ms e l f  t o  f ac e  he r.                        C on tr ol    .  He  w as n’t  s u re  ho w  l o ng  t he y  w o u l d  b e                            
al o ne , and  s he  ne e d e d  t o  e at . He  b i t  o ff a  t i ny  p i e c e  f ro m t he  c o rne r o f  t he  b re ad ,                                                           
t he n o nc e  ag ai n p l ac e d  i t  at  he r mo u t h— maki ng  s u re  he r l i p s  e nc o u nt e re d  t he                                                  
s ame  s p o t  as  hi s  o w n.              

A  c u t e  l i t t l e  ni b b l e ,  re ve al i ng  t he  b are s t  hi nt  o f  t e e t h.                                            
Su c h an i nno c e nt  ac t i o n,  y e t  s o  l o ve l y  t o  w at c h.                                  
C o l o r b l o o me d  al l  t he  b ri g ht e r i n he r c he e ks  as  s he  c he w e d ,  s w al l o w e d .                                                    
“ A no t he r, ”  he  c o mmand e d .              
She  o b e y e d .       
He  l i ke d  t hi s , he  re al i z e d . Li ke d  f e e d i ng  he r and  kno w i ng  he  w as  he l p i ng  he r,                                                   

e ve n i n s o  s mal l  a  w ay .  “ A no t he r. ”                       
“ It ’ s  s o  g o o d , ”  s he  s ai d ,  and  c l ai me d  a  mu c h b i g g e r b i t e .                                             
“ Is n’ t  t hi s  ni c e ? ”  D r.  E  s ne e re d .                        
S o l o  g l anc e d  o ve r at  hi m, i nt e nd i ng  t o  g i ve  hi m a  d ark e no u g h l o o k t o  s e nd                                                   

hi m fl e e i ng  i n f e ar, b u t  t he  s i g ht  o f  D r. E  s t u nne d  hi m. In a  mat t e r o f  s e c o nd s ,                                                       
t he  l i t t l e  man had  l o s t  w e i g ht , hi s  c he e ks  b e c o mi ng  g au nt , and  hi s  p al e  s ki n mo re                                                       
p al l i d  t han b e f o re .            

“ D o  y o u  have  any  i d e a  ho w  ri d i c u l o u s  y o u  l o o k, s ho vi ng  y o u r g i g ant o r hand  at                                                      
he r t i ny  f ac e ?  W hy  d o n’t  y o u  ac t  l i ke  a  man and  re mo ve  he r t hu mb, t he n b u s t                                                
f re e ?  Hu h,  hu h?  T hat ’ s  w hat  y o u  w ant e d  i n t he  b e g i nni ng ,  i s n’ t  i t ? ”                                                

“ D o n’t  l i s t e n t o  hi m, ” X  s ai d , and  S o l o  g l anc e d  o ve r at  hi m. “ Hi s  o nl y  p u rp o s e                                                      
i s  t o  ru i n y o u r l i f e .  T e l l  me  y o u ’ ve  re al i z e d  t hat  b y  no w . ”                                               

W he re  D r. E  had  w i l t e d , X  had  b l o o me d .                             I n  a  ma tte r  of  s e c on d s ,                   he  had  g ai ne d       
mu s c l e d  w e i g ht , hi s  c he e ks  fi l l i ng  o u t , hi s  s ki n no w  g l o w i ng  b ri g ht l y. Was                                                    
So l o ’ s  hap p i ne s s  s t re ng t he ni ng  X  t he  w ay  X  had  s t re ng t he ne d  hi m al l  t he s e  y e ars ?                                                       
Was  t hat  s ame  hap p i ne s s  w e ake ni ng  D r. E ?  Ye s , he  re al i z e d  a  mo me nt  l at e r. It                                               
w as .  A nd  i t  mad e  s e ns e .  Hi s  w o rry  had  al w ay s  c au s e d  t he  o p p o s i t e .                                                 

Ho w  s t rang e  t o  t hi nk he  c o u l d  b e  hap p y — s o me t hi ng  he ’d  ne ve r re al l y                                            
e x p e ri e nc e d  b e f o re , e ve n w i t h                        hi s  b e l o ve d  p are nt s , f o r he ’d  al w ay s  f e l t  as  i f                                 



s o me t hi ng  i mp o rt ant  w e re  mi s s i ng  f ro m hi s  l i f e — w hi l e  t rap p e d  i n a  c ag e . B u t  he                                                        
w as . 

“  i s  g i rl  has  o nl y  b ro u g ht  t ro u b l e  t o  hi s  d o o r, ” D r. E  g ro u s e d . “ Ho w  i s  u s i ng                                                          
he r t o  e s c ap e  w ro ng ? ”              

“ Hu rt i ng  s o me o ne  e l s e , no  mat t e r w ho  t he y  are  o r w hat  t he y ’ ve  d o ne , ju s t  t o                                                   
g e t  w hat  y o u  w ant , ”  X  re p l i e d ,  “ i s  w hat ’ s  w ro ng . ”                                      

“ G e t  o f f  y o u r p e d e s t al !”                   
“ W hy ?  T he  vi e w  i s  b e t t e r. ”                    
“ Shu t  u p , ”  So l o  s nap p e d .                 
“ B u t — ”  D r.  E  b e g an.              
“ No w !”  
Fe ar re t u rne d  t o  V i ka’s  p l u m e y e s , d arke ni ng  t he  p u rp l e  t o  a  s i c kl y  b l ac k. “ If                                                     

t hat ’ s  t he  w ay  y o u ’ re  g o i ng  t o  ac t ,  I ’ m o u t  o f  he re !”                                        
“ I w as n’t  t al ki ng  t o  y o u , y o u  have  my  w o rd , ” he  r u s he d  o u t  b e f o re  s he  c o u l d                                                       

t ake  a  s i ng l e  s t e p.                Mus t d o be tte r       .  S o  e as i l y  f ri g ht e ne d , t hi s  w o man, t ho u g h s he                              
i mme d i at e l y  b u c ke d  u p  and  i s s u e d  s o me  ki nd  o f  ve rb al  at t ac k. He  l i ke d  t hat                                                    
ab o u t  he r. S he  had  c o u rag e , and  t ho u g h s he  mi g ht  b e  kno c ke d  aro u nd , s he  w o u l d                                                  
ne ve r s t ay  d o w n.         

“ We l l , t he n, w ho  w e re  y o u  t al ki ng  t o ? ” s he  d e mand e d . “ I me an,                                          to w h om     w e re  
y o u  t al ki ng ? ”        

Li ke  he  c o u l d  re al l y  ans w e r t hat . “ I’m s o rr y  f o r s t art l i ng  y o u , ” he  s ai d , and                                                  
p l ac e d  t he  t o as t  at  he r mo u t h.                    

She  c he w e d ,  s w al l o w e d — and  as ke d  t he  s ame  q u e s t i o n ag ai n.                                       
Wo u l d  s he  l e ave  i f  he  c o nt i nu e d  t o  re f u s e ?  “ W hat  i f  I  s ai d  I w as  t al ki ng  t o  an                                                           

i nvi s i b l e  man? ” he  as ke d , amaz e d  he ’d  ad mi t t e d  t hat  mu c h. He  w as  at  e no u g h o f                                                     a
d i s ad vant ag e  al re ad y, and  no t  e ve n M i c hae l , Jo hn, o r B l u e  kne w  ab o u t  D r. E  and                                              
X .

“ I mi g ht  b e l i e ve  y o u , ”  s he  re p l i e d ,  and  s he  s o u nd e d  s i nc e re .                                              
Sho c ki ng .   
A nd  a  hu g e  re l i e f . He  w as  g l ad  he  had n’t  t ri e d  t o  l i e . E ve nt u al l y, e ve n t he                                                   

s mal l e s t  mi s t r u t h w o u l d  c at c h u p  t o  a  man, a  t ang l e d  w e b  o f  t ho rns  t hat  w o u l d                                                          
l e ave  hi m c u t  and  b l e e d i ng . In f ac t , S o l o  had  al w ay s  t o l d  hi s  mo t he r t he  t r u t h                                                       
ab o u t  e ve r y t hi ng , e ve n he r c o o ki ng . No t  t o  b e  c r u e l , b u t  b e c au s e  he  had                                                   
re s p e c t e d  he r t o o  mu c h t o  f e e d  he r an u nt ru t h.                                

A  s mal l  s mi l e  l i f t e d  t he  c o rne rs  o f  V i ka ’ s  mo u t h.                                     
Ju s t  as  b e f o re , t he  s mi l e  l i t  he r e nt i re  f ac e . S he  l o o ke d  as  t ho u g h s he ’d                                                    

s w al l o w e d  t he  s u n. Hi s  he art  b ang e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  ri b s , hi s  b l o o d  he at e d , and  o h,                                                      
he  f o u g ht  t he  u rg e  t o  g at he r he r i n hi s  arms  and  ho l d  he r.  Ju s t  ho l d  he r.                                                

“ I t hi nk y o u ’re  as  w e i rd  as  me , ” s he  s ai d , t he n t o o k ano t he r b i t e  o f  t he  t o as t                                                     
and  mo t i o ne d  t o  hi m w i t h a  t i l t  o f  he r c hi n. “ Or i s  t he  p ro p e r p hras i ng  as  w e i rd                                                       
as  I  am?  A ny w ay ,  y o u r t u rn. ”                  

“ I’ m e mb arras s e d  f o r y o u , ”  D r.  E  s ai d .  “ Yo u  s ho u l d — ”                                      
“ He  t o l d  y o u  t o  s hu t  u p !” X  c l i mb e d  u p  S o l o’s  e ar, s t o mp e d  ac ro s s  hi s  he ad ,                                                         

and  ju mp e d  o nt o  hi s  l e f t  s ho u l d e r. He  g rab b e d  t he  o nc e - b e au t i f u l  b l o nd  b y  t he                                                          
e ar and ,  as  D r.  E  y e l p e d ,  d i s ap p e are d .                           



I  ow e  th a t ma n  a  lot  mor e  th a n  a n oth e r  th a n k-y ou.                               
A nd  t he  g i rl , i f  he  w as  b e i ng  ho ne s t . S o l o  t o o k a  b i t e  o f  t he  t o as t . “ I                                                       

ap p re c i at e  e ve ry t hi ng  y o u ’ ve  d o ne  f o r me ,  V i ka. ”                                 
A no t he r s mi l e ,  t hi s  o ne  no t  q u i t e  as  b ri g ht .  “ I  w i s h I  c o u l d  d o  mo re . ”                                                       
“ I d o n’t  w ant  y o u  t o  d o  mo re . I d o n’t  w ant  y o u  t o  ri s k y o u rs e l f  o n my  b e hal f                                                      

ag ai n. ”  
S he  b l i nke d  rap i d l y. “A re  y o u  t r y i ng  t o  p ro t e c t  me ?   e  g i rl  w ho  i s  no t  b o u nd                                                        

b y  s hac kl e s ? ”        
“ Ye s .  I  vo w e d  I  w o u l d . ”                   
“ A nd  y o u  al w ay s  ke e p  y o u r p ro mi s e s ,  y o u  s ai d . ”                                    
“ A l w ay s . ”      
 e  re s t  o f  t he  t e ns i o n d rai ne d  f ro m he r, and  s he  s ai d , “  at  i s  ve r y  s w e e t  o f                                                       

y o u . ”   
A  f e mal e  re f e rri ng  t o  hi m as  “s w e e t . ” A  no ve l t y  he  q u i t e  e njo y e d . B u t  s he                                                     

had n’ t  p ro mi s e d  no t  t o  ri s k he rs e l f ,  had  s he .                              
“ So  i s  y o u r name  re al l y  So l o ? ”  s he  as ke d .                            
“ It ’s  S o l o mo n, b u t  my  f ri e nd s  c al l  me  S o l o. ” He  s ho u l d  have  g i ve n he r t he                                                 

s ame  B o b  F re d  al i as  he ’d  g i ve n Cri s s , b u t  he  l i ke d  t he  i d e a  o f  hi s  name  s p i l l i ng                                                          
f ro m t ho s e  he art - s hap e d  l i p s .                   

“ A nd  y o u ’ re  f i ne  w i t h me  c al l i ng  y o u  t hat ? ”                                
“ Ye s . ”  M o re  t han.          
“ E ve n t ho u g h w e ’ re  no t  f ri e nd s ? ”                      
He  no d d e d . A  s mo o t he r man w o u l d  have  s ai d  s o me t hi ng  l i ke  “ We  are  f ri e nd s ”                                                 

o r “ I w o u l d  l o ve  t o  b e  y o u r f ri e nd , ” b u t  t he  w o rd s  w o u l d  have  s o u nd e d  f al s e                                                           
c o mi ng  f ro m hi m. He  d i d n’t  ac t u al l y  w ant  t o  b e  he r f ri e nd . He  w ant e d  t o  u s e                                                   
he r .  .  .  he  w ant e d  t o  s ave  he r .  .  .  and  he  w ant e d  t o  have  he r.                                           

She  t ho u g ht  i t  o ve r,  no d d e d .  “ V e ry  w e l l .  So l o . ”                                    
R e al i t y  w as  f ar  b e t t e r t han s u p p o s i t i o n. “A b o u t                                        A u d ra, ” he  s ai d , and  s he             

p al e d .  “ W hat  d o  y o u  kno w  ab o u t  he r t at t o o s ? ”                                 
He r he ad  t i l t e d  t o  t he  s i d e , he r e x p re s s i o n re s i g ne d . “ S he  t ri e d  t o  u s e  o ne                                                         

ag ai ns t  y o u ,  d i d n’ t  s he ? ”                  
“ Ye s . ”   
“ M at as  t au g ht  he r a  l i t t l e  ab o u t  b l ac k mag i c . E ve r s i nc e , t he  s p i d e rs  c o me  t o                                                        

l i f e  and  b i t e  w ho me ve r s he  d e s i re s .  A nd  o h,  i t ’ s  p ai nf u l .  M ake s  y o u  s i c k. ”                                                         
“ Yo u  have  b e e n b i t t e n? ”               
“ A  f e w  t i me s . ”           
S tr i ke  th r e e , Aud r a .               “ Li s t e n, y o u ’re  i n t ro u b l e . Yo u r f at he r s u s p e c t s  y o u ’re  t he                                          

o ne  w ho ’ s  b e e n f e e d i ng  me . ”                    
He r kne e s  b u c kl e d , and  s he  w o u l d  have  c o l l ap s e d  i f  he  had n’t  re ac he d  o u t  and                                                   

g rab b e d  t he  he m o f  he r T - s hi rt  t o  s t e ad y  he r. Ho w  l i g ht  s he  w as . A t  he r                                                  
s t ro ng e s t ,  s he  w o u l d  no t  b e  a  mat c h f o r hi s  w e ake s t .                                       

“ C an’ t  I  e ve r avo i d  a  b re ak? ”  s he  as ke d  w i t h a  t re mo r.                                    
Avoi d  a — W a i t.          “ Yo u  me an        c a tc h     a  b re ak. ”     
“ W hy  w o u l d  I w ant  t o  c at c h a  b re ak?  Yo u  c at c h a  b al l . Yo u  b re ak b o ne s ,                                                 

ho me s ,  and  he art s .  A nd  no w ,  I  mu s t  g o . ”                           



No t  y e t . He  w as n’t  re ad y. “ F re e  me , V i ka. ”  e  o nl y  t hi ng  he ’d  e ve r b e g g e d  f o r                                                  
w as  t he  l i ve s  o f  hi s  ad o p t i ve  p are nt s , and  t hat  had  g o t t e n hi m no w he re . S t i l l , he                                                      
mi g ht  b e g  f o r t hi s .  “ Le t  me  p ro t e c t  y o u  b e t t e r. ”                                      

He r mo u t h o p e ne d ,  c l o s e d .  Onc e  ag ai n s he  s ho o k he r he ad .  “ I  c an’ t . ”                                              
“ Yo u  c an. ”     
“ No. I’m s o rr y, ” s he  s ai d , s haki ng  he r he ad  al l  t he                                hard e r f o r e mp has i s . “A nd  I             

kno w ,  I  kno w .  M y  re f u s al  me ans  y o u ’ l l  g o  b ac k t o  b e i ng  a  ru d e  l i t t l e  g i ant  .  .  . ”                                                                
U h,  t hat  e x p re s s i o n mad e  ab s o l u t e l y  no  s e ns e .                                 
“ . .  .  and  y o u ’ l l  s t art  i s s u i ng  d e at h t hre at s  ag ai n, b u t  I have  t o  re mai n w i t h t he                                                       

c i rc u s  f o r a  w hi l e  l o ng e r.  I  ju s t  have  t o . ”                                
“ W hy ?  Je c i s  b e at s  y o u . W hy  no t  l e ave  hi m b e f o re  he  has  a  c hanc e  t o  hu rt  y o u                                                      

ag ai n? ”  
“ Yo u  d o n’t  u nd e rs t and . I c an t ake  a  b e at i ng , I c an, b u t  i f  I  l e ave  b e f o re  I’ ve —                                                    

ju s t  b e f o re , ” s he  s ai d , s t o p p i ng  he rs e l f  f ro m ad mi t t i ng  s o me t hi ng  s he  d i d n’t                                                      
w ant  hi m t o  kno w ,  “ Je c i s  w i l l  f i nd  me  and  ki l l  me ,                                        a s  w e ll  a s          t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs . ”             

“ Yo u ’re  hi s  d au g ht e r. ” Hi s  p re c i o u s .                           Hi s  be love d ,        S o l o  re me mb e re d , and  had  t o                 
g ri t  hi s  t e e t h t o  p re ve nt  hi ms e l f  f ro m c u rs i ng .  “ He  w o u l d n’ t  ki l l  y o u . ”                                                      

A no t he r s mal l  s mi l e , t hi s  o ne  s ad  at  t he  e d g e s . “ He  w o u l d n’t  me an t o. Wai t . I                                                  
t ake  t hat  b ac k. M ay b e  he  w o u l d . To  Je c i s , l e avi ng  t he  c i rc u s  i s  t he  u l t i mat e                                                     
b e t ray al  and  d e s e rve s  t he  u l t i mat e  p u ni s hme nt . ”                               

“ B u t  y o u  w ant  t o ? ”  He  g ri p p e d  t he  b ars .  “ Le ave ,  I  me an? ”                                         
Ho p e  g l i t t e re d  i n he r e y e s ,  and  s he  no d d e d .  “ I  d o . ”                                        
Hi s  o w n s e ns e  o f  ho p e  b l o o me d . “ One  d ay, t hi s  c i rc u s  w i l l  b e  d e s t ro y e d . Je c i s                                                          

has  hu rt  t o o  many  p e o p l e  no t  t o  b e  hu rt  hi ms e l f .  at ’s  a  s p i ri t u al  l aw, and                                                   
s p i ri t u al  l aw s  are  al w ay s  e nf o rc e d .  e  l o ng e r y o u  s t ay, t he  mo re  l i ke l y  y o u  are                                                        
t o  b e  c au g ht  i n t he  c ro s s hai rs . ”                      

“ One  d ay , ”  s he  p arro t e d  ho l l o w l y .                       
“ Ye s . F re e  me , V i ka, and  t hat  d ay  c an b e  t o d ay. I’ l l  t ake  c are  o f  hi m. He ’ l l                                               

ne ve r hu rt  y o u  ag ai n. ”            
Shame  o b l i t e rat e d  w hat  re mai ne d  o f  t he  ho p e .  “ I  c an’ t  l e t  y o u  d o  t hat . ”                                                   
“ W hy  no t ?  D o  y o u  l o ve  hi m? ”  he  as ke d .                           
“ W he n he ’ s  an e vi l  man w i t h no  g o o d ne s s  l e f t  i ns i d e  hi m? ”                                        
T hat  w as n’ t  e x ac t l y  an ans w e r.                  
“ No, ” s he  fi nal l y  s ai d , “ b u t  he ’s  a l s o  my  f at he r. I  c an’t . I  ju s t  c an’t . A nd                                                

b e s i d e s  t hat , y o u  w o u l d  have  t o  ki l l  M at as , t o o. Ot he r w i s e , he  w o u l d  c o me  af t e r                                                           
u s  and  t he  s ame  f at e  w o u l d  b e f al l  u s  al l . ”                                

So l o  w o u l d  hap p i l y  t ake  c are  o f  M at as .                           
“A n d      th e n ,     a f t e r  b o t h me n are  d e ad , and  I have  no  me ans  o f  p ro t e c t i o n, ” s he                                         

s ai d , “ y o u  w o u l d  l e ave  me  o u t  t he re  i n t he  b i g , b ad  w o rl d  t o  f e nd  f o r my s e l f ,                                                            
p e nni l e s s , he l p l e s s . Yo u  w o u l d n’t  me an t o, I  kno w. I c an t e l l  y o u ’re  a  g o o d  man.                                                     
B u t  y o u  have  a  l i f e  o u t  t he re , o ne  t hat  d o e s n’t  i nc l u d e  t he  z o o  o w ne r’s  d au g ht e r,                                                            
and  y o u  w o u l d  e ve nt u al l y  c u t  me  l o o s e . ”                               

“ No — ”  
“ Yo u  w o u l d  al s o  s e nt e nc e  t he  o t he r c ap t i ve s  t o  d e at h, ” s he  i nt e rje c t e d . “  e y                                                         

w o u l d  b e  s l au g ht e re d  s i mp l y  t o  p u ni s h me . ”                                 



“ I w o u l d  c o me  b ac k f o r t he m. ”                    
“ Ye s , b u t  w o u l d  y o u  make  i t  i n t i me ?  No, y o u  c an’t  g u arant e e  t hat . ” S he  t u rne d                                                     

he r he ad  aw ay ,  t ry i ng  t o  e nd  t he  c o nve rs at i o n t he  o nl y  w ay  s he  c o u l d .                                                
S o l o  l at c he d  o nt o  he r w ri s t , g i vi ng  i t  t he  b are s t  s q u e e z e  t o  b ri ng  he r at t e nt i o n                                                            

b ac k t o  hi m. “ I w i l l  l e ave                     y o u r f ami l y  al o ne  i f  t hat ’s  w hat  y o u  w ant . ” He  w o u l d                                    
hand  t he m o ve r t o  M i c hae l , and  t he  e nd  re s u l t  w o u l d  b e  t he  s ame , b u t  s he  d i d n’t                                                       
ne e d  t o  kno w  t hat . “ I’ l l  re l e as e  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  and  t ake  y o u  w i t h me , and                                                    
y o u ’ l l  ne ve r have  t o  f e nd  f o r y o u rs e l f .  I  have  mo ne y .  I  c an t ake  c are  o f  y o u  f o r t he                                                            
re s t  o f  y o u r l i f e ,  i f  y o u  s o  d e s i re . ”                                

He r g az e  s e arc he d  hi s  f e at u re s . “ I . .  .  I  ac t u al l y  t hi nk y o u  me an t hat , ” s he                                                   
s ai d .  

“ I d o .  A nd  I’ m w i l l i ng  t o  vo w  i t . ”                          
“ D o n’t , ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  s hake  o f  he r he ad . “ I d o n’t  w ant  y o u  mo ral l y  b o u nd  o r                                                    

any t hi ng  l i ke  t hat ,  w he n t he re ’ s  a  hu g e  p ro b l e m w i t h y o u r p l an. ”                                            
“A nd  t hat  i s ? ” he  s ai d , u rg e nc y  ri d i ng  hi m hard . He  w o u l d  have  a  s o l u t i o n,                                                 

w hat e ve r i t  w as ,  and  s he  w o u l d  f re e  hi m.  She  had  t o  f re e  hi m.                                         
“ T he  c u f f s . ”         
“  e y  are n’t  ac t u al l y  a  p ro b l e m. I have  a  f ri e nd  w ho  c an re mo ve  t he m. ” Jo hn                                              

c o u l d  re mo ve  any  ki nd  o f  s hac kl e s .                         I f  h e ’s  s ti l l  a l i ve .                   e  t ho u g ht  i rri t at e d  hi m.                 
He  w as .  A nd  t hat  w as  f i nal .                 

“ Yo u ’ l l  l o s e  y o u r hand s . ”                  
“ T he y ’ l l  g ro w  b ac k. ”              
A  mo me nt  p as s e d . S he  s ho o k he r he ad , as  i f  hi s  w o rd s  w e re  t o o  o d d  t o  ke e p                                                     

i ns i d e  he r he ad . “  e  re al  q u e s t i o n i s , c an y o u  re ac h y o u r f ri e nd  b e f o re  Je c i s                                                       
f i nd s  y o u ?  A nd  w hat  ab o u t  t he  o t he r p ri s o ne rs  i n t he  me ant i me ? ”                                            

He  p o p p e d  hi s  jaw. He  had  no  i mme d i at e  s o l u t i o n f o r t hat , w hi c h me ant  he                                              
had  t o  t r y  ano t he r ang l e . “ D o  y o u  l i ke  t he  l i f e  y o u  l e ad ?  Hi d i ng  u nd e r mo b i l e                                                          
ho me s ?  Sne aki ng  f o o d  t o  p ri s o ne rs ? ”                       

G ro w l i ng  l o w  i n he r t hro at , s he  s l ap p e d  at  t he  b ars . “ No, b u t  I have  a  p l an. A                                                  
p l an t hat  w i l l  w o rk b e t t e r t han y o u rs , t hank y o u . I ju s t  have  t o  w ai t  f o r t he                                                  
p e rf e c t  t i me . ”          

A h. He r my s t e ri o u s  p l an. “  e re  w i l l  ne ve r b e  a  mo re  p e rf e c t  t i me  t han t hi s                                                   
mo me nt . I’m he re . I ’m w i l l i ng . ” He  s p re ad  hi s  arms  t o  d raw  he r at t e nt i o n t o  a                                               
hard - w o n s t re ng t h f ar  s u p e ri o r t o  he r f at he r’s . “ I w i l l  d o  w hat  I s ay  I w i l l  d o. I                                                       
w i l l  s ave  y o u , p ro t e c t  y o u . A nd  w hy  w o u l d  y o u  c are  ab o u t  t he  o t he rs , any w ay ?                                                         
T he y  hat e  y o u . ”          

B ac k u p  w e nt  he r c hi n. “ He re ’s  a  l i t t l e  l e s s o n y o u  s ho u l d  p ro b ab l y  t ake  t o                                                       
he art . A ny o ne  w ho  re t u rns  hat e  f o r hat e  i s  no  b e t t e r t han my  f at he r, and  I w o n’t                                                
t rad e  o ne  mo ns t e r f o r ano t he r. ”                  

Ho w  d are  s he  c o mp are  hi m t o  Je c i s !  E ve n t ho u g h he  had  d o ne  t he  s ame  t o                                               
hi ms e l f .  He  w ant e d  t o  y e l l  at  he r.                        

He  al s o  w ant e d  t o  hu g  he r.                 
He  d e f i ni t e l y  w ant e d  t o  ki s s  he r.                        
“ If  y o u  w al k aw ay  f ro m me , V i ka, y o u  c o nd e mn me  t o  d e at h. ” A  s t re t c hi ng  o f                                                  

t he  t r u t h, and  a  d e fi ni t e  mani p u l at i o n, b u t  w hy  no t ?  E ve r y t hi ng  e l s e  had  p ro ve d                                                       



f u t i l e .     
 e  fl u s h d rai ne d  f ro m he r c he e ks , l e avi ng  he r as  p al l i d  as  D r. E . “ I s p e nd                                               

e ve r y  s p are  s e c o nd  s e arc hi ng  f o r t he  ke y  t o  t he  c u ffs . I have  f o r y e ars , i n f ac t . I ’ l l                                                          
f i nd  i t .  I            w i ll     f re e  y o u . ”        

 e  anno u nc e me nt  fl o o re d  hi m. Fo r y e ars , s he ’d  s ai d . S he ’d  b e e n t r y i ng  t o                                              
he l p  t he  c ap t i ve s                for  y e a r s       .

S o l o  re ac he d  t hro u g h t he  b ars . S he  fl i nc he d , b u t  d i d n’t  d art  aw ay. W i t h                                              
any o ne  e l s e , he  w o u l d  have  t ake n s u c h a  re ac t i o n p e rs o nal l y  and  rag e d . B u t  w i t h                                                      
he r, w i t h he r p as t , he  kne w  b e t t e r and  al l o w e d  hi ms e l f                                        t o  t rac e  hi s  fi ng e rt i p              
al o ng  t he  c u rve  o f  he r jaw .  So  s o f t ,  s o  s mo o t h.                                 

He r b re at hi ng  q u i c ke ne d — b u t  s he  s t i l l  d i d n’ t  l e ave .                                     
He  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  c o nvi nc e  he r t o  d o  w hat  he  w ant e d . He  kne w  t hat  no w. S he                                                

w as  t o o  s t u b b o rn, t o o  b l i nd e d  b y  t he  me ri t s  o f  he r p l an. A nd  t he re                                                     w e r e     me ri t s .    
T he re  ju s t  w e re n’ t  e no u g h.                 

He  w o u l d  have  t o  jo i n he r. Fo r no w. “ I’ ve  s t u d i e d  t he  c u ffs .  e  ke y  i s                                               
p ro b ab l y  me t al , w i t h a  s l e nd e r b e l l y  and  t w o  f at  e nd s . L o o k f o r s o me t hi ng  i n t he                                                          
s hap e  o f  t he  l e t t e r  e i g ht . ”                     

“ I w i l l , ”  s he  ras p e d ,  and  l i c ke d  he r l i p s .  “ A nd  t hank y o u . ”                                           
Hi s  arm f e l l  t o  hi s  s i d e . If  he  c o nt i nu e d  t o  t o u c h he r, he  w o u l d  g i ve  i n t o  hi s                                                           

u rg e  t o  c u p  he r nap e  and  t u g  he r f o r w ard . To  s t e al  t he  ai r  f ro m he r l u ng s . If  t hat                                                      
hap p e ne d ,  he  w o u l d  s t o p  l i s t e ni ng  f o r he r f at he r.                                   

S he  b ac ke d  aw ay  f ro m hi m. “  i s  i s  o u r l as t  d ay  i n t he  c i t y. A f t e r t he  l as t                                                    
s ho w, w e ’ l l  p ac k u p  and  l e ave . Je c i s  w i l l  ke e p  y o u  he re , w ant i ng  y o u  ne arb y                                                    
d u ri ng  y o u r fi rs t  t ri p. I ’ l l  re t u rn t o  y o u  w he n I c an. ” A  ne r vo u s  l au g h l e f t  he r. “                                                          I f
I c an. ”  

W i t h t hat  c r y p t i c  s t at e me nt , s he  s p u n and  rac e d  f ro m t he  are a, ne ve r g l anc i ng                                                 
b ac k. 

“ W hy — ”  he  b e g an,  o nl y  t o  s l am hi s  l i p s  t o g e t he r.  She  c o u l d n’ t  he ar hi m.                                                   
He  p u nc he d  t he  b ars . He  hat e d  hi s  c ap t i vi t y, y e s , b u t  d e e p  d o w n, a  p art  o f  hi m                                                       

hat e d  w at c hi ng  t hat  w o man w al k aw ay  mo re .                       



Fifteen

A m an of  understanding will  acquire wise counsel.  
—PROVERBS 1 :5

VIKA WEIG HED HER OP TIONS.      He r f at he r s u s p e c t e d  s he  had  b e e n f e e d i ng  S o l o. He                                    
w o u l d  q u e s t i o n he r, i nt i mi d at e  he r, and  he  w o u l d  d i s c e rn t he  t r u t h.  e re  w o u l d                                                        
b e  no  hi d i ng  i t ; t he re  ne ve r w as , and  s he ’d  kno w n t hat  b e f o re  s he ’d  ac t e d . B u t                                                   
s t i l l  s he ’d  b e e n u nab l e  t o  s t o p  he rs e l f  f ro m he l p i ng  t he  i nju re d  o t he r w o rl d e r.                                                          
E ve n no w, i t  w as n’t  a  d e c i s i o n s he  re g re t t e d . He  had  w arne d  he r ab o u t  w hat                                                
aw ai t e d  he r, d e s p i t e  t he  f ac t  t hat  s he  c o u l d  have  p ac ke d  a  b ag  and  l e f t  hi m i n t he                                                          
d u s t .   

I  s h ould  h a ve  fr e e d  h i m.                
B u t  . .  .  s he  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  b e  w i t ho u t  hi m. S o me ho w, he  had  b e c o me  a  s af e                                                     

have n.
He  w as  s o  b e au t i f u l , mo re  b e au t i f u l  w i t h e ve r y  d ay  t hat  p as s e d . A nd  he  w as  s o                                                          

s w e e t  t o  he r,  s o  w o nd e rf u l l y  p ro t e c t i ve .                                
Co ns t ant l y  s he  w o nd e re d  w hat  i t  w o u l d  f e e l  l i ke  t o  ki s s  hi m w hi l e  he  w as                                                      

aw ake , and  t he n, t o  b e  ki s s e d                      by  hi m. B e c au s e  he  w ant e d  he r, no t  b e c au s e  he                            
w ant e d  s o me t hi ng  f ro m he r. In f ac t , a l l  d u ri ng  t he i r  c o nve rs at i o n s he ’d                                             
w o nd e re d .     

No w  s he  had  t o  kno w .  It  w as  a  ne e d .                        
He  w as  a  ne e d .         
Hi s  s c e nt , hi s  g az e , hi s  t o u c h, hi s  he at , t he  c al l u s e s  o n hi s  hand s . Hi s  s mi l e ,                                                      

hi s  f ro w n, hi s  w i t , hi s  ki nd ne s s . S he  had n’t  g o t t e n o ve r t he  f ac t  t hat  he ’d  u s e d                                                     
hi s  b o d y  as  a  s hi e l d  t o  s ave  he r f ro m a  b u l l e t  al re ad y  me ant  f o r hi m.                                                 

E ve ry t hi ng  ab o u t  hi m ap p e al e d  t o  he r.                        
Ye s , s he  s ho u l d  have  f re e d  hi m— b u t  s he  w as  s t i l l  g l ad  s he  had n’t . No t  ju s t  f o r                                                       

he r s e l fi s h re as o ns , b u t  b e c au s e  he  w as  b e t t e r o ff he re , t rap p e d , t han o u t  t he re ,                                                      
b e i ng  hu nt e d  b y  he r f at he r.                 

If  s he ’d  t ho u g ht , e ve n f o r a  s e c o nd , t hat  he  c o u l d  s u c c e s s f u l l y  hi d e  f ro m Je c i s                                                           
w i t h t ho s e  c u ffs  o n hi s  w ri s t s , s he  w o u l d  have  d o ne  i t , w o u l d  have  ri s ke d  i t . B u t                                                           
no .  He  c o u l d n’ t .  No  o ne  c o u l d .                       

 e  b e s t  c o u rs e  w as  f o r he r t o  s t ay  he re , t ake  c are  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs , and                                                      
t ake  w hat e ve r d i s c i p l i ne  he r f at he r d i s he d  o u t . It  w o u l d  hu rt , i t  w o u l d  hu mi l i at e                                                          
he r, b u t  i f  Je c i s  b e at  he r, t he  w e d d i ng  w o u l d  have  t o  b e  d e l ay e d  t o  g i ve  he r t i me                                                             
t o  re c o ve r. T i me  w as  al l  s he  ne e d e d . B u t  o h, kno w i ng  w hat  s he ’d  have  t o  e nd u re                                                    
c au s e d  a  s hu d d e r o f  re vu l s i o n and  f e ar t o  ro c k he r.                                   

She  ju s t  .  .  .  s he  had  t o  f i nd  t hat  ke y .  A t  l e as t  no w  s he  kne w  w hat  t o  l o o k f o r.                                                           
V i ka c hang e d  i nt o  a  s o f t , c o mf o rt ab l e  t e e  and  fl o w i ng  p ant s , s o me t hi ng  s he                                                   

c o u l d  re l ax  i n w hi l e  f e e l i ng  as  i f  he r o rg ans  w e re  no t hi ng  mo re  t han mu s h. S he                                                    
p u l l e d  o n he r mo s t  c o mf o rt ab l e  b o o t s  and  re c l ai me d  t he  kni f e  s he ’d  f o u nd  i n he r                                                         
mo t he r’s  f avo ri t e  t ri nke t                  b o x  a  f e w  y e ars  ag o, o nl y  t o  s t o p, he r at t e nt i o n c au g ht                                      
o n t he  b e au t y  o f  t he  w e ap o n.                    



 e  hi l t  w as  c ar ve d  f ro m mo t he r- o f - p e arl  and  w he n he l d  t o  t he  l i g ht  g l i s t e ne d                                                       
w i t h al l  t he  c o l o rs  o f  t he  rai nb o w.  e  b l ad e  w as  c u rre nt l y  hi d d e n, b u t  w he n                                                      
re l e as e d  w as  t hi n and  s i l ve r and  s harp .                       

Ho w  c o u l d  s o me t hi ng  s o  l o ve l y  hu rt  s o  ab s o l u t e l y ?                                       
He r mo t he r u s e d  t o  p o l i s h t he  me t al  w i t h l o vi ng  s t ro ke s , b u t  o nl y  w he n Je c i s                                                       

w as  ab s e nt .  re e  w e e ks  b e f o re  he r d e at h, s he  had  g l anc e d  u p  at  V i ka  and  s mi l e d                                                     
a l i t t l e  c raz i l y.               On e  d a y  h e ’ l l  p us h  me  too fa r, a n d  I ’ l l  ki l l  h i m. We  w on’ t  e ve r  h a ve                                                 
to be  a fr a i d  a ga i n ,  w i l l  w e ,  p r i n c e s s ?                               

One  d ay .   
No w  V i ka l au g he d  w i t ho u t  hu mo r. “ One  d ay ” w as  t he  ans w e r t o  e ve r y t hi ng ,                                               

w as n’ t  i t .      
“ Ho w  c o u l d  y o u  l e ave  me  w i t h hi m, M o mma? ” s he  w hi s p e re d . He ’d  o nl y  g ro w n                                                  

w o rs e  o ve r t he  y e ars , mo re  and  mo re  o f  hi s  he art  ro t t i ng  and  hi s  s o u l  w i t he ri ng .                                                     
A nd  t he  t r u l y  s ad  t hi ng  w as , he  had  no  i d e a  he ’d  b e c o me  a  mo ns t e r. He  s t i l l                                                      
c o ns i d e re d  hi ms e l f  f ai r  and  ju s t .  “ Ho w  c o u l d  y o u  p i c k ano t he r man o ve r me ? ”                                                     

W i t h a  s i g h,  V i ka  s t u f f e d  t he  b l ad e  i ns i d e  he r p o c ke t .                                           
W i s d om w i l l  s a ve  y ou fr om th e  w a y s  of  w i c ke d  me n , a n d  a r mi n g y our s e lf  for  w a r  i s                                                          

w i s e .   
 e  vo i c e  s t art l e d  he r, and  s he  s p u n. A  s w i f t  s e arc h p ro ve d  s he  w as  s t i l l  a l o ne ,                                                          

and  he r s p i ne  l o s t  i t s  s u d d e n ri g i d i t y. A l arm w as  re p l ac e d  b y  ant i c i p at i o n. No t                                                        
an i nt ru d e r,  af t e r  al l ,  b u t  t he  re t u rn o f  t he  g o o d  .  .  .  w hat e ve r he  w as .                                                     

“ W ho  are  y o u ? ”  s he  as ke d .  “                     W h a t     are  y o u ? ”      
Las t  t i me , he ’d  i g no re d  he r.  i s  t i me , he  ans w e re d .                                   My  n a me  i s  X , a n d  I  a m                 

y our  .  .  .  h e lp e r .             
X .  “ A s  i n,  X  marks  t he  s p o t ? ”                     
E xa c tly    .
“ Ju s t  ho w  are  y o u  s u p p o s e d  t o  he l p  me ,  X ? ”                                  
Y ou te l l  me .  Y ou s ummon e d  me .                
U h,  no .  No ,  s he  had n’ t .  “ I  t hi nk I  w o u l d  re me mb e r s o me t hi ng  l i ke  t hat . ”                                                 
B ut y ou d o n ot th i n k I  c a n  fe e l  y our  tor me n t?                           
He r e mo t i o ns  w e re  s o  s t ro ng  s he  w as  p ro je c t i ng  t he m i nt o  t he  o t he r re al m?                                                  

“ Yo u  me nt i o ne d  w ar, ” s he  s ai d . “ Yo u  s e e m s o, w e l l , g e nt l e . S ho u l d n’t  y o u  have  a                                                     
p ro b l e m w i t h t he  u s e  o f  f o rc e ? ”                        

Aga i n s t w i c ke d n e s s ?  Ma y  i t  n e ve r  be !                           
G o o d  p o i nt . B u t , “ I d o n’t  w ant  w ar, ” s he  s ai d . “ I w ant  p e ac e . ” F i nal l y. Fo r                                                 

o nc e .  
How  d o y ou th i n k p e a c e  i s  w on ?                    
W ar,  b u t  .  .  .  “ Ho w  d o  y o u  t hi nk p e o p l e  are  l o s t ? ”                                        
An d  y ou’ r e  n ot los t  r i gh t n ow ?                  
He r mo t i o ns  w e re  je rky  as  s he  anc ho re d  he r t hi c k mas s  o f  hai r  i nt o  a  p o ny t ai l .                                                   

“ I ’ m al i ve . ”      
An d  y ou l i ke  y our  l i fe ?              
S o l o  had  as ke d  he r t he  ve r y  s ame  t hi ng . “ W hat  c an I d o  t o  c hang e  i t ?  Te l l  me ,                                                    

p l e as e ,  b e c au s e  I ’ m c e rt ai nl y  d o i ng  e ve ry t hi ng  I  c an and  havi ng  no  l u c k. ”                                                  
Tr us t   .



“ W ho ? ”   
Si l e nc e .    
“ W ho ? ”  s he  d e mand e d .             
A g ai n s i l e nc e .         
A nno y e d  b y  s u c h an ab r u p t  e nd  t o  t he i r  c o nve rs at i o n, s he  s t o mp e d  f ro m t he                                                    

ve hi c l e .  B e hi nd  he r,  t he  d o o r s hu t  and  l o c ke d  au t o mat i c al l y .                                          
S he  w as  s u p p o s e d  t o  re mai n i n he r t rai l e r  ag ai n t o d ay, b u t  s he  w ant e d  t o  d e al                                                      

w i t h he r f at he r rat he r t han r u n, and  s he  w ant e d  t o  g e t  i t  o ve r w i t h. Wai t i ng                                               
w o u l d  o nl y  make  t hi ng s  w o rs e .                    

 e  s u n w as  b ri g ht , g l ari ng . In an ho u r, t he  c i rc u s  w o u l d  o p e n. R i g ht  no w                                                
p e rf o rme rs  b u s t l e d  ab o u t , s e t t i ng  u p  s ho p  w hi l e  t r y i ng  t o  p ac k u p  e ve r y t hi ng                                                           
t he y  w o u l d n’t  ne e d .  e  d ay  w o u l d  b e  he c t i c . A nd  o h, w as  S o l o  i n f o r a  s ho c k.                                                          
W he n t he  c i rc u s  l e f t  t he  o u t s ki rt s  o f  Ne w  A t l ant a, he  w o u l d  me e t  a  w ho l e  ne w                                                          
c ro p  o f  mo ns t e rs — and  he  w o u l d  g ro w  t o                                love  t he  b ars  t hat  c o nt ai ne d  hi m.                 

D on ’ t  th i n k a bout th a t r i gh t n ow .                      She  mi g ht  l o s e  he r ne rve .               
V i ka rac e d  o u t  o f  t he  s e c t i o ne d - o ff are a  w he re  t he  p e rf o rme rs  l i ve d  and                                                 

t hro u g h t he  g ame s  and  ri d e s . F i rs t  s he  b y p as s e d  t he  b i g  w he e l . S o o n, e ac h b as ke t                                                        
w o u l d  t w i rl  ro u nd  and  ro u nd  and  u p s i d e  d o w n as  a  p e rf o rme r s w u ng  f ro m t he  b ar                                                       
s t re t c he d  ac ro s s  e ac h c art . No ne  o f  t he  p at ro ns  w o u l d  re al i z e  t ho s e  p e rf o rme rs                                                      
w e re  anc ho re d  t o  t he  b ars  w i t h fl e s h- c o l o re d  c u ffs  and  w e re n’t  i n any  d ang e r o f                                                    
f l y i ng  t o  t he i r  d e at hs .                 

Ne x t  s he  p as s e d  t he  ro l l e r  c o as t e r t hat  w o u l d  s ho o t  t hro u g h man- mad e  t u nne l s                                                      
d e c o rat e d  t o  re s e mb l e  d i ffe re nt  p l ane t s , e ac h o ne  fi l l e d  w i t h b ri g ht  l i g ht s ,                                                       
my s t i c al  ho l o g rams , and  s p o o ky  mi s t . Onl y, t he  mi s t  w as n’t  t he re  f o r vi s u al                                               
e ffe c t , as  t he  hu mans  al w ay s  as s u me d . It  w as  t he re  f o r                                     p h y s i c a l         e ffe c t . In t he       
p art i c l e s  w as  a               s mal l  d o s e  o f  ad re nal i ne , maki ng  t he  ri d e  s e e m mo re  e x c i t i ng  t han                                           
i t  ac t u al l y  w as .           

A f t e r t hat , t he  b u mp e r c ars  c ame  i nt o  vi e w. A n e l e c t ri c  s ho c k w o u l d  b e                                                 
d e l i ve re d  t o  e ve r y  d ri ve r w ho  w as  hi t . Fo r s o me  re as o n, p e o p l e  l o ve d  w at c hi ng                                                      
t he i r  f e l l o w  hu mans  je rk ag ai ns t  t he  s t i ng , l o ve d  he ari ng  t he  e ns u i ng  c u rs e s  and                                                     
g ro w l s ,  l o ve d  b e i ng  c has e d  at  hi g h s p e e d ,  w he re  re ve ng e  w as  e ve nt u al l y  t ake n.                                                       

S he  t u rne d  a  c o rne r and  e nt e re d  t he  f o o d  c o u rt , t he  s c e nt  o f  f ri e d  b re ad  and                                                      
me at s  w af t i ng  t hro u g h t he  ai r, f o l l o w e d  b y  c arame l  and  c i t r u s . Onc e  s he  c l e are d                                                      
t he  c ano p y  o ve rhe ad  and  s nake d  aro u nd  ano t he r c o rne r, t he  g ame s  Je c i s  u s e d  t o                                                
e arn e ve n mo re  c as h f ro m t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  w ho  had  al re ad y  l o s t  t he i r  ap p e al                                                  
c ame  i nt o  vi e w. P i n t he  Tai l  o n t he  We d l g , R akan P i ñat a, and  t he  D e l e ns e an                                             
R ac k- and - Sac k w e re  t he  c u rre nt  c ro w d  f avo ri t e s .                             

Te ars  b e ad e d  at  t he  b ac ks  o f  V i ka’s  e y e s . Hard l y  any o ne  p e e l e d  b ac k t hat  l ay e r                                                     
o f  “ f u n” t o  p e e k at  t he  s e e d y  u nd e rb e l l y  o f  t he  c i rc u s .  e  t ri c ks , t he  l i e s , t he                                                              
c r u e l t y. Pe o p l e  c ame  and  t he y  p l ay e d  and  t he y  l au g he d .  e y  w at c he d  t he                                                  
p e rf o rmanc e s  i n B i g  R e d  and  mar ve l e d , c ap t i vat e d  b y  f e at s  no  hu man— o r                                              
o t he r w o rl d e r— s ho u l d  b e  ab l e  t o  d o. A nd  t he n t he y  l e f t , t o t al l y  i g no rant  t o  t he                                                          
e vi l  t he y  had  ju s t  s u p p o rt e d .                     

F i nal l y  t he  mai n t e nt  c ame  i nt o  vi e w, a  b i g , re d  mo ns t ro s i t y  he r f at he r had                                                
p at t e rne d  af t e r t he  c i rc u s e s  o f  o l d , and  V i ka t ri p p e d  o ve r he r o w n f e e t . Je c i s  w as                                                           



i ns i d e ,  p re p ari ng  f o r t he  f i rs t  s ho w .                          
Tr us t,    X  s u d d e nl y  s ai d .                S e t th e  oth e r w or ld e r s  fr e e . Wa lk a w a y . Tod a y . N ow . i s                                

mi n ute .  N e ve r  look ba c k.            
Ho w  s he  w o u l d  have  l o ve d  t hat .  “ If  I  d o ,  t he y ’ l l  o nl y  b e  c ap t u re d  ag ai n. ”                                                       
Tr us t   .
“ Yo u  d o n’ t  u nd e rs t and . ”               
D on ’ t  I ?     
V i ka re ac he d  t he  e nt ranc e  and  s w e p t  i ns i d e . B l e ac he rs  fi l l e d  e ve r y  i nc h o f                                                   

s p ac e  t hat  w as n’t  u s e d  b y  t he  c e nt e r ri ng , and  o f  c o u rs e , t he  hi d d e n s p ac e  i n b ac k                                                          
w he re  t he  p e rf o rme rs  c hang e d . In t he  ri ng  w e re  s p o t l i g ht s , p o l e s , w i re s , ne t s ,                                                     
e q u i p me nt ,  b o u l d e rs ,  and  s mo ke  mac hi ne s .                           

A s  a  l i t t l e  g i rl , s he  had  d re ame d  o f  havi ng  an ac t  o f  he r o w n and  maki ng  he r                                                 
f at he r p ro u d . No w, s he  w as  ve r y  g l ad  he ’d  al w ay s  d e ni e d  he r re q u e s t , t o o  af rai d                                                     
s o me o ne  w o u l d  s e e  he r, w ant  he r, and  t ake  he r, e ve n b ac k t he n. To  b e  s t are d  at ,                                                 
ju d g e d ,  and  c ri t i q u e d  b y  s t rang e rs ?  No ,  t hank y o u .                                   

A  hard  hand  l at c he d  o nt o  he r f o re arm and  f o rc e d  he r t o  t u rn. M i ni - b o mb s  o f                                               
f e ar e x p l o d e d  t hro u g h he r w he n he r g az e  l and e d  o n M at as , w ho  w as  g l ari ng  d o w n                                                    
at  he r,  a  b l az i ng  f i re  i n hi s  e y e s .                         

“ W hat  are  y o u  d o i ng  he re ,  V i ka?  Yo u ’ re  s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  i n y o u r t rai l e r. ”                                                     
I  w i l l  n ot c ow e r.              “ Have  y o u  f o rg o t t e n r u l e  nu mb e r o ne ? ” s he  f o rc e d  he rs e l f  t o                                            

s nap . 
A  c r u e l  g ri n l i f t e d  t he  c o rne rs  o f  hi s  mo u t h. “ We ’re  g o i ng  t o  b e  marri e d  at  t he                                                        

e nd  o f  t he  mo nt h, w hi c h me ans  y o u r r u l e s  are  o u t  and  mi ne  are  i n. A nd  d o  y o u                                                   
w ant  t o  kno w  t he  fi rs t  o ne ?  Yo u  d o  w hat  I s ay, w he n I s ay, o r  I hu rt  y o u  i n w ay s                                                    
y o u  c anno t  e ve n i mag i ne . A nd  d o n’t  f o rg e t  y o u  o w e  me  f o r l e t t i ng  K i t t e n g o                                                       
u ns c at he d . ”      

Th e r e ’ s  s ti l l  ti me  to le a ve ,                     X  s ai d .     
I  c a n  h a n d le  th i s ,                 s he  as s u re d  he rs e l f , e ve n as  he r b l o o d  c hi l l e d  i n he r ve i ns .                                          

“ M y  f at he r w i l l  no t  b e  amu s e d .  He  d o e s n’ t  w ant  y o u  t o  mi s t re at  me . ”                                                   
“A c t u al l y, I  t hi nk he ’ l l  c hang e  hi s  mi nd  w he n he  s e e s  t hi s . ” M at as  he l d  o u t  hi s                                                      

f re e  hand . A  s mal l , b l ac k d e vi c e  re s t e d  i n t he  c e nt e r o f  hi s  p al m. He  u s e d  hi s                                                      
t hu mb  t o  p re s s  t he  b u t t o n i n t he  c e nt e r,  and  a  b l u e  s c re e n c ry s t al l i z e d  i n t he  ai r.                                                              

C o l o rs  f l i c ke re d  i ns i d e  t hat  s c re e n,  a  p i c t u re  s o o n f o rmi ng .                                             
V i ka,  i ns i d e  So l o ’ s  c ag e .  V i ka,  b at hi ng  hi m.  V i ka,  ki s s i ng  hi m.                                           
Le a ve ,  V i ka .  Le a ve  n ow                ,  X  b e s e e c he d .                R un  to S olo      .
Oh, s w e e t  me rc y. S he  w ant e d  t o, s he  re al l y  d i d , b u t  s he  had  t o  c o nt ai n t hi s                                                  

s i t u at i o n fi rs t . If  he r f at he r e ve r s aw  t hi s , S o l o  w o u l d  b e  ki l l e d . “ D - d o n’t  s ho w                                                          
hi m,  M at as .  P l e as e . ”             

Hi s  fi ng e rs  c l o s e d  o ve r t he  d e vi c e , and  t he  s c re e n vani s he d . “ I hi d  a  c ame ra  i n                                                    
t he  z o o  a  w hi l e  b ac k. I’ ve  b e e n w at c hi ng  y o u , and  I kno w  y o u ’ ve  b e e n g i vi ng  t he                                                       
ani mal s  t re at s  t he y  w e re  ne ve r me ant  t o  have . Tre at s  y o u r f at he r p ai d  f o r. I                                              
al w ay s  l e t  t hat  s l i d e ,  b u t  t hi s  .  .  .  no .  I  c an’ t . ”                                         

He r kne e s  s ho o k, t hre at e ni ng  t o  b u c kl e . “ I’ l l  r u n aw ay, ” s he  t hre at e ne d . “ If                                               
y o u  t e l l  hi m, I’ l l  l e ave . I ’ l l  he l p  t he  au t ho ri t i e s  fi nd  t he  c i rc u s  and  s hu t  i t  d o w n,                                                               
and  y o u ’ l l  e nd  u p  w i t ho u t  a  jo b . ”                          



V i ka ,  p le a s e .  Li s te n  to me .  N e ve r  tr y  to ba r ga i n  w i th  e vi l .                                          
“ Yo u  d o         n ot   t hre at e n me , ”  M at as  g ro w l e d — ju s t  b e f o re  he  b ac khand e d  he r.                                       
He r he ad  w hi p p e d  t o  t he  s i d e , he r c he e k s t i ng i ng .  e  t as t e  o f  b l o o d  c o at e d                                                        

he r t o ng u e . A no t he r b e at i ng , and  f ro m a  mal e  w ho  re p u l s e d  he r?  No. No !  S he                                               
w o u l d n’ t  l e t  t hat  hap p e n.                 

S he  g rab b e d  he r b l ad e  and  s t r u c k, s l ammi ng  t he  t i p  as  d e e p  i nt o  M at as ’s  s i d e                                                      
as  p o s s i b l e . M ay b e  he  ro are d , may b e  he  d i d n’t , b u t  he  d i d  s t u mb l e  aw ay  f ro m                                                      
he r. A nd  as  he  s t o o d  t he re  p ant i ng  and  g ap i ng  at  he r, s he  l o o ke d  d o w n at  t he                                                  
c ri ms o n- s o ake d  b l ad e . Ho rro r w as he d  t hro u g h he r, he r b l o o d  no  l o ng e r c o l d  b u t                                                   
f ri g i d ,  l i t t l e  i c e  c ry s t al s  maki ng  he r f e e l  he avy ,  ac hy .                                        

S he ’d  ju s t  s t ab b e d  s o me o ne . S he ’d  ju s t  hu rt  s o me o ne  i n t he  w o rs t  p o s s i b l e                                                      
w ay. M ay b e  s he ’d  e ve n ki l l e d  hi m. Ye s , s he ’d  d o ne  i t  t o  p ro t e c t  he rs e l f , b u t  i t                                                        
w as  s t i l l  s o me t hi ng  he r f at he r w o u l d  have  d o ne .                                

I  c a n ’ t  be  l i ke  h i m.  I  j us t  c a n ’ t.                           
Oh ,  V i ka ,        X  s ai d  s ad l y .               I ’ m s or r y .      
“ Yo u ’re  g o i ng  t o  p ay  f o r t hat . ” S c o w l i ng , M at as  t hu nd e re d  t o w ard  he r, c l o s i ng                                                     

t he  d i s t anc e  b e f o re  s he  c o u l d  b ac k aw ay. He  s l amme d  hi s  me at y  fi s t  i nt o  t he  s i d e                                                         
o f  he r he ad ,  kno c ki ng  he r t o  t he  g ro u nd .                         

A no t he r i mp ac t ,  he r b rai n rat t l i ng  ag ai ns t  he r s ku l l .                                
He  p u nc he d  he r a  s e c o nd  t i me .  A nd  ju s t  l i ke  t hat ,  i t  w as  l i g ht s  o u t  f o r V i ka.                                                          



Sixteen

Wh en you pass th rough  th e waters,  I  will  be with  you.  And th rough  th e rivers,  th ey  will  not overf low you.                
—ISAIAH 4 3 :2 

SOLO HEARD THE TWO     me n arg u i ng  b e f o re  he  s aw  t he m, hi s  e ars  t w i t c hi ng  as  he                                     
l i s t e ne d . He ’d  e x p e c t e d  X , w ho  had  p o p p e d  i n a  f e w  mi nu t e s  ag o  t o  c r y p t i c al l y                                                              
s ay, “ Co nt ro l  y o u rs e l f , f o r s he  has  ne e d  o f  y o u r ai d , no t  y o u r t e mp e r, ” b e f o re                                                      
vani s hi ng .  B u t  no ,  t hi s  w as n’ t  X .                      

“ I’ l l  ki l l  y o u ,  M at as . ”                 
He  re c o g ni z e d  t he  hars hne s s  o f  t he  vo i c e ,  kne w  i t  b e l o ng e d  t o  Je c i s .                                                   
“ I  t o l d  y o u  I  w as  s o rry . ”                   
“ T hat  d o e s n’ t  make  i t  b e t t e r!”                    
“ I s ho w e d  y o u  t he  vi d e o .  Yo u  kno w  w hat  s he  d i d . ”                                    
“A nd  i t ’s  a  p ro b l e m, b u t  i t ’s                         my  p ro b l e m. Yo u  s ho u l d  have  c o me  t o  me . S ho u l d                              

have  l e t  me  hand l e  i t . No w — ” A  w i l d  ro ar o f  rag e  S o l o  had  he ard  o nl y  o nc e                                                 
b e f o re — f ro m hi ms e l f , t he  d ay  he ’d  d i s c o ve re d  hi s  p are nt s ’ d e c o mp o s e d  b o d i e s .                                                        
“ Yo u  w e re  t o  g e t  he r p re g nant , make  he r w ant  t o  s t ay, g i ve  he r s o me t hi ng  t o  d o.                                                   
 e  l o o k i n he r e y e s  l at e l y, ju s t  l i ke  b e f o re , w he n s he — b u t  y o u  r u i ne d                                                    
e ve ry t hi ng !”     

M at as  w as  t o  i mp re g nat e  . .  .  V i ka?  D e s p i t e  t he  f ac t  t hat  s he  d i s l i ke d  t he                                                       
b ru t e ?   

“ I g ave  y o u  a  g i f t , ” Je c i s  c o nt i nu e d  s haki l y, “my  mo s t  t re as u re d  p o s s e s s i o n,                                                       
and  y o u  b ro ke  i t .  I  s ho u l d  e x i l e  y o u  f ro m my  c i rc u s . ”                                          

“ S he  s t ab b e d  me , and  I re ac t e d , ” M at as  s ai d , hi s  o w n vo i c e  s haky. “ It  w i l l                                                 
ne ve r hap p e n ag ai n.  Li ke  I  s ai d ,  I ’ m s o rry . ”                           

“ No t  ac c e p t e d !  Yo u  ne arl y  ki l l e d  he r w i t h t ho s e  b l o w s . ”                                          
“ Le t  me  t ake  c are  o f  he r.  I ’ l l  make  he r b e t t e r w i t h my  mag i c . ”                                          
He r.  She .  T he y  had  b e t t e r no t  b e  d i s c u s s i ng  V i ka.                                   
“ Yo u ’re  no t  t o u c hi ng  he r ag ai n. If  any  o t he r man had  p u t  me  i n t hi s                                        

s i t u at i o n .  .  .  i f  any  o t he r man had  hu rt  my  b ab y  l i ke  t hi s  .  .  . ”                                               
Hi s  b ab y.  e y            w e r e     d i s c u s s i ng  V i ka. S o l o  d i d n’t  he ar t he  re s t  o f  t he                                    

c o nve rs at i o n. He  w as  o n hi s  f e e t  and  s q u e e z i ng  t he  b ars  a  s e c o nd  l at e r, d re ad                                                     
b arrag i ng  hi m, ri g ht  al o ng  w i t h f u r y  and  d e s p e rat i o n . .  .  s o  mu c h                                            
d e s p e rat i o n . .  .  B u t  he  c o u l d n’t  ac t  o n a  s i ng l e  e mo t i o n, no t  w i t h t he  c u ffs                                                         
s ho o t i ng  d e b i l i t at i ng  d ru g s  i nt o  hi s  s y s t e m.                                  

W hat  had  b e e n d o ne  t o  he r?  Ho w  b ad l y  had  s he  s u f f e re d ?  W o u l d  s he  s u rvi ve ?                                                     
Q u e s t i o ns , q u e s t i o ns , s o  many  q u e s t i o ns  f o rme d , b u t  o ne  f ac t  c r y s t al l i z e d : He                                                           

w o u l d  re p ay  t he  o ne  re s p o ns i b l e .  No t  b e c au s e  he ’ d  d e c i d e d  t o  u s e  V i ka  t o  e s c ap e .                                                                   
No t  b e c au s e  he ’ d  re al i z e d  s he  w as  hi s  o nl y  ho p e .  B u t  b e c au s e .  Ju s t  b e c au s e .                                                            

He  w as  q u i t e  c e rt ai n ve ng e anc e  w o u l d  f i nal l y  f e e l  g o o d .                                          
“ R e mai n c al m. R e me mb e r w hat  I t o l d  y o u . S he  ne e d s  t e nd e rne s s  ri g ht  no w, ” X                                                 

s ai d , p o p p i ng  i n and  l o o ki ng  s l i g ht l y  w e ake r t han b e f o re , hi s  s ki n no t  q u i t e  as                                                       
b ri g ht .   



“ He l p  he r, ”  he  d e mand e d .               
“ I t ri e d , b u t  I c anno t  he l p  s o me o ne  w ho  d o e s n’t  w ant  t o  b e  he l p e d . No  o ne                                                    

c an. ” 
F i nal l y  Je c i s  and  M at as  s t o mp e d  aro u nd  a  c o rne r, e nt e ri ng  hi s  l i ne  o f  s i g ht .                                                     

B o t h me n w e re  s c o w l i ng . Je c i s  c rad l e d  V i ka i n hi s  arms . V i ka, w ho  l o o ke d  l i ke  a                                                      
b ro ke n d o l l .       

S o l o’s  kne e s  al mo s t  g ave  o u t . P al e  hai r  c as c ad e d  aro u nd  he r i n t ang l e d  hu nks .                                                  
One  arm hu ng  l i mp l y.  e  o t he r w as  s mas he d  ag ai ns t  Je c i s ’s  c he s t . He r f ac e  w as                                                
s mas he d  ag ai ns t  hi s  c he s t ,  as  w e l l ,  hi d i ng  any  d amag e  t he re .                                        

 e  f u r y  at  l as t  d e t o nat e d , and  he  u t t e re d  a  ro ar t hat  ri val e d  Je c i s ’s . B o t h me n                                                       
t ri p p e d  o ve r t he i r  o w n f e e t .                     

“ C al m. ”  X  s ai d .  “ Yo u  mu s t  s t ay  c al m. ”                           
 e  mal e s  w e re  c o mi ng  c l o s e r and  c l o s e r t o  S o l o’s  c ag e , s o  c l o s e  t he i r  e vi l                                                         

b r u s he d  ag ai ns t  hi s  s ki n. Hi s  he art  hamme re d  as  t ho u g h t r y i ng  t o  d ri l l  a  nai l  i nt o                                                       
o ne  o f  hi s  ri b s . He ’d  ne ve r b e e n o ne  t o  e njo y  hi s  jo b, t o  t ake  d e l i g ht  i n s nu ffing                                                      
o u t  l i f e ,  b u t  he  w o u l d  have  e njo y e d  and  d e l i g ht e d  t hi s  t i me .                                               

“ C al m. ”   
It  s ho u l d  have  b e e n e as y  f o r hi m. In hi s  l i ne  o f  w o rk, he ’d  s e e n t he  e ffe c t s  o f                                                     

d o me s t i c  ab u s e  a  t ho u s and  t i me s  b e f o re , and  had  t ho u g ht  hi ms e l f  t o o  hard e ne d                                                      
t o  e ve r c are . He ’d  al w ay s  t o l d  hi ms e l f  t he  p e o p l e  w ho  s t ay e d  i n t hat  t y p e  o f                                                         
s i t u at i o n d e s e r ve d  w hat  t he y  g o t .                            No w, havi ng  s e e n t he  b r u i s e s  o n V i ka, l e arni ng                           
s he  w as  d e af , kno w i ng  s he  had  b e e n rai s e d  i n s u c h an i ns u l ar w o rl d , s u s p e c t i ng                                                     
s he  had  no  i d e a  t he re  w as  s o me t hi ng  b e t t e r o u t  t he re  .  .  .                                           

B u t  e ve n i f  s he  had  kno w n, s he  w o u l d  no t  have  l e f t  t he  c i rc u s . He  re me mb e re d                                                    
w hat  s he ’ d  s ai d .               Y ou w ould  a ls o s e n te n c e  th e  oth e r  c a p ti ve s  to  d e a th .                                   

S he  w ant e d  t he m f re e d . S he  w ant e d  t he m s af e . E ve n at  a  t e rri b l e  c o s t  t o                                                  
he rs e l f .    

S u d d e nl y  a  p u z z l e  p i e c e  s l i d  i nt o  p l ac e , and  a  c l e ar p i c t u re  o f  he r c harac t e r                                                            
b e g an t o  f o rm.  She  c are d  f o r he r c harg e s  w i t h al l  o f  he r he art .  No t  ju s t  t o  as s u ag e                                                        
a g u i l t y  c o ns c i e nc e , b u t  b e c au s e  s he  p l ac e d  o t he rs  b e f o re  he rs e l f . S he  s t ay e d                                                            
he re , ac c e p t i ng  he r f at he r’s  ab u s e , M at as ’s  ab u s e , e ve n t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs ’ ab u s e ,                                                     
t o  s ave  t ho s e  u nd e r he r s u p e r vi s i o n. A nd  y e s , t he re  w e re  p ro b ab l y  o t he r re as o ns ,                                                        
may b e  e ve n a  t ho u s and  mo re ,  b u t  t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs  w e re  a  b i g  o ne ,  he  w as  s u re .                                                         

E ve n mo re  mi rac u l o u s ,  s he  u nd e rs t o o d  w hy  t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs  ac t e d  as  t he y  d i d                                                       
and  d i d n’t  ho l d  a  g r u d g e . Ho w  c o u l d  s he , and  s t i l l  b e  w i l l i ng  t o  b re ak t he  r u l e s                                                              
t o  d i s t ri b u t e  c o o ki e s  and  c ho c o l at e s ?                             

W hat  ki nd  o f  p e rs o n c o u l d  d o  t hat ?                        
A n ans w e r i mme d i at e l y  f o rme d .  T he  ki nd  hi s  mo t he r w o u l d  have  l o ve d .                                             
A  p ang  e ru p t e d  i n t he  c e nt e r o f  hi s  c he s t ,  d e e p  and  b u rni ng ,  p ro b ab l y  l e avi ng  a                                                          

s c ar.  One  he  w e l c o me d .              
“ W hat  d i d  y o u  d o  t o  he r? ” he  s ho u t e d  w i t h an e mo t i o n he ’d  ne ve r b e f o re  u s e d .                                                        

A n e mo t i o n he  c o u l d n’t  e ve n name . It  w as  t o o  ho t  f o r me re  f u r y  and  t o o  c o l d  f o r                                                         
s o me t hi ng  as  c o nt ro l l e d  as  c al c u l at i o n, s p ri ng i ng                                      f ro m a  p l ac e  d e e p  i ns i d e  hi m,                     
w he re  i ns t i nc t  p ro ve d  t o  b e  t he  d o mi nant  f o rc e .                                 

Je c i s  s t o p p e d  a  f e w  f e e t  aw ay, hu ffing  and  p u ffing  w i t h hi s  o w n rag e . “ Yo u .                                                  



W hat  have  y o u  d o ne  t o  my  d au g ht e r,  b e as t ?  Ho w  have  y o u  b e w i t c he d  he r? ”                                                  
“ G i ve  he r t o  me , ”  So l o  d e mand e d .                      
“ D o n’t  y o u  d are . ” M at as , w ho  w as  c l u t c hi ng  hi s  b l e e d i ng  s i d e , o p e ne d  hi s                                                     

mo u t h t o  s ay  s o me t hi ng . S had o w s  ro s e  f ro m hi m, hi g h and  hi g he r, re ac hi ng                                           
t o w ard  Je c i s  .  .  .  b u t  t he  mi s t y  s ku l l  hi d i ng  u nd e r Je c i s ’s  s ki n t u rne d — w i t ho u t                                                            
Je c i s  mo vi ng  an i nc h— and  s nap p e d  i t s  t e e t h.  e  s had o w s  re t re at e d  and  M at as                                                 
c l o s e d  hi s  mo u t h.            

“ She  d e s e rve s  b e t t e r t han t he  l i ke s  o f  y o u  t w o , ”  So l o  s narl e d .                                              
M at as  l e ap t  f o r w ard , g rab b e d  t he  b ars , and  s ho o k t he  c ag e . “ K e e p  t al ki ng , I                                                  

d are  y o u .  I ’ l l  d o  e ve n w o rs e  t o  y o u ,  y o u — ”                                   
M o vi ng  f as t e r t han e i t he r man c o u l d  t rac k, S o l o  c l o s e d  t he  d i s t anc e , w rap p e d                                                    

hi s  fi ng e rs  aro u nd  b o t h o f  t he  man’s  w ri s t s  and  s q u e e z e d . In s e c o nd s , t he  b o ne s                                                      
w e re  c ru s he d .        

M at as  ho w l e d , s e nd i ng  b l ac k b i rd s  s c at t e ri ng  f ro m t he i r  p e rc he s  o n t o p  o f  t he                                                        
mo t o r ho me .  “ St o p !”           

“ W he n I’m d o ne , ” S o l o  g ro w l e d , and  he  d e fi ni t e l y  w as n’t  d o ne . He  t w i s t e d  o ne                                                     
o f  M at as ’s  arms , f o rc i ng  t he  man t o  s p i n aro u nd  o r l o s e  t he  l i mb, and  s l amme d                                                
t he  l o w e r p art  ag ai ns t  t he  b ars ,  b re aki ng  t ho s e  b o ne s  as  w e l l .                                           

T hi s  t i me ,  M at as  s c re ame d .                 
S o l o  s t i l l  w as n’t  d o ne . He  je rke d  and  s l amme d  t he                                     u p p e r p art  o f  t he  arm             

ag ai ns t  t he  b ars , b re aki ng  t he  b o ne s  t he re , t o o. M at as  re l e as e d  ano t he r s c re am,                                                
t hi s  o ne  hi g h- p i t c he d .               

T he  e nt i re  t u s s l e  l as t e d  l e s s  t han t hre e  s e c o nd s .                                     
S o l o  c o u l d  have  re ac he d  o u t  and  rake d  hi s  c l aw s  ac ro s s  t he  man’s  ju g u l ar. He                                                 

d e fi ni t e l y  w o u l d  have , i f  he  had n’t  f e are d  V i ka w o u l d  b e  p e nal i z e d  f o r hi s                                                     
ac t i o ns .    

Te ars  l e ake d  d o w n M at as ’s  c he e ks , and  hi s  kne e s  b u c kl e d . B u t  t he  man d i d n’t                                                
f al l — he  c o u l d n’ t .  So l o  ke p t  ho l d  o f  hi s  arm,  ap p l y i ng  p re s s u re  t o  e ac h o f  t he  ne w                                                             
w o u nd s .    

“ P - p l e as e , ”  M at as  b e g g e d .                    
Had  he  mad e  V i ka b e g  b e f o re  he ’ d  hi t  he r?                           
So l o  l i f t e d  t he  mal e ’ s  arm a  f e w  i nc he s  hi g he r.                                 
A s  i f  s he  s e ns e d  t he  t e ns i o n, a  mo an ro s e  f ro m he r. It  w as  t he  fi rs t  no i s e  s he ’d                                                       

mad e ,  and  o ne  t hat  p ro ve d  s he  l i ve d ,  t hat  s he  w as  s t i l l  i n p ai n.                                            
“ G i ve  t he  g i rl  t o  me , ”  So l o  re p e at e d .  “ I  w o u l d  ne ve r hu rt  he r. ”                                               
“ P l e as e  .  .  .  p l e as e , ”  M at as  s ai d .                           
Te e t h b are d  w i t h mas c u l i ne  ag g re s s i o n, Je c i s  s ai d , “ Oh, I’ l l  g i ve  he r t o  y o u  al l                                                      

ri g ht . S he  t hi nks  s he  w ant s  y o u , and  a  l i t t l e  al o ne  t i me  w i t h y o u  s ho u l d  c hang e                                                        
he r mi nd ,  t e ac h he r b e t t e r,  and  make  he r ap p re c i at e  w hat  s he  has . ”                                        

W i t ho u t  he s i t at i o n, S o l o  p l ac e d  b o t h hand s  i n t he  ai r, p al ms  o u t . M at as                                                 
c o l l ap s e d  i nt o  a  g ro ani ng  he ap, c rad l i ng  hi s  arms  t o  hi s  c he s t  and  at t e mp t i ng  t o                                                      
s l i t he r aw ay .       

“ V i ka, ”  So l o  s ai d .  “ G i ve  he r t o  me .  No w . ”                              
“ No , ”  M at as  manag e d  t o  s ho u t  p as t  hi s  s o b s .  “ She ’ s  mi ne !  Yo u  s ai d — ”                                                 
“ S i l e nc e !” Je c i s  b o o me d . “ I have  mad e  my  d e c i s i o n, and  i t  w i l l  s t and . Tw i c e                                                    



s he  has  c ho s e n t he  ani mal  o ve r y o u , and  s o  I w i l l  g i ve  he r w hat  s he  t hi nks  s he                                                  
w ant s . A nd  y o u , ” he  s ai d  t o  S o l o. “ I’m p l ac i ng  my  ve r y  he art  i n y o u r hand s . Yo u                                                   
w i l l  g u ard  i t . ”           

V i ka w as  no t  t he  mal e ’s  he art . A  man g u ard e d  t he  t re as u re s  o f  hi s  he art ,                                             
f aw ne d  o ve r t he m, p l ac e d  t he i r  w e l f are  ab o ve  hi s  o w n. Je c i s  had  d o ne  no ne  o f                                                    
t ho s e  t hi ng s .        

“ He ’ s  a  b e as t , ”  M at as  c ri e d .  “ He ’ l l  mau l  he r.  Lo o k at  w hat  he  d i d  t o  me !”                                                     
Ig no ri ng  hi m, Je c i s  s ai d  t o  S o l o, “ If  s he  d i e s , y o u  d i e . If  y o u  i nju re  he r i n any                                                      

w ay, I w i l l  i nju re  y o u  a  t ho u s and  t i me s  w o rs e . Yo u  are  o nl y  t o  s c are  he r. To  make                                                    
he r hat e  y o u . ”        

He  w as  d o ne  t al ki ng .  He  w ant e d  t he  g i rl .  “ G i ve !  No w !”                                     
“ Op e n t he  c ag e , M at as , ” Je c i s  d e mand e d . “ Yo u ’ ve  s t i l l  g o t  o ne  w o rki ng  arm,                                                  

y e s ?  A f t e r t hat , c hang e  t he  l o c k. I d o n’t  w ant  V i ka  ab l e  t o  s e t  he rs e l f  f re e  d u ri ng                                                           
t he  s o l ar f l are . ”          

M u rmu ri ng ,  s t i l l  c ry i ng ,  M at as  l u mb e re d  t o  hi s  f e e t .                                       
E ve r y  mu s c l e  S o l o  p o s s e s s e d  t e ns e d , hi s  b o d y  re ad y i ng  t o  jo l t  i nt o  ac t i o n t he                                                              

mo me nt  t he  l o c k d i s e ng ag e d . He  w o u l d  g rab  V i ka, and  he  w o u l d  r u n. He  w o u l d                                                    
g e t  he r t o  s af e t y, and  he  w o u l d  re t u rn. He  w o u l d  s ave  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs , ju s t  as                                                        
s he  w ant e d , and  he  w o u l d  d e s t ro y  he r f ami l y, ju s t  as  s he  d i d n’t . Or had n’t .                                               
M ay b e  s he ’ d  c hang e d  he r mi nd .                  

Onl y, t he  no w  g l ari ng  man p u s he d  t he  b u t t o n t hat  c au s e d  t he  c u ffs  t o  p u mp                                                 
hi m w i t h s e d at i ve s , and  s t re ng t h ab and o ne d  hi m i n an i ns t ant . Hi s  arms  and  l e g s                                               
b e c ame  t o o  he avy  t o  mo ve ,  and  b l ac k d o t s  w i nke d  t hro u g h hi s  e y e s .                                              

“ To u c h he r, ” M at as  s narl e d , e ve n as  he  w hi mp e re d  i n p ai n, “and  I’ l l  s l i c e  y o u                                                 
i nt o  p i e c e s . ”          

“ E no u g h, ” Je c i s  s ai d , c l o s i ng  t he  d i s t anc e  and  p e e ri ng  i nt o  S o l o’s  e y e s . “ W he n                                                        
t he  s o l ar fl are  hi t s , y o u ’ l l  d i s c o ve r t he re  are  mo ns t e rs  w o rs e  t han y o u  o u t  t he re .                                                         
 e y ’ l l  c o me  f o r y o u , and  t he y ’ l l  t r y  t o  e at  y o u . K e e p  V i ka i n t he  c e nt e r o f  t he                                                              
c ag e , and  t he y  w o n’t  b e  ab l e  t o  re ac h he r. Yo u , o n t he  o t he r hand  . .  .  y o u ’re  s o                                                     
b i g , I  b e t  t he y ’ l l  b e  ab l e  t o  g e t  y o u  no  mat t e r w he re  y o u ’re  l y i ng . Yo u ’ l l  have  t o                                                               
fi g ht  t he m. ” He  g ri nne d , b u t  t he re  w as  no  amu s e me nt  t o  t he  e x p re s s i o n. “  at                                                  
s ho u l d  b e  ju s t  t he  t hi ng  t o  s c are  he r and  ke e p  he r f ro m e ve r w ant i ng  any t hi ng  t o                                                     
d o  w i t h y o u . ”          

S o l o  c are d  no t hi ng  f o r t he  w arni ng . He  c o l l ap s e d , s ay i ng ,                                      
“ W i l l  .  .  .  ki l l  .  .  .  y o u  b o t h .  .  . ”                                  

•    •    •       

E y e l i d s  s p l i t t i ng  ap art , S o l o  s at  u p  w i t h a  jo l t . R e s i d u al  s p arks  o f  f u r y  b l az e d  i n                                                                   
hi s  c he s t , e ac h o ne  s e r vi ng  as  a  re mi nd e r. V i ka. B e at e n. Carri e d  i nt o  t he  c ag e .                                                  
Hi s  t o  s ave . He  t w i s t e d — and  f o u nd  he r l y i ng  o n he r b ac k o n t he  o p p o s i t e  s i d e ,                                                         
s t i l l ,  t o o  s t i l l .               

D e s p i t e  t he  ac he s  and  p ai ns  i n hi s  b o d y — ne w  ac he s  and  p ai ns  t hat  p ro ve d  he                                                   
had  no t  i mag i ne d  Je c i s  s e t t i ng  V i ka d o w n and  g i vi ng  S o l o  a  b e at i ng  o f  hi s  o w n—                                                         
he  s c ramb l e d  o ve r t o  he r.               



 e re  w e re  t w o  c u t s  i n he r b o t t o m l i p. One  w as  f ro m b e f o re , and  i t  had                                                
o p e ne d  u p, and  t he  o t he r w as  ne w. B u t  t hat  w as  i t , t he  o nl y  d amag e  t hat  he  c o u l d                                                      
s e e . Fo r he r t o  s l e e p  t hi s  d e e p l y, t o  have  mo ane d  s o  t hi c kl y, t he re  had  t o  b e                                                     
mo re . He  g e nt l y  ran hi s  fi ng e rs  o ve r he r s c al p, and  f e l t  t w o  e g g - s i z e  b u mp s .                                                    
B e t w e e n o ne  he art b e at  and  t he  ne x t ,  he ’ d  p art i al l y  mo rp he d .                                        

A s  g e nt l y  as  p o s s i b l e , S o l o  c he c ke d  he r vi t al s  and  t he  i nt e ns e  t re mb l i ng  o f  hi s                                                           
hand s  s u rp ri s e d  hi m. A t  l e as t  he r he art b e at  w as  s t ro ng , g rant i ng  hi m a  me as u re                                                
o f  re l i e f .  A s  X  had  s ai d ,  s he  w o u l d  s u rvi ve .                                  

He  s ho u l d  w ake  he r u p. S he  ne e d e d  t o  re mai n al e rt  f o r t he  ne x t  s i x  ho u rs . A t                                                    
l e as t . B u t  o nl y  i f  Je c i s  had n’t  g i ve n he r any  o f  t he  ne w  me d i c at i o ns  avai l ab l e  f o r                                                         
ju s t  s u c h a  hu man he ad  i nju ry .  So l o  hat e d  t hat  he  d i d n’ t  kno w .                                        

Fo r o nc e , X  d i d n’t  ap p e ar w i t h an ans w e r o r an e nc o u rag e me nt  i n a  t i me  o f                                              
ne e d  and  D r. E  d i d  no t  ap p e ar t o  t e l l  hi m w hy  he  s ho u l d  b e  ang ri e r. A s  i f  he                                                      
ne e d e d  any  he l p  w i t h t hat .                 

Ho w  he  w i s he d  he  p o s s e s s e d  t he  ab i l i t y  t o  he al  o t he rs , as  Co rb i n B l u e  d i d ,                                                         
t aki ng  he r i nju ri e s  i nt o  hi ms e l f . Or, l i ke  Jo hn No  Name , t he  ab i l i t y  t o  hy p no t i z e                                                   
w i t h hi s  vo i c e , f o rc i ng  p e o p l e  t o  d o  any t hi ng  he  w i s he d . B u t  no.  e  A l l o ri ans                                                        
ap p are nt l y  c ame  w i t h many  f l aw s ,  and  ve ry  f e w  b e ne f i t s .                                     

He  g l anc e d  aro u nd . Ni g ht  had  f al l e n. Hi s  c ag e  had n’t  y e t  b e e n mo ve d , s o                                             
Je c i s ’s  t rai l e r  w as  s t i l l  i n f ro nt  o f  hi m. No  o ne  w as  o u t s i d e . W hi c h w as  s t rang e .                                                          
 e  c i rc u s  w as  s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  p ac ki ng  u p, mo vi ng  t o  a  ne w  l o c at i o n.  e re                                                      
s ho u l d  have  b e e n a  t o n o f  ac t i vi t y .                         

In t he  f ar  c o rne r o f  t he  c ag e , he  f o u nd  me d i c i ne s , b and ag e s , a  b l anke t , b o t t l e s                                                      
o f  w at e r, and  f o o d . A s  g e nt l y  as  b e f o re , he  d o c t o re d  V i ka’s  l i p, t he n f o l d e d  t he                                                          
b l anke t  t o  p u t  i t  u nd e r he r he ad . Onl y  o nc e  d i d  s he  make  a  no i s e , and  t hat  no i s e                                                      
w as  a  l o w ,  me w l i ng  w hi mp e r.                   

“ V i ka, ”  he  s ai d .  “ W ake  u p  f o r me ,  ho ne y . ”  He  c are s s e d  he r c he e k.  “ C o me  o n. ”                                                      
A no t he r mo an, b u t  s he  b l i nke d  o p e n he r e y e s .  e y  w e re  i c e d  o ve r, g l as s y.                                                  

“ So l o ? ”    
G o o d .  i s  w as  g o o d . S he  kne w  hi m; t hat  p art  o f  he r me mo r y  w as  i nt ac t . “ I’m                                               

he re . ”  
“ M y  he ad  hu rt s . ”          
“ I kno w . ”    
“ A nd  I’ m t i re d . ”          
“ D i d  y o u r f at he r p o u r a  s w e e t - t as t i ng  l i q u i d  d o w n y o u r t hro at  b e f o re  c art i ng                                                          

y o u  t o  my  c ag e ? ”            
“ I d o n’ t — ”  A  p au s e  as  he r f e at u re s  s c ru nc he d .  “ W ai t .  Ye s .  He  d i d . ”                                                  
“ Sl e e p ,  t he n. ”         
“ T hank y o u , ”  s he  s ai d  w i t h a  s o f t  s i g h.  He r he ad  l o l l e d  t o  t he  s i d e .                                                     
He  t rac e d  t he  d e l i c at e  c u r ve  o f  he r jaw. He ’d  f o u nd  he r b e au t i f u l  b e f o re , b u t                                                       

no w, kno w i ng  w hat  he  d i d  ab o u t  he r, f e e l i ng  t he  w armt h o f  he r s ki n s u rro u nd                                               
hi m, i nhal i ng  t he  d e l i c ac y  o f  he r s c e nt , mi nt  and  jas mi ne , s he  w as  e x q u i s i t e . S he                                                     
w as  e ve r y t hi ng  he ’d  e ve r w ant e d  i n hi s  w o man, and  e ve r y t hi ng  he ’d  ne ve r b e e n                                                
ab l e  t o  have .       

X  c l ai me d  s he  b e l o ng e d  t o  hi m. D e s p i t e  e ve r y t hi ng , S o l o  w ant e d  t o  b e l i e ve                                                         



t hat .  He  no  l o ng e r w ant e d  t o  f i g ht  t he  kno w l e d g e .                                   
A nd  he  w ant e d  t o  b e l i e ve  s he  w o u l d  b e  hap p y  t o  w ake  u p — re al l y  w ake  u p — and                                                       

fi nd  he rs e l f  i ns i d e  hi s  c ag e , t hat  s he  w o u l d  no t  s c re am and  c r y  and  b e g  f o r me rc y.                                                         
A f t e r al l , t he re  w as  a  b i g  d i ffe re nc e  b e t w e e n s e e i ng  t o  an ani mal ’s  c are  and                                                   
g e t t i ng  c l o s e  e no u g h t o  b e  b i t t e n.                            

Hi s  e ars  b e g an t o  t w i t c h.  F i nal l y ,  s o u nd .  M u mb l i ng .                                      
S o l o  l o o ke d  aro u nd , b u t  s aw  no t hi ng . S t i l l  t he  mu mb l i ng  c o nt i nu e d . A nd  i t                                                     

w as  ne arb y. F ro w ni ng , he  s t o o d  and  ap p ro ac he d  t he  b ars . He  f o u nd  Je c i s  o n t o p                                                  
o f  hi s  t rai l e r,  me at y  arms  s p re ad .                     

Li g ht ni ng  f l as he d  i n t he  s ky .                  
Je c i s ’s  vo i c e  ro s e  i n vo l u me .  e  w i nd  ki c ke d  u p  s e ve ral  no t c he s . M o re                                                 

l i g ht ni ng  fl as he d , t hi s  t i me  arc i ng  t o w ard  t he  hu man, as  t ho u g h d raw n t o  hi m.                                               
M ay b e  he  w o u l d  d i e , S o l o  ho p e d , b u t  t he  mo me nt  t he  b o l t  mad e  c o nt ac t , t he                                                       
man’s  b o d y  s e e me d  t o  e x p and , b l ac k s had o w s  b u rs t i ng  f ro m hi m. A  t hi c k w hi t e                                                   
f o g  f o rme d  at  t he  e d g e s  o f  t he  s had o w s  and  ro l l e d  f ro m t he  t rai l e r  t o  t he  c ag e .                                                            
S o l o  l i s t e ne d , he ard  a  w ho o s h o f  ai r, t he  p at t e r o f  f o o t s t e p s  and  s l am o f  a  d o o r.                                                             
Je c i s  mu s t  have  g o ne  i ns i d e .                   

Ne x t  he  he ard  t he  c rac kl e  o f  fl ame s . E ve n f e l t  t he  he at . He  he ard  t he  s o f t                                                
ru s t l e  o f  s hu f f l i ng  f o o t f al l s ,  and  t he re  w e re  e no u g h t o  f o rm an army .                                                 

U ne as y, he  s t o o d  g u ard .  e  f o g  b e g an t o  t hi n . .  .  t hi n . .  .  and  t he n                                                 
e ve r y th i n g         c hang e d — t ho u g h no t hi ng  w as  f o r t he  b e t t e r.                             



Seventeen

You will  not be afraid of  th e terror by  nigh t,  or of  th e arrow th at f lies by  day.          
—PSALM 9 1 :5 

A  WASTELAND APPEARED.

S o l o  l o o ke d  aro u nd . He  c o u l d  s t i l l  s e e  Je c i s ’s  t rai l e r, b u t  i t  w as  no w                                                      
s u rro u nd e d  b y  b arre n hi l l s  l i t t e re d  w i t h d e ad  t re e s , f at  i ns e c t s  fl y i ng  f ro m o ne                                                          
g narl e d  b ranc h t o  ano t he r.  e re  w e re  fi re  p i t s  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n, y e l l o w - g o l d                                                       
f l ame s  d anc i ng  i n t he  ho t ,  d ry  w i nd .                        

 e  f o o t s t e p s  g re w  l o u d e r and  l o u d e r i n vo l u me , u nt i l  a  c ro w d  o f  me n and                                                      
w o me n fi nal l y  ap p e are d , c re s t i ng  o ve r o ne  o f  t he  hi l l s .  e y  t ri p p e d  and  rac e d  i n                                                       
hi s  d i re c t i o n.         

T he  mo ns t e rs  Je c i s  had  me nt i o ne d .                     
S o l o  had  t rave l e d  t he  w o rl d , had  s e e n t e rri b l e  rac e s , b u t  ne ve r any t hi ng  l i ke                                                   

th i s   .   e  c re at u re s  w e re  hu mano i d , w i t h s ag g i ng , p ap e r- t hi n s ki n t hat  s me l l e d  o f                                                 
ro t . Wo rms  s l i t he re d  al o ng  t he i r  s c al p s , and  t he i r  e y e s  w e re  d ark and  s o u l l e s s — i f                                                          
t he y  had  e y e s , t hat  i s . S o me  w e re  b l i nd , t he i r  s o c ke t s  e mp t y. B u t  o ne  t hi ng  e ve r y                                                           
c re at u re  had  i n c o mmo n, he  re al i z e d  as  t he y  c o nve rg e d  o n t he  c ag e : a  hu ng e r f o r                                                    
p re y. M o ani ng , s nap p i ng                t he i r  t o o - s harp  t e e t h, t he y  re ac he d  t hro u g h t he  b ars  i n                                     
a  d e s p e rat e  b i d  t o  g rab  hi m.                    

M o vi ng  q u i c kl y, S o l o  s l i d  V i ka  and  t he  s u p p l i e s  t o  t he  c e nt e r.  e n, f o r t he                                                        
fi rs t  t i me  s i nc e  hi s  c ap t u re , he  p u t  hi s  c l aw s  and  t e e t h t o  g o o d  u s e . He  s l as he d ,                                                             
and  l i mb s  f e l l . B l o o d  s p ray e d . He  b i t , and  had  t o  s p i t  o u t  fi ng e rs . A  f o u l  t as t e                                                            
c o at e d  hi s  t o ng u e .             

A d re nal i ne  s u rg e d  t hro u g h hi m, b u rni ng , b l i s t e ri ng , c au s i ng  t he  d r u g s  i n t he                                                   
c u ffs  t o  ac t i vat e . Hi s  mo t i o ns  s l o w e d , b u t  he  manag e d  t o  re mai n o n hi s  f e e t .                                                     
E i t he r he  w as  d e ve l o p i ng  an i mmu ni t y  o r hi s  d e t e rmi nat i o n w as  t o o  g re at  t o  b e                                                      
d e ni e d .    

Fo r ho u rs  he  c o nt i nu e d  t o  fi g ht , hi s  arms  b r u i s e d  f ro m b ang i ng  ag ai ns t  t he                                                 
b ars  s o  many  t i me s , hi s  s hi ns  c u t  and  b l e e d i ng , b u t  hi s  o p p o ne nt s  c o nt i nu e d  t o                                                         
d ro p  l i ke  s t o ne s  i n an o c e an, s o  t he  p ai n w as  w o rt h i t . A nd  y e t , t he  mo me nt  he                                                     
f e l l e d  o ne  o f  t he  c re at u re s , t w o  mo re  s t e p p e d  u p  t o  t he  p l at e . Ho w  l o ng  w o u l d  he                                                                
b e  f o rc e d  t o  d o  t hi s  w i t ho u t  any  vi s i b l e  re s u l t s ?                                        

 e  b at t l e  rag e d  s o  l o ng  t w o  s u ns  b e g an t o  ri s e  i n t he  b u rnt - o rang e , s mo ke -                                                      
fi l l e d  s ky. He  re ne w e d  hi s  e ffo rt s , at t ac ki ng  w i t h mo re  f e r vo r, d e s p e rat e  t o                                                  
p ro t e c t  t he  w o man w ho  had  b e e n p l ac e d  i n hi s  c are . Onl y, he  ne x t  s w i p e d  and  b i t                                                      
at  ai r.  e  mo ns t e rs  w e re  b ac ki ng  aw ay  f ro m hi m, hi s s i ng  as  t ho u g h t he i r  s ki n                                                 
w as  t o o  s e ns i t i ve  t o  t o l e rat e  mo re  t han t he  b are s t  hi nt  o f  l i g ht .  e y  d rag g e d                                                        
t he i r  f al l e n w i t h t he m,  l e avi ng  o nl y  b l o o d  b e hi nd .                                    

S o l o  s t o o d  i n p l ac e  f o r t he  l o ng e s t  w hi l e , w ai t i ng , p ant i ng , b u t  t he  mo ns t e rs                                                         
ne ve r re t u rne d .       

W hat     w e r e     t ho s e  t hi ng s ?         
 e re  w as  no  ne e d  t o  rac k hi s  b rai n ab o u t  w hat  t he y ’d  w ant e d . He  kne w. Hi m                                              



and  V i ka,  a  s mo rg as b o rd  o f  d e l i c i o u s .                           
V i ka. 
Hi s  mu s c l e s  and  b o ne s  p ro t e s t e d  as  he  r u s he d  t o  he r s i d e .  e re  w e re  s p e c ks                                                         

o f  f re s h b l o o d  o n he r c he e ks , b u t  no ne  b e l o ng e d  t o  he r. S he  s t i l l  s l e p t ,                                                       
c o mp l e t e l y  u naw are  o f  t he  t u rmo i l  aro u nd  he r, w i t h no  ne w  i nju ri e s , and  re l i e f                                                    
s p e are d  hi m.      

He  u s e d  t he  b o t t l e  o f  e nz y me  s p ray  t o  c l e an he r, t he n hi ms e l f , t he n t he  c ag e .                                                       
He  d i d n’t  w ant  he r t o  w ake  u p  and  s e e  a  s i ng l e  hi nt  o f  d e vas t at i o n— o r f e ar hi m                                                      
any  mo re  t han ne c e s s ar y. He  w o u l d n’t  p l ay  he r f at he r’s  g ame . A l l  t he  w hi l e , he                                                
ke p t  t rac k o f  t he  s e c o nd s  t i c ki ng  b y, ne e d i ng  t o  kno w  ho w  mu c h t i me  w o u l d                                                     
l ap s e  b e t w e e n t he  l i g ht  and  t he  d ark, t he  p e ac e  and  t he  c hao s , ju s t  i n c as e  t he                                                      
mo ns t e rs  re t u rne d .          

He  p ac e d ,  s w at t i ng  at  t he  i ns e c t s  b rave  e no u g h t o  t ry  and  b i t e  hi m.                                                
He  w at c he d  t he  hi l l s .              
One  ho u r p as s e d , t w o, t hre e  . .  .  e i g ht , ni ne . He  w o ke  V i ka e ve r y  s i x t y  mi nu t e s                                                      

t o  c he c k he r vi t al s , and  s he  al w ay s  t o l d  hi m t hat  he r he ad  hu rt  and  s he  w ant e d  t o                                                    
s l e e p .  He  al w ay s  l e t  he r.                  

A t  t he  t e nt h ho u r,  t he  s u ns  b e g an t o  d e s c e nd .  W i t hi n mi nu t e s ,  f o o t s t e p s  c o u l d                                                             
b e  he ard  s hu ffli ng  i n t he  d i s t anc e . M o ans  and  g ro ans  aro s e .  e  mo ns t e rs  o nc e                                               
ag ai n c re s t e d  t he  hi l l . Onl y, t he y  w e re  no w  hu ng ri e r and  f ar  mo re  d e t e rmi ne d  t o                                                   
d i ne , c ho mp i ng  t he i r  t e e t h w i t h mo re  f o rc e , t r y i ng  t o  s l i nk t hro u g h t he  b ars  t o                                                        
re ac h hi m.   

R at he r t han fi g ht  t he m, he  t e s t e d  t he  p arame t e rs  o f  t he  c ag e  b y  s t re t c hi ng  o u t                                                     
b e s i d e  V i ka and  u s i ng  hi s  b o d y  t o  s hi e l d  he r. Je c i s  had  ho p e d  t he y  w o u l d  s t i l l  b e                                                                
ab l e  t o  re ac h hi m,  b u t  Je c i s  had  ho p e d  i n vai n.  A nd  So l o  l i ke d  t hi s                                                    muc h   b e t t e r.     

P e rhap s  t hi s  l and  w as n’ t  s o  b ad ,  af t e r  al l .                              

•    •    •       

Fo r w hat  s e e me d  t he  mo s t  p ai nf u l  o f  e t e rni t i e s , V i ka  d ri f t e d  f ro m c o ns c i o u s ne s s                                                           
t o  u nc o ns c i o u s ne s s , vag u e l y  aw are  t hat  s o me o ne  w as  c are f u l l y  t e nd i ng  t o  he r                                                      
ne e d s .  B u t  t hat  c o u l d n’ t  b e  ri g ht .  No  o ne  had  e ve r c are f u l l y  t e nd e d  he r ne e d s .                                                          

Oh, he r f at he r al w ay s  ap p o i nt e d  s o me o ne  t o  b at he  and  b and ag e  he r af t e r  a                                              
b e at i ng , b u t  u s u al l y  t hat  s o me o ne  w as  A u d ra, w ho  w o u l d  o nl y  s i t  i n he r t rai l e r,                                                         
p aw  t hro u g h he r t re as u re s ,  o r  t o rme nt  he r w i t h t he  s p i d e rs .                                        

W as  s he  i mag i ni ng  t hi s ?              
No. No, s he  c o u l d n’t  b e .  e  s and al w o o d  s c e nt  s he ’d  ad d e d  t o  S o l o’s  e nz y me                                                  

s p ray  mi x e d  w i t h t he  u ni q u e  f rag ranc e  o f  p e at  s mo ke  he  e mi t t e d , p e ne t rat i ng  t he                                                       
s t u p o r aro u nd  he r mi nd . S o l o  mu s t  b e  w i t h he r.  at  w o u l d  c e rt ai nl y  e x p l ai n                                                     
w hy  s he  ke p t  i mag i ni ng  t hat  s he  w as  t al ki ng  t o  hi m. We l l , s he  w as n’t  i mag i ni ng ,                                                  
s he  re al i z e d .        

 e y  w e re  t o g e t he r, and  t he  kno w l e d g e  re l i e ve d  he r— b u t  i t  a l s o  c o nf u s e d  he r.                                                         
How  w e re  t he y  t o g e t he r?  She  ne e d e d  t o  w ake  u p ,  f i nd  o u t .                                         

S le e p ,      X  w hi s p e re d .            I ’m d oi n g w h a t I  c a n  to e n h a n c e  th e  me d i c i n e  y our  fa th e r                                         
ga ve  y ou, a n d  I ’ l l  d o be tte r  w or k w i th out a n y  i n te r fe r e n c e  fr om y ou, th a n k y ou ve r y                                                     



muc h . 
S he  . .  .  re me mb e re d  t hat  he ’d  t ri e d  t o  he l p  he r i ns i d e  t he  t e nt , w i t h M at as .                                                      

Ye s .  at ’s  ri g ht . M at as  had  hi t  he r, and — s he  w as n’t  s u re  w hat  had  hap p e ne d                                           
af t e r t hat . S he  o nl y  kne w  s he  had  f ai l e d  t o  l i s t e n t o  X  and  s he  had  s u ffe re d . S he                                                       
w o u l d n’ t  make  t he  s ame  mi s t ake .                   

“ I w i l l .  T hank y o u , ”  s he  s ai d ,  and  d ri f t e d  o f f .                                    

•    •    •       

A n e t e rni t y  l at e r . .  .  o r  p e rhap s  me re  mi nu t e s  . .  .  t he  d arkne s s  f ad e d  f ro m V i ka’s                                                         
mi nd  and  a  f ant as t i c al  d re am t o o k s hap e  aro u nd  he r. S he  s t o o d  i ns i d e  a  s had e d                                                   
c o u rt y ard , je w e l - t o ne d  fl o w e rs  b l o o mi ng  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n, i nt e rs p ac e d  b e t w e e n                                                           
t o w e ri ng  w hi t e  c o l u mns . On he r ri g ht  w as  a  t al l , mu s c l e d  man s he ’d  ne ve r b e f o re                                                    
s e e n. He  had  d ark hai r  and  e y e s  t he  c o l o r o f  t he  p u re s t  o c e an. Hi s  s ki n w as  a                                                    
d e e p, ri c h s had e  o f  b ro nz e , fl e c ke d  w i t h s hi mme rs  o f  g o l d . He  w o re  a  b ri g ht                                                    
w hi t e  ro b e  and  he l d  a  d o u b l e - e d g e d  s w o rd .                                 

On he r l e f t  w as  ano t he r ro b e - w e ari ng  mal e , and  t ho u g h he , t o o, w as  t al l  and                                             
mu s c l e d , he  l ac ke d  t he  fi rs t  mal e ’s  b e au t y. P al e , t ang l e d  hai r  s hag g e d  aro u nd  a                                                    
f ac e  w i t h ho l l o w e d  c he e kb o ne s  and  c hap p e d  l i p s . Hi s  s ki n w as  c hal k w hi t e , and                                                     
hi s  e y e s  s o  l i g ht  a  g re e n t he y  w o u l d  have  re mi nd e d  he r o f  d i amo nd s  s e t  i ns i d e                                                          
p o l i s he d  jad e  i f  t he y  had  p o s s e s s e d  any  ki nd  o f  s p arkl e . Ins t e ad , t he y  w e re  d u l l ,                                                           
l i f e l e s s .  He  w as  w i t ho u t  a  w e ap o n.                           

He art  s l ammi ng  ag ai ns t  he r ri b s ,  s he  b ac ke d  aw ay  f ro m b o t h.  “ A m I d e ad ? ”                                              
B o t h mal e s  f ac e d  he r.             
“ Yo u ’re  he re , ” t he  d ark- hai re d  o ne  s ai d , mo t i o ni ng                                  t o  t he  g ard e n, “and  y o u  s e e                

me . ”  e re  w as  a  l ay e r o f  s u rp ri s e  i n hi s  t o ne . “ No t  e ve n my  c harg e  has  c o me                                                   
he re ,  and  no  o ne  b u t  hi m has  e ve r b e f o re  s e e n me . ”                                 

“  at  me ans  y o u  c an s e e  me , t o o, c an’t  y o u , p re t t y  g i rl ? ” s ai d  t he  b l o nd ,                                                  
g ri nni ng  a  s i re n’s  g ri n d e s p i t e  hi s  rag g e d  ap p e aranc e . “ L e t ’s  make  o u t  t o                                                 
c e l e b rat e . ”  He  re ac he d  f o r he r.                    

Ju s t  b e f o re  c o nt ac t  s he  c o u l d  no t  avo i d , t he  o t he r g i ant  b at t e d  hi s  hand  aw ay.                                                      
“ I w i l l  no t  al l o w  y o u  t o  harm he r,  f i e nd . ”                              

T ho u g h t he  b l o nd  hi s s e d ,  he  d i d n’ t  make  ano t he r mo ve  t o w ard  he r.                                          
She  re c o g ni z e d  t he i r  vo i c e s .  T he  g o o d .  A nd  t he  e vi l .                                        
“ P ay  no  at t e nt i o n t o  hi m. I am t he  o ne  c al l e d  X , b y  t he  w ay, and  I have  b e e n                                                 

he l p i ng  y o u  as  mu c h as  I ’ m ab l e . ”  T he  d ark- hai re d  mal e  o f f e re d  he r a  w arm s mi l e .                                                      
“ Yo u  are  no t  d e ad . Yo u  l i ve . Yo u  had  a  l o t  o f  i nt e rnal  d amag e  f ro m al l  t he s e  y e ars                                                       
w i t h y o u r f at he r,  b u t  y o u  are  no w  he al i ng  q u i t e  ni c e l y . ”                                          

X .  T he  g o o d .  “ T hanks  t o  y o u , ”  s he  t o l d  hi m.                                 
“ A nd  So l o . ”       
S o l o. He r g az e  s w e p t  t he  are a.  e re  w as  an al ab as t e r b e nc h a  f e w  f e e t  aw ay,                                                  

b u t  i t  w as  e mp t y .  “ Is  he  he re ? ”                       
“ No .  A s  I  s ai d ,  he  has  ne ve r t rave l e d  he re . ”                             
D i s ap p o i nt me nt  f i l l e d  he r.  “ W he re ’ s  he re ? ”                              
“A l l o ri s . I  am S o l o’s  A l t i l i u m, and  t o  p ro t e c t  hi m f ro m re je c t i o n, I have  ke p t                                                   



hi m aw ay ,  g u ard i ng  hi m u nt i l  he ’ s  re ad y . ”                          
She  w as  mo re  c o nf u s e d  t han e ve r.                   
“ I’m c al l e d  D r. E , ” t he  b l o nd  i nt e rje c t e d  s mo o t hl y. He  re mi nd e d  he r o f  he r                                                 

f at he r, w he n Je c i s  s p o ke  t o  t he                         c ro w d  i ns i d e  t he  b i g  re d  t e nt  d u ri ng  a                             
p e rf o rmanc e .  A  s o o t hi ng  t o ne  me ant  t o  b e g u i l e ,  hi d i ng  a  w e al t h o f  w i c ke d ne s s .                                                          

“ He  i s        n ot   an A l t i l i u m, ”  t he  o t he r s ai d ,  “ b u t  an E p o t o . ”                                   
“A m no t . ”  e  b l o nd  o ffe re d  he r a  s mi l e  as  w e l l , b u t  hi s  w as  f ar  f ro m w arm.                                                   

Hi s  w as  al l  t e e t h and  no  s u b s t anc e .                        
“ I d o n’t  kno w  w hat  e i t he r o f  t ho s e  t hi ng s  are . ” Wai t . S he  had  he ard  t he i r                                              

vo i c e s . No t  ju s t  i ns i d e  he r mi nd , l i ke  b e f o re , b u t  t hro u g h he r e ars . E ars  t hat  had                                                     
no t  w o rke d  i n y e ars .  Ho w  w as  .  .  .  w hy  had  .  .  .  t hi s  w as n’ t  p o s s i b l e .  W as  i t ?                                                             

He r e nt i re  b o d y  b e g an t o  s hake . Ho w  l o ng  had  s he  d re ame d  o f  s u c h a  t hi ng ?                                                  
Crave d  i t  w i t h al l  o f  he r b e i ng ?  Ho w  many  t i me s  had  s he  c ri e d  ab o u t  t he  f ac t  t hat                                                        
s he  w o u l d  ne ve r ag ai n have  i t ?  C o u nt l e s s .  A nd  y e t  he re ,  no w  .  .  .                                                

Jo y  b u rs t  t hro u g h he r, as  i nt o x i c at i ng  as  w i ne . “ W hat  d o  y o u  w ant  f ro m me ? ”                                                   
s he  as ke d , t he n b l i nke d . He r vo i c e !  S he ’d  ju s t  he ard  he r o w n vo i c e , as  w e l l . It                                                   
w as  d i f f e re nt  f ro m w hat  s he  re me mb e re d ,  mo re  g ro w n- u p ,  d e e p e r.                                           

I  tr uly  c a n  h e a r !            
“ I’m no t  s u re  I’ l l  e ve r have  an o p p o rt u ni t y  l i ke  t hi s  ag ai n, ” X  s ai d                                            

d e t e rmi ne d l y, “s o  I’m g o i ng  t o  t hro w  a  l o t  at  y o u . S o l o  i s  a  g o o d  man, and  he ’s                                                       
at t rac t e d  t o  y o u . Yo u  c an g ro w  t hat  at t rac t i o n. A nd  i f  y o u  d o, he  w i l l  a l l o w  y o u                                                           
t o  t ake  c are  o f  hi m, no w  and  al w ay s , and  he  w i l l  a l l o w  y o u  t o  s t ay  w i t h hi m, no w                                                        
and  al w ay s .  Is n’ t  t hat  w hat  y o u  w ant e d ? ”                          

“ No ,  I— ”    
“ Ne e d  t o  p u t  hi s  ne e d s  ab o ve  y o u r o w n,  y e s . ”                                   
She  f ro w ne d ,  f i ni s hi ng ,  “ W ant  t o  l i ve  o n my  o w n. ”                                  
“ If  y o u  d o  as  I s u g g e s t , ” X  c o nt i nu e d , as  i f  s he  had n’t  s p o ke n, “ he  w i l l  d o  t he                                                           

s ame  f o r y o u , I p ro mi s e  y o u , and  y o u  w i l l  b e  hap p i e r t han y o u ’ ve  e ve r b e e n. He                                                      
w i l l  t ake  s u c h g o o d  c are  o f  y o u . ”                          

“ D o n’t  l i s t e n t o  hi m, ” D r. E  re p l i e d , w avi ng  a  d i s mi s s i ve  hand  t hro u g h t he  ai r.                                                     
“ S o l o  i s  a  t e rri b l e  man. Ju s t  l o o k at  hi m. Hi d e o u s !  A nd  y o u ’re  s o  b e au t i f u l . Yo u                                                           
d e s e r ve  b e t t e r, a  hand s o me  p ri nc e  t o  c o me  and  s ave  t he  d ay. B e s i d e s , p u t t i ng                                                      
s o me o ne  e l s e ’ s  ne e d s  ab o ve  y o u r o w n?  St u p i d !”                                  

“ S o l o  i s n’t  hi d e o u s , ” V i ka  s nap p e d . He  had  a  ro u g h, mas c u l i ne  b e au t y  t hat                                                   
w as n’t  ap p are nt  at  fi rs t  g l anc e , b u t  o h, b y  t he  s e c o nd , t hi rd , and  f o u rt h, al l  s he ’d                                                     
w ant e d  t o  d o  w as  s t are  at  hi m.                    

X  g ri nne d  at  he r, a  p ro u d  g l e am i n hi s  e y e s . “ S o l o  c an he l p  y o u , V i ka, and  y o u                                                     
c an he l p  hi m.  B u t  t he  c ho i c e  i s  y o u rs . ”                             

“ C ho i c e ?   e re  i s  no  c ho i c e . If  y o u  p l ac e  y o u rs e l f  i n S o l o’s  c are , y o u  w i l l  b e                                                             
p l ac i ng  y o u rs e l f  i n a  w o rs e  s i t u at i o n, ” D r. E  s ai d . “  i nk ab o u t  i t . S o l o  l and e d                                                           
hi ms e l f  i n a  c ag e , and  y o u  e arne d  y o u rs e l f  a  b e at i ng . Yo u  t w o  re al l y  o nl y  kno w                                                        
ho w  t o  g e t  i nt o  t ro u b l e .  If  y o u  g e t  t o g e t he r .  .  . ”  He  s hu d d e re d .                                                      

S he  i g no re d  D r. E , s ay i ng  t o  X , “ I w i l l  s e t  S o l o  f re e . ”  e  c u ffs  w e re  s t i l l  a                                                            
p ro b l e m, b u t  s he  c o u l d n’t  re mai n at  t he  c i rc u s  any  l o ng e r. S he  ju s t  c o u l d n’t . A t                                                       
l o ng  l as t ,  he r ne w  l i f e  w o u l d  b e g i n.                            



A s  D r. E  s p u t t e re d , X  s ai d , “ Yo u  w i l l  f re e  hi m, y e s , b u t  t he n y o u  w i l l  l e ave                                                          
hi m t o  hi d e  f ro m t he  re s t  o f  t he                           w o rl d , d e s p i t e  t he  f ac t  t hat  y o u  are  me ant  t o  b e                                   
jo i ne d  t o  hi m,  and  he  t o  y o u . ”                     

Jo i ne d ?  “ A s  l o ng  as  he ’ s  i n t ho s e  c u f f s ,  he ’ s  a  t arg e t  f o r Je c i s . ”                                                    
“ E ve n s t i l l , y o u  w i l l  b e  s t ro ng e r t o g e t he r, t w o  hal ve s  o f  a  w ho l e . ” He  w as                                                        

fl i c ke ri ng  i n and  o u t  o f  vi e w, hi s  vo i c e  al t e rnat i ng  b e t w e e n f ad i ng  and  g ro w i ng                                                     
i n vo l u me .  “ T e l l  me  y o u ’ l l  s t ay  w i t h hi m,  no  mat t e r w hat . ”                                          

“ I c an’t , ” s he  w hi s p e re d . S he  w o u l d  f re e  hi m and  s t ri ke  o u t  o n he r o w n. S he                                                  
w o u l d  f re e  t he  o t he r o t he r w o rl d e rs , t o o, b u t  t hat  w as  al l  s he  c o u l d  p ro mi s e . “ I’m                                                          
s o rry . ”   

D r. E  l au g he d  w i t h g l e e , t he  hu nc h i n hi s  s ho u l d e rs  s u d d e nl y  l e s s  e x ag g e rat e d .                                                          
“ E x ac t l y  w hat  I  w ant e d  t o  he ar. ”                      

Sad ne s s  t i ng e d  X ’s  f ro w n— and  s he  no t i c e d                                h i s    s ho u l d e rs  had  b e g u n t o  s t o o p.                      
“A  w ro ng  t u rn l e ad s  t o  a  w ro ng  e nd . Yo u ’ l l  fi nd  y o u rs e l f  i n a  p l ac e  y o u  w e re                                                         
ne ve r s u p p o s e d  t o  vi s i t . ”                   

“ S o  d ramat i c , ” D r. E                ts k  e d  u nd e r hi s  t o ng u e . W i t h a  w i nk, and  a  c ho rt l i ng ,                                  
“ I’ l l  b e  s e e i ng  y o u  ag ai n,  c u t i e .  R e al  s o o n, ”  he  d i s ap p e are d .                                                

X  s i g he d  and  p e e re d  d e e p  i nt o  he r e y e s .  “ Sl e e p , ”  he  s ai d ,  and  s i g he d .                                                      
“ B u t  I’m no t  . .  .                ti r e d    . ” He r e y e s  c l o s e d , and  d arkne s s  s w amp e d  he r mi nd . S he                                  

kne w  no t hi ng  mo re .         

•    •    •       

In t he  e ns u i ng  d ay s ,  So l o  c ame  t o  u nd e rs t and  t hre e  ve ry  i mp o rt ant  f ac t s .                                                
V i ka w as  nat u ral l y  s e d u c t i ve .                   
She  w as  i ns t i nc t i ve l y  al l u ri ng .                    
She  w as  a  f re aki ng  i nc u rab l e  d i s e as e .                        
S he  s l e p t  o ff and  o n, s o me t i me s  mu mb l i ng  t o  he rs e l f  ab o u t  w ro ng  t u rns  and                                                  

ri g ht  t u rns  and  he  s w o re  he ’d  g o  o n a  no - mu mb l e s  d i e t  as  s o o n as  t hi s  w as  o ve r.                                                        
It  w as  ju s t  t o o  ad o rab l e , and  he ’d  re ac he d  hi s  l i mi t . A nd  o kay. F i ne . It  w as n’t                                                 
ju s t  t he  mu mb l e s  t hat  had  re d u c e d  hi m t o  t hi s  s t at e . E ve r y  t i me  t he  mo ns t e rs  had                                                        
at t ac ke d , he ’d  l ai n b e s i d e  he r t o  s hi e l d  he r.  e  w armt h o f  he r b re at h had                                              
c are s s e d  hi s  s ki n.  e  s w e e t ne s s  o f  he r s c e nt  had  fi l l e d  hi s  no s e .  e  b e at  o f  he r                                                          
he art  had  s y nc e d  w i t h hi s ,  maki ng  hi m f e e l  as  i f  t he y  w e re  o ne  b e i ng .                                                

E ve r y t hi ng  had  w o rke d  t o g e t he r t o  p ro p e l  hi s  ne e d  f o r he r i nt o  a  ne w                                                 
s t rat o s p he re .       

E ve r y  t i me  s he  s t i rre d , he  w o u l d  r u s h t o  he r s i d e  t o  g i ve  he r f o o d  and  w at e r.                                                          
S he  w o u l d  e at , and  he  w o u l d  e at , and  he  w o u l d  s t art  p ray i ng  t he  mo ns t e rs  w o u l d                                                        
re t u rn s o  t hat  he  had  an e x c u s e  t o  c u d d l e  he r.                                

He  ne e d e d  t o  g e t  hi ms e l f  u nd e r c o nt ro l .  B e c au s e ,  d e s p i t e  t he  rag g e d ne s s  o f  hi s                                                              
ne e d , he  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  l e t  hi ms e l f  have  he r. He  c o u l d n’t . He ’d  t ho u g ht  ab o u t  i t                                                       
and  had  c o me  u p  w i t h o ne  hu nd re d  and  t w o  re as o ns  w hy  he  had  t o  avo i d  ki s s i ng                                                   
he r, t as t i ng  he r, s t ri p p i ng  he r, s t ro ki ng  he r, and  havi ng  he r— and  t he  t ho u s and                                           
o t he r t hi ng s  he ’ d  i mag i ne d  d o i ng  t o  he r.                           

A t  t he  mo me nt ,  t ho u g h,  he  c o u l d n’ t  re c al l  a  s i ng l e  o ne  o f  hi s  re as o ns .                                                    



We l l , no, t hat  w as n’t  e x ac t l y  t r u e . He  c o u l d  t hi nk o f  o ne . S he  mi g ht  no t  w ant                                                   
hi m t he  s ame  w ay  he  w ant e d  he r. Ye s , s he  had  o nc e  ki s s e d  hi m, b u t  t hat  c o u l d                                                  
have  b e e n o u t  o f  c u ri o s i t y. Ye s , s he  had  f e d  hi m e x t ra  f o o d ,                                              b u t  t hat  c o u l d  have            
s p ru ng  f ro m t he  g o o d ne s s  o f  he r he art ,  no t  ro mant i c  f e e l i ng s  f o r hi m.                                               

No w  s he  w o u l d  e i t he r f e e l  o b l i g at e d  t o  hi m o r ho p e  t o  avo i d  u p s e t t i ng  hi m.                                                          
She  mi g ht  l e t  hi m d o  any t hi ng  he  w ant e d ,  b u t  no t  o u t  o f  p as s i o n.                                              

He  w ant e d  he r p as s i o n o r no t hi ng .                    
S o, rat he r t han p l o t t i ng  w ay s  t o  ro manc e  he r, he  w o u l d  b e  b e t t e r s e r ve d                                                

s p e nd i ng  hi s  t i me  c o mi ng  u p  w i t h a  ne w  p l an o f  e s c ap e . Ye ah.  at ’s  w hat  he ’d                                                    
d o. A nd  may b e  he  w o u l d  s t o p  w ant i ng , ne e d i ng , c ravi ng , w i s hi ng , and  ho p i ng  f o r                                                   
w hat  c o u l d  ne ve r b e .             



Eighteen

Arise,  m y darling,  m y beautiful one,  and com e along.     
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 2 :1 0  

COOL WATER DRIBBLED ON     V i ka’s  l i p s  and  s l i d  d o w n he r t hro at , and  f o o d  s o o n                                    
f o l l o w e d .  e  ac t i o ns  d rag g e d  he r o u t  o f  t he  d arkne s s  and  i nt o  t he  l i g ht . S he                                                       
b l i nke d  o p e n he r e y e s .               

 o u g h he r vi s i o n w as  c l o u d e d , s he  w as  ab l e  t o  s e e  S o l o  l o o mi ng  o ve r he r, a                                                       
s t re ak o f  b l o o d  u nd e r hi s  e y e .                      

T he y  re al l y  w e re  t o g e t he r,  s he  marve l e d .                           
He  w as  ho l d i ng  a  b o t t l e  t o  he r l i p s . S he  s w al l o w e d  w hat  he  p o u re d , ne ve r                                                      

havi ng  t as t e d  any t hi ng  s o  mag ni f i c e nt ,  s he  w as  s u re .  She  w ant e d  t o  c l o s e  he r e y e s                                                         
and  s avo r,  b u t  had  no  d e s i re  t o  l o o k aw ay  f ro m So l o .                                   

Hi s  d ark hai r  w as  i n u t t e r d i s array, t he  l o c ks  s t i c ki ng  o u t  i n s p i ke s . He  had  hi s                                                     
he ad  d o w n, hi s  c hi n p re s s e d  i nt o  hi s  s t e rnu m. Hi s  l as he s  w e re  l o w e re d , hi d i ng                                                     
t he  c r y s t al  c l e ar b l u e  o f  hi s  e y e s  and  f anni ng  o u t  as  p re t t i l y  as  any  p e ac o c k’s  t ai l .                                                               
S he  had  no t i c e d  t he  ari s t o c rat i c  s l o p e  o f  hi s  no s e  and  t he  s harp  c he e kb o ne s  t he                                                        
d ay  s he ’d  b at he d  hi m, b u t  s he  had  mi s s e d  t he  l u s h, p i nk l i p s  w o me n w o u l d  have                                                     
p ai d  a  f o rt u ne  t o  ac q u i re .                   

He  w as  r u g g e d  and  c ap ab l e  and  f e ars o me , and  f o r                                  ju s t  a  s e c o nd — o r t w o — s he                  
w i s he d  s he  had  t o l d  X  s he  w o u l d  d o  w hat e ve r w as  ne c e s s ar y  t o  s t ay  w i t h S o l o,                                                           
t hat  s he  w o u l d  p l ac e  he r l i f e  i n hi s  hand s  and  t r u s t  hi m t o  ke e p  he r s af e . No w                                                       
and  al w ay s .     

Wai t . X . A l l o ri s .  e  A l t i l i u m, w hat e ve r t hat  w as .  e  d re am t hat  had n’t                                           
re al l y  b e e n a  d re am, s he  re al i z e d  no w. A s  mu c h t i me  as  s he ’d  s p e nt  i n he r he ad                                                   
t hro u g ho u t  t he  y e ars , s he  kne w  t he  d i ffe re nc e  b e t w e e n f ant as y  and  re al i t y, and                                                 
t he re  w as  no  c o nf u s i ng  t he  t w o  i n t he  l i g ht  o f  d ay. S he  re al l y  had  t al ke d  t o  X  and                                                          
D r.  E ,  t he  E p o t o .  T he y  re al l y  w e re  o u t  t he re ,  s o me w he re ,  and  t he y  kne w  So l o .                                                         

X ,  w ho  c l e arl y  l o ve d  hi m.                 
D r.  E ,  w ho  c l e arl y  hat e d  hi m.                   
D i d  So l o  kno w  t he y  w e re  t he re ?  T hat  X  c o ns i d e re d  hi m “ a  c harg e ” ?                                              
So l o ,  w ho  w as  s o  c l o s e  s he  had  o nl y  t o  re ac h o u t  t o  t o u c h hi m.                                               
So  f e w  p e o p l e  re al i z e d  t he re  w as  ano t he r w o rl d  aro u nd  t he m,  ju s t  as  re al .                                                   
“ He y ,  y o u , ”  s he  s ai d .                
Onl y  s i l e nc e  g re e t e d  he r.                 
Sharp  d i s ap p o i nt me nt  c u t  t hro u g h he r.  He r e ars  had  s t o p p e d  w o rki ng ,  and  t hat                                                

me ant  s he  w o u l d n’t  b e  ab l e  t o  he ar S o l o’s  vo i c e , e i t he r. A nd  o h, ho w  s he  w o u l d                                                      
have  l o ve d  t o  he ar hi m. He  w o u l d  have  a  l o w  b ari t o ne , s he  w o u l d  b e t . L o w  and                                                    
ru mb l i ng .  Se x y .         

So l o  g l anc e d  u p ,  b l i nke d  i n s u rp ri s e .  “ Yo u ’ re  aw ake . ”                                      
A g ai n,  s i l e nc e .          
 e  d i s ap p o i nt me nt  i nt e ns i fi e d , b u t  s he  e as i l y  b e at  i t  b ac k. S he  w as  al i ve , and                                                       

s he  w as  w i t h t he  b e s t  man                    s he ’ d  e ve r me t .  W hat  d i d  s he  have  t o  c o mp l ai n ab o u t ?                                    



“ I am. ” S he  s t re t c he d  he r arms  o ve r he r he ad , arc he d  he r b ac k.  e  b o ne s                                         
p o p p e d .     

He at  e x p l o d e d  i n S o l o’s  e y e s , t he  b l u e  s u d d e nl y  re mi nd i ng  he r o f  l i vi ng                                                     
fl ame s .  e  c al l u s e d  hand  at  he r nap e  e as e d  he r t o  t he  g ro u nd . He  mo ve d  aw ay                                                
f ro m he r,  t aki ng  hi s  d e l i c i o u s  b o d y  he at  w i t h hi m.                                   

“ Ho w  d o  y o u  f e e l ? ”  he  as ke d .                      
N ot a s  good  a s  I  d i d  a  fe w  s e c on d s  a go.                               “ Wo nd e rf u l , t hank y o u . ” B e t t e r t han s he                       

had  i n y e ars . “ B u t  ho w  . .  . ” S he  s c anne d  he r s u rro u nd i ng s . S he  w as  i ns i d e  hi s                                                    
c ag e , t he  b ars  al l  aro u nd  he r. B e y o nd  t he m s t re t c he d  t he  vas t  e x p ans e  o f  t he                                                   
No l and s . R and o m fi re s  b l az e d , ri b b o ns  o f  t hi c k s mo ke  w af t e d , and  g re e n and                                               
b l ac k i ns e c t s  b u z z e d  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n, e ve n s w armi ng  a  t re e  t hat  had  d are d  t o                                                        
s u rvi ve ,  i t s  l i mb s  b u d d i ng  w i t h l i f e — b u t  q u i c kl y  w i t he ri ng .                                               

He r f at he r . .  .  he ’d  . .  .  he ’d  . .  .                             c a ge d     he r.  e  man re s p o ns i b l e  f o r he r w e l l -                         
b e i ng , t he  man w ho  p ro f e s s e d  t o  l o ve  he r ab o ve  al l  t hi ng s , had  p l ac e d  he r w i t h                                                      
o ne  o f  hi s  “ani mal s ” d u ri ng  a  s o l ar fl are , l e avi ng  he r vu l ne rab l e  t o  t he  at t ac k o f                                                   
t he  No l and e rs .       

S he  s ho u l d  no t  have  b e e n s u rp ri s e d , b u t  s he  w as . He ’d  d o ne  many, many                                           
t e rri b l e  t hi ng s  t o  he r, b u t  t hi s  . .  .  G ri e f  p i e rc e d  he r, w o u nd i ng  he r f ar  mo re  t han                                                           
M at as ’ s  f i s t .  M at as ,  w ho  mu s t  have  s ho w n Je c i s  t he  vi d e o .                                         

S he ’d  kno w n he r f at he r w as  c r u e l , had  kno w n he  e njo y e d  l o rd i ng  hi s  p o w e r                                               
o ve r he r and  e ve r y o ne  e l s e . Had  kno w n he  t hri l l e d  i n p u ni s hi ng  any o ne  w ho                                              
d e f i e d  hi m,  b u t  .  .  .  b u t ,  s he  w as  hi s  l i t t l e  g i rl .  Hi s  p ri nc e s s .  Hi s  b e l o ve d .                                                                 

We l l , t hi s  w o u l d  make  l e avi ng  t he  c i rc u s  t hat  mu c h e as i e r.                                          I f   s he  w as  e ve r        
al l o w e d  o u t s i d e  t he  c ag e , s he  t ho u g ht , fi g ht i ng  a  w ave  o f  p ani c . Was  s he  t o  b e                                                         
o ne  o f  t he  s i d e s ho w s  no w ?  W as  t hi s  t o  b e  a  l i f e  s e nt e nc e ?                                               

W as  s he  t o  b e  t re at e d  as  a  l o w l y  ani mal ?                             
Oh, s w e e t  me rc y. A l l  t he s e  y e ars , s he ’d  d o ne  no t hi ng  t o  s t o p  he r f at he r f ro m                                                   

l o c ki ng  u p  i nno c e nt  p e o p l e . Pe o p l e  w ho  had  e x p e ri e nc e d  t he s e  ve r y  e mo t i o ns ,                                                         
b u t  w i t ho u t  any  ho p e .               

S he  c o u l d n’t  f re e  t he m w hi l e  t he y  s t i l l  w o re  t ho s e  c u ffs , as  s he ’d  fi nal l y                                                     
d e c i d e d  t o  d o. S he  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  Je c i s  t o  fi nd  t he m and  b ri ng  t he m b ac k. S he                                                       
had  t o  s t ay, no  mat t e r t he  p ai n i nfl i c t e d  u p o n he r, and  s he  had  t o  c o nt i nu e  he r                                                   
s e arc h f o r t he  ke y .           

F i rs t ,  t ho u g h,  s he  w o u l d  have  t o  g e t  o u t  o f  t he  c ag e .                                          
S or r y ,      X ,      but I  c a n ’ t  p a c k up  S olo a n d  le t  h i m go j us t  y e t.                                 
S o l o  t ap p e d  he r g e nt l y  o n t he  s ho u l d e r t o  g ai n he r at t e nt i o n. “ Is  t he re                                                  

any t hi ng  I  c an d o  f o r y o u ? ”                  
Fo r he r. He r. One  o f  hi s  t o rme nt o rs . A f t e r e ve r y t hi ng , he  s t i l l  d e s i re d  t o  he l p                                                     

he r. “ I . .  .  I  .  .  . ” Want e d  t o  c r y. Want e d  t o  s o b  and  b e g  f o r hi s  f o rg i ve ne s s . “ I’m                                                         
s o  s o rry .  I  kno w  t he re ’ s  no t hi ng  I  c an s ay — ”                              

“ V i ka, ”  he  s ai d .          
“ — t o  make  t hi ng s  b e t t e r, b u t  I’ l l  t r y. I  w i l l . Yo u  have  my  w o rd . I w o n’t  l e t  hi m                                                        

ke e p  y o u — ”       
“ V i ka. ”   
“ — l o c ke d  u p  any mo re  t han ne c e s s ar y.  e  mo me nt  I’m f re e , I ’ l l  l o o k f o r t he                                                



ke y  mo re  i nt e nt l y . ”            
He  l e ane d  d o w n,  g e t t i ng  i n he r f ac e .  “ V i ka!”                              
She  b l i nke d  u p  at  hi m.  “ Ye s ? ”                   
“ I’ m no t  g o i ng  t o  hu rt  y o u , ”  he  s ai d ,  s e t t l i ng  b ac k o n hi s  hau nc he s .                                                 
Co nf u s i o n re t u rne d . He  t ho u g ht , w hat ?   at  s he  w as  ap o l o g i z i ng  s i mp l y  t o                                                  

ke e p  hi m c al m?  We l l , i f  t hat  w as  t he  c as e , he  w o u l d n’t  b e l i e ve  a  s i ng l e  w o rd  s he                                                          
u t t e re d  o n t he  s u b je c t  o f  f re e d o m,  w o u l d  he ?                                   

“ Yo u r f at he r l e f t  a  b l anke t  f o r y o u . I l e t  y o u  u s e  i t  as  a  p i l l o w  f o r a  w hi l e , b u t                                                                 
w he n y o u  b e g an t o  he al , I  t o o k i t  and  ri g g e d  i t  i n t he  c o rne r as  a  c u rt ai n. Fo r                                                       
p ri vac y  . .  .  w he n y o u  ne e d  t o  u s e  t he  c hamb e r p o t  he  al s o  l e f t . I  t hi nk t hat ’s                                                        
w hat  i t ’ s  c al l e d . ”             

He at  fl o o d e d  he r c he e ks . “ O- o kay.  anks . ” S he  s ho u l d n’t  b e  e mb arras s e d .                                           
S he  ac t u al l y  d e s e r ve d  t hi s . He  and  t he  o t he rs  had  had  t o  e nd u re  t hat  ki nd  o f                                                    
vi o l at i o n s i nc e  t he i r  c ap t u re .                     

“ Ju s t  s o  y o u  kno w, I b at he d  y o u , ” he  s ai d , “ b u t  I ne ve r re mo ve d  y o u r c l o t hi ng                                                     
and  I  ne ve r l o o ke d  w he re  I  s ho u l d n’ t . ”                          

A s  s he  had  d o ne  t o  hi m.  T he  he at  i nt e ns i f i e d .                                
S he  l o o ke d  he rs e l f  o ve r and  s aw  t hat  s he  w as  w e ari ng  t he  s ame  c l o t he s  s he ’d                                                   

w o rn t o  c o nf ro nt  he r f at he r, t he  p l ai n t e e , and  t he  fl o w i ng  p ant s . A t  l e as t  s he                                                    
w as  c o mf o rt ab l e .          

“ T hank y o u ,  So l o .  R e al l y .  F o r e ve ry t hi ng . ”                             
A  s t i f f  no d .  “ Yo u ’ re  w e l c o me . ”                        
He r g az e  s w e p t  o ve r hi m. He  s t i l l  w o re  t he  l o i nc l o t h, hi s  b i g , b e au t i f u l  b o d y                                                          

o n d i s p l ay. Hi s  s ki n w as  a  l u mi no u s  b ro nz e , e ac h o f  hi s  mu s c l e s  s o  w e l l  d e fi ne d                                                          
t he y  l o o ke d  p ai nt e d  o n.                

B re at h c au g ht  i n he r t hro at .  “ So ,  u h,  ho w  l o ng  have  w e  b e e n he re ? ”                                           
“ T hre e  d ay s . ”        
 re e  w ho l e  d ay s . F i f t y  ho u rs  rat he r t han s e ve nt y - t w o, f o r t i me  w as  no t  t he                                                  

s ame  he re . D u ri ng  t ho s e  fi f t y  ho u rs , S o l o  c o u l d  have  b o u nd  he r. He  had n’t . He                                                 
c o u l d  have  t hre at e ne d  t o  w i t hho l d  me d i c i ne  and  f o o d  u nt i l  s he  s w o re  t o  ai d  hi m.                                                          
He  had n’ t .  He  c o u l d  have  f e d  he r t o  t he  No l and e rs  t o  s ave  hi ms e l f .  He  had n’ t .                                                    

I ’ m th e  mon s te r  i n  th i s  r e la ti on s h i p                           .  “ A re  y o u  al l  ri g ht ? ”  s he  as ke d  he s i t ant l y .                                
He  b l i nke d ,  f ro w ne d .  “ W hy ? ”                   
“ Yo u  have  b l o o d  o n y o u r f ac e . ”                     
He  re ac t e d  as  i f  s he ’d  s l ap p e d  hi m, s p i nni ng  t o  hi d e  t he  f ac t  t hat  he  w as                                                   

s c ru b b i ng  hi s  s ki n w i t h a  vi g o r t hat  as t o ni s he d  he r.                                   
“ L e t  me , ” s he  s ai d , b u t  he  ac t e d  as  i f  s he  had n’t  s p o ke n. S he  s i g he d . “ D i d  t he                                                        

mo ns t e rs  hu rt  y o u ? ”            
“ Yo u  kno w  ab o u t  t he m? ”              
“ Ye s . To  ke e p  t he m o u t  o f  t he  t rai l e rs , Je c i s  had  t he  w i nd o w s  re mo ve d , t he                                                   

w al l s  re i nf o rc e d  w i t h s t e e l ,  and  t he  d o o rs  p ad l o c ke d . ”                                         
“ He  s ho u l d  have  p u t  u s  i ns i d e  y o u r t rai l e r, t he n, ” he  s ai d , s t i l l  w i p i ng  at  hi s                                                         

f ac e .  
“ A nd  al l o w  y o u  t o  f i nd  and  hi d e  w e ap o ns  t o  u s e  o n hi m l at e r? ”                                              
He  p o p p e d  hi s  jaw .  “ D o  y o u  kno w  o f  a  s af e  p l ac e  t o  hi d e  o u t s i d e  t he  c ag e ? ”                                                             



Ho p i ng  t o  b u s t  o u t  o f  he re , w as  he , w hi l e  t he re  w e re  no  arme d  g u ard s ?  “ I d o n’t                                                      
re c o mme nd  fi g ht i ng  t he  No l and e rs  o n t he i r  ho me  b as e b al l  c o u rt . No w, w i l l  y o u                                                   
s t o p  d o i ng  t hat  and  l e t  me  he l p  y o u ? ”                            

He  s t i l l e d . Hi s  hand  f e l l  t o  hi s  s i d e . S l o w l y  he  t u rne d                                               and  me t  he r g az e , hi s           
e y e s  s o  f ro s t e d  o ve r s he  s hi ve re d .                         

S t i l l , s he  he l d  o u t  he r hand . “ R ag . ” He ’d  he l p e d  he r. No w  s he  w o u l d  he l p  hi m,                                                    
e ve n i n s o  s mal l  a  w ay. D e s p i t e  t he  f ac t  t hat  he  had  s c r u b b e d  s o  hard  he ’d  l e f t  a                                                           
re d  w e l t  o n o ne  s i d e  o f  hi s  f ac e ,  t he  b l o o d  re mai ne d .                                         

R e l u c t ant l y ,  he  g ave  he r w hat  s he  w ant e d .                           
“ Le an d o w n he re . ”         
Inc h b y  i nc h he  o b e y e d ,  a  mas k f al l i ng  o ve r hi s  f e at u re s .                                       
S he  g e nt l y  w i p e d  at  t he  c ri ms o n s t re ak. He r arm t re mb l e d , t he  ac t i o n al mo s t                                                 

t o o  mu c h f o r an arm t hat  had n’ t  b e e n u s e d  i n t hre e  d ay s ,  b u t  s t i l l  s he  p e rs i s t e d .                                                           
“ P e o p l e  p l ay  b as e b al l  o n a  f i e l d , ”  he  ras p e d .                                    
“ T hat ’ s  w hat  I  s ai d .  Is n’ t  i t ? ”                      
“ Yo u  s ai d  c o u rt . ” S o l o’s  g az e  ne ve r l e f t  he r. He  w at c he d  he r e ve r y  re ac t i o n, as                                                     

i f  .  .  .  w hat ?  A s  i f  he  w ant e d  t o  kno w  he r e ve r y  e mo t i o n?  We l l , he  w o u l d  d i s c o ve r                                                               
t hat  s he  l i ke d  t e nd i ng  hi m and  l o o ki ng  at  hi m. E s p e c i al l y  at  hi s  l i p s .  o s e                                                     
b e au t i f u l ,  l u s h l i p s .                 

R i g ht  no w  t he y  w e re  p i nk. W he n hi s  ap p e aranc e  c hang e d , t he y  w o u l d  t u rn as                                                
re d  as  hi s  s ki n. Wo u l d  t he y  s t i l l  b e  as  s o f t  as  s he  re me mb e re d ?  s he  w o nd e re d . A s                                                           
s w e e t ?    

“ Yo u ’ re  s t ari ng , ”  he  p o i nt e d  o u t ,  hi s  vo i c e  t i g ht .                                      
“ D o e s  t hat  b o t he r y o u ? ”                 
Hi s  t o ng u e  f l i c ke d  o u t ,  s w i p e d .  “ No . ”                               
To  have  t hat  t o ng u e  i n he r mo u t h . .  .  t o  kno w  w hat  i t  w as  l i ke  t o  p re s s  he r                                                     

o w n ag ai ns t  i t  .  .  .  S he  s hi ve re d  f o rc e f u l l y. “ It  d i d  b e f o re . Yo u  t hre at e ne d  t o  ki l l                                                             
me . ” 

“ T hat  w as  b e f o re . ”            
B e for e  .  .  .  w h a t?             
“A nd  I w i l l  ne ve r hu rt  y o u , V i ka. ” He  re ac he d  o u t , hi s  t hu mb  t rac i ng  t he  s e am                                                  

o f  he r mo u t h.       
A t  t he  mo me nt  o f  c o nt ac t , he r l i p s  b e g an t o  t i ng l e .  e y  p art e d  o f  t he i r  o w n                                                         

ac c o rd , and  a  he at e d , ne e d y  e x hal at i o n e s c ap e d  he r. “ I kno w  y o u  w o n’t . Ju s t  l i ke                                                     
I w i l l  ne ve r hu rt  y o u . ” S he  f o rc e d  he rs e l f  t o  fi ni s h c l e ani ng  hi m— b e f o re  s he  d i d                                                         
s o me t hi ng  t he y  mi g ht  b o t h re g re t .  “ Se e ?  I ’ m harml e s s . ”                                     

He  d i d n’t  p u l l  b ac k.                He  s t are d  at          h e r ,     t he  fi re  i n hi s  e y e s  i nt e ns i f y i ng . F i nal l y,                              
he  l e ane d  t o w ard  he r.  “ I ’ m s o rry , ”  he  c ro ake d ,  “ b u t  I  have  t o  d o  t hi s . ”                                                   

“ W hat — ”   
He  ki s s e d  he r, s i l e nc i ng  he r. Hi s  l i p s  p re s s e d  ag ai ns t  he rs , l i ng e ri ng  f o r o ne                                                     

s e c o nd , t w o, as  t ho u g h t e s t i ng  he r re ac t i o n. Ye s !   i s  w as  w hat  s he ’d  w ant e d .                                                    
A nd  no  w o nd e r. It  w as  mag ni fi c e nt , hi s  l i p s  s o f t e r t han b e f o re . W he n s he                                               
o ffe re d  no  p ro t e s t , he  l i f t e d  hi s  he ad  and  s t u d i e d  he r f ac e . W hat e ve r he  s aw, he                                                     
mu s t  have  l i ke d , b e c au s e  he  l o w e re d  a  s e c o nd  t i me . Hi s  t o ng u e  fl i c ke d  o u t , and                                                         
s he  e ag e rl y  o p e ne d  f o r hi m.                  



 e i r t o ng u e s  t hr u s t  t o g e t he r, and , o h, t hi s  ki s s  w as  s o  mu c h b e t t e r t han t he                                                     
o ne  b e f o re , w he n s he  had  t ake n w hat  s he  s ho u l d n’t  have . He  w e nt  s l o w l y  at  fi rs t ,                                                    
c o ax i ng  he r,  b u t  s he  d i d n’ t  ne e d  c o ax i ng .  She  ne e d e d  mo re .                                          

S o me ho w, he  u nd e rs t o o d  w hat  s he  c o u l d n’t  vo c al i z e . He  i nc re as e d  t he                                             
p re s s u re , t he  s p e e d , and  f o rc e d  he r he ad  t o  t i l t , g i vi ng  hi ms e l f  d e e p e r ac c e s s ,                                                          
d o mi nat i ng  he r mo u t h, b rand i ng  he r s o u l - d e e p, c o ns u mi ng  he r. S he  l o ve d  e ve r y                                                
s e c o nd  o f  i t ,  w as  e ng ag e d  b o d y  and  mi nd ,  s w e p t  u p ,  l o s t .  Hap p y  t o  b e  l o s t .                                                              

He  w as  s o  ho t , a  fi re  ag ai ns t  he r s ki n. He  w as  s o  ne c e s s ar y. S u d d e nl y  s he                                                 
c o u l d n’t  i mag i ne  t r y i ng  t o  t ake  a  b re at h w i t ho u t  hi m. He  w as  he re , and  he  w as                                                   
he rs ,  and  t hi s  w as  b e au t i f u l .  A  b e au t i f u l  ki s s  f ro m a  b e au t i f u l  man.                                                   

Hi s  hand  s l i d  u nd e rne at h he r s ho u l d e rs , ang l e d  u p  and  c u p p e d  he r nap e .  e                                                
ro u g h t e x t u re  o f  hi s  s ki n d e l i g ht e d  he r, t i c kl i ng  he r. He  mas s ag e d  t he  mu s c l e s                                                       
t he re , d raw i ng  a  g ro an o f  p l e as u re  f ro m he r.  e n hi s  hand  b e g an t o                                         
l o w e r . .  .  s t o p p i ng  mi d w ay  d o w n he r arm, kne ad i ng  . .  .  ang l i ng  ag ai n, t hi s  t i me                                                     
t o w ard  he r b re as t  .  .  .               

He r ac hi ng  b re as t . A  p l ac e  t hat  had  ne ve r b e e n t o u c he d  b y  ano t he r. S he ’d                                             
c au g ht  e no u g h i l l i c i t  ac t s  i n t he  s had o w s  o f  t he  c i rc u s  t o  kno w  t hat  o nc e  a  man                                                           
g o t  hi s  hand s  o n a  w o man’s  b re as t s , he  c o u l d n’t  s t o p  hi ms e l f  f ro m t aki ng  mo re ,                                                    
al l . 

V i ka  t e ns e d ,  no t  s u re  s he  w as  re ad y  f o r w hat  “ al l ”  e nt ai l e d .                                           
He  mu s t  have  b e e n at t u ne d  t o  he r e ve r y  nu anc e , b e c au s e  he  je rke d  b ac kw ard ,                                                

s e ve ri ng  c o nt ac t .          
A s  s he  f o u g ht  f o r b re at h, he r fi ng e rs  s o u g ht  he r t i ng l i ng  l i p s . “ S o l o, ” s he  s ai d ,                                                        

w ant i ng  t o  c al l  hi m b ac k. S he  mi g ht  no t  b e  re ad y  f o r al l , b u t  t hat  d i d n’t  me an t he                                                      
ki s s  had  t o  e nd .          

Hi s  hand s  f i s t e d  at  hi s  s i d e s .                      
Had  s he  ang e re d  hi m?  “ I— I— ” Had  no  i d e a  w hat  t o  s ay. Ho w  d i d  y o u  t e l l  a                                                 

man y o u  w ant e d  t o  ki s s  hi m, b u t  y o u  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  d o  any t hi ng  e l s e  w i t h hi m?                                                       
No t  y e t ,  at  l e as t .             

“ W he n are  t he  mo ns t e rs  d u e  t o  re t u rn? ”  s he  as ke d ,  c hang i ng  t he  s u b je c t .                                                 
He  l o o ke d  aw ay  f ro m he r. “A  f e w  ho u rs . B u t  d o n’t  w o rr y. Yo u ’ l l  s t ay  ri g ht                                                 

w he re  y o u  are ,  and  I ’ l l  l i e  b e s i d e  y o u . ”                                
He ’d  d o ne  t hat  e ve r y  t i me  b e f o re , had n’t  he ?   e  i d e a  o f  hi s  w e i g ht  p re s s i ng                                                       

ag ai ns t  he r . .  .  d i d n’t  f ri g ht e n he r, s he  re al i z e d . It  d e l i g ht e d  he r, he r b l o o d                                                     
b u b b l i ng  and  f i z z i ng  w i t h w armt h.                      

P e rhap s  s he  w as  c l o s e r t o  w ant i ng  “ al l ”  t han s he ’ d  re al i z e d .                                          
“ T he y ’ l l  b e  u nab l e  t o  re ac h u s , ”  he  ad d e d ,  “ and  I  w o n’ t  have  t o  t o u c h y o u . ”                                                          
“ I d o n’ t  mi nd — ”         
“ W hat  i s  t hi s  p l ac e ? ”  he  i nt e rje c t e d .                           
M e s s ag e  re c e i ve d . S u b je c t  c l o s e d . M ay b e  t hat  w as  f o r t he  b e s t . “A  w o rl d                                                      

b e t w e e n w o rl d s . ”            
He  f ro w ne d .  “ E x p l ai n .  .  .  p l e as e . ”                           
A no t he r r u s t y  “p l e as e . ” Ho w  c o u l d  s he  re s i s t ?  “  ro u g h hi s  d ark art s , my                                                  

f at he r l e arne d  ho w  t o  mo ve  t he  c i rc u s  f ro m o ne  c i t y  t o  ano t he r w i t ho u t  e ve r                                                     
havi ng  t o  t ake  d o w n o r s e t  u p  t he  t e nt s  and  e q u i p me nt  o r mo ve  t he  ve hi c l e s , and                                                      



w i t ho u t  e ve r havi ng  t o  t ake  a  s t e p. S o me ho w  he  c re at e s  s o l ar fl are s  t hat  o p e n a                                                     
p o rt al  f ro m o ne  l o c at i o n t o  ano t he r, b u t  he  has  mo re  t ro u b l e  c l o s i ng  t he  fl are s ,                                                       
e s p e c i al l y  i f  w e ’re  g o i ng  a  g re at  d i s t anc e , and  s o me t i me s  w e  b e c o me  t rap p e d                                                         
he re . ”  

Hi s  f ro w n d e e p e ne d . “ I kno w  i nt e r- w o rl d  t rave l  i s  p o s s i b l e , and  t hat ’s  ho w  t he                                                     
o t he r w o rl d e rs  c ame  t o  e art h, b u t  I d i d n’t  kno w  ave rag e  c i t i z e ns  c o u l d  o p e n                                                     
p o rt al s  o n t he i r  o w n. ”               

“ I d o u b t  t hat  t he y  c an.  B u t  t he n,  my  f at he r i s n’ t  e x ac t l y  ave rag e ,  i s  he ? ”                                                     
“ W e l l ,  I  ne e d  t o  kno w  w hat  he  kno w s . ”                           
“ T ru s t  me ,  y o u  d o n’ t  w ant  t o  me s s  w i t h t he  d ark art s . ”                                       
We ll , w e l l . G ood  th i n g y ou l i s te n e d  to me ,                             D r. E  s ai d , hi s  vo i c e  s e e mi ng  t o  c o me                           

o u t  o f  no w he re . S he  c o u l d n’t  s e e  hi m, b u t  s he  c o u l d                                           fe e e e e l       hi m.  e re  w as  a         
s t rang e  s o rt  o f  c rac kl e  i n t he  ai r, s p arki ng  ag ai ns t  he r s ki n.                                        He ’s  a bout to tr y  a n d          
ta lk y ou i n to s p y i n g for  h i m.                

Had  So l o  he ard  t he  mal e ?             
Hi s  e x p re s s i o n re mai ne d  t he  s ame : p e ns i ve . “ If  I  as ke d  y o u  t o  fi nd  o u t  w hat                                                    

ki nd  o f  s p e l l  he  c as t s , ”  he  s ai d ,  w at c hi ng  he r i nt e nt l y ,  “ w o u l d  y o u ? ”                                                      
S e e ?  Told  y ou!       
“ No, ” s he  ans w e re d  ho ne s t l y, i g no ri ng  D r. E . S he  c o u l d n’t  b l ame  S o l o  f o r                                                

w ant i ng  mo re  i nf o rmat i o n. “ He  i nvi t e d  e vi l  i nt o  hi s  l i f e , and  I’m no t  g o i ng  t o  d o                                                     
t he  s ame  t o  mi ne . W hy  d o  y o u  w ant  t o  kno w  ab o u t  t he  fl are s , any w ay ?  To  s t o p                                                    
hi m? ” 

S o l o  p o nd e re d  f o r a  mo me nt , t he n o nc e  ag ai n w ave d  a  hand  t hro u g h t he  ai r.                                               
“ W hat ’ s  t he  l o ng e s t  y o u ’ ve  e ve r b e e n t rap p e d  i n t he  No l and s ? ”                                            

S o. He  w ant e d  he r t o  e nd ang e r he rs e l f , b u t  he  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  t e l l  he r w hy.                                                 
 at , s he        c ould   b l ame  hi m f o r. “ S i x  d ay s , ” s he  s ai d  a  l i t t l e  s ni p p i l y. “ B u t  g u e s s                                                   
w hat ?  We ’re  no t  d o ne  w i t h t he  o t he r t o p i c . I  c o u l d  s ay  y e s , I ’d  t r y  t o  fi nd  o u t                                                            
ho w  he  d o e s  i t ,  b e c au s e  I  o w e  y o u  and  I  al w ay s  s o me t i me s  t ry  t o  p ay  my  d e b t s . ”                                                                

“ A l w ay s  s o me t i me s ? ”  he  i nt e rru p t e d .                          
“ E x ac t l y. S o, he re ’s  a  q u e s t i o n f o r y o u . Wo u l d  y o u  p re f e r t o  have  t he  i nf o                                                     

ab o u t  t he  s o l ar f l are s  o r t he  ke y  t o  t he  c u f f s ? ”                                    
W i t ho u t  any  he s i t at i o n,  he  re p l i e d ,  “ T he  ke y  t o  t he  c u f f s . ”                                              
I  c ould  h a ve  gue s s e d  th a t on e ,                      D r.  E  mu t t e re d .           
“ A re  y o u  w i l l i ng  t o  g i ve  i t  t o  me  w he n y o u  f i nd  i t ? ”  So l o  as ke d  w i t h t he  p at i e nt                                                                

s t i l l ne s s  o f  a  p re d at o r.  “ No t  ju s t  u s e  i t  o n me  b u t  g i ve  i t  t o  me . ”                                                       
“ Of  c o u rs e , ” s he  re p l i e d , and  he  b l i nke d  i n b affle me nt . “                                      I f   my  f at he r l e t s  me           

o u t  o f  t he  c ag e , I’ ve  al re ad y  d e c i d e d  t o  i nc re as e  my  e ffo rt s  and  d o  w hat e ve r’s                                                      
ne c e s s ary  t o  u ne art h i t s  w he re ab o u t s . ”                          

“ Vo w  i t , ” he  r u s he d  o u t . “ Vo w  t o  f re e  me , t o  re mo ve  t he  c u ffs  w he n y o u  fi nd                                                      
t he  ke y ,  and  p l ac e  t hat  ke y  i nt o  my  s o l e  c u s t o d y . ”                                      

Hi m and  hi s  vo w s . S he  f o u g ht  t he  u rg e  t o  ro l l  he r e y e s . B u t  s he  no t i c e d  he ’d                                                       
s ai d  “ w he n” and  no t  “ i f . ” E i t he r he  had  mo re  c o nfi d e nc e  i n he r t han s he  d i d , o r                                                   
he  s i mp l y  re f u s e d  t o  ad mi t  d e f e at  i n any t hi ng .                                 

D on ’ t  d o i t,          D r.  E  p l e ad e d .           
“ So  vo w e d , ”  s he  s ai d ,  w ant i ng  t o  s mi rk.  She  ki nd  o f  l i ke d  d i s o b e y i ng  D r.  E .                                                        



He  c u rs e d  at  he r.          
So l o  w at c he d  he r i nt e nt l y ,  re l i e f  and  s u s p i c i o n i n hi s  e y e s .                                             
“ W hat ? ”  s he  as ke d .           
“ D i d  any t hi ng  s t rang e  hap p e n t o  y o u ? ”                         
“ No .  W hy ? ”      
“ Ne ve r mi nd . ” He  r u b b e d  t he  b ac k o f  hi s  ne c k. “ Te l l  me  s o me t hi ng . Was  y o u r                                                  

ne w e s t  b e at i ng  b e c au s e  o f  me ? ”                       
“ No, ” s he  s ai d , and  t hat  w as  t he  t r u t h. M at as  had  hi t                                     he r b e c au s e  s he ’d          

e mb arras s e d  hi m w i t h he r c o nt i nu e d  re f u s al  o f  hi s  ro mant i c  p u rs u i t , c ho o s i ng  an                                                     
“ ani mal ”  o ve r hi m.        

You s h ould  h a ve  bla me d  S olo.                 e re  w as  no w  a  p o u t  i n D r. E ’s  vo i c e .                               He  w ould  
h a ve  fe lt  gui lty  a n d  w ould  h a ve  d on e  a n y th i n g y ou a s ke d .                                     

“ W i l l  y o u  ju s t  s hu t  u p  al re ad y, ” s he  s nap p e d . “ I’m s i c k o f  y o u . ” S he  d i d n’t                                                      
w ant  any o ne  f e e l i ng  g u i l t y  o n he r b e hal f . G u i l t  w as  a  t e rri b l e  t hi ng , a  c o ns u mi ng                                                          
t hi ng ,  and  So l o  had  e no u g h t o  w o rry  ab o u t .                            

T he  c rac kl e  i n t he  ai r  i ns t ant l y  vani s he d .                          
So l o  s c o o t e d  aw ay  f ro m he r.  “ I  w i l l  d o  w hat  y o u  w i s h. ”                                          
“ No t  y o u , ” s he  s ai d , s i t t i ng  u p  t o  re ac h f o r hi m. S he  manag e d  t o  w rap  he r                                                  

fi ng e rs  aro u nd  hi s  w ri s t . A  w ri s t  s o  b i g  he r fi ng e rs  w e re n’t  e ve n c l o s e  t o                                                    
t o u c hi ng . He  w as  s t ro ng , amaz i ng l y  s o, and  t hat  s ho u l d  have  s c are d  he r,                                              w ould
have  s c are d  he r, u nt i l  s he ’d  w o ke n u p  and  d i s c o ve re d  e ve r y t hi ng  he ’d  d o ne  f o r                                                    
he r.  “ Yo u  are — ”  D i z z i ne s s  had  he r s w ay i ng ,  mo ani ng .                                 

S o l o  re t u rne d  i n an i ns t ant , p u l l i ng  f ro m he r g ri p  t o  c rad l e  t he  b ac k o f  he r                                                    
he ad . He  e as e d  he r d o w n, and  s he  b at t l e d  an u rg e  t o  s nu g g l e  i nt o  t he  w armt h o f                                                     
hi s  b o d y, t o  kno w  s he  w as  s af e  and  p ro t e c t e d  f o r o nc e  i n he r l i f e  and  may b e                                                     
e ve n .  .  .  c he ri s he d .              

He  d i d n’t  c he ri s h he r, t ho u g h, d i d  he . He  l i ke d  ki s s i ng  he r, s he  w as  s u re , and                                                 
had  w ant e d  mo re , b u t  s e x  had  ne ve r b e e n and  w o u l d  ne ve r b e  p ro o f  o f  s o me o ne ’s                                                     
af f e c t i o n.      

“ Yo u  s at  u p  t o o  q u i c kl y ,  af t e r  l y i ng  d o w n t o o  l o ng . ”                                           
“ I w as n’ t  t al ki ng  t o  y o u , ”  s he  as s u re d  hi m.  “ B e f o re ,  I  me an. ”                                            
“  e n t o  w ho m w e re  y o u  t al ki ng ? ” He  p au s e d  t o  s hake  hi s  he ad , p e rhap s                                              

re c al l i ng  t he  o t he r t i me  t he y ’d  had  t hi s  c o nve rs at i o n, w he n t he  q u e s t i o n had                                                  
b e e n d i re c t e d  at  hi m.  “ A nd  w hy  w e re  y o u  b e at e n?  Yo u  ne ve r t o l d  me . ”                                                  

She  l i c ke d  he r l i p s .  “ Yo u  o nc e  t o l d  me  y o u  t al ke d  t o  i nvi s i b l e  me n. ”                                                    
He  s u c ke d  i n a  b re at h and  mo ve d  aw ay  f ro m he r. “ No, I d i d n’t  s ay  I d i d . Onl y                                              

t hat  I  mi g ht  b e . ”           
F i ne .  “ D o  y o u  b e l i e ve  t he re ’ s  ano t he r w o rl d  at  w o rk aro u nd  u s ? ”                                              
“ V e ry  mu c h s o . ”          
He r e y e s  w i d e ne d . He ’d  ad mi t t e d  t hat  s o  e as i l y, as  i f  he  had  no  f e ar o f  he r                                                    

re ac t i o n.  “ R e al l y ? ”             
“ Ye s . ”   
“ M e  t o o . ”       
“ A nd ? ”   
“A nd , I .  .  .  w as  t al ki ng  t o  s o me o ne  i n t hat  re al m, ” s he  s ai d , and  w ai t e d  f o r                                                    



hi m t o  ad mi t  t o  kno w i ng  D r.  E  and  X .                        
A  mi nu t e  p as s e d .           
A no t he r.   
“ S o, w hy  w e re  y o u  b e at e n? ” he  fi nal l y  p ro mp t e d , no  hi nt  o f  hi s  e mo t i o ns                                                 

re ve al e d .    
M ay b e  he         d i d n ’ t       kno w  t he  p ai r  ke p t  t ab s  o n hi m. If  no t , s he  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  b e                                          

t he  o ne  t o  t e l l  hi m.  “ M at as  i s  t w i s t e d ,  w arp e d ,  and  o n a  p o w e r t ri p .  T hat ’ s  w hy . ”                                                               
S o l o  re ac he d  o u t  t o  s mo o t h t he  hai r  f ro m he r b ro w. He  c au g ht  hi ms e l f  ju s t                                                  

b e f o re  c o nt ac t  and  d ro p p e d  hi s  arm t o  hi s  s i d e . “ I kno w  y o u  are n’t  a  f an o f                                                    
vi o l e nc e , b u t  w he n y o u  w e re  d e l i ve re d  t o  me  I b ro ke  hi s  arm i n                                               a  w ay  t hat  i t  c an          
ne ve r b e  p u t  b ac k t o g e t he r.  He  w o n’ t  b e  hi t t i ng  y o u  ag ai n. ”                                           

A no t he r d e e d  t o  p ro t e c t  he r. “  ank y o u , ” s he  s ai d , fi g ht i ng  a  s i c ke ni ng                                                 
d e l u g e  o f  d re ad . C l e arl y  he  w as  d o ne  t o u c hi ng  he r, e ve n i n t he  s mal l e s t  w ay, and                                                      
he  mi g ht  e ve n re g re t  ki s s i ng  he r. W hy  e l s e  w o u l d  he  w ant  t o  mai nt ai n s u c h a                                                   
g re at  d i s t anc e  b e t w e e n t he m?                   

B u t  .  .  .  b u t  .  .  .  s he  w as n’ t  d o ne  w i t h hi m,  and  d i d n’ t  w ant  hi m t o  b e  d o ne  w i t h                                                                
he r.

He  l o o ke d  at  he r, t ho u g ht  f o r a  mo me nt . Hi s  s ho u l d e rs  b u nc he d  w i t h t e ns i o n.                                                    
“ Ho w  l o ng  has  t he  c i rc u s  b e e n i n o p e rat i o n? ”                               

I  c a n  d o th i s . I  c a n  c h a t a s  i f  n oth i n g’s  w r on g.                                       “ Je c i s ’s  g re at - g re at - g rand f at he r                    
o p e ne d  i t ,  and  t he  o l d e s t  s o n has  al w ay s  t ake n o ve r. ”                                     

“ Ho w  has  he  no t  b e e n s hu t  d o w n? ”                      
“ He  no t  o nl y  u s e s  l o o ko u t s  t o  p re ve nt  c o p s  f ro m maki ng  i t  i nt o  t he  c i rc u s , b u t                                                           

w he n he  c an,  he  p ay s  t he  hi g he r- u p s  t o  i g no re  hi m. ”                                  
“ Yo u ’ ve  s e e n t he s e  hi g he r- u p s ? ”                      
“ Oh, y e s . ” Je c i s  l o ve d  t o  e nt e rt ai n, and  t ho u g h A u d ra  w as  t he  c and y  o n hi s                                                  

arm, t he  o ne  he  ke p t  at  hi s  s i d e  d u ri ng  any  s u c h e ve nt s , V i ka  had  w at c he d  f ro m                                                    
t he  s had o w s  w he ne ve r p o s s i b l e .                     

“ A nd  y o u  c o u l d  p o i nt  t he m o u t  i f  I  s ho w e d  y o u  p ho t o g rap hs ? ”                                                
Ho l d  e ve ry t hi ng .  “ A re                  y ou   a  c o p ? ” s he  as ke d , t he  i d e a  no t  s u rp ri s i ng  he r. It  d i d                                       

c o nc e rn he r,  ho w e ve r.  A f t e r s he  f re e d  hi m,  he  mi g ht  t ry  and  arre s t  he r.                                             
A  p au s e . A  fl i c ke r o f  g u i l t  i n hi s  e y e s .  e n, “ L e t ’s                                            ju s t  s ay  I have  a  ve s t e d               

i nt e re s t  i n c l o s i ng  t he  c i rc u s  o nc e  and  f o r al l . ”                                    
R e l i e ve d  t hat  s he  w o u l d n’t  have  t o  w o rr y  ab o u t  b e i ng  t o s s e d  i nt o  ano t he r                                                      

p ri s o n c e l l ,  s he  s ai d ,  “ Ye ah,  me  t o o . ”                            
He  arc he d  a  b ro w .  “ W he re  d o  y o u  p l an t o  l i ve  w he n y o u  e s c ap e ? ”                                               
S he  p i c t u re d  t he  b e au t i f u l  c ab i ns  i n Ne w  Co l o rad o, t he  o ne s  s he  w as n’t  y e t                                                     

ab l e  t o  affo rd — t he  ho me s  t hat  c o u l d  b e  s o l d  at  any  t i me  w hi l e  s he  s c ri mp e d  and                                                        
s ave d .  “ I ’ l l  f i nd  a  p l ac e . ”                     

He  ru b b e d  t w o  f i ng e rs  o ve r hi s  jaw .  “ W he re ve r i t  i s ,  mo d i f i c at i o ns  w i l l  ne e d  t o                                                            
b e  mad e . ”     

F o r he r d e af ne s s ,  he  me ant .  “ A re  y o u  g o i ng  t o  c o me  o ve r and  f i x  i t ? ”  s he  as ke d ,                                                          
and  p ro mp t l y  w i s he d  s he  c o u l d  s nat c h b ac k t he  w o rd s . Ho w  w o nd e rf u l  i t  w o u l d                                                        
b e  t o  have  hi m i ns i d e  he r s anc t u ar y, ju s t  b e c au s e  he  w ant e d  t o  b e  t he re . B u t  w i t h                                                          
t he  w ay  he  w as  c u rre nt l y  ac t i ng ,  t he re  w as  no  w ay  he  w o u l d —                                          



“ I w o u l d  b e  w i l l i ng  t o  d o  s o ,  y e s . ”                               
P l e as u re  w as  a  s o f t ,  s w e e t  rai n ag ai ns t  he r s ki n.  “ R e al l y ? ”                                           
“ R e al l y . ”      
“ W o u l d  y o u  d e mand  p ay me nt ? ”                   
Hi s  e y e s  narro w e d  t o  t i ny  s l i t s . S c o w l i ng , he  p u s he d  t o  hi s  f e e t  and  s t o mp e d                                                           

t o  t he  f ar  c o rne r.  Onl y  t he n d i d  s he  re al i z e  he r mi s t ake .                                      
“ S o l o, ” s he  s ai d , b u t  he  i g no re d  he r. “ S o l o. I’m s o rr y. I  d i d n’t  me an t o                                              

q u e s t i o n y o u r ho no r o r any t hi ng  l i ke  t hat . ”                            
Si l e nc e .    
B u t  o f  c o u rs e ,  s he  l i ve d  i n a  w o rl d  o f  s i l e nc e .  “ I  re al l y  am s o rry . ”                                                      
A g ai n,  s i l e nc e .          
“ I w as  af rai d  y o u  w e re  ang r y  w i t h me , b e c au s e  I had  s t i ffe ne d  d u ri ng  o u r ki s s ,                                                      

b u t  I o nl y  s t i ffe ne d  b e c au s e  I w as  ne r vo u s  ab o u t  w hat  w e  w e re  d o i ng . I’ ve  ne ve r                                                         
d o ne  any t hi ng  l i ke  i t  b e f o re . A nd  t he n, w he n y o u  s ai d  y o u  w ant e d  t o  c o me  o ve r                                                        
t o  my  ne w  ho u s e  and  he l p  me , I as ke d  i f  y o u  w o u l d  d e mand  p ay me nt  b e c au s e  I                                                      
w ant e d  y o u  t o  s ay  y e s . I  w as  g o i ng  t o  t e l l  y o u  t hat  I w o u l d  p ay  y o u  i n ki s s e s . I                                                                 
ju s t  . .  .  I  w ant e d  y o u  t o  kno w  t hat  I l i ke d  w hat  w e  d i d , b u t  I d i d n’t  kno w  ho w                                                          
e l s e  t o  t e l l  y o u . ”                

S he  had  z e ro  e x p e ri e nc e  w i t h me n w ho  w e re  no t  t he  s p aw n o f  t he  d e vi l  o r                                                    
re l at e d  b y  b l o o d . Or b o t h. To w ni e s  had  ne ve r b e e n an o p t i o n, and  no ne  o f  t he                                                  
b o y s  at  t he  c i rc u s  had  w ant e d  t o  ri s k he r f at he r’s  w rat h. A nd  af t e r he r t i me  i n t he                                                      
b i g  c i t y, a l o ne , f ri g ht e ne d , and  w i t ne s s i ng  t he  c r u e l e s t  o f  d e e d s , s he ’d  w ant e d                                                           
no t hi ng  t o  d o  w i t h                a n y    mal e  .  .  .  and  may b e  e ve n l ad i e s  w i t h mu s t ac he s .                                  

A  f e w  d ay s  ag o, s he  w o u l d  have  b al ke d  at  t he  me re  i d e a  o f  b e i ng  hand l e d  b y                                                      
hand s  as  b i g  and  ro u g h as  S o l o’s — and  p ro b ab l y  had !  No w, w i t h hi s  s w e e t ne s s  s o                                                    
f re s h i n he r mi nd ,  s he  ju s t  w ant e d  ano t he r ki s s .                              

S he  i nc he d  i nt o  a  s i t t i ng  p o s i t i o n, b u t  e ve n s t i l l , t he  d i z z i ne s s  re t u rne d  f u l l                                                              
f o rc e  and  s he  had  t o  c l o s e  he r e y e s .  T hi s  t i me ,  So l o  d i d n’ t  ru s h t o  he r s i d e .                                                           

C o u l d  no t hi ng  g o  ri g ht  f o r he r?  E ve r?                         
“ F i ne . B e  t hat  w ay, ” s he  s ai d , ri d i ng  t he  t i d e  o f  re s e nt me nt . “A c t  l i ke  a  b ab y                                                       

p ri nc e s s . ” If  S o l o  w ant e d  t o  p o u t  b e c au s e  s he ’d  i nad ve rt e nt l y  i ns u l t e d  hi m,                                                        
w hat e ve r.  at  w as  hi s  p re ro g at i ve . “ No rmal l y  I w o u l d n’t  s ay  s o me t hi ng  l i ke                                               
t hi s , b u t  I’m g o i ng  t o  make  an e x c e p t i o n f o r y o u . I ho p e  y o u  e njo y  y o u r s o l i t u d e .                                                            
A nd  b y  t hat  I  me an I  ho p e  y o u  c ho ke  o n i t !”                              



Nineteen

Hope deferred m akes th e h eart sick,  but a longing fulf illed is  a tree of  life.      
—PROVERBS 1 3 :1 2  

HER FINAL WORDS WERE    c e rt ai nl y  fi t t i ng . S o l o                     w a s    c ho ki ng  o n hi s  s o l i t u d e . Hi s                    
mi nd  re f u s e d  t o  s e t t l e , w as  s t u c k o n o ne  t ho u g ht . S he  had  l i ke d  hi s  ki s s , had                                                       
w ant e d  mo re . No t  b e c au s e  s he ’d  f e l t  o b l i g at e d  t o  hi m o r b e c au s e  s he  had  w i s he d                                                          
t o  s o f t e n hi m.  Ju s t  b e c au s e .                     

He  al mo s t  w i s he d  s he  had n’t  t o l d  hi m. No w  hi s  b o d y  hu ng e re d  f o r he r o n a                                                 
l e ve l  he ’d  ne ve r b e f o re  e x p e ri e nc e d , a  l e ve l  t hat  mo c ke d  e ve r y t hi ng  e l s e  he ’d  f e l t ,                                                             
as  i f  he ’ d  ne ve r re al l y  kno w n w hat  i t  w as  t o  c rave  s o me t hi ng .  No w  he  kne w .                                                 

He  w ant e d  he r d e s p e rat e l y .                 
He  ne e d e d  he r f rant i c al l y .                
He  had  t o  have  he r.  C o u l d n’ t  ho l d  o u t  mu c h l o ng e r.                                  
B u t  he  had  t o  ho l d  o u t . No t  f o r any  o f  t he  re as o ns  he ’d  p re vi o u s l y  e nt e rt ai ne d                                                       

b u t  f o r a  ne w  o ne . R e as o n o ne  hu nd re d  and  t hre e . A l re ad y  he  re ac t e d  t e rri b l y                                                    
w he n s he  w as  hu rt . If  he  c l ai me d  he r, he  w o u l d  g ro w  mo re  at t ac he d  t o  he r, and  i f                                                    
he  g re w  any  mo re  at t ac he d                   t o  he r, he  w as n’t  s u re  ho w  he  w o u l d  re ac t  w he n Je c i s                                   
c ame  t o  t ake  he r aw ay .  A nd  Je c i s                         w ould   c o me  t o  t ake  he r aw ay .              

S o l o  ne e d e d  t o  t hi nk ab o u t  t he  b e s t  c o u rs e  o f  ac t i o n, t he  b e s t  w ay  t o  hand l e                                                           
t hi s .  

V i ka had  mo ve d  t o  t he  f ar  c o rne r o f  t he  c ag e , w he re  t he  s t ro ng e s t  b e ams  o f                                                   
l i g ht  hi t  b u t  f e w e r b u g s  ap p ro ac he d  he r.  He  c l ai me d  t he  c e nt e r and  l ay  f l at  o n hi s                                                           
s t o mac h. He  b al anc e d  hi s  w e i g ht  o n hi s  hand s  and  hi s  t o e s  and  p u s he d  u p,                                                
l o w e re d ,  p u s he d  u p ,  w o rki ng  o u t  t he  t e ns i o n i n hi s  arms .                                         

B y  t he  t w o  hu nd re d t h d e s c e nt , a  s l o w  b u rn had  w o rke d  i t s  w ay  i nt o  hi s  b i c e p s .                                                           
He  d i d  t w o  hu nd re d  mo re  b e f o re  ro l l i ng  t o  hi s  b ac k and  p e rf o rmi ng  ju s t  as  many                                                     
s i t - u p s . S w e at  t ri c kl e d  d o w n hi s  c he s t  and  b ac k i n l i t t l e  ri vu l e t s . Hi s  mi nd                                                        
w hi rl e d .    

If  V i ka  e ve r f o u nd  o u t  ab o u t  hi s  p as t  . .  .  ab o u t  hi s  s i d e  jo b  . .  .  s he  w o u l d  no                                                                
l o ng e r t r u s t  hi m o n any  l e ve l , and  w o u l d  no t  w ant  hi m o u t  o f  t he  c ag e . S he  w o u l d                                                          
d u mp  hi m i nt o  t he  s ame  c at e g o ry  o f  e vi l  as  he r f at he r and  M at as .                                          

S he  w o u l d n’t  u nd e rs t and  t he  d i ffe re nc e  b e t w e e n a  ne c e s s ar y  ki l l  and  a  c o l d -                                                       
b l o o d e d  o ne . B u t  t he n, s he  w o u l d n’t  ne e d  t o, he  re al i z e d  a  s e c o nd  l at e r. Hi s  ki l l s                                                            
had n’t  a l w ay s  b e e n ne c e s s ar y. S o me t i me s  he ’d  had  t o  t ake  o u t  i nno c e nt s  t o  g e t  t o                                                         
hi s  t arg e t s — and  t ho s e  o p e rat i o ns                          h a d    b e e n p e rf o rme d  i n c o l d  b l o o d .                       

T ho s e  w e re  t he  jo b s  t hat  had  l e f t  a  d ark f i l m o f  ac i d  o ve r hi s  s ki n.                                                
 o s e  w e re  al s o  t he  jo b s  t hat  had  c au s e d  hi m t o                                      q u e s t i o n hi s  l i ne  o f  w o rk, t o                     

d e b at e  l e avi ng  t he  ag e nc y. A nd  re al l y, he  w o u l d  have  l e f t  a  l o ng  t i me  ag o, i f  no t                                                       
f o r Jo hn and  B l u e .  T he y ’ d  ne e d e d  hi m.                         

“ W hat  are  y o u  d o i ng ? ”  V i ka  as ke d ,  e nd i ng  t he  c o l d - s ho u l d e r t re at me nt .                                                  
“ E x e rc i s i ng .  G e t t i ng  o x y g e n t o  my  b rai n. ”  A nd  may b e  i t  w as  w o rki ng .                                                  
Hi s  t ho u g ht s  s u d d e nl y  ju mp e d  f ro m a  c u r ve d  ro ad  t o  a  s t rai g ht  o ne . S o  w hat  i f                                                         



he  re ac t e d  t e rri b l y  w he ne ve r s he  w as  hu rt ?  S o  w hat  i f  he  g re w  any  mo re  at t ac he d                                                     
t o  he r?  S o  w hat  i f  s he  w o u l d n’t  b e  hap p y  w i t h hi s  jo b  s i t u at i o n?  No  o t he r man                                                        
had  e ve r ki s s e d  he r. No  o t he r man had  e ve r he l d  he r. S o l o  had  b e e n t he  fi rs t . A                                                
s e ns e  o f  p o s s e s s i ve ne s s  ro s e  u p  i ns i d e  hi m,  c o ns u mi ng  hi m.                                            

So l o  w o u l d  b e  t he  o nl y .                  
He  w o u l d  have  he r, he  d e c i d e d , and  hi s  mo t i o ns  s l o w e d . He  w o u l d  e njo y  he r                                                    

f o r w hat e ve r t i me  t he y  had  l e f t  i n t he s e  l and s . He  w o u l d  b e  he r man, and  s he                                                  
w o u l d  b e  hi s  w o man.             

Hi s  w o man. Oh, ho w  he  l i ke d  t he  s o u nd  o f  t hat . He  w o u l d  w o rk t o  make  i t  s o.                                                  
W h a te ve r  p r ove d  n e c e s s a r y .                    

W i t h t he  d e c i s i o n, re l i e f  fi l l e d  hi m, and  i ns i d e , w he re  i ns t i nc t  s w i rl e d , a                                                      
s u d d e n kno w i ng  b l o o me d .  T hi s  w as  ri g ht .  T hi s  w as  s u p p o s e d  t o  hap p e n.                                                    

 e  re ve l at i o n l e f t  hi m re e l i ng . U s e d  t o  b e , he ’d  had  a  kno w i ng  e ac h and  e ve r y                                                     
d ay, an i nt e rnal  kno w l e d g e  t hat  had  no t hi ng  t o  d o  w i t h an e x t e rnal  vo i c e . Tr u t h                                                  
had  ri s e n u p  i ns i d e  hi m, u rg i ng  hi m t o  d o  e x ac t l y  w hat  he  ne e d e d  t o  d o  t o  s u r vi ve                                                            
— and  no t  ju s t  t o  s u r vi ve , b u t  t o  t hri ve . G o  he re . D o n’t  g o  he re . D o  t hi s . D o n’t                                                      
d o  t hi s .     

B u t  af t e r  t o o  many  p ro mp t i ng s  t o  d o  t hi ng s  he  had n’t  re al l y  w ant e d  t o  d o —                                                     
t u rn d o w n a  jo b, s t ay  aw ay  f ro m Jo hn o r B l u e  f o r a  c e rt ai n l e ng t h o f  t i me — he ’d                                                    
b e g u n t o  rat i o nal i z e . M ay b e  he  had  mi s u nd e rs t o o d , he ’d  t o l d  hi ms e l f . M ay b e  he                                                      
w as  mi s s i ng  i t .          

A f t e r he ’d  i g no re d  o ne  t o o  many  kno w i ng s , t he y ’d  ju s t  s t o p p e d  ri s i ng , and  he ’d                                                     
had  o nl y  X  t o  g u i d e  hi m. He ’d  c o nvi nc e d  hi ms e l f  he  w as  hap p i e r t hat  w ay. B u t  he                                                     
had n’t  b e e n hap p i e r. He ’d  i g no re d  hi s  c o mp ani o n, t o o, and  had  mad e  s t u p i d                                            
d e c i s i o ns , as  e vi d e nc e d  b y  t he  e x p l o s i o n i n M i c hae l ’s  o ffic e . We l l , no  mo re . He                                                       
w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  i g no re  ano t he r kno w i ng . No t  t hi s  t i me .  i s                                           w a s    r i g ht , and  he      
w o u l d  w i n V i ka’ s  t ru s t .                 

B e f o re , he  had  s c are d  he r, had  p u s he d  f o r t o o  mu c h t o o  f as t . S o l o  w o u l d                                                   
rat he r ro t  i n t hi s  c ag e  f o re ve r t han f ri g ht e n V i ka i n any  w ay. He  ne ve r w ant e d  he r                                                
t o  l o o k at  hi m as  s he  l o o ke d  at  he r f at he r and  M at as . He  w o u l d  g o  s l o w l y  t hi s                                                       
t i me ,  w o u l d  e as e  he r i nt o  e ve ry  ne w  e x p e ri e nc e .                                   

A nd  t he re  w as  no  b e t t e r t i me  t o  s t art . He  s t rai g ht e ne d , hi s  g az e  l o c ki ng  o n hi s                                                       
b e au t i f u l  V i ka.  T arg e t  ac q u i re d .  P o o r d arl i ng .                                 

“ W hat ? ”  s he  as ke d ,  s hi f t i ng  u nc o mf o rt ab l y .  “ No t  t hat  I ’ m s p e aki ng  t o  y o u . ”                                                      
Had n’ t  e nd e d  t he  c o l d - s ho u l d e r t re at me nt ,  af t e r  al l .  “ I ’ m t hi nki ng . ”                                                
“ A b o u t ? ”      
“A b o u t  o u r arrang e me nt . ” He  l o o ke d  he r o ve r, t hi s  f ai r y  p ri nc e s s  c o me  t o  s ave                                                   

t he  b e as t . B l o nd  hai r  w as  t ang l e d  aro u nd  a  d i rt - s mu d g e d  f ac e . He r hand s                                                
ne r vo u s l y  t w i s t e d  t he  f ab ri c  o f  he r s hi rt . He  d e fi ni t e l y  had                                                s o me  p re l i mi nar y         
w o rk t o  d o .  B u t  .  .  .  he  d i d n’ t  mi nd .  W as  ac t u al l y  t hri l l e d  b y  i t .                                                     

He  w ant e d  mo re  t han s e x ,  he  re al i z e d .                        
He  w ant e d  t o  s o o t he  and  c o mf o rt  he r, t o  t al k t o  and  l au g h w i t h he r. He                                              

w ant e d  .  .  .             e ve r y th i n g        .  He r mi nd , he r e mo t i o ns , he r t ho u g ht s , ho p e s  and  d re ams .                                 
He  w ant e d  t o  l e arn ab o u t  he r, e ve r y  l i t t l e  d e t ai l , and  t e l l  he r ab o u t  hi ms e l f . He ’d                                                          
ne ve r b e f o re  had  t hat  w i t h a  w o man.                     



He  w ant e d  t o  kno w  ab o u t  t he  i nvi s i b l e  man s he ’d  me nt i o ne d . He ’d  w ant e d  t o                                                 
q u e s t i o n he r ri g ht  aw ay  b u t  had n’t  l e t  hi ms e l f .  at  l i ne  o f  c o nve rs at i o n w o u l d                                                       
i nvi t e  he r t o  as k ab o u t  X  and  D r. E , and  he  w as n’t  re ad y  t o  c o nf e s s . D i d  s he  have                                                     
a  p ro t e c t o r,  l i ke  hi m?  D i d  s he  have  a  t o rme nt o r?                                 

“ We l l , ” s he  hu ffe d , “ t he re ’s  no t hi ng  y o u  c an e ve r s ay  t o  make  me  s p e ak t o  y o u                                                   
ag ai n. ”  

Hi s  l i p s  t w i t c he d  w i t h an amu s e me nt  t hat  w as  ju s t  as  p o t e nt  as  hi s  d e s i re ,                                                      
as t o ni s hi ng  hi m.  “ I ’ l l  c o me  u p  w i t h s o me t hi ng . ”                                  

“ W ant  t o  b e t ? ”          
Oh ,  V i ka .  Y ou a r e  too a d or a ble  for  w or d s .                          
No w  t hat  he ’d  d e c i d e d  t o  have  he r, ad o rab l e  w as  no  l o ng e r s u c h a  t e rri b l e                                                  

t hi ng .  
S o l o  c o ns i d e re d  hi s  o p t i o ns . E x ac t l y  ho w  w as  a  man l i ke  hi m s u p p o s e d  t o                                                       

e nt i c e  a  f e mal e ?  W hat  c o u l d  he  g i ve  he r t hat  s he  d i d n’ t  a l re ad y  have ?                                                 
We l l , he  c o u l d  t hi nk o f  o ne  t hi ng  s he ’d  p ro b ab l y  ne ve r re c e i ve d . A n ap o l o g y.                                                    

D e t e rmi ne d , he  c l o s e d  t he  d i s t anc e  and  s at  d i re c t l y  i n f ro nt  o f  he r. S he  re f u s e d                                                          
t o  me e t  hi s  g az e . He  c u p p e d  he r c he e ks , p au s e d  t o  s avo r                                           t he  s o f t ne s s  o f  he r s ki n,                 
t he n f o rc e d  he r at t e nt i o n o n hi m.                    

“ I’m s o rr y  ab o u t  e arl i e r, ” he  s ai d  g r u ffly. “ I                               w ould   have  w ant e d  ki s s e s  f ro m               
y o u . I s t i l l  d o. Yo u ’re  a  b e au t i f u l  w o man, and  I have  w ant e d  y o u  s i nc e  t he  fi rs t                                                      
mo me nt  I  s aw  y o u ,  e ve n t ho u g h y o u  w e re  ap p o i nt e d  my  ke e p e r. ”                                            

He r e y e s  g re w  l arg e r w i t h e ve r y  w o rd  he  u t t e re d . “ Yo u  w ant e d  me , e ve n t ho u g h                                                     
I’ m— ” 

“ A s  s mal l  as  a  t w e l ve - y e ar- o l d  b o y ?  Smart - mo u t he d ?  Ye s ,  e ve n t ho u g h. ”                                                  
E x p re s s i o n b e s e e c hi ng , s he  c u rl e d  he r fi ng e rs  aro u nd  hi s  w ri s t . “ B e  s e ri o u s .                                                       

E ve n t ho u g h I’ m Je c i s ’ s  d au g ht e r? ”                      
R i g ht  no w, s he  w as n’t  t he  z o o  o w ne r’s  d au g ht e r. S he  w as  S o l o’s  w o man, and                                             

no t hi ng  e l s e . B u t  ju s t  l i ke  t he  p hy s i c al  as p e c t  o f  t he i r  re l at i o ns hi p, s he  w as n’t                                                          
re ad y  f o r t hat  ki nd  o f  b o l d ne s s  o r t hat  i nt e ns e  o f  a  p o s s e s s i o n.  So  he  d i d  t he  o nl y                                                               
t hi ng  he  c o u l d .  He  i g no re d  t he  q u e s t i o n and  c hang e d  t he  s u b je c t .                                               

“ Ju s t  s o  y o u  kno w ,  I ’ ve  w o n o u r b e t .  Yo u ’ re  d e f i ni t e l y  s p e aki ng  t o  me . ”                                                        
A  mo me nt  p as s e d . A  s o f t  s mi l e  b ri g ht e ne d  he r f ac e . “A nd                                           y ou’ r e     f o rg i ve n f o r        

e arl i e r. ”    
“  at  e as i l y ? ” S u re l y  no t . If  s he  w e re  any t hi ng  l i ke  hi m, s he  w o u l d  ke e p  a                                                    

c he c kl i s t  o f  hi s  t rans g re s s i o ns , w he t he r he  ap o l o g i z e d  o r no t . A f t e r t hre e , s he                                                       
w o u l d  w as h he r hand s  o f  hi m. B u t  t he n, no  o ne  c o u l d  mai nt ai n a  re l at i o ns hi p                                                 
w he n t he y  ke p t  a  c he c kl i s t , c o u l d  t he y ?   e  re c o rd  ke e p e r w as  al w ay s  t o o                                                      
c o ns c i o u s  o f  t he  b ad  t o  c o nc e nt rat e  o n t he  g o o d .                                     

“ Yo u  l o o k as t o u nd e d  and  s u s p i c i o u s , ” s he  s ai d , t hat  s mi l e  w i d e ni ng . S he  c o u l d                                                          
no t  b e  a  me re  mo rt al ; s he  ju s t  c o u l d n’t  b e . “ I’m no t  s u re  w hy. Yo u  u s e d  t he  mo s t                                                      
p l e ad i ng  t o ne  w he n y o u  ap o l o g i z e d , p rac t i c al l y  d ri p p i ng  w i t h s i nc e ri t y. I ’m ju s t                                                          
s u re  o f  i t . ”         

He  l au g he d  w i t h he art y  amu s e me nt , c are f re e  i n a  w ay  he ’d  ne ve r b e e n, e ve n                                              
o u t s i d e  t he  c ag e . B u t  t he  s o u nd  c u t  o ff ab r u p t l y  t he  mo me nt  he  re al i z e d  w hat  he                                                           
w as  d o i ng , and  o nl y  t he  c rac kl i ng  o f  t he  fi re  and  t he  b u z z i ng  o f  t he  i ns e c t s  c o u l d                                                            



b e  he ard .  He ’ d  s e t  o u t  t o  c harm he r,  b u t  s he  w as  t he  o ne  c harmi ng  hi m.                                               

•    •    •       

“ I w ant  t o  p l ay  a  g ame , ” S o l o  s ai d  a  l i t t l e  w hi l e  l at e r. He ’d  t ake n a  b i t  o f  t i me  t o                                                                
t r y  t o  f o rt i f y  hi ms e l f  ag ai ns t  V i ka’s  a l l u re , b e c au s e  he ’d  kno w n he  c o u l d n’t                                                      
d az z l e  he r i f  he  w as  al w ay s  b e i ng  d az z l e d .  He ’ d  t ho u g ht  he  w as  re ad y .                                                   

“ A nd  y o u  al w ay s  g e t  w hat  y o u  w ant ? ”  s he  re p l i e d ,  he r no s e  g o i ng  i n t he  ai r.                                                        
He ’d  t ho u g ht  w ro ng . “ Is  t hi s  a  fi t ? ” he  as ke d , fi g ht i ng  a  g ri n. “  i s  s e e ms  l i ke                                                    

a  l i t t l e - g i rl - p ri nc e s s  f i t . ”                       
S he  g as p e d  w i t h mo c k o u t rag e . “ Ho w  d are  y o u !  I d o  no t  have  l i t t l e - g i rl -                                                    

p ri nc e s s  f i t s !”          
W i ll  n ot la ugh  a ga i n             .  He  s at  ac ro s s  f ro m he r, a  p o s i t i o n he  e njo y e d . S he  w as                                     

c l o s e  e no u g h t o  s c e nt , c l o s e  e no u g h t o  t o u c h, b u t  ju s t  f ar  e no u g h aw ay  t hat  he                                                           
w as n’t  t e mp t e d  t o  d i ve  o n he r— mo re  t han a  f e w  t i me s . “ Te l l  me . W hat  d o  y o u  d o                                                      
i n y o u r s p are  t i me ? ”             

He r b ro w  f u rro w e d , he r mo c k p i q u e  f ad i ng . “ I d o n’t  u nd e rs t and . W hat  d o e s                                               
t hat  mat t e r?  W hat  ab o u t  t he  g ame ? ”                     

“ W e ’ re  p l ay i ng  i t  ri g ht  no w . ”                     
“ Oh.  A nd  i t  i s  .  .  . ”                
“ T he  q u e s t i o n g ame . ”              
“ Oh, ” s he  re p e at e d , s t i l l  d az e d  and  s o me w hat  c o nf u s e d . “ We l l , w hat  are  t he                                                  

ru l e s ? ”    
“ T he re ’ s  o nl y  o ne .  If  I  as k a  q u e s t i o n,  y o u  have  t o  ans w e r i t . ”                                               
U nd e rs t and i ng  t o o k ho l d , and  he r e y e s  t w i nkl e d  mi s c hi e vo u s l y. “ We l l , g o o d                                                  

l u c k.  I ’ m p l ay i ng  t o  w i n. ”                   
“ M e  t o o . ”  A nd  he  p l anne d  t o  w i n mo re  t han t he  g ame .                                   
“ T o s s  o u t  q u e s t i o n nu mb e r o ne ,  and  l i s t e n t o  me  d o mi nat e . ”                                            
He  e njo y e d  s e e i ng  he r l i ke  t hi s .  E x c i t e d .  P e rhap s  e ve n hap p y .  “ I  al re ad y  d i d . ”                                                          
“ W hat  d i d — o h,  y e ah. ”  T o y i ng  w i t h t he  e nd s  o f  he r hai r,  s he  s ai d ,  “ On t he  d ay s                                                       

I’m f o rc e d  t o  re mai n i n my  t rai l e r  I c o u nt  my  mo ne y  and  p l an my  f u t u re . W hat                                                
ab o u t  y o u ? ”        

He  had  t o  f o rc e  hi ms e l f  t o  s t are  at  any t hi ng  b u t  he r hand s . He r b e au t i f u l                                                 
hand s . S o  g e nt l e . S o  f e mi ni ne . Cap ab l e  o f  d e l i ve ri ng  t he  mo s t  u nd e ni ab l e                                                 
p l e as u re ,  he  w as  s u re .  “ I  f arm. ”                      

He r mo u t h f o rme d  a  l arg e  O as  he r g az e  s w e p t  o ve r hi m. “ Yo u  d o n’t  l o o k l i ke  a                                                   
f arme r. ”  

Pe rhap s  he  s ho u l d n’t  s t are  at  he r mo u t h, e i t he r. “A nd  y o u ’ ve  me t  s o  many  o f                                               
u s ? ”  

“ We l l , no. ” S he  l i f t e d  t o  he r kne e s , p rac t i c al l y  b u b b l i ng  o ve r w i t h e nt hu s i as m.                                                       
“ D i d  y o u  no t i c e  ho w  q u i c kl y  I  ans w e re d  t hat ?  I ’ m w i nni ng ,  are n’ t  I? ”                                                  

 e  mu s c l e s  i n hi s  s t o mac h c l e nc he d  as  he  s ai d , “ Yo u ’re  d e fi ni t e l y  l o s i ng , and                                                     
I’ m d e f i ni t e l y  w i nni ng . ”                

She  f ro w ne d ,  and  he  had  t o  f i g ht  ano t he r l au g h.  “ Ho w ? ”  s he  d e mand e d .                                             
“  e  mo re  q u e s t i o ns  y o u  c an g e t  a  p e rs o n t o  ans w e r, t he  mo re  p o i nt s  y o u  e arn.                                                        



I’ ve  as ke d  mo re  q u e s t i o ns . ”                  
He r e y e s  narro w e d , t w o  l as e rs  l o c ke d  o n hi m. “ Pe rhap s  I mi s u nd e rs t o o d  t he                                                

ru l e s . ”    
“ T hat ’ s  u nd e rs t and ab l e .  Yo u ’ re  f o re i g n. ”                           
“ B u t  p e rhap s  I d i d n’t , ” s he  ad d e d . “ Yo u  c an’t  ju s t  c hang e  t he m w he ne ve r y o u                                                 

w ant . ”  
“ I c an,  t o o .  I ’ m t he  g ame ’ s  i nve nt o r. ”                         
“ A nd  w hat ’ s  t he  s c o re ,  M r.  Inve nt o r? ”                        
“ F i f t e e n t o  o ne , ” he  s ai d , c ho o s i ng  a  nu mb e r t hat  w as n’t  s o  hi g h s he  c o u l d n’t                                                      

c at c h u p, b u t  w as n’t  s o  l o w  s he  c o u l d  b e s t  hi m. “ B u t  b e c au s e  I’m s u c h a  ni c e  g u y,                                                            
I’ l l  l e t  y o u  as k me  t he  ne x t  q u e s t i o n.  Okay ? ”                                 

“ Okay . ”  
H e     ts k  e d  w i t h f al s e  p i t y. “A no t he r t w o  p o i nt s  f o r me . One  b e c au s e  y o u                                              

ans w e re d  an u nne c e s s ar y  q u e s t i o n and  ano t he r b e c au s e  y o u  f e l l  f o r my  t ri c k.                                                     
B e t t e r l u c k ne x t  t i me . ”                 

“ Yo u  d i rt y  l i t t l e  s w i nd l e r, ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  c ho ke d  g u rg l e  o f  d e l i g ht  t hat                                                          
c au s e d  t he  mu s c l e s  i n hi s  s t o mac h t o  o nc e  ag ai n c l e nc h u p. S he  t ap p e d  a  fi ng e r                                                        
ag ai ns t  he r c hi n,  b ri g ht e ne d .  “ Oh,  I  kno w ! W i l l  y o u  t e l l  me  ab o u t  y o u r f arm? ”                                                      

“ Of  c o u rs e . ”        
“ G o t  y o u , ”  s he  s ai d  i n a  s i ng s o ng  vo i c e .  “ A no t he r p o i nt  f o r me . ”                                                  
Re a lly  w i l l  n ot la ugh .               “ It ’s  s i t u at e d  mi l e s  f ro m any  o t he r re s i d e nc e , and                                  

s u rro u nd e d  b y  rare  c l u s t e rs  o f  t re e s . ” M o s t  f o re s t s  had  b e e n b u rne d  t o  t he                                                        
g r o u n d         d u ri ng  t he  hu man- o t he r w o rl d e r w ar. “  e re ’s  a  nat u ral  s p ri ng  t hat ’s                                        
fi l l e d  w i t h fi s h, and  b i rd s  c o ns t ant l y  fl y  o ve rhe ad .  e re  are  mu l t i p l e  fl o w e r and                                                     
ve g e t ab l e  g ard e ns , and  t he re ’s  a  p e s ky  rab b i t  t hat  l i ke s  t o  r u i n b o t h. I’ ve  name d                                                      
hi m D e ad  M an Ho p p i ng . ”             

E x p re s s i o n g l az e d  w i t h aw e , s he  s ai d , “ I’ ve  ne ve r he ard  o f  s u c h a  p ro mi s e d                                                    
l and  and  c anno t  e ve n p i c t u re  i t s  l i ke . ”                          

M ay b e  o ne  d ay  he  w o u l d  t ake  he r t he re .                          
 e  i d e a  re g i s t e re d , and  he  f ro z e . He ’d  o nc e  t ho u g ht  ab o u t  l o c ki ng  he r t he re ,                                                      

b u t  no w  . .  .  he  kne w  he  w o u l d  d o  no  s u c h t hi ng . He  w ant e d  t o  have  he r t he re ,                                                      
y e s ,  b u t  he  w ant e d  he r t he re  o f  he r o w n f re e  w i l l ,  hap p y  and  s mi l i ng .  A nd  nake d .                                                         

“ D o  y o u  have  any  s e c re t  t al e nt s ? ”  s he  as ke d ,  u naw are  o f  hi s  i nne r t u rmo i l .                                                   
He  had      ma n y    s e c re t  t al e nt s , b u t  t he re  w as  o nl y  o ne  he  c o u l d  s hare  w i t ho u t                                              

s c ari ng  t e n y e ars  o f f  he r l i f e .  “ I  c an w rang l e  a  b u l l  w i t h my  b are  hand s . ”                                                    
“ R e al l y ? ”      
“ R e al l y . ”      
“ G o t  y o u !   at ’s  f o u r p o i nt s  f o r me , f o r u s i ng  y o u r o w n t ri c k ag ai ns t  y o u                                                      

t w i c e , and  p rac t i c al l y  i n a  ro w, ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  s mi rk. “A nd  b e f o re  y o u  c an as k,                                                       
I’ l l  ju s t  t e l l .  M y  s e c re t  t al e nt  i s  a  b ac kb e nd  ki c k- o ve r. ”                                            

He  .  .  .  had  no  i d e a  w hat  t hat  w as .  “ One  d ay ,  I ’ l l  w ant  t o  s e e  t hat . ”                                                   
In a  s nap ,  al l  o f  he r e njo y me nt  d rai ne d .  He r s p arkl e  d i e d .                                     
“ W hat ? ”  he  d e mand e d ,  u ns u re  w hat  he ’ d  d o ne  w ro ng .                                 
“ T ho s e  w o rd s  .  .  . ”  s he  mu t t e re d .  “  ‘ One  d ay . ’  I  hat e  t he m. ”                                              
“ W hy ? ”  T he y  w e re  s o  i nno c e nt .                     



She  w ave d  t he  q u e s t i o n aw ay .  “ W hat ’ s ,  u h,  y o u r f avo ri t e  me mo ry ? ”                                            
He  w ant e d  he r b ac k t he  w ay  s he  w as , and  d e c i d e d  no t  t o  p u s h f o r t he  t r u t h.                                                     

No t  y e t . Ins t e ad , he  l e ane d  f o r w ard , p l ac i ng  hi s  l i p s  at  t he  ho l l o w  o f  he r ne c k.                                                        
“ I’ l l  t e l l  y o u ,  b u t  I  have  t o  w hi s p e r b e c au s e  i t ’ s  p e rs o nal . ”                                                 

She  s hi ve re d ,  t he  mo t i o n b ru s hi ng  he r s ki n ag ai ns t  hi s  mo u t h.                                      
He  mo ane d .  So  s o f t ,  s o  w arm.                  
She  g as p e d .  “ T e l l  me . ”                
“ W hat  i f  I  s ai d  i t  w as  w he n I ki s s e d  y o u ? ” he  ras p e d  t hro u g h a  t hro at  g o ne                                                     

t i g ht .   
He r p u l s e  q u i c ke ne d , and  he  l e ane d  b ac k t o  s t u d y  he r e x p re s s i o n. Sp o t s  o f                                                     

c o l o r had  d arke ne d  he r c he e ks . Co l o r t hat  s p o ke  o f  aro u s al , no t  p ani c . E x ac t l y                                                  
w hat  he ’ d  ho p e d  t o  s e e .                 

“ W as  i t ? ”  s he  as ke d ,  hand  f l u t t e ri ng  o ve r he r he art .                                  
“ Ye s . ”  A nd  t hat  w as  t he  t ru t h.                    
“ I w o u l d  s ay  . .  . ” S he  ni b b l e d  o n he r b o t t o m l i p, and  hi s  b l o o d  hu mme d  w i t h                                                        

e x hi l arat i o n.      
S te a d y     .
A no t he r s l o w, l u s c i o u s  s mi l e  b l o o me d , l i g ht i ng  u p  he r e nt i re  f ac e . “ I w o u l d                                                        

s ay  y o u  o w e  me  ano t he r p o i nt . ”                     
A  mo me nt  p as s e d  b e f o re  he r me ani ng  s ank i n, and  he  ne arl y  s w al l o w e d  hi s  o w n                                                 

t o ng u e . W hat  a  s ne aky  l i t t l e  vi x e n s he  w as — a f ac t  he  l i ke d . “ W hat  ab o u t  y o u ?                                                       
W hat ’s  y o u r f avo ri t e  me mo r y ?  A nd  ke e p  i n mi nd , y o u ’ l l  l o s e  e i g ht  p o i nt s  i f  y o u                                                           
re f u s e  t o  ans w e r. ”            

 e  ni b b l i ng  s t art e d  u p  ag ai n. “ D o  I g e t  an e x t ra  p o i nt  i f  my  ans w e r i s  t he                                                      
s ame  as  y o u rs ? ”         

G on n a  ki l l  me .            “ Yo u  g e t  t hi rt y  e x t ra  p o i nt s , ”  he  c ro ake d .                                
“ We l l , g o o d . ” S he  w as  t he  o ne  t o  l e an f o r w ard  t hi s  t i me , w arm b re at h s t ro ki ng                                                    

o ve r hi s  ne c k.  “ B e c au s e  i t  i s . ”                       
T he  aro u s al  he at e d ,  b e c o mi ng  w hi t e - ho t ,  c o ns u mi ng .  “ V i ka— ”                                         
In t he  d i s t anc e ,  he  he ard  f o o t s t e p s .  M o ans ,  g ro ans .                                   
He  c he c ke d  t he  s ky, s aw  t hat  t he  s u n w as  i n t he  p ro c e s s  o f  s e t t i ng . Cu rs i ng                                                    

u nd e r hi s  b re at h,  he  d rag g e d  V i ka t o  t he  c e nt e r o f  t he  c ag e .                                          
He r arms  f l ai l e d  as  s he  s t ru g g l e d  t o  re mai n u p ri g ht .  “ W hat  are  y o u — ”                                               
“ Li e  d o w n. ”  T he  mo me nt  he  had  he r o n he r b ac k,  he  s t re t c he d  o u t  b e s i d e  he r.                                                    
“ T he  mo ns t e rs , ”  s he  g as p e d .                   
“ C o nc e nt rat e  o n me . ”            
She  p al e d ,  b u t  s he  o b e y e d .                    
“ W hat ’ s  y o u r g re at e s t  w i s h? ”  he  as ke d  t o  d i s t rac t  he r.                                       
T he  c ag e  s ho o k.  A rms  re ac he d  t hro u g h t he  b ars .                             
V i ka l o o ke d ,  c ri ng e d .              
S o l o  fl at t e ne d  hi s  p al m ag ai ns t  he r c he e k, f o rc i ng  he r at t e nt i o n b ac k t o  hi m.                                                  

He  mar ve l e d  ane w  at  t he  p e rf e c t  t e x t u re  o f  he r s ki n, t he  p u ri t y  o f  he r f e at u re s .                                                         
“ D o  y o u  w ant  me  t o  w i n? ”                  

S he  s ho o k he r he ad , s w al l o w e d . “ We l l  .  .  .  f o r  a  l o ng  t i me , I w ant e d  a  b ab y                                                       
b ro t he r.  e n, af t e r  my  f at he r c hang e d , I w as  hap p y  I w as  an o nl y  c hi l d . I  ne ve r                                                 



w ant e d  ano t he r c hi l d  t o  s u f f e r t hro u g h t he  W rat h o f  Je c i s . ”                                         
“ He  w as n’t  a l w ay s  l i ke  t hi s ? ” S o l o  as ke d , hi s  t hu mb  s t ro ki ng  he r d e l i c at e                                                   

b o ne s . Fo r o nc e , he  w as  b e s i d e  he r, he r s o f t ne s s  p re s s e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  hard ne s s ,                                                     
and  s he  w as  aw ake — y e t  s t i l l  he  c o u l d n’ t  have  he r.                                 

“ No. He  c hang e d  w he n he  t o o k o ve r t he  c i rc u s . He  ac t u al l y  w as n’t  s u p p o s e d  t o                                                    
b e  t he  o ne  t o  r u n i t , b e c au s e  he  had  an o l d e r b ro t he r. B u t  my  g rand f at he r and                                                   
u nc l e  d i e d  fi g ht i ng  e ac h o t he r d u ri ng  t he  p as s i ng  o f  t he  s c e p t e r. Je c i s  w as  t he n                                                           
t hr u s t  i nt o  t he  s p o t l i g ht , and  I g u e s s  he  g rab b e d  t he  re i ns  o f  c o nt ro l  w i t h b o t h                                                             
hand s . ”  

 e  c hang e  had  t o  have  s t art l e d  a  l i t t l e  g i rl  u np re p are d  f o r w hat  l o o me d                                                  
ahe ad .  “ I ’ m s o rry . ”           

He r s mi l e  w as  s o f t ,  s ad ,  and  s w e e t  al l  at  o nc e .  “ T hank y o u . ”                                            
One  o f  t he  mo ns t e rs  s t u c k a  l e g  t hro u g h t he  b ars  i n an at t e mp t  t o  ki c k t he m                                                    

b o t h t o  t he  o t he r s i d e , w he re  o t he r mo ns t e rs  w ai t e d , ho p i ng  t o  g rab  t he m.  at                                                     
w as  a  ne w  mo ve . One  he  d i d n’t  ap p re c i at e , e s p e c i al l y  w he n he  w as  maki ng  s u c h                                                   
s w e e t  p ro g re s s  w i t h V i ka.                  

A ng e r c re at e d  l i t t l e  b o nfi re s  i n al re ad y  ho t  b l o o d , t he  fl ame s  c rac kl i ng  and                                                   
s p re ad i ng .     

He  g rab b e d  t he  mo ns t e r b y  t he  ankl e  and  je rke d  w i t h al l  o f  hi s  mi g ht .  e  l e g                                                    
d e t ac he d  f ro m t he  b o d y ,  and  he  t o s s e d  t he  ap p e nd ag e  t hro u g h t he  b ars .                                                 

He  re g re t t e d  t he  ac t i o n i mme d i at e l y. B l o o d  had  d ri p p e d  ac ro s s  t he  c ag e  fl o o r.                                                       
Wo rs e , S o l o  had  p art i al l y  mo rp he d . Hi s  s ki n w as  no w  re d , and  hi s  f ang s  and                                              
c l aw s  p e e ke d  o u t .  V i ka  had  t o  b e  s c are d  o u t  o f  he r—                                        

“ D o  y o u  have  a  b e s t  f ri e nd ? ”  s he  as ke d  hi m,  as  i f  no t hi ng  had  hap p e ne d .                                                  
Fo r a  mo me nt , he  c o u l d  o nl y  l i e  t he re , s t ari ng  at  he r. “ Yo u  d o n’t  w ant  t o                                                

d i s c u s s  w hat  ju s t  hap p e ne d ? ”                    
“ W hy  w o u l d  I? ”          
“ I ju s t  ri p p e d — I me an, I ju s t  he l p e d  t hat  c re at u re  s he d  t w e nt y  p o u nd s  i n l e s s                                                       

t han a  s e c o nd . ”         
“ I kno w .  Yo u  s ave d  me .  A g ai n.  So ,  a  b e s t  f ri e nd , ”  s he  p ro mp t e d .                                              
Pe rhap s  s he  w o u l d  al w ay s  amaz e  hi m. “ Jo hn and  B l u e .  e y ’re  l i ke  b ro t he rs  t o                                              

me . ” 
“ W hat  ab o u t  t he  name s  e t c he d  i nt o  y o u r arm? ”                             
“ M ar y  E l i z ab e t h and  Jac o b. M y  p are nt s .  e y  d i e d  i n a  c ar c ras h. ” A n ac he  i n                                                  

hi s  c he s t .      
Sy mp at hy  i n he r e y e s .  “ I ’ m s o  s o rry . ”                         
“ I w o u l d  have  g i ve n any t hi ng  t o  have  t he m b ac k f o re ve r, and  s t i l l  w o u l d . Or at                                                 

t he  ve r y  l e as t , t o  have  t he m b ac k f o r fi ve  mi nu t e s , ju s t  t o  t e l l  t he m ju s t  ho w                                                      
mu c h I l o ve d  t he m and  ho w  s o rry  I  w as  f o r my  b e havi o r. ”                                   

“ I’ m s u re  t he y  kne w  ho w  mu c h y o u  l o ve d  t he m. ”                               
He  ho p e d  s o. “ I mo ve d  o u t  at  t he  ag e  o f  s e ve nt e e n, w he n I f o u nd  o u t  ho w                                                  

mu c h t he y  w e re  b e i ng  p ai d  t o  ke e p  me . I t ho u g ht  t he y ’d  b e e n ni c e  f o r t he  mo ne y                                                        
rat he r t han b e c au s e  o f  any  affe c t i o n t he y  had  f o r me . ” A  s u p p o s i t i o n D r. E  had                                                   
e nc o u rag e d . “ B u t  my  mo t he r c al l e d  me  at  l e as t  o nc e  a  d ay. A t  fi rs t  I i g no re d  he r,                                                       
b u t  s he  ne ve r g ave  u p. We  s t art e d  t al ki ng  ag ai n, and  s he  t o l d  me  t he y ’d  p l ac e d                                                   



e ve ry  c e nt  i n an ac c o u nt  f o r me .  I  f e l t  s o  b ad ,  s o  f o o l i s h. ”                                              
“ B u t  I  b e t  s he  f o rg ave  y o u  ri g ht  aw ay . ”                             
“ S he  d i d . ” A nd  S o l o  had  f al l e n t hat  mu c h mo re                                  i n l o ve  w i t h M ar y  E l i z ab e t h                    

Ju d ah. “ B u t  o ne  d ay  s he  f ai l e d  t o  c al l  me , and  I w as  o u t  o n a  . .  .  I  w as  u nab l e  t o                                                            
c al l  he r. S i x  d ay s  p as s e d  b e f o re  I c o u l d  g e t  t o  a  p ho ne . S he  d i d n’t  ans w e r. I                                                         
re t u rne d  t o  t he  f arm— and  f o u nd  he r and  my  f at he r i ns i d e  t he i r  t r u c k, d e e p  i n t he                                                      
he art  o f  t he i r  l and , s mas he d  i nt o  a  t re e , t he i r  b o d i e s  s l u mp e d  o ve r i n t he  s e at s . ”                                                            
He  s t i l l  w as n’t  s u re  w hat  had  c au s e d  t he  ac c i d e nt . No t  a  f au l t y  b re ak l i ne . No t                                                       
g u ns ho t s .     

T he y ’ d  b e e n t he re  s e ve n d ay s .                    
A f t e r an au t o p s y, i t  w as  re ve al e d  t hat  hi s  f at he r had  had  a  he art  at t ac k and                                              

w re c ke d , and  M ar y  E l i z ab e t h had  d i e d  o n i mp ac t , he r s i d e  o f  t he  ve hi c l e  t aki ng                                                      
t he  b u l k o f  t he  d amag e .               

“ Oh, S o l o. I’m s o  s o rr y, ” V i ka  s ai d  ag ai n. S he  c u p p e d  hi s  c he e ks  as  he ’d  o f t e n                                                    
d o ne  t o  he r. “ S u c h l o s s  . .  .  i t ’s  a  t e rri b l e  t hi ng , s o me t hi ng  t hat  hu rt s  y o u  o n an                                                            
i nd e s c ri b ab l e  l e ve l . ”               

Ye s . “ D o         y ou   have  a  b e s t  f ri e nd ? ” he  as ke d , c hang i ng  t he  s u b je c t  b e f o re  he                                          
b ro ke  d o w n.  He  d i d n’ t  w ant  he r t o  s e e  hi m t hat  w ay .                                   

“ I .  .  .  w e l l  .  .  .  hmm. ”                   
S u re l y  s he  d i d . S he  w as  s o  l o ve l y, s o  ki nd  and  p e rf e c t . Pe o p l e  had  t o  fl o c k t o                                                         

he r.
A l t ho u g h, s he  had  g ro w n u p  i n an ab u s i ve  ho me  and  s u c h an u p b ri ng i ng  c o u l d                                                 

w arp  a  p e rs o n’s  mi nd . It  had  Jo hn No  Name ’s . S o l o  had  w at c he d , he l p l e s s , as  t he                                                
hap p y, l o vi ng  b o y  he ’d  me t  f o r t he  fi rs t  t i me  i n M i c hae l ’s  o ffic e  al l  t ho s e  y e ars                                                      
ag o  had  q u i c kl y  b e c o me  q u i e t  and  w i t hd raw n. A nd  t he n t he  o u t b u rs t s  had  b e g u n.                                                       
A ny t i me  any o ne  had  t o u c he d  hi m, Jo hn had  re ac t e d  w i t h a  c u t t i ng  rag e  e ve n S o l o                                                    
had  no t  d i s p l ay e d .            

S o l o  had  no  i d e a  w hat  had  b e e n d o ne  t o  t he  b o y  Jo hn had  b e e n, b u t , as  many                                                  
c ri mi nal s  as  S o l o  had  s t u d i e d  o ve r t he  y e ars , he  c o u l d  g u e s s . A nd  e ve n af t e r                                                       
M i c hae l  had  p u l l e d  Jo hn f ro m t he  ho me  and  p l ac e d  hi m s o me w he re  s af e , t he  b o y                                                   
had n’ t  re l ax e d  hi s  g u ard .  In f ac t ,  he ’ d  b e c o me                                    mor e   d e t e rmi ne d  t o  re mai n al o o f .                  

Jo hn t r u s t e d  no  o ne , b e l i e ve d  i n no  o ne , and  b e l i e ve d  t he  w o rs t  o f  e ve r y o ne  he                                                         
e nc o u nt e re d .  T hat  w as  no  w ay  t o  l i ve .                          

Ye t  i t  w as  e x ac t l y  ho w                     h e   had  b e e n l i vi ng ,  So l o  re al i z e d .                      
S o l o  w as n’t  s u re  w hat  w as  w o rs e . Hi s  and  Jo hn’s  d e t e rmi nat i o n t o  re mai n                                             

al o ne , o r B l u e ’s  d e t e rmi nat i o n t o  have  a  p art ne r, any  p art ne r. O ve r t he  y e ars  t he                                                
mal e  had  p l o w e d  t hro u g h w o me n as  i f  t he y  w e re  d i s p o s ab l e  t i s s u e s . He  had  l i ve d                                                          
w i t h a  w o man f o r a  y e ar and  w as  no w  e ng ag e d  t o  ano t he r, b u t  he  had  no t  b e e n                                                   
f ai t hf u l  t o  e i t he r o ne ,  c ho o s i ng  t he  jo b  o ve r ro manc e ,  al w ay s  d o i ng  w hat  M i c hae l                                                        
t o l d  hi m t o  d o .           

T he y  al l  had .       
“ Yo u  w ant  t he  t ru t h? ”  V i ka  as ke d ,  he s i t ant .                             
He  p u l l e d  hi ms e l f  f ro m hi s  mi nd .  “ A l w ay s . ”                               
So f t l y  s he  ad mi t t e d ,  “ Yo u ’ re  t he  o nl y  f ri e nd  I ’ ve  g o t . ”                                          
T he  kno w l e d g e  f l o o re d  hi m.  Hu mb l e d  hi m.  “ I  c o ns i d e r t hat  a  p ri vi l e g e ,  V i ka. ”                                                        



S he  p at t e d  aro u nd  u nt i l  s he  f o u nd  hi s  hand , and  t he n s he  t w i ne d  t he i r  fi ng e rs ,                                                     
s ho c ki ng  hi m, d e l i g ht i ng  hi m. He ’d  ne ve r he l d  a  w o man’s  hand , no t  e ve n                                         
A b i g ai l ’ s .       

He  b ro u g ht  he r knu c kl e s  t o  hi s  l i p s , ki s s e d  e ac h o ne . “ Yo u  w o u l d  l i ke  Jo hn and                                                     
B l u e , I t hi nk. We ’ ve  kno w n                 e ac h o t he r s i nc e  t he  ag e  o f  fi ve , and  w e ’ ve  al w ay s                                 
l o o ke d  o u t  f o r e ac h o t he r.  e y ’re  b i g , l i ke  me , and  t he y ’re  fi e rc e , b u t  t he y                                                    
w o u l d  p ro t e c t  y o u  w i t h t he i r  l i ve s . ”  Ju s t  b e c au s e  he  as ke d .                                                

He r f e at u re s  s o f t e ne d , b e c o mi ng  w i s t f u l . “ Onc e , I had  f ri e nd s  l i ke  t hat .  e y                                                     
w e re  t he  ani mal s  I  u s e d  t o  t e nd .  T he  l i o ns  and  ap e s  and  b e ars . ”                                             

 i s  l i t t l e  fl u ff o f  no t hi ng  had  hand l e d  d ang e ro u s  p re d at o rs ?  “ D i d  t he y  e ve r                                                      
hu rt  y o u ? ”      

“A t  fi rs t , t he y  w e re  q u i t e  l e e r y  o f  me . We  s o o n g o t  t o  kno w  e ac h o t he r,                                                     
ho w e ve r, and  e ve r y t hi ng  c hang e d . ”  e  w i s t f u l ne s s  vani s he d , re p l ac e d  b y  a                                                 
d re amy  haz e  t hat  e ve n s at u rat e d  he r vo i c e , and  he  w o u l d  no t  have  b e e n s u rp ri s e d                                                   
t o  l e arn s he  had  ac t u al l y  s t e p p e d  f ro m a  s t o r y b o o k and  t he  ani mal s  had  f o l l o w e d ,                                                          
l i c ki ng  at  he r f e e t .             

“ Yo u  l o ve d  t he m? ”           
B u t  e ve n t he  d re amy  haz e  vani s he d .  “ Ye s , ”  s he  s ai d  f l at l y .                                        
“ W hat  hap p e ne d  t o  t he m? ”               
“  e y  d i e d .  e  e nd . ”  e  w o rd s , s o  s harp l y  u t t e re d , t o l d  hi m f ar mo re  t han                                                    

s he ’ d  p ro b ab l y  i nt e nd e d .                 
“ V i ka, ” he  s ai d . Fo r t hi s , he                     w ould   p u s h. He  had  t o  kno w. “ I’m w i l l i ng  t o                       

f o rg i ve  y o u  as  e as i l y  as  y o u  f o rg ave  me ,  and  y o u  w o n’ t  e ve n have  t o  ap o l o g i z e . ”                                                           
He r b ro w s  f u rro w e d .  “ F o r w hat ? ”                     
“ F o r .  .  . ”             Ma ki n g my  bod y  a c h e  a n d  my  mi n d  c r a ve  a n  i mp os s i ble  futur e                                         —
“ .  .  .  i nt e re s t i ng  me  i n y o u r p as t ,  and  t he n ho l d i ng  t he  s t o ri e s  ho s t ag e . ”                                                       
He r l i p s  c u rl e d  i n a  s e ns u al  g ri n.  “ Yo u  w ant  a  s t o ry ? ”                                        
“ I d o . ”    
“ G i ve  me  o ne  f i rs t .  Ho w  w e re  y o u  c ap t u re d ? ”                                 
Ho w  mu c h t o  t e l l  he r?  “A n e x p l o s i o n i nju re d  me . A  man d e c i d e d  t o  s e l l  me  t o                                                        

Je c i s ,  w hi l e  I  w as  t o o  w e ak t o  f i g ht  b ac k.  No w ,  ho w  d i d  y o u r ani mal s  d i e ? ”                                                         
A  s hi ve r mo ve d  t hro u g h he r,  and  s he  ne rvo u s l y  l i c ke d  he r l i p s .  “ M y  f at he r. ”                                                   
T ho u g ht  s o .  “ He  ki l l e d  t he m. ”  A  s t at e me nt ,  no t  a  q u e s t i o n.                                             
“ He  d i d  .  .  .  ri g ht  i n f ro nt  o f  me .  He  e ve n mad e  me  s ho o t  my  l i o n,  One  D ay . ”                                                       
One  D ay. W hy  w e re  t ho s e  w o rd s  s o — ah. He  g o t  i t .  e  w o rd s  mad e  he r t hi nk                                                

o f  he r p e t ,  o f  w hat  s he ’ d  l o s t ,  o f  w hat  s he ’ d  had  t o  d o .                                            
S o l o  c o u l d  f e e l  t he  b o ne s  i n hi s  fi ng e rs  c u rl i ng , kne w  i t  w as  o nl y  a  mat t e r o f                                                           

t i me  b e f o re  t he  nai l s  i n hi s  l e f t  hand  d u g  i nt o  he r p re t t y  c he e k and  t he  nai l s  i n                                                          
hi s  ri g ht  d u g  i nt o  t he  t o p  o f  he r hand . He  w i t hd re w  b o t h, fl at t e ni ng  hi s  p al ms                                                     
b e s i d e  he r t e mp l e s .              

 e  ac t i o n s ho u l d n’t  have  b e e n aro u s i ng , b u t  i t  w as . He  s u rro u nd e d  he r, w as                                                 
al l  t hat  s he  c o u l d  s e e .                 

“ I’ ve  kno w n p e o p l e  l i ke  y o u r f at he r, ” he  s ai d . “ If  y o u  s t ay  at  t he  c i rc u s , Je c i s                                                         
w i l l  e ve nt u al l y  ki l l  y o u . ”                    

Tw i n s p o t s  o f  p i nk p ai nt e d  he r c he e kb o ne s , and  w he t he r t he y  w e re  b o rn o f                                                 



s hame  o r ang e r,  he  w as n’ t  s u re .  “ He  w as n’ t  t he  o ne  w ho  b e at  me  t hi s  t i me . ”                                                   
“ I kno w .  M at as  w as ,  b u t  y o u r f at he r                            h a s    b e at e n y o u .  Ye s ? ”             
She  me s he d  he r l i p s  t o g e t he r,  re f u s i ng  t o  ans w e r.                                  
“ Ye s , ” he  ans w e re d  f o r he r. “ Yo u  d o n’t  d e s e r ve  w hat  t he y  d o  t o  y o u , V i ka. Yo u                                                     

ne e d  t o  l e ave  t he m. ”             
“ I w i l l , ” s he  s ai d  w i t h t he  d e t e rmi nat i o n he ’d  c o me  t o  e x p e c t  f ro m he r. “A nd  I                                                      

t o l d  y o u , I p l an t o. I ’ ve  b e e n s e l l i ng  e ve r y t hi ng  o f  val u e  t hat  I c an, s avi ng  and                                                      
hi d i ng  t he  c as h as  q u i c kl y  as  p o s s i b l e  t o  b u y  a  ne w  i d e nt i t y  and  t o  b e  ab l e  t o                                                               
s u p p o rt  my s e l f .              I  h a ve  to        b e  ab l e  t o  s u p p o rt  my s e l f . I  d o n’t  have  any  s ki l l s , and  I                                         
c anno t  p l ac e  my s e l f  u nd e r ano t he r man’ s  c o nt ro l . ”                               

S he  w ant e d  o u t , w hi c h he ’d  kno w n, b u t  s he  w as  w i s e l y  t r y i ng  t o  ac hi e ve  he r                                                     
g o al s , w hi c h he  had n’t  kno w n. G o o d  g i rl . He  w as  p ro u d  o f  he r, and  u t t e rl y                                               
re l i e ve d . “ Yo u  ne arl y  s l i c e d  o ff my  b al l s  w he n I g rab b e d  y o u , ” he  re mi nd e d  he r.                                                      
“ I’ d  s ay  y o u  c an p ro t e c t  y o u rs e l f . ”                           

“ I al s o  s t ab b e d  M at as , ”  s he  w hi s p e re d ,  w i t h ju s t  a  hi nt  o f  s hame .                                                
“ I’ m g l ad , ”  he  re p l i e d ,  c l e arl y  s t art l i ng  he r.                                
T he  s u ns  b e g an t o  ri s e ,  and  t he  mo ns t e rs  b e g an t o  b ac k aw ay .  P e rf e c t  t i mi ng .                                                      
“ Yo u  l ac k c o nfi d e nc e , ho w e ve r, and  I c an re me d y  t hat . ” He  s t o o d , he l d  o u t  hi s                                                  

hand , and  w ave d  hi s  fi ng e rs  i n he r d i re c t i o n.                             i s  i s  d a n ge r ous . I f  y ou h a n d le  h e r,                         
y ou w on’ t  be  a ble  to  mute  y our  bod y’s  r e a c ti on . Hun ge r  w i l l  c on s ume  y ou. You’ l l  p us h                                                 
h e r  to d o s ome th i n g s h e ’s  s ti l l  n ot r e a d y  for.                                 “ I w i l l  t e ac h y o u  e ve r y t hi ng  y o u  ne e d                             
t o  kno w . ”     



Twenty

Th e nigh t is  alm ost gone,  and th e day is near.  Th erefore let  us lay  aside th e deeds of  darkness and put on th e arm or of             
ligh t.

—ROMANS 1 3 :1 2  

SOLO WAITED.

V i ka re s i s t e d ,  c l e arl y  u ns u re .                     
“ Yo u  have  a  ki nd  he art , and  y o u  d e s e r ve  t o  b e  c he ri s he d , ” he  s ai d . “ U nt i l  t hat                                                     

hap p e ns  .  .  . ”         
S he  f ro w ne d , e y e i ng  hi m w ari l y. “ V i o l e nc e  i s n’t  a l w ay s  t he  ans w e r. I ’m t o o                                                  

w e ak t o  d e f e nd  my s e l f  ag ai ns t  t he  mu s c l e  and  b raw n o f  a  man. I t ri e d , and  t hi s                                                    
w as  t he  re s u l t . ”           

S he ’d  g at he re d  he r c o u rag e  o nc e . S he ’d  ri s ke d  e ve r y t hi ng . S he  c o u l d  d o  i t                                                   
ag ai n. 

“ Yo u ’re  ri g ht . V i o l e nc e  i s n’t  a l w ay s  t he  ans w e r. B u t  s o me t i me s  vi o l e nc e                                                       i s   t he 
ans w e r. D o n’t  e ve r g o  l o o ki ng  f o r a  fi g ht , V i ka, b u t  w he n i t  c o me s  t o  s o me t hi ng                                                      
l i ke  s u r vi val , d o n’t  b ac k d o w n w he n o ne  c o me s  l o o ki ng  f o r                                          y ou  .  Yo u r o p p o ne nt        
w i l l  s i mp l y  ke e p  c o mi ng  b ac k f o r mo re  and  t hi ng s  w i l l  g e t  w o rs e . I  kno w  y o u                                                        
u nd e rs t and  and  ac c e p t  t hat  o n s o me  l e ve l , o r  y o u  w o u l d  have  re ac t e d  t o  w hat  I                                                       
d i d  t o  t he  mo ns t e r. ”              

A  mo me nt  p as s e d .  She  no d d e d ,  w hi s p e re d ,  “ B u t  i f  I  t ry ,  I ’ l l  ke e p  l o s i ng . ”                                                           
“ Of  c o u rs e  y o u  w i l l . R i g ht  no w  y o u ’re  fi g ht i ng  f ro m a  p l ac e  o f  d e f e at . Yo u                                                        

have  e x p e ri e nc e d  t he  s ame  re s u l t s  f o r s o  l o ng , y o u  no  l o ng e r e x p e c t  any t hi ng                                                       
d i ffe re nt . ” He ’d  d o ne  t he  s ame  t hi ng . He ’d  t ake n o ne  l o o k at  he r and  d e c i d e d  s he                                                   
c o u l d  ne ve r w ant  hi m.  He ’ d  ac t e d  t hat  w ay ,  t o o .  Had  s p o ke n t hat  w ay .                                               

 e  mo me nt  he ’d  d e c i d e d  t o  fi g ht  t o  have  he r, t hi ng s  had  b e g u n t o  c hang e                                                
b e t w e e n t he m.  e y  had  t al ke d , and  t he y  had  l au g he d .  e y  had  g ro w n c l o s e r.                                                 
So o n,  he  w o u l d  have  hi s  hand s  al l  o ve r he r.                          

“ Yo u  have  t o  f o rc e  y o u rs e l f  t o  s t and  u p  ag ai n. ” He  ke p t  hi s  arm e x t e nd e d  as  he                                                       
t o l d  he r o ne  o f  t he  s t o ri e s  hi s  mo t he r u s e d  t o  re ad  t o  hi m. It  w as  o ne  o f  hi s                                                         
f avo ri t e s , ab o u t  a  s w o rd - w i e l d i ng  g i ant  w ho  had  c au s e d  an e nt i re  army  t o                                                  
t re mb l e  w i t h f e ar. A l o ng  had  c o me  a  y o u ng  b o y  w ho’d  had  no  f o rmal  t rai ni ng ,                                                 
b u t  w ho  had  manag e d  t o  ki l l  t he  g i ant  w i t h o nl y  a  s l i ng s ho t  and  a  s t o ne , s avi ng                                                       
t he  e nt i re  army .        

A s  S o l o  s p o ke , i nt e re s t  s p arke d  i n V i ka’s  e y e s . “A nd  y o u  t hi nk s o me o ne  l i ke                                                     
me  c an s ave  an army ? ”         

“ I w i l l  g i ve  y o u  s o me t hi ng  b e t t e r t han a  y e s  o r a  no. I w i l l  g i ve  y o u  s o me t hi ng                                                           
t o  t hi nk ab o u t . We  have  b o t h ad mi t t e d  t hat  w e  b e l i e ve  t he re  i s  ano t he r w o rl d  i n                                                       
o p e rat i o n aro u nd  o u rs .  I ’ ve  s e e n i t . ”                          

“ I have ,  t o o !”  s he  s ai d .               
He r e nt hu s i as m mad e  hi m s mi l e . “ Hu mans , o t he r w o rl d e rs , i t  d o e s n’t  mat t e r.                                             

A t  o u r c o re ,  w e  are  s p i ri t  b e i ng s .  W e  have  s o u l s  and  b o d i e s . ”                                                
“ T hat ’ s  w hat  I  t ho u g ht !”               



“ Yo u  are  a  s p i ri t , e t e rnal ; y o u  have  a  s o u l , y o u r mi nd , w i l l , and  e mo t i o ns , and                                                    
y o u  l i ve  i n an ag i ng  b o d y. Yo u r                       s p i ri t  i s  at t u ne d  t o  t he  u ns e e n w o rl d . W hy  e l s e                                    
d o  y o u  t hi nk y o u  c an s e e  i nt o  i t ? ”                          

“ Ho w  d o  y o u  kno w  t hi s ? ”  s he  as ke d .                         
“ M y  mo t he r t au g ht  me . ” A nd  s o  had  X  and  D r. E . “ I w as n’t  s u re  I b e l i e ve d  he r                                                  

at  f i rs t ,  b u t  i nt e ns e  s t u d y  p ro ve d  he r ri g ht . ”  He ’ d  w ant e d  t o  kno w  mo re  ab o u t  t he                                                            
c re at u re s  f o l l o w i ng  hi m.  He ’ d  w ant e d  t o  kno w  w he t he r o r no t  he  w as  c raz y .                                                   

“ G o  o n, ”  s he  s ai d ,  i nt e re s t  c l e arl y  i nt e ns i f y i ng .                                     
“A s  s p i ri t s , w e  have  mo re  d i re c t i o n t han w e  re al i z e . Li s t e n d e e p  i ns i d e                                                  

y o u rs e l f .  e re ’s  a  kno w i ng  t hat  s u p e rs e d e s  e mo t i o ns  and  me nt al  c ap ab i l i t i e s .                                                       
T hat  kno w i ng  w i l l  l e ad  y o u  t o  vi c t o ry  e ve ry  t i me ,  i f  y o u ’ l l  p ay  at t e nt i o n t o  i t . ”                                                                

S he  c l o s e d  he r e y e s , c o nc e nt rat e d . One  s e c o nd  p as s e d , t w o. He r e y e l i d s                                                  
fl i p p e d  o p e n, and  s he  f ro w ne d  w i t h d i s ap p o i nt me nt . “ I l i s t e ne d , b u t  I d i d n’t                                                      
s e ns e  any t hi ng . ”         

“ S o me t i me s  i t  t ake s  t i me  and  p rac t i c e , s hu t t i ng  o u t  t he  re s t  o f  t he  w o rl d , t he                                                          
no i s e . ”    

He r l i p s  p u rs e d  w i t h a  hi nt  o f  i rri t at i o n. “  e re ’s  a  p ro b l e m w i t h y o u r t he o r y :                                                         
I  d o n’ t  he ar any  no i s e . ”              

“A c t u al l y, y o u  d o  i n y o u r he ad , ” he  s ai d , and  s he  c o u l d n’t  re f u t e  i t . “ E ve r y o ne                                                       
b at t l e s  t he i r  t ho u g ht s  at  s o me  t i me  o r ano t he r. Ne g at i ve  t ho u g ht s , w ro ng f u l                                                    
t ho u g ht s , w i c ke d  t ho u g ht s . Yo u  have  t o  c as t  t he m d o w n and  re f u s e  t o  d w e l l  o n                                                        
t he m. ”  

“ W hy ? ”   
“ If  y o u  e nt e rt ai n o ne , i t  w i l l  w e l c o me  ano t he r, and  t he  mo re  y o u  e nt e rt ai n                                                   

t ho s e , t he  s t ro ng e r t he y  b e c o me , d e ve l o p i ng  ro o t s  and  s p ro u t i ng  t hi c k s p ri g s  o f                                                          
l e ave s , u nt i l  y o u  c an no  l o ng e r s e e  t hro u g h t he  d ark f o re s t  i n y o u r mi nd . ” He                                                    
kne w  t hat  f i rs t hand .          

She  d e l i b e rat e d  f o r a  mo me nt ,  no d d e d .  “ Yo u ’ re  ri g ht . ”                                      
“ A l w ay s . ”      
She  s no rt e d .  “ So  w hat  hap p e ne d  t o  t he  b o y  af t e r  t he  f i g ht ? ”                                           
“ He  b e c ame  a  s y mb o l  o f  vi c t o r y  t o  hi s  p e o p l e  and  w as  l at e r c ro w ne d  ki ng .                                                       

No w, al l o w  me  t o  he l p  y o u , V i ka.  e re ’s  a  ve r y  g o o d  c hanc e  I w as  p l ac e d  i n y o u r                                                        
l i f e  f o r t hi s  re as o n. A nd  b e s i d e s , i f  y o u  w ant  a  d i ffe re nt  l i f e , y o u  have  t o  d o                                                           
s o me t hi ng  d i ffe re nt . ”  e  w o rd s  g ave  hi m p au s e . He  w as  b e g i nni ng  t o  s o u nd  l i ke                                                    
X .

W e l l ,  t hat  w as n’ t  s u c h a  b ad  t hi ng .                         
So l o  w ave d  hi s  f i ng e rs .  He  w o u l d  b e  c are f u l  o f  he r i nju ri e s ,  b u t  he  w o u l d  t e ac h                                                             

he r t he  w ay  M i c hae l  had  t au g ht  hi m: hand - t o - hand  c o mb at , i nfl i c t i ng  w hat e ve r                                              
w as  ne c e s s ary  t o  f o rc e  t he  kno w l e d g e  i nt o  t he  w e l l  o f  i ns t i nc t .                                                 

“ T ru l y ? ”  s he  as ke d .             
“ Tr u l y. Yo u  mu s t  al w ay s  b e  re ad y  t o  d e f e nd  y o u rs e l f  ag ai ns t  w hat e ve r c o me s                                                     

ag ai ns t  y o u ,  and  l e arni ng  t he  ru l e s  o f  b at t l e  i s  a  g o o d  s t art . ”                                               
S he  d e l i b e rat e d  f o r a  mo me nt  mo re , s i g he d . “ Oh, al l  ri g ht , b u t  o nl y  b e c au s e                                                    

I’ ve  al w ay s  w ant e d  t o  b e  a  q u e e n. ” He r hand  at  l as t  fl u t t e re d  t o  hi s , and  he  g e nt l y                                                          
t u g g e d  he r t o  he r f e e t . S he  i nhal e d  s harp l y  and  s w ay e d , and  he  w rap p e d  an arm                                                  



aro u nd  he r w ai s t  t o  ho l d  he r u p ri g ht .                        
In t he  p l ac e  w he re  hi s  o w n i ns t i nc t  s w i rl e d , he  w ant e d  t o  s ho u t  w i t h                                                  

s at i s f ac t i o n. A  b e au t i f u l  f e mal e —                          th i s     b e au t i f u l  f e mal e — l e ane d  ag ai ns t  hi m,                        
re s t i ng  he r he ad  i n t he  ho l l o w  o f  hi s  ne c k,  t ru s t i ng  hi m.                                       

“ Ju s t  ne e d  a  mo me nt  t o  s t e ad y , ”  s he  mu rmu re d .                                
He  c are s s e d  t he  l i ne  o f  he r s p i ne , t he  e x q u i s i t e  c u r ve  o f  he r w ai s t , and  had  t o                                                          

g ri nd  hi s  mo l ars  t o  s t o p  hi ms e l f  f ro m g ro ani ng . S l o w  and  e as y, he  re mi nd e d                                                
hi ms e l f .  He ’ d  kno w n t hi s  w o u l d  b e  d i f f i c u l t .                                   

“ Yo u ’ re  s o  ho t , ”  s he  s ai d .                   
“ So rry , ”  he  s ai d ,  b u t  he  kne w  s he  c o u l d n’ t  he ar hi m.                                   
“ It ’ s  ni c e . ”        
R e a lly  gon n a  ki l l  me .             
“ T hi s  w o n’ t  make  me  l i ke  my  f at he r,  w i l l  i t ? ”  s he  as ke d .                                        
A nd  t he re  w as  t he  c r u x  o f  t he  p ro b l e m, he  re al i z e d . He  mo ve d  hi s  hand  u p, u p,                                                    

and  t i l t e d  he r c hi n. “ He  fi g ht s  t o  i nfl i c t  p ai n. Yo u  fi g ht  t o  s ave . Yo u ’re  no t hi ng                                                     
l i ke  hi m,  and  y o u  ne ve r w i l l  b e . ”                       

Te ars  o f  g rat i t u d e  w e l l e d  i n he r e y e s , and  hi s  he art  s u d d e nl y  f e l t  as  i f  i t  w as                                                           
b e i ng  s q u e e z e d  b y  an i ro n f i s t .                        

“ R e ad y ? ”  he  as ke d .  A ny  mo re  w ai t i ng ,  and  t he y  w o u l d n’ t  g e t  t o  t he  f i g ht i ng .                                                         
“ R e ad y . ”     
Fo r t he  ne x t  s e ve ral  ho u rs , he  t au g ht  he r ho w  t o  ( p ro p e rl y )  make  a  fi s t , e x ac t l y                                                      

w he re  a  l i g ht w e i g ht  l i ke  he r c o u l d  p u nc h a  man t o  i nfl i c t  t he  mo s t  d amag e , t o                                                       
d i s ab l e ,  and  ho w  t o  u s e  e ve n t he  mo s t  i nno c e nt  o f  i t e ms  t o  s l o w  an at t ac ke r.                                                        

S he  w as  t i mi d  at  fi rs t , and  e ve n f ri g ht e ne d  t o  t he  p o i nt  o f  t re mb l i ng , b u t  s he                                                       
s o o n f o u nd  a  c o re  o f  s t re ng t h and  me t  hi s  at t ac ks  w i t h vi g o r. S he  ab s o rb e d                                                    
e ve r y t hi ng  he  s ai d  and  c o nc e nt rat e d  w i t h e ve r y  o u nc e  o f  he r b e i ng  t o  d o  t he  b e s t                                                            
s he  c o u l d .       

“ Yo u  ke e p  t u c ki ng  y o u r t hu mb  u nd e r y o u r fi ng e rs , ” he  s ai d . “ D o n’t  d o  t hat .                                                   
Yo u ’ l l  b re ak i t . ”           

“ S e e !  I  o nc e  t o l d  y o u  t hat  b re aks  w e re  b ad , b u t  y o u  p re t e nd e d  no t  t o  b e l i e ve                                                             
me . ”  Onc e  ag ai n s he  mad e  a  p ro p e r f i s t .  “ Li ke  t hi s ? ”                                    

“ Ye s .  No w  s w i ng . ”            
S he  d i d , g o i ng  o u t  and  aro u nd . A n i ne ffe c t u al  ac t i o n t hat  w o u l d  have  i rri t at e d                                                    

he r at t ac ke r rat he r t han hu rt  hi m.               
“ No. Fo r w ard . A  jab, jab. ” He  d e mo ns t rat e d  w hat  he  me ant , t he n t ap p e d  t he                                        

ri d g e s  o f  hi s  s t o mac h.  “ Hi t  me . ”                       
He r e y e s  w e nt  w i d e ,  s hi mme ri ng  ame t hy s t s  b ac ke d  b y  b l ac k ve l ve t .  “ No . ”                                                  
“ Ye s . ”  e  o nl y  w ay  t o  g e t  he r c o mf o rt ab l e  w i t h fi g ht i ng  b ac k w as  t o  g e t  he r                                                        

u s e d  t o  hi t t i ng  ac t u al  fl e s h. “ D o n’t  b e  a  p ri nc e s s  b ab y c ake s . Hi t  me  as  i f  i t ’s  t he                                                            
o nl y  w ay  t o  f re e  t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs . ”                          

He  e x p e c t e d  he r t o  y e l l  at  hi m. S he  p u nc he d  hi m i ns t e ad . Ju s t  s t rai g ht - u p                                                    
nai l e d  hi m i n t he  g u t , no t  o nc e , no t  t w i c e , b u t  t hre e  t i me s . If  he ’d  b e e n any  l e s s                                                          
o f  a  man,  he  w o u l d  have  d o u b l e d  o ve r.                          

“ G o o d , ”  he  manag e d .  “ T hat ’ s  g o o d . ”                         
She  p u nc he d  hi m ag ai n.           



He  c au g ht  he r w ri s t , s t u d i e d  he r, w o rri e d  s he  w o u l d  re ve rt  t o  he r e arl i e r  f e ar                                                       
o f  b e c o mi ng  l i ke  he r f at he r. B u t  he r c he e ks  w e re  fl u s he d  and  he r l i p s  p art e d , o n                                                       
t he  ve rg e  o f  g ri nni ng . S he  w as n’t  ab o u t  t o  b re ak d o w n. S he  w as  ab o u t  t o                                                
c e l e b rat e .      

“ I’ m i mp re s s e d  w i t h y o u r .  .  .  t e c hni q u e , ”  he  s ai d .                                       
“ D i d  I hu rt  y o u ? ” s he  as ke d , re ac hi ng  o u t  t o  s t ro ke  he r fi ng e rs  o ve r hi s                                                

s t o mac h.   
He  s u c ke d  i n a  b re at h.              
“ I’m s u rp ri s e d  t he s e  ki t t i e s  d i d n’t  b re ak my  hand , ” s he  s ai d , g az e  l o c ke d  o n t he                                                      

ri d g e s  o f  mu s c l e .  “ T he y ’ re  s o  hard . ”                           
D a r li n g,  y ou h a ve  n o i d e a .                     “ T he s e  p u p p i e s , ”  he  c o rre c t e d .                         
“ P u p p i e s  . .  .  ki t t i e s  . .  .  b o t h are  b ab y  ani mal s  and  t he re f o re  ap p ro p ri at e . ”                                                        

S ti l l     s t ro ki ng .     
He  t o o k he r hand  b e f o re  t he  t rai ni ng  s e s s i o n s w i t c he d  g e ars . “ No w  i t ’s  t i me  t o                                                      

l e arn w hat  t o  d o  w he n s o me o ne  t ri e s  t o  hi t                                  y ou  .  I ’m g o i ng  t o  s w i ng  at  y o u                  
s l o w l y. ” Ve r y, ve r y  s l o w l y, e ve r y  i nc h me as u re d .  at  w ay, i f  s he  f ai l e d  t o  he e d                                                       
hi m, he  c o u l d  s t o p  hi ms e l f  b e f o re  c o nt ac t . “ I w ant  y o u  t o  d u c k b e f o re  I re ac h                                                         
y o u ,  t he n c o me  u p  s w i ng i ng  y o u rs e l f ,  o kay ? ”                                 

A  no d  o f  d e t e rmi nat i o n.               
 e y  p e rf o rme d  t he  ac t i o n o ve r and  o ve r, u nt i l  s he  c o u l d  d e f e nd  and  at t ac k i n                                                     

q u i c k s u c c e s s i o n, w i t ho u t  p au s i ng  t o  c o ns i d e r he r ne x t  mo ve . A nd  o h, w as  s he                                                       
g o rg e o u s  as  s he  w o rke d . A l l  t hat  g o l d e n hai r  d anc e d  aro u nd  he r s ho u l d e rs , d o w n                                                       
he r b ac k. He r c he s t  ro s e  and  f e l l ; he r t e e  s o o n b e c ame  s t re ake d  w i t h s w e at — he rs                                                     
and  hi s — c au s i ng  t he  mat e ri al  t o  c l i ng  t o  he r b re as t s . He r mo re - t han- a- hand f u l                                                
b re as t s .    

B re as t s  he          w ould   ho l d  i n hi s  hand s .  One  d ay .  So o n.                     
He r l e g s  ki c ke d  o u t , and  s he  kno c ke d  hi s  ankl e s  t o g e t he r. He  s t u mb l e d  t o  o ne                                                     

s i d e ,  b u t  c au g ht  hi ms e l f  o n t he  b ars .                           
C l ap p i ng ,  s he  ju mp e d  u p  and  d o w n.  “ I  d i d  i t !  I  re al l y  d i d  i t !”                                                 
“ Yo u  s u re  d i d . ”           
“ W o w ! I ’ m amaz i ng !  A nd  I have  t o  s ay ,  t hi s  i s  mu c h e as i e r  t han I  ant i c i p at e d . ”                                                      
A  g ro w l  l o d g e d  i n hi s  t hro at . It  s ho u l d  have  b e e n mo re  d i ffic u l t !                                                  G e t c on tr ol  of       

y our s e lf ,  Jud a h .            He  w as  a  t rai ne d  as s as s i n.  He  c o u l d  d o  b e t t e r t han t hi s .                                         
“ Le t ’ s  t ake  t hi s  u p  a  no t c h, ”  he  s ai d .                            
“ I’ m re ad y . ”      
He  vari e d  hi s  p re t e nd  hi t s , f o rc i ng  he r t o  t hi nk w hi l e  s t ay i ng  i n mo t i o n. S he                                                   

b e g an t o  ant i c i p at e  hi s  mo ve s  b e f o re  he  kne w  i n w hat  d i re c t i o n he  w as  g o i ng . A                                                       
s u rvi val  t e c hni q u e  s he  mu s t  have  d e ve l o p e d  g ro w i ng  u p  as  Je c i s ’ s  d au g ht e r.                                                     

He  w as  s ad d e ne d  and  ang e re d  b y  t hat , b u t  p ro u d  o f  w hat  s he ’d  ac c o mp l i s he d ,                                                    
t o o, and  al l  t he  mo re  d e t e rmi ne d  t o  t e ac h he r mo re  t han s u r vi val . He  w o u l d  t e ac h                                                    
he r ho w  t o  w i n.         

“ Yo u ’ re  ve ry  g o o d  at  t hi s , ”  s he  s ai d .                           
“ I have  t o  b e . ”         
“ W hy ? ”   
U h -oh   .  D ang e ro u s  t e rri t o r y. “ W he n I w as  l i t t l e , I  had  s e ve ral  r u n- i ns  w i t h                                               



hu mans  w ho  had n’t  y e t  ac c e p t e d  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  l i vi ng  o n t hi s  p l ane t . I  had  t o                                                       
l e arn ho w  t o  c o nt ro l  my  s t re ng t h, as  w e l l  as  i nfl i c t  e no u g h d amag e  t o  s ave                                                  
my s e l f . ”     

He r hand  fl u t t e re d  o ve r he r he art , and  s he  l o o ke d  re ad y  t o  b u rs t  i nt o  t e ars .                                                 
“ T hat ’ s  s o  s ad . ”           

So  s e ns i t i ve  t o  o t he r’ s  p ai n.  “ It ’ s  mo re  c o mmo n t han y o u  re al i z e .  B u t  V i ka? ”                                                      
“ Ye s ? ”   
“ Yo u  s ho u l d n’t  have  l e t  me  d i s t rac t  y o u . ” S o l o  s p rang  i nt o  ac t i o n, kno c ki ng                                                   

he r t o  t he  fl o o r, c at c hi ng  he r b e f o re  s he  hi t  t o  p re ve nt  he r f ro m b ang i ng  he r                                                  
he ad , and  p i nni ng  he r i n p l ac e . No  mat t e r ho w  f o rc e f u l l y  s he  s q u i rme d , s he                                                
c o u l d n’ t  manag e  t o  f re e  he rs e l f .  T he  s ad ne s s  had  l e f t  he r,  at  l e as t .                                                 

B u t  d e s i re  had  t ake n i t s  p l ac e .                      
S he  s me l l e d  o f  t he  jas mi ne  and  t he  mi nt , and  he  ne e d e d  mo re  o f  b o t h, b u t  o ne                                                    

s e c o nd  p as s e d , t w o, and  he  s t o p p e d  b re at hi ng .  i s  w as  t o o  i mp o rt ant  t o  me s s                                                      
u p. S o  f ar  he ’d  ke p t  hi s  t o u c he s  mo s t l y  b u s i ne s s , ne ve r s l i p p i ng  hi s  fi ng e rs  p as t                                                           
c l o t hi ng  and  o nt o  b are  s ki n. No w, t he  re s t rai nt  c au g ht  u p  t o  hi m, hi s  o w n d e s i re                                                    
ramp ag i ng  t hro u g h hi m. He  c o u l d  f e e l  he r, e ve r y  i nc h o f  he r. Co u l d  f e e l  e ve r y                                                    
c u rve  he ’ d  p re vi o u s l y  d e ni e d  hi ms e l f .                           

“ I  w ant  t o  ki s s  y o u , ”  he  s ai d .                      
“ Ye s .  P l e as e . ”          
“ I w o n’ t  d o  any t hi ng  e l s e . ”                   
“ Okay . ”  
“ A f rai d ? ”  he  as ke d .            
“ No , ”  s he  w hi s p e re d .              
He  l o o ke d  at  he r l i p s . S o  p i nk and  p re t t y, w i t h o nl y  t he  b are s t  hi nt  o f  a                                                   

w o u nd .   
W as  s he  re ad y ?        
He  p ray e d  s he  w as  re ad y .               
He  c o u l d n’ t  s t o p  hi ms e l f .                   
He  l e ane d  d o w n, p re s s e d  t he  s o f t e s t  o f  ki s s e s  o nt o  he r mo u t h. He r nai l s  d u g                                                       

i nt o  hi s  c he s t , and  he  w as n’t  s u re  w he t he r s he  me ant  t o  p u s h hi m aw ay  o r d rag                                                 
hi m c l o s e r.      

We l l , w e l l . He             c ould   s t o p  hi ms e l f . He  l i f t e d  hi s  he ad  t o  p e e r i nt o  he r e y e s .                                           
Wo nd e r s t are d  u p  at  hi m, mo re  i nt e nt  t han e ve r b e f o re  and  as  t hri l l i ng  as  i t  w as                                                   
t ant al i z i ng . S he  d e fi ni t e l y  had n’t  me ant  t o  p u s h hi m aw ay. S o  he  d i d  i t  ag ai n. He                                                   
ki s s e d  he r,  l i ng e ri ng  t hi s  t i me ,  and  a  ne e d y  l i t t l e  mo an l e f t  he r.                                                

“ Op e n, ”  he  c o mmand e d .            
 e  mo me nt  s he  o b e y e d , he  s l i d  hi s  t o ng u e  i nt o  he r mo u t h. A nd  o h, he r t as t e                                                    

w a s      e xq ui s i te ,        ju s t  as  he  re me mb e re d , l i ke  s u mme r b e rri e s  d i p p e d  i n f re s h c re am.                                            
Las t  t i me , he ’d  b e c o me  i ns t ant l y  ad d i c t e d .  i s  t i me , he  w as  f o re ve r c hang e d .                                                    
He  c o u l d  no t  e x i s t  w i t ho u t  t hi s — w i t ho u t  he r. S he  w as  t he  o nl y  l i g ht  i n a  vas t                                                           
e x p ans e  o f  d arkne s s .            

He r b o d y  he at  e nve l o p e d  hi m. He r fi ng e rs  t ang l e d  i n hi s  hai r, and  s he  t i l t e d                                                 
hi s  he ad  t o  t he  s i d e , f o rc i ng  d e e p e r c o nt ac t . A s  i f  s he  ne e d e d  t o  f o rc e  hi m. He                                                           
t o o k and  he  g ave . He  d rank he r i n, g re e d y, rave no u s , u s i ng  w hat  re mai ne d  o f  hi s                                             



w i l l p o w e r t o  ke e p  hi s  hand s  o n t he  g ro u nd  b e s i d e  he r s ho u l d e rs .                                               
S he  b e g an t o  me e t  hi s  t o ng u e  t hr u s t  f o r t hr u s t , as s e rt i ng  mo re  p re s s u re . He r                                                       

p ant i ng  b re at hs  mi ng l e d  w i t h hi s , and  he  l i ke d  t hat  al mo s t  as  mu c h as  t he  ki s s .                                                    
He  w as  t aki ng  o f  he r, and  s he  w as  t aki ng  o f  hi m, and  t he y  w e re  b e c o mi ng  o ne ,                                                 
e ve n i n s o  s mal l  a  w ay .               

He  w ant e d  t o  t o u c h he r.               
H e     h a d    t o  t o u c h he r, a l l  o f  he r, s o o n, s o o n,                             s oon ,    and  he  w o u l d .  e re  w o u l d                  

b e  no  p art  o f  he r he  i g no re d .                   
B u t  e ve n t hat  w o u l d n’t  b e  e no u g h.  at  w o u l d  ne ve r b e  e no u g h— no t hi ng                                               

w o u l d . If  he  t o u c he d  he r,                    he  w o u l d  t ake  he r. A nd  he  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  hi ms e l f  t o                                     
t ake  he r o n a  b l o o d s t ai ne d  fl o o r. No t  t o d ay, and  no t  t o mo rro w. No t  f o r t he i r                                                 
fi rs t  t i me . No t  w i t h Je c i s ’s  t rai l e r  b e s i d e  hi s  c ag e . No t  u nt i l  s he  w as  re ad y, u nt i l                                                            
re g re t  w o u l d  no  l o ng e r b e  an i s s u e .                          

A nd  i f  he  d i d n’ t  s t o p  no w ,  he  ne ve r w o u l d .                                
S o l o  ro l l e d  b ac k, s i t t i ng  s e ve ral  i nc he s  o u t  o f  re ac h. S u re l y  t he  mo s t  d i ffic u l t                                                          

t hi ng  he ’d  e ve r d o ne . V i ka  s at  u p, he r fi ng e rs  g o i ng  s t rai g ht  t o  he r mo u t h. D i d                                                   
he r l i p s  t hro b  as  d e l i c i o u s l y  as  hi s ?                            

“ No  mo re  f o r t o d ay , ”  he  s ai d ,  mo re  g ru f f l y  t han he ’ d  i nt e nd e d .                                            
He r fi ng e rs  l o w e re d , and  t he  p i nk t i p  o f  he r t o ng u e  e me rg e d , as  i f  s he  w ant e d                                                     

t o  c ap t u re  mo re  o f  hi s  t as t e .  “ I  l i ke  d o i ng  t hat  w i t h y o u . ”                                              
Ki lli n g h i m.          He  s t o o d , s t ro d e  t o  t he  s u p p l i e s . “ D ri nk t hi s , ” he  s ai d , and  t o s s e d                                                  

he r a  b o t t l e  o f  w at e r.  “ Yo u  ne e d  t o  s t ay  hy d rat e d . ”                                       
S he  mi s s e d  b y  mi l e s , and  had  t o  l e an o ve r t o  f e t c h t he  b o t t l e  f ro m w he re  i t  had                                                         

ro l l e d .    
“ Ho w  d i d  y o u  kno w  w hat  I w as  p l anni ng  t o  d o  d u ri ng  t rai ni ng ? ” he  as ke d  t o                                                  

d i s t rac t  hi ms e l f .           
S he  s t r u g g l e d  w i t h t he  l i d  as  s he  s ai d , “ Yo u  i g no re d  me , b u t  I’m s u p p o s e d  t o                                                           

ans w e r y o u ? ”       
“ Ye s . ”   
S he  l au g he d , and  i t  w as  a  b e au t i f u l  t ho u g h r u s t y  s o u nd , and  w he n s he  b l i nke d                                                       

i n amaz e me nt  he  kne w  s he  had  no t  had  c au s e  t o  l au g h i n a  ve r y  l o ng  t i me . “ Ve r y                                                    
w e l l , t he n. I w i l l  re w ard  y o u r ho ne s t y. ” S he  d rank hal f  t he  b o t t l e , and  mo t i o ne d                                                    
f o r hi m t o  t ake  t he  re s t .                   “  e  kno w i ng  y o u  t o l d  me  ab o u t . W he n I g o t  q u i e t                                    
i ns i d e  my  he ad , I c o u l d  s e ns e  t he  c hang e s  i n y o u r b o d y  ju s t  b e f o re  y o u  l e ap t  i nt o                                                              
ac t i o n. ”    

“ G o o d . ” S he  ne e d e d  e ve r y  ad vant ag e  s he  c o u l d  g e t . “ U s e  t hat  kno w l e d g e , no                                                      
mat t e r ho w  b i g  y o u r o p p o ne nt  i s . ”                        

A  re l u c t ant  no d  g re e t e d  hi s  w o rd s .  “ W ho  t au g ht  y o u  t ho s e  s ki l l s ? ”                                                   
“ A  f ri e nd . ”       
“ Jo hn o r B l u e ? ”         
“ Ne i t he r.  M i c hae l .  Jo hn and  B l u e  t rai ne d  w i t h me . ”                                 
“ A re  t he y  l i ke  y o u ? ”               
He  kne w  w hat  s he  me ant . “  e y  are  o t he r w o rl d e rs , b u t  no t  t he  s ame  s p e c i e s . ”                                                    

 i s  t o p i c  u s u al l y  p ro p e l l e d  hi m i nt o  a  rag e . No  o ne  kne w  ab o u t  t he  A l l o ri ans ,                                                          
and  b e c au s e  t he y  d i d n’t  kno w, and  he  re f u s e d  t o  s ay, t he y  i nve nt e d  name s  f o r hi s                                                    



rac e .  B u t  V i ka  me ant  no  i ns u l t ,  and  he  kne w  t hat ,  t o o .  “ I ’ m A l l o ri an. ”                                                 
A  c u ri o u s  g l i t t e r  i n t ho s e  ve l ve t y  p l u m e y e s .  “ Have  y o u  e ve r b e e n t he re ? ”                                                         
“ No t  t hat  I  re me mb e r. ”             
“ We l l , y o u ’re  d e fi ni t e l y  o ne  o f  a  ki nd . A nd  I me an t hat  i n t he  b e s t  p o s s i b l e                                                       

w ay ,  o f  c o u rs e . ”            
“ I kno w  y o u  d o. ” He  s hi f t e d  f ro m o ne  f o o t  t o  t he  o t he r, s u d d e nl y                                               

u nc o mf o rt ab l e . A l l  hi s  l i f e , he ’d  w ant e d  s o me o ne  o t he r t han hi s  p are nt s  t o  l i ke                                                      
hi m f o r w ho  he  w as . To  ad mi re  hi m. A nd  no w, hi s  p re t t y  l i t t l e  hu man w as  d o i ng                                                 
ju s t  t hat , and  he  w as  u ns u re  w hat  t o  s ay  o r ho w  t o  re ac t . “ W i l l  y o u  u s e  w hat  y o u                                                         
l e arne d  t o d ay ? ”         

“ I ho p e  I w o n’t  have  t o, b u t  y e s . If  any o ne  c o me s  at                                      me , I’ l l  l e ap  o n t he m l i ke  a                  
w o u nd e d  w o l ve ri ne  w i t h a  b l o o d - c re am f e t i s h. ”                                  

He  t ri e d  t o  ho l d  b ac k hi s  c hu c kl e ,  b u t  f ai l e d .                                   
V i ka’s  e x p re s s i o n s o f t e ne d . “ I l o ve  s e e i ng  y o u  l i ke  t hi s . S o  . .  .  re l ax e d . A nd  I                                                             

w ant  t o  kno w  mo re  ab o u t  y o u , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ I  w ant  t o  kno w  e ve ry t hi ng . ”                                                 
A nd  he  w ant e d  t o  g i ve  he r w hat e ve r s he  d e s i re d . A s  he  s c anne d  t he  c rac kl i ng                                                  

fi re s , t he  hi l l s  w i t h t he i r  d e ad  and  g narl e d  t re e s , he  s ai d , “ I t o l d  y o u  I o w n a                                                         
f arm.  I  ac t u al l y  g re w  u p  t he re .  M y  p are nt s  w e re  hu man and  ad o p t e d  me . ”                                                

“A h. S o  t hat ’s  w hy  y o u  t ho u g ht  t he y  w e re  b e i ng  p ai d  t o  t ake  c are  o f  y o u . I                                                      
as s u me d  i t  w as  an al i e n c u s t o m. ”                      

He  kne w  ve r y  l i t t l e  ab o u t  t he  A l l o ri ans . Onl y  w hat  X  had  t o l d  hi m.  e y  w e re                                                    
a  p e ac e f u l  rac e , ve r y  l o vi ng . Ve r y  jo y o u s . E ve r y o ne  had  a  he l p mat e , l i ke  X , u nt i l                                                         
t he y  w e re  s t ro ng  e no u g h t o  t ake  c are  o f  t he ms e l ve s .                                    

Pe rhap s  t hat  w as  w hy  M i c hae l  had  p ai re d  hi m w i t h t he  Ju d ahs .  e y  fi t  s o  w e l l                                                  
w i t h hi s  anc e s t o rs .            

T he  c o u p l e  had  mo re  t han ad o re d  So l o .  T he y  had  mo re  t han ad o re d  e ac h o t he r,                                                
t o o, and  d e e p  d o w n he ’d  al w ay s  w ant e d  w hat  t he y ’d  had — w hat  he ’d  b e l i e ve d  he                                                  
c o u l d  ne ve r ho p e  t o  have .                

“ I s t i l l  c an’ t  i mag i ne  y o u  t e nd i ng  t he  l and , ”  V i ka  s ai d .                                         
“ I d i d  mo re  t han t e nd  t he  l and . I rai s e d  t he  ani mal s . No t  t he  c l o ne s  al l  t he                                                 

f arme rs  rai s e  t o d ay, b u t  t he  re al  t hi ng . P i g s , s he e p, g o at s , c hi c ke ns , c o w s . We                                                  
re f u s e d  t o  s e l l  t he m, ” s o me t hi ng  t hat  w o u l d  have  mad e  hi s  p are nt s  mi l l i o nai re s ,                                                       
“ b e c au s e  w e  ho p e d  t o  he l p  w i t h re p o p u l at i o n. ”                                    

He  s t i l l  re f u s e d  t o  s e l l .  ankf u l l y, he  d i d n’t  have  t o                                           w o rr y  ab o u t  t he m w hi l e               
he  w as  g o ne . A l w ay s  b e f o re  a  me e t i ng  w i t h M i c hae l , he  hi re d  a  t e am t o  s e e  t o                                                         
t he i r  e ve ry  ne e d .           

“ Yo u  w e re  b l e s s e d . ”               
Ve r y  mu c h s o. A nd  he  y e arne d  f o r he r t o  e x p e ri e nc e  t he  s ame . “ I w ant  ano t he r                                                 

vo w  f ro m y o u , V i ka. ”               You s h ould n’ t  d o th i s . You kn ow  be tte r. S h e  c ould  a c c i d e n ta l ly                                   
gi ve  th e  i n for ma ti on  to h e r  fa th e r.                       S t i l l , he  s ai d , “ If  e ve r w e ’re  s e p arat e d , I w ant                               
y o u  t o  g o  t o  t he  f arm. ”  He  g ave  he r t he  ad d re s s .  “ M e mo ri z e  i t . ”                                               

A  hu g e  s mi l e  b l o o me d , o nl y  t o  f al l  i nt o  a  f ro w n o f  d e vas t at i o n. “ W hy  w o u l d                                                         
y o u  w e l c o me  me  t he re ? ”                

W hy  t he  c hang e  i n he r?  “ M ay b e  I c o u l d  u s e  a  ho u s e ke e p e r. ” He  w o u l d  rat he r                                                     
p amp e r he r t han w at c h he r d o  c ho re s , b u t  t ho s e  ki nd s  o f  d e t ai l s  c o u l d  b e  w o rke d                                                        



o u t  l at e r. F i rs t , he  had  t o  g e t  he r t he re — an i d e a  he  l i ke d  mo re  w i t h e ve r y  s e c o nd                                                          
t hat  p as s e d .       

“ I— ”  P al i ng ,  s he  ru b b e d  at  he r t hro at .  “ Ho w  l o ng  w o u l d  y o u  w ant  me  t he re ? ”                                                      
“ I d o n’t  kno w. ” R i g ht  no w, he  c o u l d n’t  i mag i ne                                n ot   w ant i ng  he r t he re . In hi s             

b e d , mo rni ng  and  ni g ht , he r p al e  hai r  s p re ad  o ve r hi s  p i l l o w, he r s l i g ht  b o d y                                                  
s nu g g l e d  u nd e r hi s  c o ve rs . He r mi nt  and  jas mi ne  s c e nt  w o u l d  p e rme at e  t he  ai r.                                                   
He  w o u l d  b e  ab l e  t o  p ro t e c t  he r at  a l l  ho u rs  o f  t he  d ay  and  ni g ht , t o  e mp o w e r he r                                                             
s o  t hat  s he  w o u l d  b l o o m as  s he  had  d u ri ng  t he i r  t rai ni ng  s e s s i o n, w at c hi ng  t he                                                       
s p arkl e  l i g ht  u p  he r e y e s  and  t he  f l u s h d arke n he r c he e ks .                                      

“ W hat  w o u l d  hap p e n w he n y o u  t i re d  o f  me ?  W he re  w o u l d  I g o ? ” S he  s ho o k he r                                                      
he ad , ad amant . “ No. I’m s o rr y. I  c an’t  re l y  o n y o u r o ffe r. I ’m s o rr y, ” s he                                      
re p e at e d .          “ If  ne c e s s ary ,  I ’ l l  g e t  a  jo b  s o me w he re  e l s e .  I ’ m hi g hl y  s ki l l e d . ”                                                    

U h,  a  w hi l e  ag o  s he ’ d  s ai d  s he  had  no  s ki l l s .                                 
“A t     s ome th i n g,       I  me an, ” s he  ad d e d  has t i l y. “ I’m s ki l l e d  at  s o me t hi ng . S u re l y. I                                         

ju s t , I  have  t o  d o  t hi s  o n my  o w n. O u t  t he re , i n t he  re al  w o rl d , I’m t he  o nl y  o ne  I                                                        
c an t ru s t .  A nd  b e s i d e s ,  I  t o l d  y o u .  I ’ m s avi ng . ”                                      

“ Yo u ’ re  s c are d  o f  me n.  I  g e t  i t .  B u t  y o u  d o n’ t  have  t o — ”                                            
“ I’ m no t  s c are d  o f  me n!  I ’ l l  have  y o u  kno w — ”                              
“ — w o rr y  o n my  f arm, ” he  i nt e rje c t e d , f o rc i ng  he r t o  b e  q u i e t  o r mi s s  w hat  he                                                     

w as  s ay i ng .  “ Yo u ’ d  c o o k,  c l e an,  and  f e e d  t he  ani mal s .  Yo u ’ re  u s e d  t o  t hat ,  ri g ht ? ”                                                            
He r mo u t h f l o u nd e re d  o p e n and  c l o s e d .  “ T hat  w as  a  l o w  b l o w . ”                                              
“ Ho w  s o ? ” he  as ke d , c o nf u s e d  and  i rri t at e d  t hat  s he  w as n’t  mo re  w i l l i ng .  at                                                  

s he  d i d n’ t  s e e m t o  w ant  hi m as  mu c h as  he  w ant e d  he r.                                   
G o l d e n b ro w n l as he s  f u s e d  t o g e t he r.  “ Yo u  t hi nk t hat ’ s  a l l  I ’ m g o o d  f o r. ”                                                       
“ I d o  no t . ”       
A  t hi c k w hi t e  f o g  s u d d e nl y  ro l l e d  t hro u g h t he  b ars , b l ac k b u rni ng  at  t he  e d g e s                                                         

and  c l ai mi ng  hi s  at t e nt i o n.  W hat  t he —                       
“ We  have  arri ve d , ” V i ka  s ai d , he r vo i c e  no w  d e vo i d  o f  e mo t i o n. “  e  f o g                                                

s ho u l d  c l e ar w i t hi n t he  ne x t  hal f  ho u r,  and  w e  w i l l  b e  i n o u r ne w  l o c at i o n. ”                                                        



Twenty-one

Hold on to instruction,  do not let  it  go;  guard it  well,  for it  is  your life.       
—PROVERBS 4 :1 3 

NEVER WOULD VIKA HAVE     g u e s s e d  s he  w o u l d  mo u rn t he  l o s s  o f  t he  No l and s . B u t                                         
s he  d i d , and  s he  w o u l d  have  g i ve n hal f  o f  he r t re as u re  t o  re t u rn f o r a  f e w  w e e ks .                                                         
S he  mi g ht  have  g i ve n             a ll    o f  he r t re as u re  t o  s t ay  f o re ve r. In a  mat t e r o f  d ay s , S o l o                                        
had  b e c o me  o ne  o f  he r f avo ri t e  t hi ng s  i n t he  w ho l e  w o rl d . He  w as  e ve n b e t t e r                                                      
t han c ho c o l at e !        

S he  no  l o ng e r f e are d  hi s  t e mp e r. A f t e r al l , s he ’d  ang e re d  hi m s e ve ral  t i me s ,                                                  
b u t  no t  o nc e  had  he  s t r u c k he r. S he ’d  e ve n hi t  hi m, b u t  i ns t e ad  o f  rag i ng , he ’d                                                    
s ho w e d  he r ho w  t o  hi t  hi m hard e r.                    

He  w as  p rag mat i c  and  mo ro s e , b u t  he  w as  al s o  ki nd  and  c ari ng . A nd  he  had  an                                              
u ne x p e c t e d  s e ns e  o f  hu mo r, o ne  s he  d i d n’t  t hi nk he ’d  kno w n ab o u t . One                                                  s h e ’ d   
manag e d  t o  b ri ng  t o  t he  s u rf ac e , s u rp ri s i ng  t he m b o t h. He ’d  e ve n o ffe re d  he r a                                                  
ho me  and  a  jo b, and  may b e  he ’d  d o ne  i t  o u t  o f  p i t y, may b e  he ’d  d o ne  i t  t o  ke e p                                                      
he r f ro m c hang i ng  he r mi nd  ab o u t  f re e i ng  hi m, b u t  s t i l l  he ’d  d o ne  i t . He  w as                                                  
s u c h a  g o o d  man.          

S he  s ho u l d n’t  have  re je c t e d  hi m s o  f o rc e f u l l y,                                  s ho u l d n’t  have  hu rt  hi s  f e e l i ng s ,                     
b u t  w he n t he  s u d d e n b u rs t  o f  jo y  hi s  o ffe r had  b ro u g ht  had  f ad e d , ne w  f e ars  had                                                      
s u rf ac e d . W hat  i f  s he  mo ve d  i n, he  g o t  t i re d  o f  he r, and  ki c ke d  he r o u t ?  Or w hat                                                     
i f  he  g o t  t i re d  o f  he r,  l e t  he r s t ay ,  and  b ro u g ht  a  g i rl f ri e nd  ho me ?                                                  

V i ka’s  hand s  c u rl e d  i nt o  t i g ht  l i t t l e  fi s t s  at  ju s t  t he  i d e a  o f  S o l o  p re s s i ng  t ho s e                                                                 
s o f t  l i p s  o nt o  ano t he r w o man’ s  mo u t h.                         

W hy  d i d  s he  f e e l  t hi s  w ay ?  No  mat t e r ho w  mu c h s he  w ant e d  hi m, no  mat t e r                                                 
ho w  p o s s e s s i ve  s he  re al i z e d  s he  w as , s he  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  he rs e l f  t o  f al l  i nt o  a                                                             
re l at i o ns hi p  al re ad y  d o o me d  t o  f ai l . Ye s , t he y  s e e me d  t o  have  g o t t e n p as t  t he                                                       
c i rc u ms t anc e s  t hat  had  b ro u g ht  t he m t o g e t he r.  Ye s ,  s he  l o ve d  s p e nd i ng  t i me  w i t h                                                         
hi m. B u t  w hat  ab o u t  t he  f u t u re ?  Ho w  w as  s he  s u p p o s e d  t o  make  hi m hap p y                                                  
o u t s i d e  t he  c i rc u s ?               

It  w o u l d  b e  b e t t e r f o r he r t o  s t i c k w i t h he r c u rre nt  p l an. S he  w o u l d  b u y  a  ne w                                                           
ID  f o r he rs e l f , fi nd  t he  c u ff ke y, f re e  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  o nc e  and  f o r al l , and  c u t                                                       
he r t i e s  w i t h t he  c i rc u s . A nd  i f  no t  t he  ID , t he n t he  ho me  i n Ne w  Co l o rad o. No                                                    
o ne  w o u l d  e ve r b e  ab l e  t o  ki c k he r o ff he r o w n l and , o r e s c o rt  t he  w o man w ho’d                                                   
w o n So l o ’ s  he art  t o  he r d o o r.                   

A  hand  o n he r s ho u l d e r,  t u g g i ng  he r f ro m he r mi nd .                               
“A re  y o u  o kay ? ” S o l o  as ke d , c ro u c hi ng  b e s i d e  he r, hi s  f e at u re s  t i g ht  w i t h                                                     

c o nc e rn.   
Od d l y  e no u g h,  s he  c o u l d  t ru t hf u l l y  s ay ,  “ Ye s .  W hy ? ”                                        
“ Lo o k at  y o u rs e l f . ”             
S he  d i d . He r c l o t he s  w e re  a  l i t t l e  d i rt y, a  l i t t l e  w e t . No t hi ng  w as  o u t  o f  p l ac e ,                                                                

t ho u g h s he  w as  t re mb l i ng  f ro m t he  c hi l l .                           
 e  c hi l l . S w e e t  me rc y, b u t  t he  t e mp e rat u re  had  t ake n a  no s e d i ve . S he  re al i z e d                                                     



s he ’d  w rap p e d  he r arms  aro u nd  he r mi d d l e , t r y i ng  t o  hu d d l e  i nt o  he rs e l f  f o r                                                    
w armt h. “ C- c o l d , ” s he  s ai d , t e e t h c hat t e ri ng  no w  t hat  re al i t y  had  mad e  i t s e l f                                                   
kno w n. 

S o l o, w ho  w o re  no t hi ng  mo re  t han t he  l o i nc l o t h, w o u nd  t he i r  o nl y  b l anke t                                                
aro u nd  he r s ho u l d e rs  and  t u g g e d  he r ag ai ns t  hi s  c he s t .                                    

Hi s  he art  d r u mme d  ag ai ns t  he r s ho u l d e r, s o o t hi ng  he r. S he  c o u l d  have  s t ay e d                                                 
i n hi s  arms  f o re ve r— w hi c h w as  e x ac t l y  w hy  s he  had  t o  p u l l  aw ay  f ro m hi m. A nd                                                  
s he  w o u l d  . .  .  af t e r  ju s t  a  mi nu t e  mo re  . .  .  no, t w o  mi nu t e s                                              
mo re  . .  .  t hre e  . .  .  he  w as  ho t , a  l i vi ng  f u rnac e , and  . .  .  and  . .  .  and  he  had                                                      
ki s s e d  he r ju s t  a  l i t t l e  w hi l e  ag o, and  s he  s t i l l  c rave d  ano t he r,                                                loooon ge r, d e e e e p e r         
o ne . 

He  w as  t he  fi rs t  man t o  e ve r b e  w i l l i ng  t o  ri s k he r f at he r’s  w rat h, ju s t  t o  b e                                                    
w i t h he r. M at as  had  o f t e n c l ai me d  t o  w ant  he r, y e s , and  had  e ve n t o l d  he r f at he r                                                   
t he y  had  b e e n t o g e t he r, b u t  M at as  had  ne ve r t ri e d  any t hi ng . S o l o, t ho u g h . .  .  he                                                     
mu s t  re al l y  w ant  he r, b e c au s e  e ve n t ho u g h Je c i s  c o nt ro l l e d  hi s  f at e , he  had                                                   
p re s s e d  hi s  l i p s  ag ai ns t  he rs  w i t h s u c h g e nt l e ne s s , as  i f  s he  w e re  p re c i o u s ,                                                          
p e rhap s  b re akab l e , o nl y  t o  l i f t  and  s t u d y  he r e x p re s s i o n b e f o re  g o i ng  b ac k f o r                                                         
ano t he r t as t e .  A  f ar  mo re  i nt e ns e  t as t e .                           

 e  me mo r y  al o ne  c au s e d  he r s ki n t o  p ri c kl e  w i t h l o ng i ng , he r i ns i d e s  t o  ac he                                                      
w i t h ne e d .  Oh,  ho w  s he  ac he d .                   

C a n’ t  th i n k a bout S olo ’s  ki s s e s  r i gh t n ow .                             A ny  mo me nt  s he  w o u l d  have  t o  f ac e                       
he r f at he r.  e  f o g  w o u l d  vani s h and  Je c i s  w o u l d  l o o k at  t he  mo ni t o r i ns i d e  hi s                                                       
t r a i l e r          and  re al i z e  he  w as  no  l o ng e r i ns i d e  t he  w o rl d  b e t w e e n w o rl d s , and  he                                                
w o u l d  e me rg e . S he  c o u l d n’t  b e  f o u nd  e njo y i ng  he r p u ni s hme nt  o r s he                                                   a n d    S o l o   
w o u l d  b e  g i ve n ano t he r.               

“  e y  c an’t  s e e  u s  t o g e t he r l i ke  t hi s , ” s he  s ai d , l i f t i ng  he r he ad  and  s c o o t i ng                                                         
aw ay  f ro m hi m.      

He  d ro p p e d  hi s  arm, no d d e d . S he  f ro w ne d  at  hi m. Hi s  f ac e  w as  an e mo t i o nl e s s                                                  
mas k, g i vi ng  no ne  o f  hi s  t ho u g ht s  aw ay. A nd  y e t , he  s u d d e nl y  rad i at e d  a                                               
f ri g i d ne s s  t hat  f ar  s u rp as s e d  w hat  w af t e d  f ro m t he  mo u nt ai ns .                                          

A  s i g h l e f t  he r as  u nd e rs t and i ng  c re s t e d . He ’d  t ake n he r w o rd s  and  ac t i o n as  a                                                    
re je c t i o n.     

“ So l o , ”  s he  s ai d .            
He  p u s he d  t o  hi s  f e e t , mi l e s  o f  b ro nz e d  s ki n c o mi ng  i nt o  vi e w. If                                                    s h e    w as  c o l d ,       

he  had  t o  b e  c l o s i ng  i n o n f ro s t b i t e . S t and i ng , s he  u nw o u nd  t he  b l anke t  and                                                    
t hru s t  t he  mat e ri al  i n hi s  d i re c t i o n.                        

“ He re , ”  s he  s ai d .           
“ No . ”  He  s ho o k hi s  he ad ,  ad amant .  “ Yo u  ke e p  i t . ”                                
S he  c o u l d n’t  he ar hi s  t o ne , b u t  t he  vi b rat i o n o f  hi s  w o rd s  p ac ke d  a  p o w e rf u l                                                       

p u nc h.  He  mu s t  have  b e e n t hro w i ng  e ac h o ne  l i ke  a  b as e b al l .                                        
“ Li s t e n, y o u . I mo ve d  aw ay  f ro m y o u  b e c au s e  my  f at he r w i l l  e r u p t  i f  he  s e e s                                                        

y o u r hand s  o n me , and  I w o n’t  a l l o w  ano t he r w hi p p i ng . ” A f t e r e ve r y t hi ng  S o l o                                                   
had  d o ne  f o r he r,  s he  w o u l d n’ t  b e  ab l e  t o  b e ar t he  g u i l t .                                           

 at  f ai l e d  t o  re l ax  hi m. “ Ju s t  s o  y o u  kno w, I’m no t  af rai d  o f  hi m. B u t  d o n’t                                                  
w o rr y. I  u nd e rs t and . Yo u  and  I c an b e  f ri e nd s  i n p ri vat e , w he n y o u  ne e d  my  he l p,                                                   



b u t  w e  have  t o  s t ay  me re  ac q u ai nt anc e s  i n p u b l i c .  R i g ht ? ”                                          
Oh, t hat  b u rne d !  “ Yo u  ne e d  t o  g e t  o ve r y o u rs e l f  and  s t o p  t he  t ant r u m ri g ht                                                    

no w . ”  
Hi s  g az e  narro w e d  o n he r.              
“ Le t ’ s  g at he r al l  t he  p o ke r c hi p s ,  a l l  ri g ht ? ”                                 
He  b l i nke d , a  d i ffe re nt  re ac t i o n t han s he ’d  e x p e c t e d . “ Po ke r c hi p s ?  D o  y o u                                                   

me an w e  s ho u l d  p u t  o u r c ard s  o n t he  t ab l e ? ”                               
“ No, I d o n’t  me an w e  s ho u l d  p u t  o u r c ard s  o n t he  t ab l e !  A  ne w  g ame  c anno t                                                 

s t art  u nt i l  a l l  t he  c hi p s  are                         off  t he  t ab l e . ” W hy  d i d  he  al w ay s  q u e s t i o n he r ab o u t                                    
t hi s  s t u ff?  “ I’m t r y i ng  t o  e nd  y o u r b ad  mo o d  and  s t art  a  g o o d  o ne , s o  he l p  me  o u t                                                           
and  l i s t e n. ”       

“ Ve r y  w e l l . ” He  p re s s e d  hi s  l i p s  t o g e t he r, as  i f  t o  s t o p  hi ms e l f                                                   
f ro m .  .  .  s c o w l i ng ?  Lau g hi ng ?                     

W hat e ve r!  “ He re  g o e s . I  d o n’t  kno w  y o u  o u t s i d e  o f  t hi s  me s s e d - u p  s i t u at i o n,                                                          
and  I c e rt ai nl y  d o n’t  kno w  ho w  t o  hand l e  w hat e ve r’s  hap p e ni ng  b e t w e e n u s . A f t e r                                                    
w e ’ ve  d i t c he d  t he  c i rc u s , and  i f                            y ou   have n’t  d i t c he d             me ,   and  i f  y o u  s t i l l  w ant  me ,                   
and  i f  y o u  d o n’t  w ant  s o me o ne  e l s e , as k me  t o  w o rk f o r y o u  and  my  ans w e r mi g ht                                                     
b e  d i ffe re nt . ” M i g ht  b e , b u t  p ro b ab l y  w o u l d n’t  b e . No t  t hat  s he ’d  t e l l  hi m t hat .                                                         
“A nd  I’m no t  e mb arras s e d  t o  b e  w i t h y o u .  o u g h I s ho u l d  b e !  Yo u ’re  s o  f o o l i s h!                                                       
I t o l d  y o u  al re ad y, b u t  I’ l l  t e l l  y o u  ag ai n. I w o n’t  have  y o u  t o rt u re d  s i mp l y                                                       
b e c au s e  I  l i ke  y o u .  W hy  c an’ t  y o u  g e t  t hat  t hro u g h y o u r he ad ? ”                                               

 e  b l i nki ng  s t art e d  u p  ag ai n, t ho u g h hi s  e y e s  w e re  b ri g ht e ni ng . “ Yo u  l i ke  me                                                    
and  ho p e  t o  p ro t e c t  me . ”                 

F i nal l y !  He  u nd e rs t o o d . “ Ye s . I  kno w  s t ay i ng  aw ay  i s n’t  mu c h, b u t  i t ’s  a l l  I  c an                                                        
d o  f o r y o u  ri g ht  no w .  F o o l i s h man, ”  s he  mu t t e re d .                                    

He  l o o ke d  s o  s u rp ri s e d , s he  kne w  no t  many  p e o p l e  had  d are d  t o  c al l  hi m s u c h                                                      
an i rre ve re nt  name , and  t hat  s he  had  ju s t  p ro ve d  ho w  c o mf o rt ab l e  s he ’d  b e c o me                                               
w i t h hi m. Ot he r w i s e  s he  w o u l d n’t  have  ri s ke d  hi s  i nc re as e d  i re  w he n he  c l e arl y                                                    
had  no  f e ar o f  he r f at he r.              

S o l o  p o nd e re d  he r w o rd s  f o r a  mo me nt , t he  l i g ht  i n t ho s e  o c e an b l u e s  s t i l l                                                        
b ri g ht e ni ng , b ri g ht e ni ng . “ If  y o u  are n’t  c are f u l , M i s s  V i ka, ” he  s ai d , “ I w o n’t                                                  
e ve r b e  ab l e  t o  l e t  y o u  g o . ”                       

S he  . .  .  had  no  i d e a  ho w  t o  re s p o nd . K e e p  he r f o re ve r?  He r s i l l y  mi nd  w as                                                     
s ho u t i ng ,          Y e s ,  p le a s e .         

D e s p i t e  e ve ry t hi ng .             
I  h a ve  r e tur n e d .           
 e  f ami l i ar  vo i c e  w hi s p e re d  t hro u g h he r mi nd , and  s he  w hi p p e d  t o  t he  ri g ht                                                   

t o  c o nf ro nt  t he  s p e ake r. He r i ni t i al  t o rre nt  o f  al arm s u b s i d e d  w he n s he  s aw  a                                                    
t i ny  ve rs i o n o f  t he  d ark- hai re d  X  p e rc he d  o n he r s ho u l d e r. He  ap p e are d  y o u ng e r                                                    
t han b e f o re ,  s t ro ng e r.             

B u t  ne ve r b e f o re  had  s he  s e e n                       th i s    c l e arl y  i nt o  t hat  o t he r re al m— w hi l e  s he  w as                             
i n   a n oth e r      re al m— and  s he  w as n’ t  s u re  w hat  t o  t hi nk.                         

W h e n  y our  fa th e r  c ome s , a n d  h e  w i l l , d o w h a te ve r  i s  n e c e s s a r y  to e s c a p e  th e  c a ge                                                               
w i th  S olo.       Hi s  mo u t h w as n’t  mo vi ng , and  y e t  hi s  w o rd s  re ve rb e rat e d  i ns i d e  he r                                            
he ad .      Y ou n e e d  to le a ve .  N ow .              



Li a r !     s ai d  D r. E , c au s i ng  he r t o  s w i ng  t o  t he  l e f t . He , t o o, w as  no w  a  t i ny                                                  
ve rs i o n o f  hi ms e l f . He  ap p e are d  o l d e r t han b e f o re , w e ake r.                                        You kn ow  S olo w i l l  be          
c a p tur e d .  An d  i f  y ou’ r e  w i th  h i m,  y ou’ l l  be  c a p tur e d ,  too.                                         

A  t ap  o n he r s ho u l d e r had  he r s p i nni ng  b ac k t o                                  S o l o — w ho  w as  ri g ht  i n f ro nt                  
o f  he r,  c o nc e rn o nc e  ag ai n rad i at i ng  f ro m hi m.  “ A re  y o u  o kay ? ”                                        

“ D — d i d  y o u  s e e  t he m? ”  s he  as ke d ,  ru b b i ng  he r hand s  u p  and  d o w n he r arms .                                                  
“ Se e  w ho ? ”      
“ Th e m   . ” S he  l o o ke d  l e f t — D r. E  w as  g o ne . S he  l o o ke d  ri g ht — X  w as  g o ne .                                               

“ B u t  .  .  .  b u t  .  .  . ”  He r s ho u l d e rs  d ro o p e d .  “ Ne ve r mi nd . ”                                              
“ W hat  d i d  y o u  s e e ? ”  he  i ns i s t e d .                          
Tw i c e  t he y ’d  d i s c u s s e d  t hat  o t he r re al m, y e t  he ’d  ne ve r me nt i o ne d  X  o r D r. E ,                                                     

e ve n t ho u g h he  had  t o  kno w  t he m. A nd  he  w as  A l l o ri an, and  s o me ho w, d u ri ng                                            
he r d re am t hat  w as n’t  a  d re am, s he  had  ap p e are d  o n A l l o ri s . B u t  s he  w as n’t  g o i ng                                                  
t o  b e  t he  o ne  t o  me nt i o n t he i r  name s . S o l o  w o u l d  d e mand  t o  kno w  w hat  t he y  had                                                       
s ai d  t o  he r. He  w o u l d  ag re e  w i t h X , s he  kne w  he  w o u l d , and  t he n s he  w o u l d  have                                                      
t o  t u rn hi m d o w n y e t  ag ai n. D e s p i t e  t he  f ac t  t hat  s he  kne w  X  w as  ri g ht . He  w as                                                      
al w ay s  ri g ht .  B u t  s he  c o u l d n’ t  s e e  a  w ay  t o  o b e y  hi m.                                          

“ V i ka. ”   
Fo rg e t  he r f at he r. Fo rg e t  t he  f u t u re . S he  t hre w  he rs e l f  i nt o  hi s  arms .  e y                                                

p ro b ab l y  w o u l d n’t  b e  t o g e t he r mu c h l o ng e r, and  s he  ne e d e d  t o  s avo r e ve r y                                                   
mo me nt .  

He  d i d n’t  g rab  ho l d  o f  he r. S he  f e l t  a  vi b rat i o n, kne w  he  w as  s p e aki ng . “ I d o n’t                                                   
kno w  w hat  y o u ’re  s ay i ng . A nd  ho ne s t l y ?  I d o n’t  c are . If  y o u  w ant  me  t o  mo ve                                                 
aw ay, s o rr y, b e c au s e  I’m s t ay i ng  ri g ht  he re . Ju s t  ho l d  me  t i g ht  and  w arn me  i f  y o u                                                    
he ar any o ne  c o mi ng . ”          

Se ve ral  mo me nt s  t i c ke d  b y  b e f o re  he  o b e y e d .                               
A  s i g h o f  re l i e f  l e f t  he r at  t he  f e e l  o f  hi s  s t re ng t h                                             and  he at  e nve l o p i ng  he r. “ I               

vo w e d  t o  d o  my  b e s t  t o  fi nd  t hat  ke y, and  I me ant  i t . I  w i l l . B u t  w he re  s ho u l d  I                                                          
s t art ?  W hat  i f  I  f ai l ? ”                

A t  t he  ri g ht ,  s he  he ard  a  mo an.                   
A t  t he  l e f t ,  s he  he ard  a  c ac kl e  o f  l au g ht e r.                                
He r nai l s  s ank i nt o  S o l o’s  c he s t , as  i f  he  w as  he r o nl y  anc ho r i n a  t u rb u l e nt                                                  

s t o rm.  A c t u al l y ,  he  w as .  D r.  E  and  X  w e re  s t i l l  he re ,  l i s t e ni ng .                                                 
Warm hand s  c u p p e d  he r c he e ks , a  b e au t i f u l  c are s s  s he  w o u l d  re me mb e r al l  t he                                                   

d ay s  o f  he r l i f e . He  l i f t e d  he r c hi n, ho p e  and  fl i c ke rs  o f  w hat  l o o ke d  t o  b e                                                       
ap p re he ns i o n p e e ri ng  d o w n at  he r. “ He  w o u l d  ke e p  t he  ke y  c l o s e  b y, and  i t  mi g ht                                                      
e ve n b e  s o me t hi ng  he  w e ars  e ve ry  d ay .  A nd  y o u  w o n’ t  f ai l . ”                                          

“ B u t  I ’ ve  l o o ke d  t hro u g h hi s  je w e l ry . ”                            
“ L o o k f o r s e c re t  c o mp art me nt s  i n hi s  t rai l e r. A nd  i f  y o u  g e t  i nt o  t ro u b l e , r u n.                                                          

R u n,  and  ne ve r l o o k b ac k. ”               
Oh, y e s . A p p re he ns i o n. S he  c o u l d  b are l y  p ro c e s s  t he  kno w l e d g e . He  w as                                                

p u t t i ng  he r ne e d s  ab o ve  hi s  o w n. No t  ju s t  f o r t he  ai d  s he  c o u l d  re nd e r, b u t  f o r                                                          
h e r   .

“ I  c an’ t  d o  t hat ,  So l o . ”  No  mat t e r w hat .  “ I  ju s t  c an’ t . ”                                       
Hi s  g az e  s e arc he d  he r,  d ri l l i ng  al l  t he  w ay  t o  he r s o u l .  “ T he n ru n t o  me . ”                                                     



S he  r u b b e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  p al m, p rac t i c al l y  p u rri ng  w i t h t he  w armt h and  p l e as u re                                                   
o f  t he  s e ns at i o n. “ W hat  w o u l d  y o u  b e  ab l e  t o  d o ? ” s he  w hi s p e re d . S he  d i d n’t  as k                                                           
t o  b e  c ru e l ,  b u t  t o  p o i nt  o u t  ho w  f u t i l e  s u c h a  t hi ng  w o u l d  b e .                                                       

A ng e r s u d d e nl y  o ve rs had o w e d  t he  ap p re he ns i o n, b u t  hi s  g ri p  re mai ne d  g e nt l e .                                                    
“ I’ l l  t hi nk o f  s o me t hi ng . ”                 

 at  ang e r w as n’t  d i re c t e d  at  he r, s he  kne w, b u t  at                                   t he  c i rc u ms t anc e s . “ I d o n’t               
w ant  t o  g e t  y o u  i nt o  mo re  t ro u b l e . ”                           

“ I c an hand l e  t ro u b l e . ”              
“ A nd  I c an’ t ? ”        
Hi s  t hu mb s  s t ro ke d , maki ng  he r s hi ve r. “ Yo u ’ ve  hand l e d  t o o  mu c h al re ad y.                                           

A nd  o ne  d ay, y o u ’re  g o i ng  t o  t e l l  me  e ve r y t hi ng  t hat ’s  b e e n d o ne  t o  y o u . One  d ay                                                         
y o u ’ l l  have  t he  l i f e  y o u  d e s e rve . ”                          

One  d ay .   
P ani c  b u b b l e d  t o  t he  s u rf ac e  b e c au s e  s he  kne w,                                     kn e w ,     s o me t hi ng  b ad  w o u l d              

s o o n hap p e n. S o me t hi ng  b ad  al w ay s  hap p e ne d  w he n t ho s e  w o rd s  w e re  vo i c e d .                                                  
S t i l l , a l l  s he  s ai d  w as , “ F - fi ne . I’ l l  c o me  t o  y o u . A nd  b e f o re  y o u  s ay  any t hi ng , I                                                             
vo w  i t . ”     

A  s p e c k o f  c o l o r fl as he d  t o w ard  t he  l e f t .  e  f o g  w as  t hi nni ng  no w, s he                                                  
re al i z e d . D i ffe re nt  p art s  o f  t he  c i rc u s  w e re  ap p e ari ng , e ve r y t hi ng  i n i t s  p l ac e ,                                                        
no t hi ng  s o  mu c h as  an i nc h o ff.  e  c ag e  t hat  had  b e c o me  V i ka’s  s af e  harb o r w as                                               
e x ac t l y  w he re  i t  had  b e e n l e f t — ri g ht  i n f ro nt  o f  Je c i s ’ s  t rai l e r.                                                

Onl y  t he  l and s c ap e  had  c hang e d . A  s i ng l e  s u n s ho ne  b ri g ht l y  i n a  b ab y  b l u e                                                    
s ky. R at he r t han hi l l s  o f  s o o t  and  as h, w i t h g narl e d  t re e s  s t re t c hi ng  g ro t e s q u e                                                     
l i mb s  i n e ve ry  d i re c t i o n,  s no w c ap p e d  mo u nt ai ns  p ai nt e d  t he  are a.                                            

“ One  d ay, y o u  w i l l — ” S o l o’s  e ars  t w i t c he d .  e  c o rne rs  o f  hi s  l i p s  t u rne d                                                    
d o w n as  he  je rke d  hi s  he ad  t o w ard  he r f at he r’ s  t rai l e r.  “ He  c o me s . ”                                            

Sw al l o w i ng  a  y e l p ,  V i ka  ju mp e d  aw ay  f ro m hi m.                               
A  s e c o nd  l at e r t he  d o o r s w u ng  o p e n, and  Je c i s  p o u nd e d  o u t s i d e . A u d ra  t rai l e d                                                          

b e hi nd  hi m, w e ari ng  a  l o ve l y  g o l d e n hat , c o at , and  b o o t s — al l  mad e  f ro m One                                                
D ay ’s  p e l t .  e  b al d  p at c he s  f ro m ag e  and  t he  ho l e s  f ro m Je c i s ’s  g u n had  b e e n                                                      
fi l l e d  i n w i t h ano t he r ani mal ’s  f u r, c re at i ng  t he  i l l u s i o n o f  a  he al t hy  l i o n i n t he                                                        
p ri me  o f  hi s  l i f e .             

A ny t i me  V i ka s aw  t he  o u t fi t , s he  s t r u g g l e d  w i t h t he  u rg e  t o  ri p  A u d ra’s  f ac e                                                         
o f f .  

I  w i l l  n ot r e a c t.            
S o l o  s hi f t e d , as  i f  he  me ant  t o  l e ap  i n f ro nt  o f  he r. S o me ho w, he  s t o p p e d                                                    

hi ms e l f .    
“ V i ka, ” Je c i s  s ai d , l o o ki ng  he r o ve r w i t h . .  .  a  c o nf u s i ng  mi x  o f                                               

d i s ap p o i nt me nt  and  re l i e f  i n hi s  e y e s .  “ Yo u  have  re c o ve re d . ”                                          
“ I have . ”   
“ Yo u  e ve n ap p e ar c o nt e nt . ” Hi s  g az e  mo ve d  t o  S o l o, and  t he  t e ns i o n re t u rne d .                                                   

“ A nd  y o u  l o o k as  i f  y o u  w ant  t o  c u t  my  he art  o u t  w i t h a  ru s t y  s p o o n and  f e as t . ”                                                              
So l o  re mai ne d  q u i e t .             
“ Yo u  w e re  g e nt l e  w i t h my  d au g ht e r, w e re n’t  y o u , b e as t ?  I b e t  y o u  e ve n                                                   

c o nt ro l l e d  y o u r d arke r u rg e s ,  ju s t  t o  i mp re s s  he r. ”                                    



A g ai n,  t he re  w as  o nl y  q u i e t  f ro m So l o .                           
“ Yo u  t au g ht  he r no t hi ng , ” Je c i s  s ho u t e d , hi s  f ac e  t u rni ng  re d . “ No t hi ng !  I                                                  

e x p e c t e d  t he  ani mal  t o  ac t  l i ke  an ani mal . I  e x p e c t e d  t o  fi nd  he r o n he r kne e s ,                                                      
b e g g i ng  me  t o  f re e  he r. ”                 

A u d ra  b ac ke d  u p  a  f e w  s t e p s , t u rne d , and  rac e d  t o  t he  t rai l e r, as  i f  s he  f e are d                                                        
he  w o u l d  f o c u s  al l  o f  t hat  rag e  o n he r.  T re mo rs  b e g an t o  s l i d e  d o w n V i ka’ s  s p i ne .                                                             

“A n ani mal  w o u l d  make  he r f e e l  t he  ne e d  t o  b e g , y e s , ” S o l o  fi nal l y  re p l i e d ,                                                      
l e avi ng  no  d o u b t  he  c o ns i d e re d  Je c i s  t he  ac t u al  ani mal .                                      

Je c i s  p o p p e d  hi s  jaw .               
“ D o  y o u  w ant  me  t o  b e g ? ” s he  as ke d  he r f at he r, b ri ng i ng  hi s  at t e nt i o n b ac k t o                                                     

he r.  “ I  w i l l . ”  F o r So l o ,  s he  mi g ht  d o  ju s t  ab o u t  any t hi ng .                                           
“ B e g ?  No w ? ”  He  s p i t  o n t he  g ro u nd .  “ W he n i t  w i l l  me an no t hi ng ? ”                                               
S t i l l . S he  had  t o  t r y. W i t h d re ad  c hu rni ng  i n he r s t o mac h, s he  s ai d , “ D ad d y,                                                 

p l e as e  re l e as e  me . P l e as e . ” S he  hat e d  t he  i d e a  o f  l e avi ng  S o l o  t rap p e d , al l  a l o ne ,                                                             
t o  s u ffe r hu mi l i at i o n w he n t he  c i rc u s  ki c ke d  o ff and  ne w  hu mans  c ame  t o  vi e w                                                 
hi m. A s  p o o rl y  as  he  re ac t e d  t o  re je c t i o n, i t  had  t o  b e  a  s p e c i al  ki nd  o f  t o rt u re                                                            
f o r hi m.  B u t  s he  had  t o .  “ P l e as e . ”                         

So l o  p l ac e d  a  hand  o n he r s ho u l d e r and  s q u e e z e d ,  a  b i d  f o r s i l e nc e .                                                   
He r f at he r’s  e y e s  ne arl y  b u g g e d  f ro m hi s  f ac e , and  t he  re d  t i nt  re t u rne d  t o  hi s                                                      

s ki n,  d arke r no w .  “ Ho w  d are  y o u  t o u c h he r,  b e as t !”                                 
V i ka t ri e d  t o  s t e p  aw ay, b u t  S o l o  ap p l i e d  ju s t  e no u g h p re s s u re  t o  ke e p  he r i n                                                           

p l ac e .   
“ D ad d y, ” s he  s ai d , d e s p e rat e . “ I . .  .  w e  c an have  d i nne r t o ni g ht . A nd  w e  c an                                                   

t al k. Ju s t  l i ke  b e f o re , w he n I w as  l i t t l e . R e me mb e r?  A nd  af t e r w ard , I’ l l  re t u rn t o                                                        
my  f o rme r d u t i e s ,  i f  y o u ’ l l  l e t  me . ”                             

Je c i s  i nhal e d  s harp l y, re l e as e d  t he  ai r  s l o w l y. F i nal l y  he  no d d e d , as  i f  he ’d  ju s t                                                        
mad e  a  d e c i s i o n.  “ I  w i l l  re l e as e  y o u ,  V i ka. ”                                   

“ T hank y o u .  T hank y o u  s o — ”                
“ On t he  c o nd i t i o n t hat  y o u  p e rf o rm i n t he  ri ng  t o ni g ht , ”  he  ad d e d .                                              
“ W hat ? ” s he  s q u e ake d , e ve n as  S o l o’s  g ri p  t i g ht e ne d  e no u g h t o  c au s e  he r t o                                                    

w i nc e .   
Imme d i at e l y  t he  p re s s u re  l e t  u p .  B u t  .  .  .  s he  no  l o ng e r w ant e d  t o  mo ve  aw ay .                                                          
Je c i s  i g no re d  he r q u e s t i o n. “A nd  y o u , b e as t , are  g o i ng  t o  s u ffe r. Yo u  t hi nk i t                                                     

w as  b ad  b e f o re ?  Yo u ’ l l  s o o n b e                            p r a y i n g        f o r  t ho s e  d ay s . No t  o nl y  w i l l  y o u  b e                             
re t u rne d  t o  t he  me nag e ri e , b u t  y o u ’ l l  b e c o me  t he  mai n at t rac t i o n at  t he  ne w                                                    
p e t t i ng  z o o . ”          

S o l o  ro are d  w i t h rag e  he ’d  p ro b ab l y  s u p p re s s e d  f ar  t o o  l o ng . “ I w i l l  ki l l  y o u                                                           
f i rs t . ”    

“  re at e n me  ag ai n af t e r  y o u r nap, and  s e e  w hat  i t  g e t s  y o u . ” G ri nni ng  no w,                                                
he r f at he r re ac he d  u p  and  p re s s e d  t he  b u t t o n o n t he  c ag e .                                       

Th ump  .
V i ka  w at c he d , he l p l e s s , as  t he  man w ho  had  s p e nt  t he  l as t  s i x  d ay s  p ro t e c t i ng                                                      

he r d ro p p e d  t o  t he  f l o o r,  mo t i o nl e s s .  V u l ne rab l e .                                     
Je c i s  o p e ne d  t he  c ag e  d o o r and  s t o mp e d  i ns i d e . S he  d ro p p e d  t he  b l anke t ,                                                     

d e t e rmi ne d  t o  l e ave  i t  b e hi nd  f o r S o l o  t o  s t ay  w arm. He r f at he r g rab b e d  he r b y                                                      



t he  arm and  je rke d  he r o u t s i d e ,  s l ammi ng  t he  d o o r s hu t  b e hi nd  hi m.                                          
“ I’ ve  b e e n t o o  l e ni e nt  w i t h y o u , ” he  s ai d , t u g g i ng  he r f o r w ard . “ I re al i z e  t hat                                                        

no w. I’ ve  l e t  y o u  w as t e  y o u r t i me  w i t h t he  ani mal s  w he n I w o u l d  have  b e e n b e t t e r                                                         
s e r ve d  u s i ng  y o u  i n t he  ri ng . Pe rhap s  t he n y o u  w o u l d  have  ap p re c i at e d  al l  t he                                                      
w o rk I’ ve  d o ne  f o r y o u . Fo r y o u  and  y o u  al o ne . I e ve n c o ns i d e re d  ki l l i ng  M at as                                                     
af t e r w hat  he  d i d  t o  y o u ,  and  ho w  d o  y o u  t hank me ? ”                                    

“ D ad d y — ”     
“ S i l e nc e !  I ’m t aki ng  y o u  t o  t he  s e ams t re s s .  e  t w o  o f  y o u  w i l l  have  t o  w o rk                                                          

al l  ni g ht , b u t  w hat e ve r i t  t ake s , y o u  w i l l  e ns u re  y o u  have  t he  b e s t  c o s t u me  o r y o u                                                             
w i l l  kno w  my  d i s p l e as u re . ”                   

“ Y- y e s . Of  c o u rs e , ” s he  s ai d , w ant i ng  t o  l o o k b ac k at  S o l o  b u t  no t  al l o w i ng                                                       
he rs e l f  t he  l u x u ry .             

I  h a ve  to f i n d  th a t ke y .  I t ’ s  our  on ly  h op e .                               



Twenty-two

Th e faith less will  be fully  repaid for th eir ways,  and th e good rewarded for th eirs.       
—PROVERBS 1 4 :1 4  

JECIS HADN’T LIED ABOUT  t he  p e t t i ng  z o o .             
V i ka g az e d  at  i t  w i t h g ro w i ng  ho rro r.                        
E arl y  t hi s  mo rni ng , M at as — w ho s e  arm had  my s t e ri o u s l y  he al e d  f ro m S o l o’s                                             

ab u s e , t ho u g h t he  s ki n w as  no w  ve i ne d  w i t h a  s i c kl y  b l ac k— had  d r u g g e d  e ac h o f                                                        
t he  c ap t i ve s , re nd e ri ng  t he m u nc o ns c i o u s . He  t he n d rag g e d  t he m i nt o  t he  t e nt                                                   
Je c i s  had  had  hi s  e mp l o y e e s  s e t  u p.  e re , t he  t w o  me n had  s t ri p p e d  t he  c ap t i ve s                                                        
t o  t he  s ki n and  b o u nd  t he m t o  g i ant  s p i nni ng  w he e l s  w i t h t hi c k i ro n b and s .                                                   

S o l o  ne ve r had  a  c hanc e  t o  fi g ht , hi s  mu s c l e s  p aral y z e d  b y  t he  s e d at i ve s . A nd                                                      
no w ,  he        w ould n ’ t      have  a  c hanc e . He  c o u l d n’t  e ve n u s e  hi s  t e e t h. A  mu z z l e  c o ve re d                                            
t he  l o w e r hal f  o f  hi s  f ac e .                   

 e  c i rc u s  had  ki c ke d  o ff a  s ho rt  w hi l e  ag o, and  hu mans  had  b e g u n t o  p arad e                                               
i n and  o u t , a l l o w e d  t o  t o u c h w hi c he ve r o t he r w o rl d e r t he y  d e s i re d , i n w hat e ve r                                                        
manne r t he y  d e s i re d .           

It  d i d n’ t  he l p  t hat  t he y  p e e re d  at  t he  c ap t i ve s  w i t h w o nd e r i n t he i r  e y e s .                                                        
It  d i d n’ t  mat t e r t hat  t he y  d i d n’ t  t ry  t o  hu rt  a  s i ng l e  o ne .                                           
T he  o t he rw o rl d e rs  w e re  hu mi l i at e d .  D e f e ns e l e s s .  He l p l e s s .                                            
 e  t e nt  w as  w arm, e nc o u rag i ng  t he  s al e  o f  i c e  c re am i n t he  c o rne r, d e s p i t e                                                   

t he  f ro s t  o u t s i d e . S t raw b e rr y, vani l l a, and  c ho c o l at e  me l t e d  as  t he  hu mans                                                
s t u d i e d  and  p e t t e d  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  o ne  b y  o ne , d i s c u s s i ng  t he i r                                                    
“ mag ni f i c e nc e . ”         

Je c i s  had  e s c o rt e d  V i ka he re  a  f e w  mi nu t e s  ag o, and  t he y  no w  s t o o d  at  t he  e d g e                                                         
o f  t he  t e nt . S he  w ant e d  t o  r u n f ro m hi m. S he  w ant e d  t o  at t ac k hi m. Ho w  d are  he                                                   
al l o w  t hi s ?       

“  e re  i s n’t  a  ke y  t o  t he  c u ffs , y o u  kno w, ” he  s ai d . “ Ye ars  ag o, I d e s t ro y e d  t he                                                    
o nl y  o ne  t hat  w as  e ve r mad e . ”                  

 e  w o rd s  p e ne t rat e d  t he  d ark s hro u d  aro u nd  he r mi nd  and  ne arl y  s e nt  he r t o                                               
he r kne e s .  He  w as n’ t  l y i ng .  He  c o u l d n’ t  b e .  T he re  w as  t o o  mu c h g l e e  i n hi s  e y e s .                                                             

N o ke y ,      s he  l ame nt e d , he r i ns i d e s  ho l l o w i ng  o u t .  e re  w as  no  ke y. A l l  t hi s                                               
t i me , he r s e arc h had  b e e n f o r no t hi ng . Fo rg e t  t he  mo ne y  s he  w ant e d  t o  s ave . If                                                 
s he ’d  f o u nd  t he  ke y, s he  w o u l d  have  f re e d  e ve r y o ne  ahe ad  o f  s c he d u l e . If  s he ’d                                                      
kno w n i t  c o u l d n’t  b e  f o u nd , s he  w o u l d  have  s t i l l  f re e d  e ve r y o ne  ahe ad  o f                                                     
s c he d u l e .  Ye t  s t ay i ng  t o  ai d  t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs  had  b e e n f o r no t hi ng .                                                 

T he y  w e re  d o o me d .  T he y  had  al w ay s  b e e n d o o me d .                                  
“ Yo u r b e as t  w i l l  w e ar t he  c u f f s  t o  hi s  g rave , ”  Je c i s  s ai d  w i t h an e vi l  g ri n.                                                        
He  me ant  t o  re mi nd  he r o f  So l o ’ s  f at e .  He  ral l i e d  he r d e t e rmi nat i o n i ns t e ad .                                                   
He  w as  a  nas t y, hat e f u l  man and  he  w o u l d  ne ve r c hang e . He  w o u l d  o nl y  e ve r                                               

c au s e  mo re  hu rt . A nd  M at as , t o o. He  had  b e e n d e mo t e d  t o  hi re d  hand  w hi l e  o ff                                                  
d u t y  f o r hi s  ac t i o ns  ag ai ns t  he r, b u t  o ne  d ay, he  w o u l d  s nap. He  and  he r f at he r                                                   
w o u l d  fi g ht  f o r ri g ht s  t o  t he  c i rc u s . Onc e , s he  had  t ho u g ht  he r f at he r w o u l d                                                     



al w ay s  w i n ag ai ns t  hi m. No w, af t e r  M at as  had  “ he al e d ” hi s  arm?  S he  w as n’t  s o                                              
s u re . B u t  s he  d i d  kno w  o nl y  o ne  o f  t he m w o u l d  w al k aw ay — and  s he  d i d n’t  w ant                                                     
t o  b e  aro u nd  t o  f i nd  o u t  w ho  i t  w as .                            

S he  w as  l e avi ng  t o ni g ht , V i ka  d e c i d e d . A f t e r t he  p e rf o rmanc e , w he n e ve r y o ne                                                   
w as  t o o  d r u nk o r t o o  t i re d  t o  no t i c e  he r ac t i o ns .  e re  w o u l d  b e  no  mo re                                                      
w ai t i ng . S he  w o u l d  g at he r u p  as  many  o f  he r je w e l s  as  s he  c o u l d  c arr y, f re e  S o l o                                                         
and  al l  o f  t he  o t he rs , and  s he  w o u l d  r u n. R u n and  ne ve r l o o k b ac k, ju s t  as  S o l o                                                     
had  s ai d .    

F i nal l y .    
If  Je c i s  f o u nd  he r, w e l l , s he  w o u l d  rat he r d i e  t han c o me  b ac k. A nd  t he re  w e re                                                    

w ay s  t o  e ns u re  t hat  hap p e ne d .                   

•    •    •       

“ We l c o me  t o  t he  amaz i ng , s p e c t ac u l ar Ci rq u e  d e  M o ns t re s !” Je c i s ’s  vo i c e  e c ho e d                                                       
t hro u g h t he  d arke ne d  t e nt . V i ka  s t o o d  o n t he  s i d e l i ne s . S he  c o u l d n’t  he ar hi m,                                                     
c o u l d n’t  re ad  hi s  l i p s , b u t  s he  kne w  t he  ro u t i ne  b y  he art  and  re c o g ni z e d  t he                                                      
d i s t i nc t  vi b rat i o ns .             

R e d , b l u e , and  g re e n s p o t l i g ht s  s u d d e nl y  s w i t c he d  o n and  s w e p t  o ve r t he                                                      
c ro w d  f i l l i ng  t he  b l e ac he rs  t hat  s u rro u nd e d  t he  c e nt e r ri ng .  A s  e x p e c t e d ,  t w i t t e rs                                                               
o f     e x c i t e me nt  e r u p t e d , b r u s hi ng  ag ai ns t  he r s ki n.  e  l i g ht s  s w i t c he d  o ff, o nc e                                                      
ag ai n l e avi ng  t he  t e nt  i n t o t al  d arkne s s .                         

 e n, mu l t i c o l o re d  s p arks  s p ray e d  i n t he  ai r  ab o ve , fi re w o rks  t hat  w e re n’t                                               
re al l y  fi re w o rks  c as c ad i ng  o ve r t he  hu mans . Ju d g i ng  b y  t he  b u o y ant  e x p re s s i o ns ,                                                     
s he  kne w  e ve ry o ne  w as  s q u e al i ng  w i t h d e l i g ht .                                

W he n t he  s p arks  d i e d , t he  s p o t l i g ht s  w e re  o nc e  ag ai n t u rne d  o n— b u t  t hi s  t i me                                                       
t he y  w e re  f o c u s e d  o n t he  hap p e ni ng s  i n t he  ri ng . Smo ke  b i l l o w e d  f ro m                                                 
s t rat e g i c al l y  p l ac e d  b o u l d e rs , and  as  c y mb al s  c l ang e d  t o  s e t  t he  b e at , o u t  l e ap t                                                             
o ne  o f  Je c i s ’s  mo re  b e au t i f u l  f e mal e  p e rf o rme rs , f o l l o w e d  b y  ano t he r and                                                   
ano t he r.  

E ac h w o man w o re  a  s e q u i ne d  b ra  t o p  and  t i ny  u nd e r w e ar b o t t o ms . A f t e r t he y                                                     
c l i mb e d  o n t o p  o f  e ac h o t he r t o  f o rm a  p y rami d , t he y  rai s e d  and  s p re ad  t he i r                                                      
arms ,  aw ai t i ng  c he e rs .            

A t  l e as t  t he  majo ri t y  o f  V i ka’s  s ki n w as  c o ve re d . S he  w o re  an e ve ni ng  g o w n t he                                                    
s ame  r u b y  re d  as  he r l i p s t i c k. It  c o nf o rme d  t o  he r c u r ve s , d i p p e d  l o w  i n t he  b ac k,                                                            
and  fl are d  at  t he  b o t t o m. He r hai r  w as  d o w n, b r u s he d  t o  a  g o l d e n s hi ne  and                                                  
f al l i ng  t o  he r w ai s t  i n p e rf e c t  w ave s .                           

A  c l o w n w as  t he  ne x t  t o  ju mp  f ro m t he  s mo ke , s u rp ri s i ng  t he  vi e w e rs , b u t                                                   
rat he r t han he l p i ng  t he  l ad i e s  w i t h t he  p y rami d , he  d o ve  o n t o p  and  t ri e d  t o  ki s s                                                       
t he  s t ar. S he  re s i s t e d .  e  p y rami d  t e e t e re d . He  mane u ve re d  t o  t he  l o w e r l e ve l                                                      
and  t ri e d  t o  ki s s  ano t he r. S he  t o o  re s i s t e d , and  d o w n t he  p y rami d  f e l l . Lau g ht e r                                                       
ab o u nd e d  as  t he  f e mal e s  s t o o d , and , l i f t i ng  u p  t he i r  hand s , s e e me d  t o  t u g  t he                                                         
c l o w n i nt o  t he  ai r  w i t h an                     i nvi s i b l e  ro p e . He  d ang l e d  t he re , s u s p e nd e d  and                                
s t ru g g l i ng ,  and  t he  c ro w d  at e  i t  u p .                           

Tw o  o t he r c l o w ns  b o u nd e d  f ro m t he  s mo ke , and  t he y  d e s p e rat e l y  t ri e d  t o  he l p                                                       



t he i r  f ri e nd , b u t  t he y  w e re  s o o n c au g ht  u p  i n t he  s ame  b u b b l e  o f  ai r, and  t he                                                        
f e mal e s  b e g an t o  ju g g l e  t he m w i t ho u t  e ve r t o u c hi ng  t he m.                                        

Te n mo re  mi nu t e s , and  i t  w o u l d  b e  V i ka’s  t u rn. E ve n t he  no t i o n c au s e d  he r                                                 
he art  t o  p o u nd  e rrat i c al l y. W he re  w as  X ?  S he  w ant e d  t o  t al k t o  hi m, w ant e d  t o                                                    
as k hi m f o r ad vi c e . He  w o u l d  t e l l  he r t he  t r u t h, no t hi ng  he l d  b ac k, and  t hi s  t i me                                                      
s he  w o u l d  l i s t e n,  w he t he r s he  kne w  ho w  t o  p ro c e e d  o r no t .                                           

A u d ra  w as  s t at i o ne d  b e s i d e  he r, t o  e ns u re  s he  d i d n’t  mi s s  he r ac t . V i ka  w as  t o                                                         
b e  p art  o f  M at as ’ s  mag i c  ac t .  Ju s t  ano t he r p u ni s hme nt ,  s he  kne w .                                           

“ W hy  d i d  y o u  s e l l  y o u r s o u l  f o r                             th i s   ? ” V i ka  as ke d  he r. S he  w ant e d  a                   
d i s t rac t i o n,  b u t  s he  al s o  w ant e d  t he  ans w e r.                               

U p  w e nt  t he  g i rl ’s  c hi n, t ho u g h s he  d i d n’t  b o t he r g l anc i ng  i n V i ka’s  d i re c t i o n.                                                      
“ W hat  e l s e  w as  I  g o i ng  t o  d o ?  W he re  e l s e  w as  I  g o i ng  t o  g o ? ”                                                  

“ A ny w he re . ”      
“ I b e l i e ve  y o u  d i s c o ve re d  t he  jo y  o f  t r y i ng                                      th a t,   ” A u d ra  re p l i e d  w i t h a  ro l l  o f                       

he r e y e s .  “ Ou r ki nd  i s n’ t  ac c e p t e d  o u t  t he re . ”                                  
Our  ki n d     .  “ I ’ m no t  any t hi ng  l i ke  y o u . ”                     
A  g re at e r vi b rat i o n s t ro ke d  o ve r he r, and  s he  kne w  t he  c ro w d  w as  c he e ri ng                                              

mad l y.  e  c l o w ns  w e re  vani s hi ng  o ne  b y  o ne , and  w he n t he re  w e re  no  mo re , t he                                               
f e mal e s  l o o ke d  at  e ac h o t he r, l o o ke d  b e hi nd  t he  b o u l d e rs ,                                            as  t ho u g h t he y  had  no            
i d e a  w hat  had  hap p e ne d .              

“ D o n’ t  ki d  y o u rs e l f , ”  A u d ra  s ai d .  “ Yo u ’ re  e x ac t l y  l i ke  me . ”                                               
“ Ho w  s o ? ”      
“ W e ’ re  t ai nt e d .  A nd  w i t ho u t  t hi s  c i rc u s ,  w e ’ re  no t hi ng . ”                                           
No .  She  w o u l d n’ t  b e l i e ve  t hat .                     
“ I l o ve d  y o u  o nc e ,  y o u  kno w , ”  A u d ra  s ai d .                                
“A nd  I l o ve d  y o u . ” P art  o f  he r s t i l l  d i d , d e s p i t e  e ve r y t hi ng . S he  re me mb e re d                                                       

t he  l i t t l e  g i rl  s he ’ d  p l ay e d  w i t h,  l au g he d  w i t h.                                      
“ Yo u  d e s t ro y e d  me  w he n y o u  re je c t e d  me . ”                              
“ No .  I  s ave d  y o u . ”             
“ No !  D e s t ro y e d !  M y  f ami l y  w as  s o  p ro u d  t hat  I w as  f ri e nd s  w i t h Je c i s ’s                                                     

d au g ht e r, and  w he n y o u  c u t  me  f ro m y o u r l i f e , t he y  c u t  me  f ro m t he i rs . A t                                                   
t w e l ve , I  had  t o  fi nd  a  man t o  t ake  me  i n. He  w as  aw f u l , a l w ay s  u s i ng  me , and  t he                                                      
s ad  t hi ng  i s ,  I ’ d  s t i l l  b e  w i t h hi m i f  Je c i s  had n’ t  d e c i d e d  he  w ant e d  me . ”                                                          

“ I’m s o rr y, I  am. ” S he ’d  kno w n A u d ra  had  b e g u n l i vi ng  w i t h o ne  o f  Je c i s ’s  me n,                                                  
b u t  had n’t  kno w n . .  .  had n’t  t ho u g ht  . .  .  “ Yo u  s aw  w hat  Je c i s  d i d  t o  D o l l y. I                                                       
c o u l d n’ t  l e t  t hat  hap p e n t o  y o u . ”                         

A u d ra  l au g he d  w i t ho u t  hu mo r. “ D o l l y. I  a l w ay s  hat e d  ho w  mu c h y o u  c are d  f o r                                                     
he r. ” 

W h a t!     “ She  w as  y o u r f ri e nd  t o o . ”                   
“ No, s he  w as  a  nu i s anc e . W ho  d o  y o u  t hi nk t o l d  y o u r f at he r t hat  s he  s l amme d                                                  

y o u r hand  i n t he  c ag e ? ”              
“ No, ” V i ka  s ai d , s haki ng  he r he ad , re f u s i ng  t o  b e l i e ve  w hat  he r f o rme r f ri e nd                                                

w as  i mp l y i ng .        
“ Oh,  y e s .  I  w ant e d  y o u  al l  t o  my s e l f . ”                              
B u t  ho w  c o u l d  s he  l i ve  i n i g no ranc e , w he n t hat  f o rme r f ri e nd  s o  b o l d l y                                                  



p ro c l ai me d  he r c ri me ?  A ng e r ro s e . “ Yo u  r u i ne d  an i nno c e nt  g i rl  f o r y o u r o w n                                                    
s e l fi s h g ai n. Te l l  me , A u d ra. A re  y o u  hap p y  w i t h w hat  y o u r ac t i o ns  have                                              
w ro u g ht ? ”     

A p p l au s e  rang  o u t , s i g nal i ng  t he  e nd  o f  t he  ac t  and  s avi ng  A u d ra  f ro m havi ng                                                  
t o  f o rm a  re p l y .           

V i ka f o c u s e d  o n t he  ri ng .  He r p al ms  b e g an t o  s w e at .                                    
M at as  s t e p p e d  f ro nt  and  c e nt e r. He  o p e rat e d  w i t h hi s  u s u al  c harm and  fl ai r  as                                                   

he  w ave d  hi s  hand  o ve r a  b i g  b l ac k t o p  hat — and  o u t  fl e w  t w e nt y  b i rd s , e ac h                                                    
p ai nt e d  w i t h al l  t he  c o l o rs  o f  a  rai nb o w.  e y  s o are d  t hro u g h t he  t e nt , c i rc l i ng                                                        
t he  c ro w d  b e f o re  d i s ap p e ari ng  i n a  haz e  o f  s mo ke ,  ju s t  as  t he  c l o w ns  had  d o ne .                                                         

He  t o s s e d  t he  hat  as i d e , s had o w s  ri s i ng  f ro m hi s  s ho u l d e rs , f o rmi ng  . .  .  l i o n                                                        
he ad s .  at  w as  ne w.  e  l i o ns  t u rne d  t o w ard  M at as , o p e ne d  t he i r  mo u t hs , and                                                 
at e  hi m i n o ne  b i t e . He  vani s he d .  e n, e ve n t he  l i o ns  vani s he d . E ve r y o ne                                             
l o o ke d  aro u nd . A  f e w  p e o p l e  e ve n s t o o d . One  s e c o nd  p as s e d , t w o, t he n t hre e .                                                      
 e  l i o ns  re ap p e are d  at  t he  o t he r s i d e  o f  t he  ri ng , o p e ne d  t he i r  mo u t hs , and  o u t                                                         
s p e w e d  an u ni nju re d  M at as ,  e arni ng  mo re  c he e rs .                             

He  s p re ad  hi s  arms  and  g ri nne d  . .  .  b u t  t he  e x p re s s i o n l ac ke d  any  ki nd  o f                                                  
s i nc e ri t y .  “ A nd  no w ,  I  s u mmo n my  l o ve l y  as s i s t ant , ”  he  c al l e d .                                              

A u d ra  g ave  he r a  l i t t l e  p u s h, and  V i ka s t u mb l e d  i nt o  t he  ri ng .  e re  w as  a                                                    
b u rni ng  aro u nd  he r ankl e s , and  s he  l o o ke d  d o w n t o  s e e  t he  g i rl  had  b l o w n a                                                  
f l ame  o nt o          t he  he m o f  he r g o w n.  She  s t o p p e d  t o  p at  i t  aw ay ,  c au s i ng  t he  c ro w d  t o                                                    
l au g h and  he r s ki n t o  he at .  Smo ke  c u rl e d  aro u nd  he r.                               

 e  s had o w s  M at as  al w ay s  c arri e d  s ho t  o u t  and  w rap p e d  aro u nd  he r, t u g g i ng                                                 
he r f o r w ard . D re ad  t hre at e ne d  t o  c o ns u me  he r, b u t  s t i l l  s he  o ffe re d  no  re s i s t anc e                                                       
w he n he  s hac kl e d  he r t o  a  s p i nni ng  w he e l — t he  s ame  ki nd  o f  w he e l  S o l o  had  b e e n                                                       
t i e d  t o  i n t he  p e t t i ng  z o o — w i t h he r arms  ab o ve  he r he ad  and  he r l e g s  ap art . A                                                    
fl i c k o f  hi s  w ri s t  and  ro u nd  and  ro u nd  s he  s p u n. He r s u rro u nd i ng s  b l u rre d , and                                                  
he r s t o mac h c l e nc he d .            

T hi s  had  no t  b e e n p art  o f  hi s  ac t  f o r y e ars ,  and  ne ve r w i t h V i ka.                                           
B u t  he r f at he r w ant e d  he r s c are d , d i d n’t  he ?  He  w ant e d  t o  p ro ve  hi s  u t t e r                                                  

c o nt ro l  o ve r he r. He  w ant e d  t o  b re ak he r d o w n and  re make  he r i nt o  s o me t hi ng                                             
d ark,  l i ke  hi m.  He  w ant e d  he r re l i ant  o n hi s  me rc y .  M e rc y  he  d i d  no t  p o s s e s s .                                                      

He r mi nd  b l anke d  as , i n q u i c k s u c c e s s i o n, b l ad e s  s ank i nt o  t he  w he e l  b e s i d e                                                     
he r l e f t  and  ri g ht  t e mp l e . B e s i d e  he r l e f t  and  ri g ht  hi p. He r l e f t  t hi g h. R i g ht                                                      
t hi g h. B o t h o f  he r ankl e s . F i nal l y  t he  s p i nni ng  s t o p p e d , and  V i ka w as  s u rp ri s e d                                                     
t o  f i nd  M at as  had n’ t  p u rp o s e l y  ni c ke d  he r.                             

He  c l o s e d  t he  d i s t anc e  b e t w e e n t he m and  re mo ve d  t he  s hac kl e s . Fo rc i ng                                               
he rs e l f  t o  g ri n, V i ka  s t rai g ht e ne d  and  no d d e d  t o  t he  c ro w d . Fo r t he  ne x t  t e n                                                      
mi nu t e s , M at as  had  he r f e t c h hi s  p ro p s , “re l ax ” o n a  t ab l e  w hi l e  he  s aw e d  he r i n                                                      
hal f , hi s  s had o w s  hi d i ng  t he  f ac t  t hat  s he  w as  s t i l l  i n o ne  p i e c e , and  he  b e nt  he r                                                          
o ve r and  ki s s e d             he r f o r d ramat i c  e ffe c t . S he  b are l y  s t o p p e d  he rs e l f  f ro m b i t i ng                                           
hi s  t o ng u e  and  s p i t t i ng  o u t  hi s  vi l e  t as t e .                                 

T he  c ro w d  c he e re d .  T he re .  She  had  d o ne  he r p art .  She  w as  d o ne .                                         
He ad  he l d  hi g h, s he  s t ro l l e d  b ac k t o  t he  s i d e l i ne s . S e ve ral  o t he r p e rf o rme rs                                                    

p at t e d  he r o n t he  b ac k f o r a  jo b  w e l l  d o ne . Fo r o nc e , t he y  w e re n’t  t re at i ng  he r as                                                       



i f  s he  w e re  a  l e p e r, and  s he  d i d n’t  have  t o  w o nd e r w hy.  e y  no w  c o ns i d e re d  he r                                                      
o ne  o f  t he m, no  l o ng e r s e t  ap art . A nd  . .  .  a  p art  o f  he r l i ke d  kno w i ng  s he  w as  no                                                        
l o ng e r d e s p i s e d ,  t he re  w as  no  d e ny i ng  t hat .                               

Pe rhap s  A u d ra  w as  ri g ht . A u d ra, w ho  w as  no w  s t e p p i ng  i nt o  t he  ri ng  t o  s w i ng                                                    
o n t he  t rap e z e .         

P e rhap s  V i ka w as  t ai nt e d .               
A  vi b rat i o n b e hi nd  he r.  A  b i g  hand  o n he r s ho u l d e r.                                 
Je c i s  s t e p p e d  u p  b e s i d e  he r,  and  he r ne rvo u s ne s s  re t u rne d .                                          
“ We l l  d o ne , ” he  s ai d . He  w o re  a  f o rmfi t t i ng  re d  jac ke t , s ki nt i g ht  b l ac k p ant s ,                                                    

and  kne e - hi g h b o o t s . He  w o re  mo re  make u p  t han s he  d i d , p ro b ab l y  t o  p re ve nt  hi s                                                   
ag i ng  s ki n f ro m ap p e ari ng  w as he d  o u t  i n t he  l i g ht .                                 

“ T hank y o u , ”  s he  re p l i e d ,  hap p y  he  w as n’ t  he re  t o  y e l l  at  he r.                                            
“ D i d  y o u  have  f u n? ”             
E ve n no w, s he  w o u l d n’t  l i e . “ No. ” S he  mi g ht  have  l i ke d  t he  ad mi rat i o n s he ’d                                              

re c e i ve d  t he re  at  t he  e nd , b u t  t he  f e e l i ng  had  b e e n fl e e t i ng — ju s t  l i ke  t he                                                      
ad mi rat i o n.  T he s e  p e o p l e  w o u l d  t u rn o n he r i n a  he art b e at .                                        

Je c i s  s w e p t  o u t  hi s  arm. “ L o o k. L o o k o u t  t he re , at  t he i r  f ac e s . Fe e l  t he                                                    
ad o rat i o n o f  t he  c ro w d .  Yo u  c an have  t hat  e ve ry  w e e k. ”                                   

“ I d o n’t  w ant  i t . Yo u  had  t o  s e l l  y o u r s o u l  t o  g e t  i t . ” Ju s t  l i ke  A u d ra. “ I w o n’t                                                            
d o  t he  s ame . ”        

“ So l d  my  s o u l ?  D arl i ng ,  w he n I  t o o k o ve r t hi s  c i rc u s ,  I  f i nal l y                                                    foun d   my  s o u l . ”       
Ho w  c o u l d  he  no t  s e e  w hat  he ’d  b e c o me ?  “ D ad d y, y o u  f o u nd  s o me t hi ng  d ark                                                    

and  t w i s t e d .  I  l i ke d  y o u  t he  w ay  y o u  w e re . ”                                   
A  fl are  o f  f r u s t rat i o n and  i mp at i e nc e  i n hi s  e y e s . A nd  . .  .  w as  t hat  a  s ku l l                                                       

hi d i ng  u nd e r hi s  s ki n, p e e ri ng  o u t  at  he r, i t s  t e e t h c ho mp i ng  at  he r?  “ W he n I w as                                                     
w e ak? ”  

“ W he n y o u  w e re  s w e e t . ”                 
“A nd  y o u  d o n’t  l i ke  me  no w ? ” he  as ke d , hi s  mo u t h mo vi ng  c o nt rar y  t o  t he                                               

s ku l l ’ s .     
She  p re s s e d  he r l i p s  t o g e t he r,  re f u s i ng  t o  ans w e r.                                    
He  d i d n’t  hi t  he r, and  he  d i d n’t  p u s h he r. He  d i d n’t  e ve n s p e ak ano t he r w o rd                                              

t o  he r.  He  s i mp l y  s t al ke d  aw ay .                     
V i ka re mai ne d  i n t he  s ame  s p o t  f o r t he  re s t  o f  t he  p e rf o rmanc e . A nd , s he  had                                                 

t o  ad mi t , e ve n s he  w as  c ap t i vat e d  b y  t he  c o l o rf u l  l i g ht s , t he  e x u b e rant  b e at  o f                                                          
t he  mu s i c , and  t he  ant i c s  o f  t he  t w i rl e rs , s p i nni ng , s p i nni ng , ro u nd  and  ro u nd                                                  
f ro m c o rd s  ho o ke d  t o  w o o d e n b e ams  i n t he  c e i l i ng , t he i r  b o d i e s  c o nt o rt e d  i n                                                          
w hat  s ho u l d  have  b e e n i mp o s s i b l e  p o s i t i o ns . S o me  e ve n d o ve  t hro u g h fi e r y                                                    
ho o p s ,  l i g ht ni ng  f l as hi ng  f ro m t he i r  hand s  as  t he y  me t  i n t he  c e nt e r.                                               

A  g i ant  g l as s  c anno n w as  w he e l e d  t o  t he  f ar  ri g ht . A  man mad e  a  b i g                                              
p ro d u c t i o n o f  s l i p p i ng  i ns i d e  t he  b arre l . A u d ra  s w u ng  f ro m o ne  o f  t he  ro p e s ,                                                          
ne ari ng  t he  c anno n, and  s ho t  a  s p ray  o f  fi re  f ro m he r mo u t h,                                      l i g ht i ng  t he  f u s e .             
A s  s he  s w u ng  i n t he  o p p o s i t e  d i re c t i o n,  t he  mal e  b l as t e d  f ro m t he  c e nt e r,  and  t he                                                             
fi s h i ns i d e  t he  g l as s  b u rs t  f re e . Onl y, t he y  w e re n’t  i nju re d .  e  g l as s  t u rne d  t o                                                       
g l i t t e ri ng  s no w fl ake s , and  t he  fi s h t o  s t u ffe d  ani mal s  s e ve ral  l u c ky  p e o p l e  i n t he                                                        
c ro w d  c o u l d  c at c h.             



F i nal l y, t ho u g h, t he  s ho w  w as  o ve r and  e ve r y o ne  i n t he  s t and s  ro s e  t o  t he i r                                                   
f e e t .  e y  amb l e d  o u t , t al ki ng  and  l au g hi ng , mar ve l i ng  o ve r w hat  t he y  had  s e e n,                                                  
s p e c u l at i ng  ab o u t  ho w  c e rt ai n t hi ng s  w e re  d o ne .                                  

W he n t he  l as t  b o d y  c l e are d  t he  d o o r, t he  p e rf o rme rs  o ffe re d  u p  t he i r  o w n                                                    
c he e r, b re aki ng  o u t  t he  hard  l i q u o r t he y ’d  mad e  i n t he i r  o w n t rai l e rs  rat he r t han                                                   
any  ki nd  o f  c hamp ag ne .  Je c i s  w as  i n t he  c e nt e r o f  t he m,  d ri nki ng  i n t he i r  p rai s e .                                                      

No w  w as  he r c hanc e .          
V i ka s nu c k o u t  t he  b ac k o f  t he  t e nt  and  rac e d  t o  he r t rai l e r. Onc e  t he re , s he                                                  

l o c ke d  he rs e l f  i ns i d e . Je c i s  had  a  ke y, b u t  e ve n i f  he  d e c i d e d  t o  u s e  i t , t he  l i g ht s                                                                 
w o u l d  f l i c ke r o n and  o f f ,  a l e rt i ng  he r t o  hi s  p re s e nc e .                                         

S he  e x c hang e d  he r hi g h he e l s  f o r b o o t s , b u t  d i d n’t  b o t he r t aki ng  t he  t i me  t o                                                      
c hang e  o u t  o f  he r d re s s . No t  y e t . If  he r f at he r s p o t t e d  he r, s he  w ant e d  hi m t o                                                     
t hi nk s he  w as  ju s t  o u t  and  ab o u t , i nt e nd i ng  t o  e njo y  he rs e l f  w i t h t he  o t he r                                                     
p e rf o rme rs .  T hat  w ay ,  he  w o u l d  b e  l e s s  i nc l i ne d  t o  s t o p  he r o r e ve n t al k t o  he r.                                                           

W e ll ,  i t ’ s  a bout ti me ,                a  vo i c e  s ai d .          
X !
“ I kno w , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ B e t t e r l at e  t han ne ve r. ”                              
Hand s  t re mb l i ng , s he  s t u ffe d  as  many  ne c kl ac e s , b rac e l e t s , and  t ri nke t s  as                                             

p o s s i b l e  i nt o  t he  l arg e s t  b ag                           s he  c o u l d  c arr y. S he  i g no re d  t he  c ho c o l at e s , b u t                                  
al s o  g rab b e d  t he  c ame ras  he r mo t he r had  l o ve d — b e s i d e s  t he  b l ad e , t he y  w e re  al l                                                      
s he  had  l e f t  o f  t he  w o man w ho ’ d  g i ve n b i rt h t o  he r,  and  s he  c o u l d n’ t  f o rc e  he rs e l f                                                           
t o  l e ave  t he m b e hi nd .  e re  w as  b are l y  any  ro o m f o r a  s w e at s hi rt  and  w i nt e r                                                  
p ant s ,  b u t  t he y  w e re  ne c e s s ary ,  s o  s he  c ramme d  t he m i n.                                      

“ D i d  y o u  kno w  t he re  w as n’t  a  ke y  t o  t he  c u ffs ? ” s he  as ke d , re c al l i ng  t he  t i me s                                                       
he ’ d  t o l d  he r t o  g rab  So l o  and  g o  no w  rat he r t han l at e r.                                    

N o. I  s i mp ly  h a d  a  kn ow i n g th a t y ou n e e d e d  to le a ve  w i th out w or r y i n g a bout th e                                                  
c uffs . 

B e f o re  d o nni ng  he r c o at , s he  p u t  o n s e ve ral  p i e c e s  o f  je w e l r y  t hat  had n’t  mad e                                                      
t he  c u t  f o r t he  b ag . S i x  ne c kl ac e s , s e ve nt e e n b rac e l e t s . R i ng s  o n e ve r y  fi ng e r.                                                        
W hat  a  s i g ht  s he  mu s t  b e .                  

“ W e l l ,  I  w i s h y o u  w o u l d  have  t o l d  me , ”  s he  s ai d .                                       
I  d i d .  S e ve r a l  ti me s .                
“ W hy  no t  s e ve ral  mo re ? ”              
W h y  n ot l i s te n  th e  f i r s t  ti me ?                      
A  p o i nt  s he  c o u l d  no t  re f u t e . “A l l  ri g ht , I ’m re ad y  t o  g o. ”  e  b ag  w as  al mo s t                                                      

t o o  he avy  t o  l u g , b u t  l u g  i t  o u t s i d e  s he  d i d . Co l d  ai r  i ns t ant l y  e nve l o p e d  he r, t he                                                                
he at  o f  he r b re at h c au s i ng  a  f i ne  mi s t  t o  f o rm i n f ro nt  o f  he r f ac e .                                               

“ D o  y o u  kno w  w he re  So l o  i s ? ”  s he  w hi s p e re d .                                 
I  d o.  He ’ s  i n  th e  s a me  te n t a s  be for e .  Th e  on e  for  th e  p e tti n g z oo.                                              
S u p p re s s i ng  a  g ro an, s he  fl at t e ne d  he rs e l f  ag ai ns t  t he  s i d e  o f  t he  t rai l e r,                                                     

hi d i ng  i n t he  d arkne s s ,  w ai t i ng                        and  l i s t e ni ng  t he  o nl y  w ay  s he  c o u l d .  ankf u l l y,                                
t he re  w as  no  vi b rat i o n at  he r f e e t .                      

B e for e  y ou s a ve  th e  d a y ,                   X  s ai d ,        y ou’ l l  n e e d  to s te a l  S olo s ome  c loth i n g. He ’s                          
c ur r e n tly  n a ke d .          

“ A l l  ri g ht . ”        



Y ou’ l l  n e e d  a  fe w  oth e r  th i n gs ,  too.                        
A s  i f  s he  w o u l d  arg u e  w i t h hi m ab o u t  any t hi ng  e ve r ag ai n. “ Ju s t  t e l l  me  w hat                                                     

t o  g e t ,  and  I ’ l l  make  i t  hap p e n. ”                       
He  rat t l e d  o ff a  l i s t  o f  w hat  s e e me d  t o  b e  ri d i c u l o u s  i t e ms , and  s he  s w al l o w e d                                                             

ano t he r g ro an.     
“ A l l  ri g ht , ”  s he  re p e at e d .  He art  hamme ri ng ,  s he  rac e d  f o rw ard .                                        



Twenty-three

For you h ave girded m e with  strength  for battle.  You h ave subdued under m e th ose wh o rose up against m e.         
—PSALM 1 8 :3 9  

SOLO HAD LOST TRACK     o f  t i me . He  w as n’t  s u re  ho w  l o ng  he ’d  b e e n b o u nd  t o  t hi s                                         
w he e l . He  o nl y  kne w  hi s  arms  and  l e g s  w e re  nu mb, t i e d  as  t he y  w e re  t o  t he  b o ard ,                                                       
and  t hat  p e o p l e  had  e ve nt u al l y  s t o p p e d  c o mi ng  i nt o  t he  t e nt . S t ari ng  at  hi m.                                                     
S t ro ki ng  hi s  fl e s h as  i f  he  w e re  a  t ame  l i t t l e  ho u s e  c at . R o u s i ng  t he  b e as t  i ns i d e                                                              
hi m t o  a  f e ve r p i t c h.              

 e  o t he r w o rl d e rs  aro u nd  hi m w e re  q u i e t . No t  b e c au s e  t he y  w e re  mu z z l e d —                                                     
t he y  w e re n’t — b u t  b e c au s e  t he y  w e re  i n s ho c k, s t i l l  u t t e rl y  hu mi l i at e d , s t i l l                                                          
re e l i ng  ab o u t  al l  t hat  had  hap p e ne d ,  ab o u t  ho w  vu l ne rab l e  t he y ’ d  b e e n.                                                 

He  c o u l d n’ t  d o  t hi s  ag ai n.  He  w o u l d  rat he r d i e .                                  
E ve n no w, hi s  fi ng e rs  w e re  c u rl e d  i nt o  fi s t s , hi s  c l aw s  s l i c i ng  i nt o  hi s  p al ms .                                                        

Hi s  b l o o d  w as  ho t , s o  ho t , t o ng u e s  o f  fi re  l i c ki ng  t hro u g h hi s  ve i ns . S o me t hi ng                                                        
e ve n ho t t e r had  b e e n p o o l i ng  i n b o t h o f  hi s  b o u nd  w ri s t s , b u t  no w, i n t he  f ac e  o f                                                           
hi s  b u rg e o ni ng  re s e nt me nt , t hat  he at  s p re ad .  e  c u ffs  had  ju s t  s p e d  i nt o                                                
ano t he r l e ve l .       

N o ma tte r  w h a t y ou h a ve  to d o, s ta y  i n  c on tr ol                              .  He  w o u l d  t o l e rat e  no t hi ng  l e s s .                        
He  ju s t  had  t o  . .  .  w hat ?  S i nc e  t he  d e at h o f  hi s  p are nt s , he ’d  had  no  l u c k w i t h hi s                                                          
t e mp e r.  No t  u nt i l  V i ka,  w ho  w o u l d  have  t e as e d  hi m and —                                     

V i ka.  W he re  w as  s he ?            
He  p i c t u re d  he r, hi s  s w e e t , ki nd  V i ka, and  hi s  fi ng e rs  ac t u al l y  u nc u rl e d . He                                                  

p i c t u re d  he r p e e ri ng  u p  at  hi m, he r l i p s  s w o l l e n and  g l i s t e ni ng  f ro m hi s  ki s s e s ,                                                          
he r e y e s  w i d e  w i t h b af f l e me nt  and  ne e d ,  and  hi s  mu s c l e s  re l ax e d .                                               

T o  b e  w i t h he r,  he                 c ould   d o  t hi s  ag ai n.  He  c o u l d  d o  any t hi ng .                          
I  w i l l  h a ve  th a t w oma n .  On e  d a y .  S oon                             .    Ofte n . 
A nd  w he n t hat  “o ne  d ay ” c ame , he  w o u l d  make  he r f o rg e t  he r ave rs i o n t o  t he                                              

w o rd s .   
“ Yo u  d e s e rve  t hi s ,  y o u  kno w , ”  s ai d  D r.  E .                               
R i g ht  o n t i me  t o  t ry  and  re vi ve  So l o ’ s  ang e r.                              
“ No ,  y o u  d e s e rve  w hat ’ s                     a bout   t o  hap p e n.  R e s c u e . ”               
A nd  t he re  w as  X ,  he re  t o  b u i l d  hi m u p .                            
“ W he re  w e re  y o u  g u y s  w hi l e  I w as  i n t he  No l and s ? ” he  d e mand e d  q u i e t l y, t he                                                     

w o rd s  mu f f l e d  b y  t he  mu z z l e  ac ro s s  hi s  mo u t h.  “ W ai t .  R e s c u e ? ”                                                 
A  mo me nt  l at e r, V i ka  rac e d  i nt o  t he  t e nt . S he  w as  d re s s e d  i n a  g l o ri o u s  re d                                                      

d re s s , and  he  f o rg o t  hi s  q u e s t i o ns . He r arms  w e re  c o ve re d  b y  a  t hi c k b l ac k c o at ,                                                        
b u t  t he  mat e ri al  w as  s p l i t  i n t he  mi d d l e  and  he  c o u l d  s e e  t hat  t he  t o p  o f  he r g o w n                                                               
s c o o p e d  l o w  e no u g h t o  re ve al  a  hi nt  o f  c l e avag e .  e  b o t t o m w as  s o  l o ng  i t                                                         
s w e p t  ac ro s s  t he  fl o o r, c u rl i ng  aro u nd  he r f e e t  as  i f  i t  w e re  e nc hant e d  mi s t .  e                                                         
mat e ri al  c l u ng  t o  he r e ve r y  c u r ve ,                         and  he r b o d y  . .  .  i t  w as  a  w o rk o f  art . Smal l                              
and  l u s h,  w i t h hi p s  t hat  f l are d  i nt o  a  he art .                              

H e r.    S h e ’s  mi n e ,          he  t ho u g ht . He  d i d n’t  ne e d  X ’s  he l p  any mo re , no t  f o r t hi s .                                       



He ’d  al re ad y  re al i z e d  t hat , y e ah, b u t  no w  t he  kno w l e d g e  s w i rl e d  w he re  i ns t i nc t                                                      
b e at  w i t h a  he art  o f  i t s  o w n. Ne ve r ag ai n w o u l d  he  al l o w  he r t o  w al k aw ay  f ro m                                                      
hi m.

S he  re ac he d  hi m, d ro p p e d  t he  b ag  s he  w as  ho l d i ng . E x p re s s i o n p al e  and                                               
p i nc he d  d e s p i t e  t he  b ri g ht  make u p  s he  w o re , s he  i mme d i at e l y  t ri e d  t o  u nd o  t he                                                         
me t al  b ars  d rap e d  o ve r hi s  c u f f s ,  p u l l i ng  and  t u g g i ng .                                       

“ We ’re  l e avi ng  t o ni g ht , ” s he  s ai d . “ No w. No  mat t e r w hat  w e  have  t o  d o. ” B u t                                               
no  mat t e r ho w  val i ant l y  s he  s t r u g g l e d , s he  c o u l d n’t  re mo ve  t he  o b s t ac l e s . “A rg h!                                                      
W hat  s ho u l d  I  d o ? ”             

He  o p e ne d  hi s  mo u t h t o  ans w e r, no t  s u re  s he  w o u l d  b e  ab l e  t o  u nd e rs t and  hi m,                                                       
b u t  s he  s t i f f e ne d .              

“ Shh!”  She  rac e d  b e hi nd  t he  w he e l ,  o u t  o f  s i g ht .                                 
It  w as  t he n t hat  he  he ard  t he  o nc o mi ng  f o o t s t e p s . “ Yo u r b ag , ” he  w hi s p e re d                                                  

fi e rc e l y. S he ’d  l e f t  t he  t hi ng  at  hi s  f e e t . B u t  s he  c o u l d n’t  he ar hi m, he  re mi nd e d                                                       
hi ms e l f ,  and  s he  had  no  i d e a  s he ’ d  l e f t  e vi d e nc e  b e hi nd .                                         

 re e  o f  Je c i s ’s  g u ard s  s u d d e nl y  e nt e re d  t he  t e nt , e ac h d ri nki ng  f ro m a  hal f -                                                     
e mp t y  b o t t l e  o f  b o o z e .  e  t ri o  s t u mb l e d  t o w ard  Cri s s ’s  w he e l , t w o  o f  t he m                                                           
arg u i ng  o ve r w ho  w o u l d  g e t  t o  have  he r f i rs t ,  and  t he  t hi rd  vo w i ng  t o  t ame  K i t t e n                                                          
af t e r he  w at c he d  t he  o t he r g i rl ’ s  vi o l at i o n.                              

S o l o  s c anne d  t he  re s t  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs . E x c e p t  f o r t he  Targ o n, al l  e y e s                                                       
w e re  c l o s e d , as  i f  t he  p ri s o ne rs                            c o u l d n’t  b e ar t o  w at c h w hat  t he y  c o u l d n’t  s t o p.                                 
No t  t he  Targ o n, t ho u g h. Hi s  e y e s  w e re  o p e n. Hi s  b o d y  w as  t e ns e , e ac h o f  hi s                                                    
mu s c l e s  kno t t e d ,  as  i f  he  p re p are d  t o  f i g ht .                                 

“ K aami l - A l i z e , ”  So l o  g ro w l e d .                      
 e  Targ o n’s  at t e nt i o n s w u ng  hi s  w ay, and  t he y  s hare d  a  mo me nt  o f                                        

u nd e rs t and i ng .  T he y  had  t o  d o  s o me t hi ng .  A ny t hi ng .                                  
B o t t o m l i ne : He  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  t hi s . Fo r t he  w o me n, and  f o r V i ka. S he  w o u l d                                                    

t r y  t o  s t o p  t he  me n.  e y  w o u l d  t u rn o n he r, Je c i s ’s  d au g ht e r o r no t .  e y  w e re                                                        
d ru nk.  T he y  w o u l d n’ t  c are .                 

 e  t ho u g ht  o f  V i ka  at t ac ke d  . .  .  hu rt  b y  t he s e  d i s g u s t i ng  hu mans  . .  .  p e rhap s                                                          
t hro w n d o w n and  s t ri p p e d , p e rhap s  e ve n t o u c he d  i n w ay s  s he  w o u l d  f o re ve r                                                   
d e s p i s e . No !  A  ne w  s p u rt  o f  t he  d r u g s  fl o w e d  t hro u g h S o l o’s  ve i ns , b u t  no t  e ve n                                                             
t hat  c o u l d  d amp e n t he  c hi l l  o f  hi s  d e t e rmi nat i o n.                                  

G ri t t i ng  hi s  t e e t h, g ro w l i ng , he  p u t  al l  o f  hi s  s t re ng t h i nt o  hi s  ri g ht  arm,                                                     
l i f t i ng  . .  .  l i f t i ng  . .  .  M u s c l e s  p u l l e d  and  t e nd o ns  t o re , b u t  s t i l l  he  l i f t e d — u nt i l                                                                        
t he  me t al  f ro m t he  w he e l  c o u l d  no  l o ng e r hand l e  t he  s t rai n and  s nap p e d  aw ay.                                                  
W arm b l o o d  t ri c kl e d  d o w n hi s  arm.                     

 e  hu mans  had  re ac he d  Cri s s .  e y  w e re  t o o  b u s y  f o nd l i ng  he r t o  no t i c e                                                 
So l o .  

“ W hat  are  y o u  d o i ng ? ”  D r.  E  d e mand e d .  “ St o p !  Yo u ’ re  hu rt i ng  y o u rs e l f . ”                                                    
F u nny  t hi ng .  T he  b e i ng  s o u nd e d  i nc e ns e d  rat he r t han c o nc e rne d .                                         
S o l o  ri p p e d  o ff t he  mu z z l e , and  hi s  arm d ro p p e d                                     l i mp l y  t o  hi s  s i d e .  e  c u ff                     

w as  s t i l l  t he re , s t i l l  ac t i ve , b u t  at  t he  mo me nt  he  o nl y  c are d  ab o u t  rang e  o f                                                       
mo t i o n. Imme d i at e l y  he  b e g an t o  w o rk o n t he  o t he r arm, l i f t i ng  d e s p i t e  t he  p ai n,                                                      
u nt i l  t ho s e  s hac kl e s  f e l l  aw ay .                      



One  o f  t he  g u ard s  he ard  hi m and  g l anc e d  b ac k. He  no t i c e d  S o l o’s  hal f - f re e                                               
s t at e  and  p al e d , s l ap p i ng  at  hi s  f ri e nd s  t o  g e t  t he i r  at t e nt i o n.  e y  s p o t t e d  hi m                                                             
and  f i nal l y  s t o p p e d  l au g hi ng .                    

“ W hat ’ re  y o u  d o i ng ? ”              
“ E no u g h o f  t hat . ”           
 e y  s u rg e d  f o r w ard , and  o u t  rac e d  V i ka, w hi p p i ng  i n f ro nt  o f  S o l o  and                                                 

s p re ad i ng  he r arms .         
“ Le ave  hi m al o ne !”  s he  s ho u t e d .                   
T he y  p au s e d ,  So l o  mo me nt ari l y  f o rg o t t e n.                            
“ A nd  w hat  d o  w e  have  he re ? ”  o ne  s ai d .                         
“ A  nau g ht y  l i t t l e  g i rl ,  t hat ’ s  w hat . ”                           
“ I’ ve  al w ay s  w ant e d  me  a  p i e c e  o f  y o u , V i ka  Lu kas , and  he re  y o u  are , t hro w i ng                                                    

y o u rs e l f  at  me . Je c i s  w i l l  s u re l y  u nd e rs t and  i f  I  t ake  y o u  u p  o n y o u r o ffe r.                                                         
E s p e c i al l y  s i nc e  he ’ s  mad e  i t  mo re  t han c l e ar he ’ s  d o ne  p ro t e c t i ng  y o u . ”                                                      

 e  t hre e  mo ve d  t o w ard  he r, o nl y  t o  f re e z e  i n p l ac e  hal f w ay. E ac h had  a  f o o t                                                   
l i f t e d  i n mi d - s t ri d e .  E ac h l e e re d  at  V i ka,  e x p re s s i o n u nc hang i ng .                                               

“ I’ l l  ho l d  t he m as  l o ng  as  I  c an, ”  t he  T arg o n s ai d  t hro u g h g ri t t e d  t e e t h.                                                    
S o l o  had  kno w n Targ o n w arri o rs  p o s s e s s e d  t he  ab i l i t y  t o  mani p u l at e  e ne rg y                                                  

mo l e c u l e s  and  c o nt ro l  t he  hu man b o d y, b u t  he ’d  as s u me d  t hi s  p art i c u l ar w arri o r                                                    
w as  t o o  d ru g g e d  t o  e ve r d o  s o .                        

V i ka s w u ng  t o  f ac e  S o l o, he r e y e s  w i d e . “ I d o n’t  u nd e rs t and  w hat ’s                                             
hap p e ni ng . ”     

S o l o  d i d n’t  w as t e  any  t i me . Onl y  hi s  l e g s  re mai ne d  b o u nd . A s  he  t u g g e d  and                                                     
je rke d , o ne  o f  hi s  kne e c ap s  p o p p e d  o u t  o f  p l ac e , b u t  t hat  d i d n’t  s t o p  hi m e i t he r.                                                            
No t hi ng  c o u l d , and  fi nal l y  he  w as  f re e , f al l i ng  f ro m t he  w he e l  . .  .  c ras hi ng  i nt o                                                       
t he  g ro u nd .      

 ro u g h s he e r g ri t  and  w i l l p o w e r he  l u mb e re d  t o  hi s  f e e t . B l ac k d o t s  w o ve                                                      
t hro u g h hi s  vi s i o n as  V i ka  r u s he d  t o  hi s  s i d e , he r s o f t  hand s  fl at t e ni ng  o n hi s                                                       
c he s t .   

“ Oh,  So l o , ”  s he  b re at he d .  “ Yo u ’ re  hu rt . ”                           
He  p i c ke d  he r u p  b y  t he  w ai s t  and  s e t  he r b e hi nd  hi m.                                     
“ D o  w hat  ne e d s  d o i ng , ”  X  s ai d ,  hi s  vo i c e  s t rai ne d .                                      
E ve n as  he  s p o ke , S o l o  f e l t  ano t he r fl o o d  o f  w armt h t hro u g h hi s  ve i ns . Onl y                                                 

t hi s  w armt h d i d n’t  s p ri ng  f ro m t he  d r u g s . It  c ame  f ro m X . B o ne s  b e g an t o  s nap                                                   
b ac k i nt o  p l ac e .  M u s c l e s  b e g an t o  w e ave  b ac k t o g e t he r.                                        

T he  mo me nt  he  w as  c o mp l e t e l y  he al e d ,  X  vani s he d .                                 
A nd  So l o .  U t t e rl y .  U n.  Le as he d .                      
He  s u rg e d  f o r w ard , arms  p u mp i ng  at  hi s  s i d e s , l e g s  i nc re as i ng  i n s p e e d , u nt i l                                                       

he  l e f t  a  t rai l  o f  fi re  i n hi s  w ake . He  p l o w e d  i nt o  t he  g u ard s  and  t he y  je t t e d  t o                                                            
t he  g ro u nd , hi t  hard . He  ri p p e d  o u t  t he  t rac he a o f  o ne — w i t h hi s  t e e t h— w hi l e                                                    
c l aw i ng  t hro u g h t he  t hro at  o f  ano t he r.  B o t h ac t s  hap p e ne d  i n t w o  s e c o nd s  f l at .                                                       

 e  t hi rd , fi nal l y  ab l e  t o  mo ve , t ri e d  t o  s c ramb l e  aw ay  f ro m hi m, b u t  S o l o                                                  
p i c ke d  hi m u p. He  s t o o d , b l o o d  d ri b b l i ng  d o w n hi s  c hi n, and  s l amme d  t he  mal e                                                    
i nt o  t he  g ro u nd  f ro m l e f t  t o  ri g ht , l e f t  t o  ri g ht , o ve r                                           and  o ve r ag ai n, u nt i l  he  w as               
p ant i ng , u nt i l  hi s  arms  b u rne d , u nt i l  t he re  w as  no t hi ng  l e f t  and  he  w as  ho l d i ng                                                    



o nl y  a  b l o o d - s o ake d  c o at .                   
D r. E  s ai d  s o me t hi ng .  e  o t he r w o rl d e rs  c al l e d  o u t  t o  hi m. S o l o  w as  t o o  l o s t                                                          

t o  hi s  rag e  t o  u nd e rs t and  t he  ac t u al  w o rd s . He  had  t o  d e s t ro y  t hi s  p l ac e . Had  t o                                                         
e ns u re  V i ka  ne ve r ag ai n s u ffe re d  at  t he  hand s  o f  t he s e  mo ns t e rs . Had  t o  s ave  t he                                                   
o t he rs  l i ke  hi m.         

He  p l o w e d  i nt o  t he  l i t t l e  i c e  c re am s ho p, t i l t i ng  t he  t i n b u i l d i ng  t o  i t s  s i d e .                                                                
 e  e q u i p me nt  s c at t e re d  t o  t he  fl o o r. B o t t l e s  o f  fl avo ri ng  s p i l l e d , s c e nt i ng  t he                                                            
ai r  w i t h s t raw b e rri e s  and  vani l l a.  e  f rag ranc e  o nl y  i nc e ns e d  hi m f u rt he r,                                              
re mi nd i ng  hi m o f  t he  hu mans . Of  b e i ng  t o u c he d  w he n he  had n’t  w ant e d  t o  b e                                               
t o u c he d . He  s hre d d e d  t he  b u i l d i ng , l e avi ng  o nl y  c o nf e t t i , u nc ari ng  w he n jag g e d                                                      
s hard s  o f  t i n c u t  hi m.              

A  g ro u p  o f  mal e s  r u s he d  i nt o  t he  t e nt  t o  fi nd  o u t  w hat  w as  c au s i ng  s u c h a                                                        
c o mmo t i o n. E i g ht , S o l o  c o u nt e d  as  he  s t rai g ht e ne d , re ad y  f o r mo re .                                                W a n ti n g    
mo re .  e y  s p o t t e d  hi m and  g ro u nd  t o  a  hal t . S o l o  kne w  hi s  s ki n had  t u rne d  re d .                                                     
K ne w  hi s  b o ne s  had  e nl arg e d , hi s  e ars  had  e x t e nd e d  i nt o  s harp  l i t t l e  p o i nt s , hi s                                                        
f ang s  had  s p ro u t e d , and  hi s  c l aw s  had  l e ng t he ne d . He  w as  t he  mo ns t e r t he i r                                                 
mo t he rs  had  p ro b ab l y  al w ay s  w arne d  t he m ab o u t .  e  o ne  u nd e r t he i r  b e d , o r i n                                                    
t he i r  c l o s e t s .  T he  o ne  w ho  w o u l d  s t e al  t he i r  s o u l s .                                           

He  l e ap t  i nt o  mo t i o n and  s l amme d  i nt o  t he m, a  b o w l i ng  b al l  t o  t he  p i ns .  e y                                                     
f o u g ht  ag ai ns t  hi m, b u t  t he y  c o u l d  no t  c o nt ai n hi m.  e y  t ri e d , o h, t he y  t ri e d ,                                                       
b u t  S o l o  ri p p e d  arms  f ro m s o c ke t s , ri p p e d  s p i ne s  f ro m b e ne at h t he i r  fl e s hl y                                                       
c o ve ri ng s , b i t  and  c l aw e d  and                       t o s s e d  hi s  o p p o ne nt s  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n— i n l i t t l e                                       
b i t t y  p i e c e s .           

“ So l o , ”  he  he ard .          
So f t ,  w hi s p e ry .  F ri g ht e ne d .                   
He  w hi p p e d  aro u nd , p ant i ng , no s t ri l s  fl ari ng , hi s  b i g  b o d y  t e ns e , hi s  c l aw s                                                   

rai s e d  and  re ad y  t o  s l as h w hat e ve r had  d are d  t o  f ri g ht e n V i ka. W i d e  p l u m-                                                
c o l o re d  e y e s  p e e re d  o ve r at  hi m— and  he  w as  t he  t arg e t  o f  he r f e ar.                                              

“ V i ka, ”  he  s ai d ,  hi s  vo i c e  no t hi ng  mo re  t han a  b ro ke n s c rap e .                                        
S he  w as  s t i l l  s t and i ng  i n f ro nt  o f  hi s  w he e l , he r l i t t l e  b o d y  q u ave ri ng , he r arms                                                        

w rap p e d  aro u nd  he r mi d d l e . “  e  o t he rs , ” s he  s ai d , and  mo t i o ne d  t o  t he                                               
o t he rw o rl d e rs .  “ Le t ’ s  f re e  t he m and  g o . ”                            

She  s t i l l  w i s he d  t o  l e ave  w i t h hi m.                         
He  w o u l d  d o  w hat e ve r s he  as ke d .                     
He  r u s he d  t o  K i t t e n’s  w he e l . S he  had  b e e n s t r u g g l i ng  ag ai ns t  he r b o nd s , and                                                     

b l o o d  w as  d ri p p i ng  d o w n he r arms . He  re ac he d  o u t , y anke d , and  ri p p e d  o ne  o f                                                  
t he  b ars  f ro m t he  w he e l ,  t aki ng  a  hu g e  hu nk o f  w o o d  w i t h i t .                                           

“ Wat c hi ng  y o u  w o rk w as  a  re al  p l e as u re , ” s he  s ai d . “ B u t  y o u  are n’t  p art  o f                                                   
A IR ,  are  y o u ?  I ’ m g u e s s i ng  y o u ’ re  b l ac k o p s  al l  t he  w ay ,  b ab y . ”                                                 

Si l e nt ,  he  re ac he d  f o r t he  s e c o nd  b ar.                         
F o o t s t e p s  s o u nd e d  b e hi nd  hi m,  and  K i t t e n p al e d .                                    
“ G o , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ C o me  b ac k f o r me  l at e r.  W i t h g u ns .  A nd  D al l as . ”                                                
He  t u rne d . Fo u r o t he r mal e s  and  t w o  f e mal e s  had  ju s t  r u n i nt o  t he  t e nt .  e y                                                   

s t o p p e d  t o  c at al o g u e  t he  c arnag e , as  i f  t he y  c o u l d n’t  q u i t e  b e l i e ve  w hat  t he y  w e re                                                               
s e e i ng .  One  o f  t he  f e mal e s  u nl e as he d  a  b l o o d - c u rd l i ng  s c re am.                                             



Hi s  g az e  s w u ng  t o  V i ka. S he  w as  at  Cri s s ’s  w he e l , t u g g i ng  i ne ffe c t u al l y  at  o ne                                                       
o f  t he  b ars . Te ars  s t re ame d  d o w n he r c he e ks  as  t he  re s t  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs                                                    
b e g g e d  and  p l e ad e d  w i t h he r t o  hu rry .                          

He  had  a  c ho i c e  t o  make . V i ka, o r al l  t he  o t he rs . R i g ht  no w, he  c o u l d n’t  have                                                
b o t h.  e  kno w l e d g e  f r u s t rat e d  hi m, e nrag e d  hi m f u rt he r, and  g u i l t  i mme d i at e l y                                                   
b e g an t o  c he w  o n hi s  b o ne s . B e c au s e  ho ne s t l y ?  He  d i d n’t  ne e d  a  mo me nt  t o                                                     
t hi nk.  He  al re ad y  kne w  w hat  he  w as  g o i ng  t o  d o :  g rab  V i ka and  ru n.                                          

H e     w ould   c o me  b ac k, t ho u g h.  e re  w as  no  q u e s t i o n ab o u t  t hat . He  w o u l d n’t                                            
l e ave  t he s e  p e o p l e  d e f e ns e l e s s  f o r any  l o ng e r t han ne c e s s ary .                                            

D e c i d e d ,  he  ru s he d  t o  V i ka ’ s  s i d e  and  s c o o p e d  he r u p .                                           
“ If  y o u  w ant  t o  s ave  any t hi ng  he re , ” t he  Targ o n c al l e d , “ I’d  re t u rn i n ni ne                                              

d ay s . ”   
W hy  ni ne  d ay s ?        
“ M y  b ag , ”  V i ka  g as p e d  o u t .  “ P l e as e !  I  ne e d  i t . ”                                        
 e  mal e s  had  fi nal l y  l o o ke d  p as t  t he  p i l e  o f  d e ad  b o d i e s  and  t he  p o o l s  o f                                                         

b l o o d  and  no t i c e d  hi m. S ho u t s  e r u p t e d . S o l o  b ac kt rac ke d , g rab b e d  t he  b ag ’s                                                     
s t rap, and  fi t  i t  o ve r hi s  s ho u l d e r.  e  mo me nt  t he  w e i g ht  s e t t l e d  ag ai ns t  hi m,                                                     
s u rp ri s e  fi l l e d  hi m. Li t t l e  V i ka  had  c arri e d  t hi s  t hi ng ?  On he r o w n?  It  had  t o                                                    
w e i g h a  hu nd re d  p o u nd s ,  at  t he  ve ry  l e as t .                              

A no t he r g ro u p  o f  me n e nt e re d  t he  t e nt , c l ai mi ng  hi s  at t e nt i o n— and  Je c i s                                                
o c c u p i e d  t he  c e nt e r. Hi s  s t o rmy  g az e  l o c ke d  o n S o l o, and  t he  s ku l l  he  al w ay s                                                       
c arri e d  w i t h hi m, t he  o ne  t hat  mo ve d  o f  i t s  o w n ac c o rd , s e p arat e  f ro m hi s  o w n                                                    
b o ne s ,  t hat  d ark p re s e nc e ,  t i l t e d  b ac k,  s t re t c he d  o p e n i t s  jaw ,  and  s hri e ke d .                                                       

On e  d a y , w e ’ l l  h a ve  our  s h ow d ow n ,                           S o l o  vo w e d , and  ran i n t he  o p p o s i t e                         
d i re c t i o n.           On e  d a y  ve r y  s oon .            



Twenty-four

Hurry,  m y beloved,  and be like a gazelle or a young stag on th e m ountains of  spices.     
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 8 :1 4  

SOLO CARRIED VIKA AND     he r b ag  t hro u g h t he  ni g ht , i nt o  t he  mo u nt ai ns . He  had  t o                                   
b e  f re e z i ng .  She  w as .  A nd  he  w as  nake d ,  and  f ro s t  p rac t i c al l y  c o at e d  t he  ai r.                                                      

“ I b ro u g ht  y o u  c l o t he s  and  s ho e s , ” s he  s ai d  t hro u g h c hat t e ri ng  t e e t h. “  e y ’re                                                     
i n t he  b ag . ”       

M ay b e  he  re p l i e d ,  may b e  he  d i d n’ t .  E i t he r w ay ,  he  ke p t  g o i ng .                                              
W hat  had  hap p e ne d  i ns i d e  t he  t e nt  . .  .  To t al  d e vas t at i o n w as  t he  o nl y  w ay  t o                                                      

d e s c ri b e  i t . He  had  mo rp he d  i nt o  t he  rag i ng  re d  b e as t  t he  o t he rs  had  c al l e d  hi m.                                                       
He  had  hu rt  p e o p l e .  He  had  ki l l e d .                       

He  had  p ro t e c t e d .           
S he  had n’t  b e e n af rai d  o f  hi m, and  t he  kno w l e d g e  had  s t u nne d  he r. He  w o u l d                                               

ne ve r hu rt  he r, and  d e e p  d o w n, w he re  t he  kno w i ng  he ’d  t au g ht  he r ab o u t  s w i rl e d ,                                                   
s he ’ d  u nd e rs t o o d  t hat .  She ’ d  b e e n af rai d                                for  hi m. 

A ny  mo me nt , s o me o ne  c o u l d  have  w al ke d  i nt o  t he  t e nt  w i t h a  g u n and  s ho t                                                 
hi m. If  t hat  had  hap p e ne d ,                he r f at he r w o u l d  have  ki l l e d  hi m, no t  ju s t  t o  p u ni s h                                   
hi m f o r w hat  he ’d  d o ne  b u t  b e c au s e  Je c i s  w o u l d  have  f e are d  hi m, e ve n b e hi nd  t he                                                      
c ag e .  

“ I c an w al k, ” s he  s ai d , no t  w ant i ng  hi m t o  have  t o  c arr y  t he  e nt i re  b u rd e n o f                                                  
t he i r  e s c ap e .         

He  s e t  he r d o w n w i t ho u t  e ve r b re aki ng  s t ri d e , c l as p e d  he r hand , and  d rag g e d                                                 
he r b e hi nd  hi m.  e y  mane u ve re d  aro u nd  t re e s — s o  many  t re e s !— and  o ve r t hi c k                                             
s t u mp s .  A n e t e rni t y  l at e r,  he  g l anc e d  b ac k at  he r.                                  

“ Qu e s t i o ns ?  C o nc e rns ?  C o mme nt s ? ”                      
“ W he re  are  w e ? ” s he  as ke d . Je c i s  had n’t  s ai d . A l l  s he  kne w  w as  t hat  s he ’d  ne ve r                                                   

b e e n he re .     
“ T he  Ne w  K o l y ma re g i o n o f  t he  R u s s i an F ar E as t . ”                                  
“ Si b e ri a? ”     
“ Ye s .  D o n’ t  w o rry .  I ’ ve  g o t  t hi s . ”                          
U p, u p, f as t e r and  f as t e r, he  l e d  he r t hro u g h t he  s no w. Sno w  o n t he  g ro u nd ,                                              

s no w  o n t he  b e au t i f u l  t re e s . A  t r u e  w i nt e r w o nd e rl and , s t u nni ng  i n i t s  b e au t y.                                                         
Hars h i n i t s  t re ac he ry .  Ho w  q u i c kl y  c o u l d  a  p e rs o n f re e z e  t o  d e at h o u t  he re ?                                                        

Sad l y, t hat  w as n’t  t he  l e as t  o f  he r t ro u b l e s . Je c i s  w o u l d  f o l l o w. M ay b e  no t                                                     
t o ni g ht . M ay b e  no t  t o mo rro w. He  w o u l d  f e e l  no  r u s h. A f t e r al l , he  c o u l d  l o c at e                                                         
So l o  at  any  t i me .  B u t  he                     w ould   g at he r t he  t ro o p s  and  c o me  af t e r t he m.                         

V i ka w o u l d  b e  w i s e  t o  d i t c h S o l o  no w  and  s t ri ke  o u t  o n he r o w n. It  w as  w hat                                                        
s he ’ d  p l anne d  t o  d o  w hi l e  t he y  w e re  t rap p e d  i n t he  No l and s .  No w  .  .  .                                                    

She  ju s t  c o u l d n’ t  b ri ng  he rs e l f  t o  l e ave  hi m.                               
He  l o o ke d  b ac k at  he r,  s ay i ng ,  “ Sho u t  i f  y o u  ne e d  me  t o  s t o p . ”                                               
“ I w i l l . ” A nd  s he  al mo s t  s ho u t e d  a  t ho u s and  t i me s  i n t he  ne x t  fi ve  mi nu t e s ,                                                       

b u t  s o me ho w, s he  he l d  t he  s o u nd  i ns i d e . S he  w ant e d  as  mu c h d i s t anc e  b e t w e e n                                                       



t he m and  t he  c i rc u s  as  p o s s i b l e ,  e ve n i f  s he  had  t o  s u f f e r t o  g e t  i t .                                                      
 e  hi g he r u p  t he  mo u nt ai n t he y  w e nt , t he  t hi c ke r t he  t re e s  b e c ame  and  t he                                                 

ro c ki e r t he  t e rrai n. E ve nt u al l y, V i ka  l o s t  t rac k o f  t i me . A l l  s he  kne w  w as  t hat  s he                                                      
w as  s hi ve ri ng  u nc o nt ro l l ab l y  and  he r mu s c l e s  w e re  as  he avy  as  b o u l d e rs . He r                                                  
l u ng s  b u rne d .        

S o l o  g l anc e d  b ac k at  he r a  s e c o nd  t i me , s l o w e d  hi s  p ac e , t he n s t o p p e d . “ We ’ l l                                                          
s t o p  f o r t he  ni g ht , ”  he  s ai d .  He  w as n’ t  w i nd e d  and  d i d n’ t  s e e m c o l d .                                                    

“ B e c au s e  y o u  f o u nd  a  s af e  p l ac e ? ”  s he  as ke d  ho p e f u l l y .                                            
“ B e c au s e  y o u ’ re  t i re d . ”                  
A s  s he ’d  s u s p e c t e d . “ I d o n’t  c are . K e e p  g o i ng  u nt i l  y o u  fi nd  a  s af e  p l ac e . ”                                                          

T he y  ne e d e d  e ve ry  ad vant ag e  t he y  c o u l d  g e t .                               
He  s t u d i e d  he r i nt e nt l y ,  p ri d e  g l o w i ng  i n t ho s e  b ab y  b l u e s .  “ V e ry  w e l l . ”                                                           
W as  t hat  p ri d e  d i re c t e d  at                       h e r   ?
S he  e x p e c t e d  t o  l e ap  b ac k i nt o  mo t i o n. Ins t e ad , he  d ro p p e d  t he  b ag  and                                                  

u nz i p p e d  t he  t o p.  e  c l o t he s  s he ’d  s t o l e n f ro m he r f at he r re s t e d  o n t o p.                                                    
A l t ho u g h no t  a  s i ng l e  g arme nt  b e l o ng e d  t o  Je c i s . R at he r, Je c i s  had  s t o l e n t he m                                                        
f ro m t he  T arg o n and  w e re  t he  p e rf e c t  s i z e  f o r So l o .                                    

S i z e — t he  re as o n no  o ne  hu man had  b o u g ht  t he m.  e  mat e ri al  w as  as  b l ac k as                                             
ni g ht ,  and  p o s s e s s e d  a  s o f t ,  l u x u ri ant  q u al i t y .                                     

He  s l i p p e d  i nt o  t he  s hi rt  and  t he  p ant s , t he n w i t h                                      d re w  t he  c l o t he s  s he ’d               
b ro u g ht  f o r he rs e l f  and  t o s s e d  t he m at  he r.                             

“ Ho w  ab o u t  w e  l e ave  t he  b ag  b e hi nd ? ” he  as ke d  as  he  t u g g e d  o n t he  s o c ks  and                                                      
b o o t s .    

W h a t?     “ No !” R e mo vi ng  he r c o at  w as  ac t u al l y  p ai nf u l , t he  c o l d  ai r  b i t i ng  at                                                
e ve r y  s e c t i o n o f  e x p o s e d  s ki n, b u t  s o me ho w  s he  f o u nd  t he  s t re ng t h t o  d o  i t . Ne x t                                                               
s he  s hu c ke d  t he  d re s s .               

So l o  ave rt e d  hi s  e y e s ,  s ay i ng ,  “ It ’ s  e x c e s s  b ag g ag e ,  and  I  me an t hat  l i t e ral l y . ”                                                           
“ It ’s  my  l i f e . ”  e  s w e at s hi rt  and  p ant s  b ag g e d  o n he r, b u t  o h, t he y  w e re                                                  

t o as t y  w arm,  havi ng  b e e n s nu g g l e d  u p  t o  So l o ’ s  b o d y  d u ri ng  t he  e nt i re  t re k.                                                       
“ I he ard  je w e l ry  b ang i ng  aro u nd  i n t he re . ”                         
“ E x ac t l y . ”       
A n e ag e r g l e am t hat  ri val e d  t he  b e au t y  o f  t he  mo o nl i g ht  e nt e re d  hi s  e y e s . “ I’ l l                                                        

b u y  y o u  ne w  o ne s . ”              
W he n s he ’d  g o ne  t o  he l l  and  b ac k f o r t he s e ?  “ G i ve  t he  b ag  t o  me , and  I’ l l  c arr y                                                      

i t . ”  
F ro w ni ng ,  he  o nc e  ag ai n f i t  t he  s t rap  o ve r hi s  s ho u l d e r.                                      
“ So l o , ”  s he  s ai d .            
“ V i ka. ”  W i t ho u t  ano t he r w o rd ,  he  l i nke d  t he i r  f i ng e rs  and  u rg e d  he r f o rw ard .                                                    

•    •    •       

S o l o  re ve l e d  i n hi s  f re e d o m. He  s t i l l  w o re  t he  c u ffs , y e s , b u t  he  w as  no  l o ng e r                                                           
b e hi nd  b ars . He  w as  no  l o ng e r s t rap p e d  t o  a  w he e l , a  s c rat c h p ad  f o r any o ne  w i t h                                                        
an i t c h. He  had  hi s  w o man at  hi s  s i d e , and  t he  o nl y  d ang e r c u rre nt l y  s t al ki ng                                                
t he m w as  t he  w e at he r.            



He ’d  l i s t e ne d , he ’d  w at c he d , and  he  kne w  Je c i s  had                                    s t ay e d  b e hi nd . S t i l l , S o l o                   
w ant e d  as  mu c h d i s t anc e  b e t w e e n t he m as  p o s s i b l e  t o ni g ht . To mo rro w, he  w o u l d                                                    
d rag  V i ka w hat  w o u l d  p ro b ab l y  s e e m t o  b e  a  t ho u s and  mi l e s , and  t he  mo re  t he y                                                      
ran t o ni g ht , t he  l e s s  t he y ’d  have  t o  t re k w hi l e  s he  w as  s o re  and  hu ng r y, he r                                                 
ad re nal i ne  d e p l e t e d .             

No, he  t ho u g ht  ne x t , he  w o u l d n’t  a l l o w  he r t o  b e c o me  hu ng r y.  e  mo me nt  he                                                
had  he r t u c ke d  i nt o  a  w arm l i t t l e  c re vi c e , s he  w o u l d  f al l  as l e e p  and  he  w o u l d                                                         
hu nt . B u t  w o w, al re ad y  s he  w as  ho l d i ng  u p  b e t t e r t han he ’d  ho p e d . Hi s  t i ny  l i t t l e                                                         
fl u ff o f  no t hi ng  had  a  s t u b b o rn s t re ak t hat  w o u l d n’t  a l l o w  he r t o  q u i t — o r e ve n                                                       
s l o w. S he  mi g ht  ap p e ar t o  b e  as l e e p  o n he r f e e t , b u t  s he  mat c he d  hi m s t e p  f o r                                                        
s t e p .   

“ W hat  are  w e  g o i ng  t o  d o ? ”  s he  hu f f e d .                             
“A vo i d  t he  t o w ns , f o r o ne . ” M any  A me ri c ans  had  mo ve d  t o  S i b e ri a                                          

i mme d i at e l y  f o l l o w i ng  t he  hu man- al i e n w ar, s i nc e  S i b e ri a  w as  s u p p o s e d l y  t he                                                       
o nl y  l and  f re e  o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs ’ “ t ai nt . ” A c t u al l y, o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re  u s u al l y                                                           
s ho t  o n s i g ht  he re . “ M y  b o s s , M i c hae l , has  a  c ab i n o n t he  b o rd e r. ” M i c hae l  had                                                     
ho me s  i n e ve r y  s t at e , e ve r y  c o u nt r y. M ay b e  e ve n e ve r y  c i t y.  at  w as  ho w  he  ke p t                                                       
hi s  ag e nt s  hi d d e n,  no  mat t e r w he re  t he y  w e re  o r w hat  t he y  had  t o  d o .  “ W e ’ l l  make                                                        
o u r w ay  t he re . ”         

 e y  re ac he d  a  l i t t l e  c l e ari ng , w he re  a  t re e  had  f al l e n, t he  c e nt e r ho l l o w e d  o u t                                                          
b y  w e at he r and  ag e . No  o ne  w o u l d  b e  ab l e  t o  hi d e  ne arb y. He  w o u l d  s e e  and  he ar                                                       
any o ne  w ho  ap p ro ac he d . A nd  he  c o u l d  s hare  hi s  b o d y  he at  w i t h V i ka i ns i d e  t he                                                    
s t u mp .  T hi s  w as  as  g o o d  as  i t  w as  g o i ng  t o  g e t .                                      

He  d ro p p e d  t he  b ag  b e s i d e  t he  t re e , u rg e d  V i ka t o  s e t t l e  i ns i d e  t he  c e nt e r, and                                                            
w o rke d  o n g at he ri ng  ne arb y  s t o ne s . He ’d  w ant e d  t e n b u t  c o u l d  o nl y  fi nd  e i g ht .                                                      
Oh, w e l l .  at  w o u l d  have  t o  d o. He  c l e are d  t he  s no w  f ro m a  s mal l  s e c t i o n o f                                                     
l and  and  u s e d  t he  ro c ks  t o  f o rm a  c i rc l e . Ne x t  he  g at he re d  t w i g s  and  p i l e d  t he m                                                          
i ns i d e  t he  ro c ks .           

He  s at  b e s i d e  V i ka,  c l ai me d  t w o  o f  t he  s t o ne s ,  and  s t ru c k t he m t o g e t he r.                                                      
“A s  mu c h as  I’d  l o ve  t o  w at c h y o u  c re at e  a  fi re  t hat  w ay, b e c au s e  i t ’s  ve r y                                                    

manl y  and  i mp re s s i ve  and  e ve r y t hi ng , ” s he  s ai d , “ I’d  f e e l  g u i l t y  i f  I  d i d n’t  t e l l                                                          
y o u  t he re ’ s  a  l i g ht e r i n t he  b ag . ”                         

He  p au s e d ,  l o o ke d  at  he r,  and  arc he d  a  b ro w .  “ Yo u  c ame  p re p are d . ”                                             
“ I had  he l p , ”  s he  ad mi t t e d  af t e r  a  b ri e f  he s i t at i o n.                                      
“ W ho ? ”   
“ We l l  .  .  . ” S he  ni b b l e d  o n he r l o w e r l i p  as  s he  d u g  i nt o  t he  b ag . S e ve ral                                                       

mi nu t e s  p as s e d , and  s he  b e g an t o  mu mb l e  u nd e r he r b re at h. “ Fo u nd  i t !”                                             
G ri nni ng ,  s he  p u l l e d  o u t  a  l i g ht e r and  s l ap p e d  i t  i nt o  hi s  hand .                                               

“ Yo u  ne ve r ans w e re d  my  q u e s t i o n,  V i ka. ”                          
“ Oh,  y e ah.  W e l l ,  d o  y o u  re me mb e r t ho s e  i nvi s i b l e  me n w e ’ ve  t al ke d  ab o u t ? ”                                                      
“ Ye s . ”  He  l i t  t he  e nd  o f  o ne  o f  t he  t w i g s ,  f l ame s  q u i c kl y  c at c hi ng  and  c rac kl i ng                                                            

and  s p re ad i ng  t o  t he  o t he rs . He at  w af t e d  t o w ard  t he m, and  s mo ke  c u rl e d  t hro u g h                                                    
t he  ai r.   

“ I w as n’t  e ve r g o i ng  t o  t e l l  y o u , u nl e s s  y o u  s p i l l e d  fi rs t , b u t  w ai t i ng  ki nd  o f                                                             
s e e ms  s i l l y  no w, af t e r  e ve r y t hi ng .                           S o, he re  g o e s . One  o f  t he m he l p e d  me . Hi s                          



name  i s  X  and  he — ”          
“ X ?  M y  X ? ”        
“ Yo u r X ?  Yo u            d o   s e e  hi m,  t he n. ”          
“ I d o .  I ’ ve  s e e n hi m mo s t  o f  my  l i f e . ”                             
“ W e l l ,  I  s t art e d  s e e i ng  hi m a  f e w  d ay s  af t e r  y o u  w e re  c ap t u re d . ”                                                    
He  had  no  i d e a  w hat  t o  t hi nk ab o u t  t hi s  d e ve l o p me nt . X  had  ne ve r re ve al e d                                                

hi ms e l f  t o  ano t he r p e rs o n, ne ve r e x p re s s e d  a  d e s i re  t o  d o  s o, ne ve r                                                  me n ti on e d    
d o i ng  s o ,  and  So l o  had  as s u me d  i t  w as  an i mp o s s i b l e  f e at .                                          

“ W hat  has  he  s ai d  t o  y o u ? ”  he  d e mand e d .                           
V i ka g ro ane d .  “ T hat  q u e s t i o n i s  t he  ve ry  re as o n I  ne ve r me nt i o ne d  hi s  name . ”                                                  
Same  f o r S o l o. B u t  ju s t  l i ke  s he ’d  i nf e rre d , t he y  w e re  p as t  t he  p o i nt  o f  ho l d i ng                                                         

b ac k.  “ Yo u ’ re  g o i ng  t o  s p i l l  w he t he r y o u  w ant  t o  o r no t . ”                                           
“ F i ne . ” He r c he e ks  b l o o me d  a  l o ve l y  p i nk. “ X  s ay s  he ’s  an A l t i l i u m and  D r. E                                                     

i s  an E p o t o ,  b u t  I  have  no  i d e a  w hat  e i t he r o f  t ho s e  w o rd s  me an. ”                                                
“  e y  are  Lat i n f o r ‘a  c harg e r’ and  ‘a  d rai n, ’ and  t he y  c e rt ai nl y  fi t . ” A nd  t he y ’d                                               

c e rt ai nl y  t o l d  he r mo re  t han t hat .                    
M i s t  b i l l o w e d  i n f ro nt  o f  he r, c re at i ng  a  d re aml i ke  haz e . “ S o  ho w  i s  D r. E  a                                                       

d o c t o r? ”     
“ W e l l ,  f o r s t art e rs  he  e arne d  a  d o c t o rat e  i n anno y i ng  me . ”                                        
S he  g i g g l e d  as  s he  s ai d , “ M ake  t hat  t w o  d o c t o rat e s . I  re al l y  l i ke  X , b u t  I w ant                                                          

t o  f i nd  a  w ay  t o  g e t  ri d  o f  D r.  E . ”                             
S o l o  w as  t he  re as o n t he  b e i ng  had  b e e n b o t he ri ng  he r, b u t  s he  t hre w  no  b l ame                                                    

hi s  w ay. He  d i d  no t  d e s e r ve                       t hi s  w o man, b u t  he  w ant e d  t o. He  w ant e d  t o  d o                              
w hat e ve r w as  ne c e s s ary  t o  b e c o me  t he  man s he  ne e d e d .  “ A re  t he y  w i t h y o u  no w ? ”                                                        

“ No .  Yo u ? ”      
“ No. ” S o  w he re  w e re  t he y ?  “ W hat  e l s e  d i d  t he y  t e l l  y o u ?  A nd  y o u  had  b e t t e r                                                           

f e s s  u p. Ot he r w i s e  I’ l l  b e  f o rc e d  t o  u t i l i z e  my  w o rl d - f amo u s  i nt e rro g at i o n                                                          
t e c hni q u e . ”       

A no t he r g i g g l e . S he  as s u me d  he  w as  ki d d i ng . B u t  at  l e as t  s he ’d  s t o p p e d                                                    
b l u s hi ng . S o l o  d i d n’t  w ant  he r e mb arras s e d  w i t h hi m. He  w ant e d  he r c o mf o rt ab l e                                                  
e no u g h t o  c o nf e s s  any t hi ng .                  

“ W e l l ,  X  s ai d  I ’ m s u p p o s e d  t o  s t ay  w i t h y o u . ”                                       
An d  th a t’ s  w h y  I  l i ke  h i m be s t.                         He  w ai t e d .  She  re mai ne d  s i l e nt .                     
“ T hat ’ s  a l l ? ”  he  i ns i s t e d .                    
“  at ’s  t he  g i s t  o f  i t , y e s , and  al l  I ’m w i l l i ng  t o  ad mi t  at  t he  mo me nt .                                                   

Int e rro g at i o n o r no t . ”            
T hat  w as n’ t  s o  b ad .            
T he n,  s he  ad d e d ,  “ D r.  E  s u g g e s t e d  I  l e ave  y o u  b e hi nd  t o  ro t . ”                                                 
Hi s  hand s  fi s t e d , and  he  c o u l d  f e e l  t he  d r u g s  b e g i n t o  d ri p  i nt o  hi s                                                    

b l o o d s t re am.       
He  w ant e d  t o  t al k t o  b o t h c re at u re s  ri g ht  t he re , ri g ht  t he n. He  w ant e d  t o  as k                                                    

ho w  and  w hy, w hat  e l s e  had  b e e n s ai d , and  c o mmand  t he y  l e ave  hi s  w o man al o ne .                                               
She  w as n’ t  t o  b e  b o t he re d  w i t h t he i r  ant i c s .                                

“ Le t ’ s  c hang e  t he  s u b je c t , ”  he  s ai d .  B e f o re  t he  s e d at i ve s  g o t  t he  b e t t e r o f  hi m.                                                              
He  s t re t c he d  o u t  b e s i d e  he r and  s he  i mme d i at e l y  s nu g g l e d  ag ai ns t  hi m,                                                  



ang l i ng  he r he ad  t o  w at c h hi s                      l i p s  and  s i g hi ng  w i t h w hat  s e e me d  t o  b e                             
s at i s f ac t i o n.  He  t o y e d  w i t h t he  e nd s  o f  he r hai r,  c o nt e nt .                                          

“ Yo u  are n’ t  af rai d  o f  me ,  are  y o u ? ”  he  as ke d .                              
“ No. W hy ? ” G o l d e n l i g ht  d anc e d  o ve r he r, maki ng  he r l o o k as  i f  s he ’d  ju s t                                              

s t e p p e d  f ro m s o me  anc i e nt  p ai nt i ng  o f  a  mag i c al  l and  w i t h f ai ri e s  and  p i x i e s  and                                                         
a hap p i l y - e ve r- af t e r.             

“ I .  .  .  hu rt  p e o p l e  t o d ay . ”                      
“ In an e ffo rt  t o  he l p  o t he rs . Tr u s t  me , ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  y aw n. “ I’m b e g i nni ng                                                 

t o  u nd e rs t and  t he  d i f f e re nc e . ”                     
 ank t he  L o rd . “ G o o d . ” He  ki s s e d  he r f o re he ad . “ C l o s e  y o u r e y e s  no w,                                                

s w e e t he art .  Yo u  ne e d  t o  s l e e p . ”                        
“ B u t  I ’ m no t  t i re d . ”               
S he  w as , b u t  s he  w as  fi g ht i ng  i t . To o  mu c h ad re nal i ne , p e rhap s . To o  mu c h                                              

c o nc e rn f o r w hat  t he  f u t u re  he l d .  “ W ant  t o  p l ay  t he  q u e s t i o n g ame  ag ai n? ”                                                    
He r f e at u re s  b ri g ht e ne d .  “ Ye s ,  p l e as e . ”                            
“ G o o d ,  b e c au s e  I ’ m w o nd e ri ng  .  .  .  w hat ’ s  y o u r f avo ri t e  c o l o r? ”                                                 
“ B l u e , ” s he ’d  s ai d , and  t he n ad mi t t e d  s o f t l y, “ t he  e x ac t  s had e  o f  y o u r e y e s . I ’ ve                                                          

ne ve r s e e n any t hi ng  s o  l o ve l y . ”                    
He  s t i l l e d ,  no t  e ve n d ari ng  t o  b re at he .                           
“ W hat ’ s        y our   f avo ri t e  c o l o r? ”  s he  as ke d .                   
“ V i ka. ”   
“ Ye s ? ”   
“ No , ”  he  s ai d ,  f i g ht i ng  a  g ri n,  “ t hat ’ s  my  f avo ri t e  c o l o r. ”                                           
He r b ro w  f u rro w e d  w i t h c o nf u s i o n, t he  s ame  w ay  i t  had  d o ne  i n t he  c ag e  w he n                                                     

he ’ d  s ai d  s o me t hi ng  s he  c o u l d n’ t  q u i t e  f i g u re  o u t .  “ B u t  I ’ m no t  a  c o l o r. ”                                                            
“ A re  y o u  s u re ? ”           
A  p au s e . A  s e c o nd  l at e r, a  l au g h b u b b l e d  f ro m he r. A  l au g h t hat  he at e d  hi m f ar                                                      

mo re  t ho ro u g hl y  t han t he  f i re .                  
“ Yo u  kno w, t hat ’s  t he  mo s t  w o nd e rf u l  t hi ng  I’ ve  e ve r no t  he ard , ” s he  s ai d ,                                               

p e t t i ng  he r fi ng e rs  t hro u g h hi s  hai r. “ Yo u ’re  t he  fi rs t  man t o  e ve r t r u l y                                              
c o mp l i me nt  me ,  and  I  t hi nk I ’ m al re ad y  ad d i c t e d  t o  i t . ”                                       

“ I’ m t ru l y  t he  f i rs t ? ”               
A  b e at  o f  s i l e nc e . “ Yo u  w i l l  b e , ” s he  w hi s p e re d , and  t he y  b o t h kne w  s he  w as n’t                                                        

ju s t  t al ki ng  ab o u t  t he  c o mp l i me nt .                       
Ins t ant l y  t he  t i d e  o f  ne e d  he ’d  e x p e ri e nc e d  f o r he r al l  t he s e  many  d ay s  fl o o d e d                                                         

hi m, hi s  b o d y  re ac t i ng  t o  he r o n a  p ri mal  l e ve l . He ’d  kno w n s he  w as  a  vi rg i n, b u t                                                     
he re , no w, t he  kno w l e d g e  c au s e d  a  s e ns e  o f  p o s s e s s i ve ne s s  t o  ri s e  u p — o ne                                                       
s t ro ng e r t han b e f o re .            

T hi s  w o man w as  t o  b e  hi s ,  and  o nl y  hi s .                           
“ Fo rg e t  t he  g ame . I w ant  t o  ki s s  y o u , ” he  c ro ake d .  e y  w e re  al o ne . No  o ne                                                 

w as  w at c hi ng  t he m,  no  o ne  w as  l i s t e ni ng .  T he re  w as  no  b e t t e r t i me .                                               
He r l i p s  f e l l ,  t he  hu mo r d rai ni ng  f ro m he r.                           
“ B u t  I  w o n’ t , ”  he  f o rc e d  hi ms e l f  t o  ad d .  C l e arl y ,  s he  w as n’ t  re ad y .                                                    
W e l l ,  he  w o u l d  have  t o  g e t  he r re ad y  ag ai n.                              
“ W hy  no t ? ” s he  s ai d .  e n, “ Oh.  at ’s  ri g ht . It ’s  my  t u rn t o  ki s s  y o u . ” S he                                                



l e ane d  o ve r and  l i c ke d  he r w ay  i nt o  hi s  mo u t h.                              
S u rp ri s e  hi t  hi m fi rs t , f o l l o w e d  c l o s e l y  b y  i nt e ns i fi e d  d e s i re .  e i r t o ng u e s                                                           

me t , ro l l e d  t o g e t he r, and  t he  s w e e t ne s s  o f  he r t as t e  arre s t e d  hi m. He at  b l as t e d                                                       
t hro u g h hi s          e nt i re  b o d y, hi s  c e l l s  c o mi ng  al i ve , hi s  ne r ve  e nd i ng s  s ho o t i ng  o u t                                                
e l e c t ri c  s p arks , and  he  g ro ane d  as  t he  ab s o l u t e , u t t e r d e vas t at i o n o f  hi s  ne e d                                                      
c o ns u me d  hi m.  T hi s  w o man .  .  .  he  had  t o  have  he r,  a l l  o f  he r,  and  s o o n.                                                 

“ V i ka, ”  he  s ai d .          
“ So l o . ”    
He  g ave  he r s w e e t  and  he  g ave  he r t e nd e r . .  .  at  fi rs t .  e  mo re  t he y  ni p p e d  at                                                    

e ac h o t he r, t he  mo re  c o nc e nt rat e d  hi s  mo t i o ns  b e c ame . He  p l ay e d  w i t h t he  e d g e s                                                      
o f  he r s hi rt , r u nni ng  hi s  fi ng e rs  al o ng  t he  he m, t e as i ng  t he  b are  s ki n o f  he r b e l l y,                                                      
t ry i ng  t o  p re p are  he r f o r a  mo re  i nt i mat e  i nvas i o n.                                

S o o n s he  w as  mo ani ng , f o l l o w i ng  hi s  e ve r y  mo ve me nt  f o r mo re  p ro l o ng e d                                               
c o nt ac t .    

“ I w ant  t o  t o u c h y o u ,  s w e e t he art . ”                         
“ Yo u  are , ”  s he  w hi s p e re d .                 
S u c h an i nno c e nt  c o mme nt , re mi nd i ng  hi m t o  g o  s l o w l y, t o  b e  c are f u l — no                                               

mat t e r ho w  g re at  hi s  ne e d . He r p e ac e  o f  mi nd  w as  mo re  i mp o rt ant  t han any                                            
f l e e t i ng  p l e as u re .  “ I  kno w ,  b u t  I  w ant  t o  g o  hi g he r,  t o  t o u c h y o u r b re as t s . ”                                                            

O u t  c ame  t he  p re t t y  p i nk t i p  o f  he r t o ng u e , s w i p i ng  o ve r he r l i p s , l e avi ng  a                                                       
d e l i c at e  s he e n o f  mo i s t u re .                    

“ I w o n’ t  t o u c h any t hi ng  e l s e , ”  he  t o l d  he r.  No t  u nt i l  s he  w as  re ad y .                                                  
A  mo me nt  p as s e d .  She  g u l p e d ,  no d d e d .                           
S l o w l y  he  s l i d  hi s  hand  u nd e r he r t o p  and  c u p p e d  he r, fl e s h t o  fl e s h, p al m t o                                                      

f e mal e . He r s ki n w as  c o o l , b u t  he  q u i c kl y  w arme d  he r u p. He  g raz e d  hi s  t hu mb                                                  
ac ro s s  t he  c e nt e r p e ak, d raw i ng  a  mo an f ro m he r, t hi s  o ne  s t rai g ht  f ro m t he                                              
d e e p e s t  d e p t hs  o f  he r. A l l  t he                            w hi l e  he  w at c he d  he r e x p re s s i o n. Fe ar ne ve r                           
re g i s t e re d .  Onl y  p l e as u re .                  

A nd  w he n s he  arc he d  i nt o  hi s  c l as p, a  s i l e nt  re q u e s t  f o r s t ro ng e r p re s s u re , he                                                      
f o u g ht  t he  u rg e  t o  b e l l o w  w i t h s u b l i me  s at i s f ac t i o n.                                          

He  w o u l d  g e t  he r t he re .                
“ D o  y o u  l i ke  t hi s ? ”  he  as ke d ,  al re ad y  kno w i ng  t he  ans w e r.                                        
“ Oh,  y e s . ”      
“ I w ant  t o  re p l ac e  my  hand s  w i t h my  mo u t h, al l  ri g ht , and — ” S o l o’s  e ars                                            

t w i t c he d ,  and  he  s t i f f e ne d .                    
“ W hat — ”   
He  w i t hd re w  hi s  hand  and  p l ac e d  hi s  fi ng e r ag ai ns t  he r l i p s , s i l e nc i ng  he r.                                                 

W i t h hi s  o t he r hand ,  he  d o u s e d  t he  f l ame s .  D arkne s s  d e s c e nd e d .                                            
Hi s  e y e s  ad ju s t e d  i n s e c o nd s , and  he  w at c he d  as  a  f o x  p ranc e d  i nt o  and  o u t  o f                                                         

t he  c l e ari ng .  No  t hre at ,  t he n.  St i l l .  T he  i nt ru s i o n s e rve d  as  a  ne c e s s ary  re mi nd e r.                                                        
He  w as  V i ka’s  s o l e  me ans  o f  p ro t e c t i o n, and  t hat  had  t o  c o me  b e f o re  any t hi ng                                                   
e l s e .   

S o l o  me t  he r g az e . “ I have  t o  p u t  a  s t o p  t o  o u r e x t rac u rri c u l ar ac t i vi t i e s . We                                                        
c an’t  ri s k any  ki nd  o f  d i s t rac t i o n, and  b e s i d e s  t hat , w e ’ ve  g o t  a  b i g  d ay  ahe ad .                                                       
Sl e e p . ”    



“ No . ”  
“ Ye s . ” He  re l ax e d  i nt o  t he  s t u mp  and  p re s s e d  he r he ad  i nt o  t he  ho l l o w  o f  hi s                                                       

ne c k. 
“ F i ne . Ni g ht , S o l o, ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  b e ad  o f  f r u s t rat i o n, w arm b re at h c are s s i ng                                                     

hi s  ne c k.    
“ Ni g ht , ”  he  re p l i e d ,  e ve n kno w i ng  s he  c o u l d n’ t  he ar hi m.                                      
Onl y  a  f e w  mi nu t e s  l at e r, s he  me l t e d  ag ai ns t  hi m, s i g nal i ng  t hat  s he ’d  f al l e n                                                    

as l e e p, as  o rd e re d . B u t  ju s t  as  he  w as  ab o u t  t o  ri s e  t o  hu nt  t he  mo rni ng ’s  g ame ,                                                       
s he  b e g an t o  t o s s  and  t u rn,  b e f o re  jo l t i ng  u p ri g ht ,  g as p i ng  f o r b re at h.                                                   

“ I’ m he re , ”  he  as s u re d  he r.  “ So l o ’ s  he re . ”                            
“ S o l o, ” s he  s ai d , s i g hi ng  and  s e t t l i ng  b ac k ag ai ns t  hi m. Onc e  ag ai n s he  d ri f t e d                                                    

o f f .  T hi s  t i me ,  s he  re mai ne d  mo t i o nl e s s ,  q u i e t .                                    
S he  f e l t  s af e  w i t h hi m, t r u s t e d  hi m, and  he  w as  g l ad — e ve n t ho u g h ho l d i ng  he r                                                     

w as  t he  s w e e t e s t  and  t he  w o rs t  s o rt  o f  t o rt u re , he r d e c ad e nt  s c e nt  i n hi s  no s e ,                                                           
he r s o f t  c u rve s  p u s he d  ag ai ns t  t he  hard ne s s  o f  hi s  b o d y .                                        

B u t  t hi s  w as  w hat  he ’d  al w ay s  w ant e d , w as n’t  i t ?  A  w o man i n hi s  arms , hap p y                                                
t o  b e  w i t h hi m.  A nd  t hat  t he  w o man hap p e ne d  t o  b e  V i ka  .  .  .                                            

D e s p i t e  e ve ry t hi ng  e l s e ,  So l o  g ri nne d .                            



Twenty-five

Awake,  sleeper,  and arise from  th e dead.   
—EPHESIANS 5 :1 4 

LIG HT PIERCED THE DARKNESS      i n V i ka’s  mi nd , and  s he  s t re t c he d , ro u s e d  f ro m t he                                
mo s t  p e ac e f u l  s l e e p  o f  he r l i f e .  e  s me l l  o f  ro as t i ng  me at  fi l l e d  he r no s e , and                                                           
he r mo u t h w at e re d .          

S he  e as e d  u p, r u b b e d  at  he r e y e s . R i g ht  aw ay, s he  no t i c e d  a  f e w  s t art l i ng  f ac t s .                                                           
S he  w as  w arm, d rap e d  b y  a  t hi c k, f u rr y  b l anke t  s he  had n’t  had  l as t  ni g ht , and                                               
e x c e p t  f o r t he  d i amo nd  c ho ke r l o c ke d  aro u nd  he r ne c k, he r je w e l r y  had  b e e n                                                  
re mo ve d .   

S o l o  c ro u c he d  i n f ro nt  o f  a  s mal l  fi re , t u rni ng  a  s ke w e r o f  me at  he ’d  ri g g e d                                                      
ac ro s s  t w o  s t i c ks  he ’d  p l ant e d  i n t he  g ro u nd . On he r o w n, s he  p ro b ab l y  w o u l d                                                     
have  s t ar ve d . B u t  S o l o  w as  b e y o nd  c ap ab l e , b e y o nd  re s o u rc e f u l  . .  .  and  f ar  mo re                                                          
b e au t i f u l  t han he r ne c kl ac e  as  g o l d e n ray s  s ho ne  and  d anc e d  o ve r hi m,                                            
hi g hl i g ht i ng  hi s  s t re ng t h,  hi s  u t t e r mas c u l i ni t y .                                  

“ G o o d  mo rni ng , ”  s he  s ai d .                 
He  t u rne d  t o w ard  he r, l o o ke d  he r u p  and  d o w n, a  he at  e ve r y  b i t  as  fi e r y  as  t he                                                      

o ne  i n f ro nt  o f  hi m b l az i ng  i n t ho s e  b ab y  b l u e s .  “ M o rni ng . ”                                           
He r he art b e at  q u i c ke ne d  as  s he  re c al l e d  t he  s he e r mas t e r y  o f  hi s  ki s s . A nd                                                   

w he n he ’ d  c u p p e d  he r b re as t ,  o h,  s w e e t  me rc y ,  t he  re ac t i o n he ’ d  s p arke d  had  b e e n                                                          
u ne x p e c t e d ,  t he  s w e e t e s t  s o rt  o f  p l e as u re ,  t he  mo s t  ag o ni z i ng  s o rt  o f  p ai n.                                                            

S he ’d  ne e d e d  mo re . Want e d  mo re , y e s , t hat , t o o, b u t                                    n e e d e d       w as  t he  b e t t e r           
w o rd . W he n he ’d  s t o p p e d , s he ’d  e x p e c t e d  t o  d i e . S he  w o u l d  have  t rad e d  he r ne x t                                                         
b re at h f o r o ne  t o u c h.             

A nd  al l  ri g ht , o kay, s he ’d  u nd e rs t o o d  hi s  re as o ns , s he  had , b u t  s he ’d  s t i l l                                                 
w ant e d  t o  g ro w l  w i t h d i s s at i s f ac t i o n. S he ’d  ne ve r e x p e ri e nc e d  s o  mu c h p l e as u re ,                                                          
and  he ’ d  ju s t  t ake n i t  aw ay .                 

You’r e  p outi n g,        s he  t ho u g ht , and  s i g he d . S o l o  d e s e r ve d  b e t t e r t han a  w hi ny                                          
f e mal e  mo re  c o nc e rne d  w i t h l o ve maki ng  t han s af e t y — e s p e c i al l y  s i nc e  t hat  ve r y                                                    
s ame  f e mal e  had  s t o p p e d                    h i m    f ro m c o nt i nu i ng  a  t i me  b e f o re .                      

“ So l o , ”  s he  s ai d .            
“ Ye s .  T hat ’ s  me .  W hat ’ s  w i t h t he  s no t t y  t o ne ? ”                                  
Sno t t y  t o ne !  “ I  d o n’ t  have  a— F i ne ,  I  d o .  I ’ m s o rry . ”                                      
“ St i l l  f ru s t rat e d ? ”  he  as ke d  he r.                      
“ M ay b e . ” S he  g l anc e d  d o w n at  he r hand s ; he r fi ng e rs  w e re  w ri ng i ng  t o g e t he r.                                                 

“ I w ant  y o u  t o  kno w  . .  .  f e e l  l i ke  I s ho u l d  e x p l ai n . .  .  w hy  I w o u l d n’t  l e t  y o u  d o                                                                  
mo re  t han ki s s  me  t hat  t i me  i n t he  c ag e . ”                          

“ Yo u  t o l d  me .  Yo u  w e re n’ t  re ad y . ”                        
“A nd  t hat  w as  t r u e . It ’s  ju s t , w he n I w as  y o u ng e r, ju s t  a  g i rl , t he  t hi ng s  I                                                   

w i t ne s s e d  i n t he  s had o w s  . .  . ” s he  s ai d , and  a  s hu d d e r rake d  he r. “  e n I ran                                                   
aw ay  and  I w as  c ap t u re d  b y  a  g ro u p  o f  d r u nk b o y s  and  b are l y  manag e d                                                  t o  w i g g l e       
my  w ay  f re e  t o  hi d e .  e  t hi ng s  t he y  d i d  b e f o re  I g o t  aw ay  . .  .  t he y  s q u e e z e d  and                                                              



i t  hu rt , and  I w as  s o  af rai d , s o  hap p y  w he n my  f at he r s ho w e d  u p  and  re s c u e d  me ,                                                     
and  I’m ramb l i ng , I kno w, b u t  t hat ’s  o ne  o f  t he  re as o ns  I s t ay e d  w i t h hi m s o                                              
l o ng . He  s ave d  me  f ro m a  t e rri b l e  f at e . A t  t he  c i rc u s , hi s  name  o ffe re d  me  s o me                                                     
s o rt  o f  p ro t e c t i o n. ”               

So l o  mo ve d  t o  c ro u c h i n f ro nt  o f  he r.  “ V i ka— ”                               
“ No, d o n’t  s ay  any t hi ng . It  hap p e ne d . I l e arne d , and  I g re w. I’m o kay. I ju s t                                       

w ant e d  y o u  t o  kno w . ”              
“ Yo u  w e re  a  c hi l d , ” he  s ai d . “A  c hi l d  w ho  g re w  i nt o  a  g u ard e d  w o man,                                                 

d e s p e rat e  f o r a  w ay  o u t , y e t  s t i l l  t aki ng  c are  o f  t ho s e  l e s s  f o rt u nat e  t han he rs e l f .                                                               
I u nd e rs t and  t hat  no w. ” He  s i g he d . “ I t hre at e ne d  y o u  d u ri ng  o u r fi rs t  me e t i ng ,                                                   
and  I’m no t  p ro u d  o f  my s e l f  f o r t hat . I  w i s h I c o u l d  g o  b ac k and  d o  a  t ho u s and                                                       
t hi ng s  d i f f e re nt l y . ”              

S he  ran he r fi ng e rs  t hro u g h t he  c hi l l e d  l o c ks  o f  hi s  hai r, e nt ranc e d  b y  t he                                                
s o f t ne s s .  “ T y p i c al  So l o ,  t ry i ng  t o  make  me  f e e l  b e t t e r. ”                                            

“A l w ay s . ” He  ki s s e d  t he  t i p  o f  he r no s e . “ Li s t e n. I re vve d  y o u  u p  l as t  ni g ht  and                                                       
f ai l e d  t o  fi ni s h y o u  b e c au s e  w at c hi ng  y o u  c l i max  w o u l d  have  p u s he d  me  o ve r t he                                                          
e d g e . I kno w  y o u  d o n’t  b l ame  me  f o r d e c i d i ng  t o  w ai t , b u t  y o u r b o d y  d o e s n’t  g e t                                                             
i t , and  t hat ’s  u nd e rs t and ab l e . W he n w e ’re  fi nal l y  t o g e t he r, i t  w i l l  b e  i n a  b e d  and                                                        
y o u ’ l l  b e  s af e .  W e  c an d o  w hat e ve r w e  w ant  t o  e ac h o t he r. ”                                           

“ Ye s , w e l l  .  .  . ” E ve n t al ki ng  ab o u t  w hat  t he y  c o u l d  and  w o u l d  d o  w as  re vvi ng                                                        
he r u p  ag ai n. S he  hu rri e d  t o  c hang e  t he  s u b je c t . “ W hat ’s  t hat  w e ’ l l  b e  d i ni ng                                                    
o n? ” 

“ D o n’ t  as k,  and  I  w o n’ t  t e l l . ”                      
“ W e l l ,  ho w  d i d  y o u  manag e  t o  ki l l  t hi s  my s t e ry  me at ? ”                                        
“ I s t u mb l e d  u p o n a  g ro u p  o f  hu nt e rs , w ai t i ng  i n a  b l i nd , and  c o nfi s c at e d  t he i r                                                         

w e ap o ns . ”     
She  w o u l d n’ t  as k w hat  he ’ d  d o ne  w i t h t he  hu nt e rs  t he ms e l ve s .                                         
“ Sp e aki ng  o f  w e ap o ns  . .  . ” He  s t rai g ht e ne d  and  w al ke d  t o  t he  o t he r s i d e  o f                                                     

t he i r  t re e  t r u nk b e d , w he re  he  l i f t e d  t w o  ri fl e s . “ Have  y o u  e ve r u s e d  o ne  o f                                                         
t he s e ? ”    

“ A  g u n?  Ye s .  So me t hi ng  t hat  b i g ?  No . ”                          
“ I’ l l  g i ve  y o u  a  mi ni  l e s s o n b e f o re  w e  he ad  o u t . A nd  y o u  d o n’t  have  t o  w o rr y                                                          

ab o u t  u s i ng  i t  and  d raw i ng  Je c i s  t o  o u r l o c at i o n w i t h t he  no i s e . S e e  t he  e nd s ?  I                                                             
c re at e d  a  s p e c i al  p as t e  t o  mu f f l e  t he  b o o m. ”                                   

“ Oh, w e l l , t hat ’s  g re at , b u t  I a l re ad y  have  a  g u n, ” s he  s ai d , and  d u g  i ns i d e  t he                                                     
b ag  u nt i l  s he  f o u nd  i t .  “ It ’ s  e ve n l o ad e d  and  e ve ry t hi ng . ”                                          

He  l o o ke d  at  t he  w e ap o n, s ho o k hi s  he ad , t he n l o o ke d  ag ai n, a  s t rang e  l i g ht                                                 
e nt e ri ng  hi s  e y e s .  “ T he  s af e t y  i s  o f f , ”  he  s ai d  t hro u g h g ri t t e d  t e e t h.                                                       

“ W hat  s af e t y ? ”  She  t u rne d  t he  b arre l  t o w ard  he r f ac e  and —                                     
 e  w e ap o n w as  s w i p e d  f ro m he r g ri p. S o l o  fi d d l e d  w i t h i t , and  s he  he ard  a                                                    

c l i c k. He  c he c ke d  . .  .  w hat e ve r i t  w as  c al l e d , t he  l i t t l e  ro u nd  c e nt e r t hat  s p u n,                                                           
b e f o re  s ay i ng ,  “ I ’ ve  b e e n c arry i ng  t hi s  t hi ng  aro u nd ,  V i ka. ”                                         

No w  p ro b ab l y  w as n’ t  t i me  t o  s ay  “ d u h. ”  “ I  kno w . ”                                    
“ I c o u l d  have  s ho t  my s e l f .  Or y o u !  A nd  I t ho u g ht  y o u  s ai d  y o u ’ d  u s e d  a  g u n. ”                                                            
“ I had . M y  f at he r p u t  o ne  i n my  hand  and  f o rc e d  me                                    t o  s q u e e z e  t he  t ri g g e r.                  



A nd  g u e s s  w hat ?  I’ ve  g o t  s o me  g o o d  ne w s  f o r y o u . Yo u  d i d n’t  s ho o t  y o u rs e l f , o r                                                             
me . ” 

He  ran hi s  t o ng u e  o ve r hi s  t e e t h.  “ Le t  me  g u e s s .  T hi s  i s  X ’ s  d o i ng ? ”                                                    
“ It  w as  a  s u g g e s t i o n o f  hi s , y e s , ” s he  s ai d , no t  w ant i ng  t o  g e t  t he  l i t t l e  g u y                                                              

i nt o  t ro u b l e  w he n he ’ d  o nl y  w i s he d  t o  he l p .                                 
“ W hat  e l s e  d i d  he  t e l l  y o u  t o  b ri ng ? ”                              
“ I’ l l  s ho w  y o u . ” S he  w i t hd re w  a  f o rk, t o o t hp as t e , l i p s t i c k, a  c o nd o m, and                                                    

s c e nt e d  b o d y  s p ray .  “ He  t o l d  me  t hat  e ac h o ne  o f  t he s e  t hi ng s  w as  a  ne c e s s i t y . ”                                                              
“ O- kay .  So  w hy  t he  f o rk? ”  he  as ke d .                      
 at  w as  t he  fi rs t  q u e s t i o n he  had ?  R e al l y ?  “ X  s ay s  w e  are n’t  s avag e s , and  w e                                                     

are n’ t  t o  ac t  as  i f  w e  are . ”                   
“ A nd  t he  l i p s t i c k? ”              
“ T hat ,  he  d i d n’ t  s ay . ”               
“ No  b o t t l e s  o f  w at e r?  No  f o o d ? ”                         
“ No. B u t  I’m g u e s s i ng  t hat ’s  b e c au s e  w e  c an me l t  and  d ri nk t he  s no w, and  X                                               

kne w  y o u  c o u l d  c at c h” — s he  w ave d  he r hand  t o w ard  t he  f i re — “ t hi ng s . ”                                              
“ A nd  t he  c o nd o m?  T he                  s i n gle     c o nd o m? ”     
An n n d     t he re  w as  t he  q u e s t i o n s he ’d  as s u me d  he  w o u l d  as k at  t he  s t art . “ It ’s  no t                                                   

my  f au l t , ” s he  s ai d , fi g ht i ng  a  b l u s h. “ I’m e mb arras s e d , t o o, b u t  he  s ai d  t o  g rab                                                     
i t ,  s o  I  g rab b e d  i t . ”                 

“ Ye ah,  b u t  w e  p ro b ab l y  are n’ t  e mb arras s e d  f o r t he  s ame  re as o ns , ”  he  mu t t e re d .                                                    
W hy  w as  he  e mb arras s e d ,  t he n?                 
He  t o o k t he  f o rk and  s t o mp e d  b ac k t o  t he  make s hi f t  ki t c he n, w he re  he  p l ac e d                                                  

ju i c y  c hu nks  o f  me at  o n                  a  l arg e , fl at  s t o ne . “  e re ’s  a  ri ve r a  f e w  y ard s  no rt h, and                                   
I’ ve  al re ad y  c l e ane d  t he  s t o ne , ” he  s ai d , hand i ng  i t  t o  he r. “ We  are n’t  s avag e s ,                                                  
ri g ht ,  and  I  w o n’ t  have  y o u  e at i ng  o f f  a  d i rt y  p l at e . ”                                        

A  b e at  o f  s u rp ri s e  as  s he  ab s o rb e d  hi s  w o rd s . W hat  a  s w e e t , s w e e t  man,                                                    
c o ns i d e ri ng  he r i n al l  t hi ng s , e ve n t he  l i t t l e  t hi ng s . “  ank y o u , ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a                                                        
b ri g ht  s mi l e .        

“ W e l c o me .  No w ,  he re ’ s  t he  f o rk. ”  He  he l d  o u t  hi s  hand .                                       
She  s ho o k he r he ad .  “ No ,  t hank y o u .  T hat ’ s  f o r y o u . ”                                  
“ I’ m no t  g o i ng  t o  u s e  a  f o rk w hi l e  y o u ’ re  s t u c k u s i ng  y o u r f i ng e rs .  T ake  i t . ”                                                            
“ No . ”  
He  f ro w ne d  b u t  s t u ffe d  t he  u t e ns i l  b ac k i nt o  t he  b ag . “ F i ne . We ’ l l  b o t h b e                                                       

s avag e s . ”    
“ F i ne . ” A f t e r s he ’d  t ake n a  f e w  b i t e s  o f  t he  mo s t  d e l i c i o u s  me al  o f  he r l i f e , s he                                                               

mo ane d  and  s ai d , “ Is  t he re  any t hi ng  y o u                            c a n ’ t      d o ? ” A nd  may b e  s he                 w a s    a  s avag e ,     
b e c au s e  s he  w ant e d  t o  c o nt i nu e  s t u ffing  he r f ac e  w hi l e  s he  w as  t al ki ng — and  s he                                                      
w ant e d  t o  c he w  w hat  re mai ne d  o f  t he  me at  o ff t he  b o ne . “ Yo u  have  no  ne e d  f o r a                                                   
c he f  at  y o u r f arm. ”           

“ A nd  y e t  I  s t i l l  w ant  o ne , ”  he  mu t t e re d .                               
D i d  t hat  me an w hat  s he  t ho u g ht  i t  me ant ?   at  he  s t i l l  w ant e d  V i ka t he re ?                                                 

“ S w e e t ” b are l y  s c rat c he d  t he  s u rf ac e , s he  re al i z e d . “ I w ant  y o u  t o  kno w, w hi l e                                                      
w e ’re  o n o u r jo u rne y, I’m no t  g o i ng  t o  l e t  y o u  d o w n o r ho l d  y o u  b ac k. I’ l l  ke e p                                                       
u p ,  I  p ro mi s e . ”           



“ D o n’ t  p u s h y o u rs e l f  t o o  hard . ”                       
“ I w o n’t , ” s he  s ai d , w hi c h w as  t he  t r u t h. S he  p l anne d  t o  p u s h he rs e l f                                                    w a y    t o o  

hard .  He ’ d  o nl y  he l p e d  he r.  She  w o u l d n’ t  hi nd e r hi m.                                  

•    •    •       

S o l o  fi ni s he d  e at i ng  and  s t u ffe d  al l  t he  “ne c e s s i t i e s ” b ac k i nt o  t he  b ag , as  w e l l  as                                                           
t he  b l anke t  he ’d  s t o l e n, and  he f t e d  t he  s t u p i d  t hi ng  o ve r hi s  s ho u l d e r, t he n o ne                                                       
ri fl e , t he n t he  o t he r. He  w o u l d  have  g i ve n V i ka o ne  o f  t he  w e ap o ns , b u t  no, t hat                                                   
w as  ne ve r g o i ng  t o  hap p e n no w .  No t  e ve n i f  hi s  l i f e  d e p e nd e d  o n i t .                                                  

“ I ri g g e d  a  p l ac e  f o r y o u  t o  t ake  c are  o f  any  p re s s i ng  ne e d s  y o u  mi g ht  have , ” he                                                          
s ai d ,  and  w at c he d  as  c o l o r o nc e  ag ai n b ri g ht e ne d  he r c he e ks .                                        

“ T hank y o u , ”  s he  re p l i e d ,  c o mp re he nd i ng .  “ B u t ,  u h .  .  .  w he re  i s  i t ? ”                                                     
He  p o i nt e d , e nc hant e d  b y  he r u ne as e  f o r s o me  re as o n.  e y ’d  s p e nt  s i x  d ay s                                                   

t o g e t he r, t rap p e d  i n a  t e n- b y - t e n c ag e .  e y ’d  g o ne  o ve r t hi s  t y p e  o f  t hi ng . B u t                                                           
hi s  l i t t l e  V i ka  w as  p ri m and  p ro p e r,  he  s u p p o s e d — u nt i l  he  ki s s e d  he r.                                                    

A ny  t i me  he  re me mb e re d  t he i r  ki s s , a  fi re  i g ni t e d  i n hi s  b l o o d , and  a  d e e p                                                      
aw are ne s s  b l o o me d  w he re  p ri mal  i ns t i nc t  s e e t he d . It  w as  w o nd e rf u l . .  .  .  It  w as                                                        
t e rri b l e . .  .  .  He  w ant e d  he r, b u t  he  c o u l d n’t  have  he r. No t  o u t  he re , i n t he  o p e n,                                                        
w he re  any o ne  e l s e  c o u l d  s t u mb l e  u p o n t he m.                               

A t  l e as t  he  u nd e rs t o o d  a  l i t t l e  mo re  ab o u t  he r no w — and  ho w  mu c h he ’d                                                 
mi s u nd e rs t o o d  he r i n t he  b e g i nni ng  and  e ve n mo me nt s  b e f o re . No  w o nd e r s he ’d                                                 
al w ay s  w ant e d  t o  l i ve  o n he r o w n. No  w o nd e r s he  had  w ant e d  t o  s p e nd  t he  re s t  o f                                                        
he r l i f e  al o ne .  It  w as  a  mi rac l e  s he ’ d  e ve r al l o w e d  So l o  t o  c o me  ne ar he r.                                                    

V i ka s t o o d , s t u mb l e d  t hro u g h t he  s no w, and  s o o n d i s ap p e are d  b e hi nd  a  w al l  o f                                                      
w i nt e r l e ave s .  e  are a  w as  c l o s e  e no u g h t hat  he  c o u l d  he ar i f  any o ne                                               
ap p ro ac he d  he r, b u t  f ar  e no u g h aw ay  t hat  s he  w o u l d  f e e l  c o mf o rt ab l e  e no u g h t o                                                       
d o  w hat e ve r s he  ne e d e d  t o  d o. P l u s , a  g o o d  nu mb e r o f  t re e s  w o u l d  f o rm a  c i rc l e                                                            
aro u nd  he r,  s hi e l d i ng  he r f ro m any  p ry i ng  e y e s .                              

He  d i s mant l e d  t he  s p i t , p u t  o u t  t he  fi re  and  s c at t e re d  t he  ro c ks . He  hi d  t he                                                      
e vi d e nc e  o f  t he i r  s t ay  as  b e s t  he  c o u l d , and  b y  t he  t i me  he  fi ni s he d , V i ka  had                                                         
re t u rne d .    

“ A re  y o u  s o re ? ”  he  as ke d .                  
“ Su rp ri s i ng l y ,  no t  t o o  b ad l y . ”                      
G o o d . “ We ’re  g o i ng  t o  ke e p  a  b r u t al  p ac e  t o d ay. I c he c ke d  o u r c o o rd i nat e s ,                                                      

and  i f  w e  hu rry ,  w e  c an make  i t  t o  t he  c ab i n a  l i t t l e  af t e r  ni g ht f al l . ”                                                    
“ I’ m re ad y , ”  s he  s ai d ,  and  s he  s o u nd e d  as  i f  s he  t ru l y  w as .                                           
He  l i nke d  t he i r  fi ng e rs — s o me t hi ng  he  w as  f o nd  o f  d o i ng . He  l i ke d  kno w i ng                                                  

s he  w as  ne arb y .  Li ke d  kno w i ng  s he  t ru s t e d  hi m e no u g h t o  re mai n b y  hi s  s i d e .                                                    
T he y  t ru d g e d  f o rw ard ,  s i l e nt  f o r t he  f i rs t  ho u r.                                   
“ I have  s o me t hi ng  t o  t e l l  y o u , ”  s he  s ai d ,  “ b u t  y o u ’ re  no t  g o i ng  t o  l i ke  i t . ”                                                             
“ Yo u  c an t e l l  me  any t hi ng . ”                 
“ We l l  .  .  .  y o u  s e e , t he re  i s n’t  a  ke y  t o  t he  c u ffs . Je c i s  d e s t ro y e d  t he  o nl y  o ne ,                                                                

w hi c h ki nd  o f  e x p l ai ns  w hy  I  w as  ne ve r ab l e  t o  f i nd  i t . ”                                         
Ki n d  of      e x p l ai ne d ?       



“ I’ m s o rry !”  s he  ad d e d .              
N o ke y ,      he  t ho u g ht , d az e d  b y  t he  re al i z at i o n, e ve n t ho u g h he  s ho u l d  have                                           

g u e s s e d  a  l o ng  t i me  ag o. Je c i s  w as  ju s t  c r u e l  e no u g h, ju s t  s mu g  e no u g h, t o  d o                                                           
s u c h a  t hi ng , u nc ari ng  ab o u t  t he  l i ve s  he  w as  r u i ni ng . A c t u al l y,                                               h a p p y      ab o u t  t he      
l i ve s  he  w as  ru i ni ng .             

A nd  V i ka w as  w ai t i ng  f o r a  re s p o ns e  f ro m hi m. S he  e x p e c t e d  hi m t o  rant  and                                                  
rave ,  mo s t  l i ke l y .           

“ D o n’t  w o rr y  ab o u t  i t , ” he  fi nal l y  re p l i e d , and  t u rne d  l e f t , mane u ve ri ng                                                
aro u nd  a  s mal l  p o nd  o f  i c e . A f t e r a  w hi l e , t he  d r u g s  i n t he  c u ffs  w o u l d  r u n o u t .                                                              
 e y  w o u l d  no  l o ng e r b e  ab l e  t o  affe c t  hi m. B u t  . .  .  he  s t i l l  w ant e d  t he m o ff.                                                          
Ne ve r w ant e d  any o ne  t o  have  t hi s  ki nd  o f  p o w e r o ve r hi m ag ai n. Ne ve r w ant e d  t o                                                
b e  l o c at e d  b y  a  f e w  c l i c ks  o f  a  c o mp u t e r.                                   

He ’d  ho p e d  t o  s e arc h f o r t he  ke y  w he n he  w e nt  b ac k t o  re s c u e  t he                                             
o t he r w o rl d e rs , b u t  no w, t hat  w o u l d  b e  u nne c e s s ar y — o ne  l e s s  t hi ng  t o  d o. A nd                                                       
re al l y, t hi s  w as  p ro b ab l y  f o r t he  b e s t . No w  he  c o u l d  re mo ve  t he  b and s  t he                                                   
mo me nt  he  had  V i ka t u c ke d  s af e l y  aw ay  and  kne w  M i c hae l  w as  o n hi s  w ay .                                              

M i c hae l ,  w ho  s ho u l d  have  f o u nd  hi m b y  no w .                             
B u t  S o l o  s t i l l  re f u s e d  t o  b e l i e ve  hi s  f ri e nd s  w e re  d e ad . In t he i r  l i ne  o f  w o rk,                                                               

y o u  had  t o  s e e  t he  b o d y  t o  b e l i e ve .  A nd  e ve n t he n i t  w as  i f f y .                                                  
Jo hn w as  w i l y. B l u e  w as  a  c harme r.  e y  w e re  b o t h s u r vi vo rs . No  o ne  c o u l d                                                 

ke e p  t he m d o w n f o r l o ng . A nd  S o l o, w e l l , he  w as  t he  fi x e r. He ’d  al w ay s  b e e n t he                                                      
p ro b l e m s o l ve r and  he  w o u l d  s o l ve  t hi s .                            

To g e t he r, t he y  had  s ave d  t hi s  w o rl d  f ro m many,                              many  t e rri b l e  p e o p l e . D r u g                  
s u p p l i e rs , hu man s l ave rs , mu rd e re rs , and  t ho s e  t hi nki ng  t o  p u t  t o g e t he r an army                                                
and  ri s e  u p  t o  p o w e r.  e  b o y s  w e re  d u e  f o r a  re s c u e  o f  t he i r  o w n. A nd  t he y                                                           
w o u l d  re ap  i t ,  he  as s u re d  hi ms e l f .  He  w o u l d  make  s u re  o f  i t .                                              

Fo r t he  ne x t  s i x  ho u rs , he  w as  c are f u l  t o  avo i d  t he  are as  w i t h he avy  w o l f  and                                                    
b e ar t rac ks . A nd  he  d i d  w e l l , u nt i l  a  p ac k o f  w o l ve s  s t e p p e d  t o  t he  e d g e  o f  t he                                                              
c l i ff ab o ve  hi m. He  w ant e d  t o  c u rs e , b u t  re al l y, t he re  w as  no t hi ng  he  c o u l d  have                                                    
d o ne .  e re ’d  b e e n no  t rac ks  t o  avo i d — b e c au s e  t he  ani mal s  had  c l e arl y  b e e n                                                  
hu nt i ng  hi m.     

B ri g ht  y e l l o w  g az e s  s c anne d  t he  d ay l i g ht , d i l i g e nt l y  s e arc hi ng  f o r t he  t as t y                                                        
t re at  t hat  had  b e e n s c e nt e d . S o l o  s t o p p e d  and  t o s s e d  a  narro w  g l anc e  at  V i ka, a                                                        
d e mand  f o r s i l e nc e . S he  no d d e d  t o  s ho w  s he  u nd e rs t o o d . He  l i f t e d  he r o ff he r                                                       
f e e t  and  c arri e d  he r t o  t he  ne are s t  b o u l d e r. He  mi g ht  o u t w e i g h he r b y  mo re  t han                                                      
a hu nd re d  and  f i f t y  p o u nd s ,  b u t  s t i l l  hi s  s t e p s  w e re  l i g ht e r.                                                 

He  s e t  t he  b ag  at  he r f e e t  and  p l ac e d  a  s w i f t  ki s s  o n he r l i p s . He r e y e s  w e re                                                          
w i d e , g l az e d  w i t h f e ar and  f at i g u e , b u t  s he  re mai ne d  u p ri g ht  as  he  mo ve d  aw ay                                                     
f ro m he r.  He  w as  p ro u d e r o f  he r w i t h e ve ry  s e c o nd  t hat  p as s e d .                                           

A  l o w ,  me nac i ng  g ro w l  s p l i t  t he  ai r,  f o l l o w e d  b y  ano t he r.                                           
 e  w o l ve s  had  s p o t t e d  hi m. No w  t he y  ju mp e d , l and i ng  b e hi nd  hi m i n q u i c k                                                  

s u c c e s s i o n. He  he ard  t he  t hu mp  o f  t he i r  p aw s , and  c o u l d  c al c u l at e  t he  l o c at i o n                                                          
o f  e ac h.    

S o l o  s p u n aro u nd , p al mi ng  t he  ri fl e  and  s q u e e z i ng  o ff a  s ho t .  e re  w as  no                                                  
l o u d  b ang , o nl y  a  mi l d  p o p, t he  make s hi f t  s i l e nc e r d o i ng  i t s  jo b. One  c re at u re                                                     



s t i l l e d , hi s  l e g  no w  s p o rt i ng  an o p e n w o u nd , w hi l e  t he  o t he rs  l e ap t  at  hi m. R ag e                                                          
e ng u l f e d  hi m. R ag e  t hat  t he s e  ani mal s  had  p l ac e d  hi s  w o man i n d ang e r, t hat  t he y                                                  
c o u l d  have  harme d  he r.           

Ju s t  b e f o re  c o nt ac t , he  mo rp he d  i nt o  hi s  o t he r f o rm, maki ng  i t  i mp o s s i b l e  t o                                                     
u s e  t he  ri fl e . He  d ro p p e d  t he  g u n and  g rab b e d  t w o  o f  t he  w o l ve s  b y  t he  s c r u ffs  o f                                                              
t he i r  ne c ks , s l ammi ng  t he m t o g e t he r, b l o c ki ng  o ne  o f  t he i r  f ri e nd s  f ro m hi s                                                   
ju g u l ar.  T he  o t he r b o u nc e d  t o  t he  g ro u nd ,  and  he  t o s s e d  t he  o ne s  he  he l d  o n t o p .                                                            

 e  re mai ni ng  t hre e  had  l at c he d  o nt o  hi s  l e g s  and  w e re  c he w i ng  o n hi s  c al ve s .                                                    
R e d  d ri p p e d  and  s p l at t e re d  ac ro s s  t he  s no w, s c e nt i ng  t he  ai r  w i t h a  c o p p e r t ang .                                                           
He  t o s s e d  o ne  t o  t he  l e f t , o ne  t o  t he  ri g ht , and  g rab b e d  ho l d  o f  t he  l as t . Li f t i ng                                                             
t he  c re at u re  hi g h,  he  t hre w  b ac k hi s  he ad  and  ro are d .                                

 e  o t he rs  b e g an t o  b ac k aw ay  f ro m hi m. He  l au nc he d  t he  o ne  s q u i rmi ng  i n                                               
hi s  g ri p, and  t he  w o l f  s l amme d  i nt o  i t s  f ri e nd s . No  l o ng e r c o nt e nt  t o  i nc h aw ay,                                                      
t he  e nt i re  p ac k t u rne d  t ai l  and  ran.                     

A  s t rang e  s o u nd  b e hi nd  hi m had  hi m l o o ki ng  b ac k, c o nc e rne d . V i ka  s t o o d  i n                                                 
t he  ve r y  p l ac e  he ’d  l e f t  he r, b u t  s he  w as  ho l d i ng  t he  g u n X  had  t o l d  he r t o  s t e al .                                                             
A nd  s he  w as  s haki ng ,  p al e .                

“ I . .  .  I  c o u l d n’t  fi re . I ’m s o rr y. I  t ri e d . I w ant e d  t o  he l p  y o u , b u t  I c o u l d n’t . I                                                            
ju s t  c o u l d n’t , b e c au s e  al l  I                         c o u l d  t hi nk ab o u t  w as  One  D ay, and  t he  w ay  he                            
l o o ke d  at  me  w he n Je c i s  mad e  me  s ho o t  hi m, and  t he  o t he rs  as  t he y  d i e d , and                                                  
I .  .  .  I ’ m s o ,  s o  s o rry !”                   

A n ap o l o g y. A f t e r e ve r y t hi ng  s he ’d  ju s t  w i t ne s s e d . Onc e  ag ai n, s he  w as n’t                                                
d i s g u s t e d  b y  hi s  f i g ht i ng  ab i l i t y  and  t he  kno w l e d g e  f l o o re d  hi m.                                                  

He  he l d  hi s  hand s  u p, p al ms  o u t  and  mo ve d  t o w ard  he r. Hi s  nai l s  re t rac t e d .                                               
“ S w e e t he art , i t ’s  o kay. It ’s  ac t u al l y  b e t t e r t hat  y o u  d i d n’t . Yo u  have n’t  p rac t i c e d                                                      
w i t h a  g u n,  and  y o u  c o u l d  have  s ho t  me .  D o  y o u  w ant  t o  s ho o t  me ? ”                                                  

“ No !” 
G e nt l y  he  p ri e d  t he  g u n f ro m he r ku ng  f u  g ri p  and  s t u ffe d  t he  b arre l  i nt o  t he                                                     

w ai s t  o f  hi s  p ant s . He  t u g g e d  he r i nt o  hi s  arms  and  he l d  he r, ju s t  he l d  he r as  s he                                                       
c ri e d ,  ve ry  g l ad  he  had  al l o w e d  t he  w o l ve s  t o  l i ve .                                      

“ I’m s o rr y. No w  i s n’t  t he  t i me  f o r e mo t i o n. ” S he  l i f t e d  he r he ad , re ve al i ng                                                
w at e ry  e y e s  t hat  hu rt  hi s  ve ry  s o u l .  “ I  ne e d  t o  t e nd  t o  y o u r i nju ri e s . ”                                                      

“A nd  y o u  c an, t he  mo me nt  w e  g e t  t o  t he  c ab i n. ” He  c u p p e d  he r c he e ks , hi s                                                  
t hu mb s  d u s t i ng  aw ay  t he  t e ars  t hat  w o u l d  al w ay s  b e  hi s  u nd o i ng . “                                                 I ’ m    s o rr y  f o r       
e ve ry t hi ng  y o u ’ ve  had  t o  e nd u re  o ve r t he  y e ars ,  s w e e t he art . ”                                         

S he  s ni ffle d  o u t  a  t re mb l i ng , “  ank y o u . B u t  S o l o ?  If  y o u  w e re  s mart , y o u ’d                                                     
l e ave  me  b e hi nd . I kno w  I’ ve  b e e n t r y i ng  my  b e s t  t o  ke e p  u p, ju s t  as  I p ro mi s e d ,                                                        
b u t  I ’ m s t i l l  d rag g i ng  y o u  d o w n,  are n’ t  I? ”                                

I f  y ou w e r e  s ma r t,               s he ’d  s ai d , o b vi o u s l y  c l u e l e s s  ab o u t  ju s t  ho w  b ad l y  s he ’d                                             
i ns u l t e d  hi m.        

W hy  d i d  he  w ant  t o  s mi l e ?                  
“ Yo u  w o u l d  b e  mi l e s  and  mi l e s  f ro m he re  i f  y o u  d i d n’t                                             have  t o  w o rr y  ab o u t            

me , ”  s he  c o nt i nu e d .  “ W o u l d n’ t  y o u ? ”                            
P ro b ab l y. “ B o d y  he at  i s  i mp o rt ant  i n w e at he r l i ke  t hi s . ” No t  f o r hi m, t ho u g h.                                                   

S o l o  d i d n’t  e x p e ri e nc e  c o l d  t he  s ame  w ay  t he  hu mans  d i d . S t i l l  he  s ai d , “ M ay b e                                                          



y o u ’re  s avi ng  me  f ro m f ro s t b i t e . M ay b e  y o u ’re  s avi ng  me  f ro m d y i ng  o f  b o re d o m.                                                      
Yo u ’ re  q u i t e  e nt e rt ai ni ng . ”                  

 at  mo l l i fi e d  he r s o me w hat , and  s he  fi d d l e d  w i t h t he  c o l l ar  o f  hi s  s hi rt .                                                    
“ Yo u ’ re  ri g ht .  I ’ m s u re  I  am s avi ng  y o u .  A nd  b y  t he  w ay ,  y o u ’ re  w e l c o me . ”                                                       

“ We l l , i t ’s  ab o u t  t i me  y o u  t w o  s t art e d  t r u s t i ng  e ac h o t he r, ” a  f ami l i ar  vo i c e                                                          
s ai d .  “ It  w as  t he  l i p s t i c k,  w as n’ t  i t ?  I  kne w  y o u  w o u l d n’ t  b e  ab l e  t o  re s i s t  he r. ”                                                                  

S o l o  d i d n’t  have  t o  l o o k t o  kno w  t hat  X  had  ju s t  l and e d  o n hi s  s ho u l d e r.                                                   
“ W he re  have  y o u  b e e n? ”              

V i ka f ro w ne d  u p  at  hi m.  “ R i g ht  he re . ”                         
“ X , ”  he  s ai d  w i t h a  s hake  o f  hi s  he ad .                           
“ R e al l y ? ”  She  l o o ke d  ri g ht .  She  l o o ke d  l e f t .  “ W he re  i s  he ? ”                                             
“ Yo u  c an’ t  s e e  o r he ar hi m? ”                 
“ No . ”  
“ W hy  c an’ t  s he  s e e  o r he ar y o u  ri g ht  no w ? ”  he  as ke d  X .                                      
“ I am o nl y  ab l e  t o  mani f e s t  t o  o ne  p e rs o n at  a  t i me . A nd  t o  ans w e r y o u r e arl i e r                                                        

q u e s t i o n,  I  have  b e e n re c harg i ng .  I ’ ve  had  t o  d o  t hat  a  l o t  l at e l y . ”                                                  
“ It ’ s  t aki ng  y o u  l o ng e r t han u s u al . ”                        
“ I’ m u s i ng  mo re  e ne rg y  t han u s u al . ”                      
“ W he re  d i d  y o u  g o ,  any w ay ? ”                    
X  l o o ke d  d o w n, ki c ke d  o u t  a  s and al e d  f o o t . “ Yo u  kno w  I w i l l  no t  t e l l  y o u                                                        

w he re . ”   
No ,  he  ne ve r d i d .  St i l l ,  “ t hank y o u ”  hard l y  s e e me d  ad e q u at e .  “ I  o w e  y o u . ”                                                       
“ A nd  I’ l l  c o l l e c t ,  I ’ m s u re , ”  t he  l i t t l e  man s ai d  w i t h a  g ri n.                                                
B u t  he  w o u l d n’ t .  He  ne ve r d i d .                      
W hy  d i d  S o l o  s u d d e nl y  f e e l  l i ke  r u ffli ng  t he  mal e ’s  hai r?  “ W he re ’s  D r. E ? ”                                                     

A nd  ho w  o d d  t o  have  t hi s  c o nve rs at i o n i n f ro nt  o f  s o me o ne . He ’d  ne ve r d o ne                                                 
t hat  b e f o re .       

“ He ’s  s o me w he re  ne arb y, t hat ’s  a l l  I  kno w. I p l an t o  hu nt  hi m d o w n. B u t                                           
fi rs t  . .  . ” He  w al ke d  d o w n S o l o’s  arm and  s t o p p e d  at  t he  me t al  b and s  aro u nd  hi s                                                     
w ri s t s . He  p e e re d  i ns i d e  t he  ke y ho l e , mu mb l e d  t o  hi ms e l f  and  no d d e d . “ If  I                                                      
c o u l d  he al  t he  w o u nd s  t he  w o l ve s  l e f t  b e hi nd  o r o p e n t he  c u ffs , w hi c h w o u l d  y o u                                                             
p re f e r? ”    

“ I t hi nk t hat ’ s  t he  s t u p i d e s t  t hi ng  y o u ’ ve  e ve r s ai d . ”                                       
X  l au g he d . “ No t e d .  i s  mi g ht  t ake  me  a  w hi l e , s i nc e  I have  t o  d i s ab l e  t he                                                    

mo t o r i n t he  ne e d l e s  t o  p re ve nt  y o u  f ro m l o s i ng  y o u r hand s . ”  e n he  p l ac e d  hi s                                                       
o w n hand s  i ns i d e  t he  ke y ho l e  and  a  b ri g ht  l i g ht  e r u p t e d  f ro m hi m, al mo s t                                                  
b l i nd i ng  So l o  w i t h i t s  i nt e ns i t y .                         

One  mi nu t e  p as s e d . Tw o.  re e . F i nal l y, t he  c u ffs  d i s e ng ag e d .  e  b and s                                            
re mai ne d  at t ac he d  t o  hi s  w ri s t s , t he  ne e d l e s  s t i l l  e mb e d d e d  i n hi s  b o ne , b u t  al l                                                            
he  had  t o  d o  w as  ri p  o u t  e ac h o f  t he  ne e d l e s , c au s i ng  s harp  p ai ns  t o  l anc e                                                     
t hro u g h hi s  arm, and  he  w as  f re e . S w e e t l y, b l e s s e d l y  f re e , ab l e  t o  ke e p  b o t h o f                                                        
hi s  hand s .    

V i ka g as p e d  w i t h d e l i g ht .                  
“ If  y o u  had  t he  p o w e r t o  d o  t hi s , ” S o l o  s ai d  t o  X , “ w hy  d i d n’t  y o u  d o  i t                                                          

b e f o re ? ”     



“ It  w as  t he  c i rc u s .  T he  b l ac k mag i c .  M y  p o w e r w as  l i mi t e d . ”                                             
T hat ,  he  u nd e rs t o o d .             
A g ai n,  “ t hank y o u ”  hard l y  s e e me d  ad e q u at e .  “ X  .  .  .  I  d o n’ t  have  t he  w o rd s . ”                                                        
“ I d o n’t  w ant  w o rd s . I  have  o nl y  e ve r w ant e d  t o  s e e  y o u  hap p y  and  s e t t l e d ,                                                     

So l o .  I  ho p e  y o u  kno w  t hat . ”                    
X  l o ve d  hi m, S o l o  re al i z e d . R e al l y  l o ve d  hi m. He ’d  t ho u g ht  M ar y  E l i z ab e t h                                                     

and  Jac o b  Ju d ah w e re  t he  o nl y  o ne s , b u t  no. He ’d  al w ay s  had  X , he  ju s t  had n’t                                               
kno w n i t . A nd  he  t o t al l y  s ho u l d  have  kno w n, s ho u l d  have  l o o ke d  d e e p e r t han t he                                                   
s u rf ac e .  B u t  he ’ d  b e e n s o  b l i nd e d  b y  hi s  p ro b l e ms  and  hi s  d i s t o rt e d  e x p e c t at i o ns .                                                                 

“ I d o , ”  he  f i nal l y  s ai d .  “ I  re al l y  d o . ”                              
“  e n d o  w hat e ve r p ro ve s  ne c e s s ar y  t o  s t ay  t hat  w ay, e h? ” X  s ai d , and  vani s he d                                                  

t o  re c harg e .      
N e xt ti me  I  s e e  h i m,  I ’ m goi n g to ki s s  h i m on  th e  mouth .                                   
“ Oh, S o l o, ” V i ka  s ai d , ju mp i ng  u p  and  d o w n and  c l ap p i ng . “ Ho w  w o nd e rf u l !                                                

Je c i s  w i l l  ne ve r b e  ab l e  t o  f i nd  y o u  no w . ”                                 
B u t  S o l o  w o u l d  fi nd  hi m, he  vo w e d  t o  hi ms e l f , and  t hat  w as  a  vo w  he  w o u l d                                                      

no t  b re ak.  “ C o me  o n,  s w e e t he art .  Onl y  e i g ht  mo re  ho u rs  o f  t rave l  t o  g o . ”                                                   
A  l i t t l e  w hi mp e r e s c ap e d  he r, b u t  al l  s he  s ai d  w as , “ To mo rro w, w hi l e  w e ’re  i n                                                      

t he  c ab i n,  I  g e t  t o  p l an t he  d ay ’ s  ac t i vi t i e s . ”                                    
“ A s  l o ng  as  t ho s e  ac t i vi t i e s  i nc l u d e  a  b e d . ”                                    
M ay b e  s he  kne w  w hat  he  me ant .  M ay b e  s he  d i d n’ t .                                
“ D e al , ” s he  s ai d , and  g ri nne d  as  s w e e t l y  as  s u g ar— as  p l ay f u l l y  as  a  ki t t e n.                                                      

Se al i ng  he r f at e .         



Twenty-six

O m y dove,  in th e clefts of  th e rock,  in th e secret  place of  th e steep path way,  let  m e see your form , let  m e h ear your voice.                 
For your voice is  sweet,  and your form  is lovely.  

—SONG  OF SOLOMON 2 :1 4  

FINALLY!

T he  c ab i n c ame  i nt o  vi e w ,  s mal l  and  p art i al l y  hi d d e n b y  t re e s  and  s no w .                                                 
S o l o  kne w  t he re  w o u l d  b e  a  s e c u ri t y  b o x  s o me w he re  o n t he  p ro p e rt y  and                                                     

s e arc he d  e ve r y  i nc h i n a  t hi rt y - f o o t  p e ri me t e r, u nt i l  he  f o u nd  i t  i ns i d e  t he  t r u nk                                                             
o f  a  t re e . He  had  t o  s c rap e  o ff t he  i c e  w i t h hi s  c l aw s , p ro vi ng  no  o ne  had  b e e n                                                        
he re  i n a  w hi l e ,  and  p u nc he d  i n hi s  p e rs o nal  c o d e .                                   

B l u e  and  y e l l o w  l i g ht s  fl as he d , s i g nal i ng  t hat  t he  t rap s  s e t  al o ng  t he  b o rd e rs                                                        
had  b e e n d i s ab l e d .            

Ne x t , he  t y p e d  i n t he  c o d e  f o r i nf o rmat i o n. It  had  b e e n s i x  mo nt hs  s i nc e  an                                                    
ag e nt  had  e nt e re d  t he  p re mi s e s , and  f o u r w e e ks  s i nc e  o ne  o f  t he  t ri p  w i re s  had                                                       
b e e n ac t i vat e d , s e nd i ng  b o l t s  o f  e l e c t ri c i t y  t hro u g h t he  o ffe nd e r’s  e nt i re  b o d y.                                                          
E i t he r a  hu man had  g o t t e n a  l i t t l e  t o o  c l o s e  o r an ani mal  had  s t al ke d  hi s  d i nne r a                                                        
l i t t l e  t o o  l o ng .             

“ Sl e e p  no w ? ”  V i ka  as ke d .                 
He r w o rd s  w e re  s l u rre d , t he  p o o r d arl i ng . He  had                                   s ho w e d  no  me rc y, had          

s t o p p e d  o nl y  t w i c e  t o  make  s u re  s he  at e  t he  e x t ra  me at  he ’d  p ac ke d , and  d rank                                                      
t he  w at e r he  me l t e d  f o r he r.                  

“ Sl e e p  no w , ”  he  re p l i e d ,  and  s w o o p e d  he r u p  i n hi s  arms .                                         
He r he ad  re s t e d  o n hi s  s ho u l d e r,  he r b o d y  i ns t ant l y  g o i ng  l i mp .                                             
He  g o t  he r i ns i d e ,  i n t he  w armt h.  T he  f u rni s hi ng s  w e re  q u ai nt  and  ho me y ,  he re                                                   

f o r c o mf o rt  rat he r t han w ar.  A  l o ng  c l o t h c o u c h.  A  l o ve  s e at .  A  re c l i ne r.  A  c o f f e e                                                            
t ab l e  w i t h o l d  mag az i ne s  s p re ad  o ve r t he  s u rf ac e . He  w as  g l ad . He  w ant e d  V i ka                                                     
c al m and  at  e as e  he re .            

He  e nt e re d  t he  mas t e r b e d ro o m b u t  b y p as s e d  t he  q u e e n- s i z e  b e d . In t he                                                   
b at hro o m s u i t e , he  s t e p p e d  i nt o  t he  s ho w e r s t al l . A t  t he  c i rc u s , s he  had  u s e d  a                                                           
c he ap, w e t  e nz y me  s p ray  t o  c l e an t he  c ap t i ve s .  at ’s  w hy  s he ’d  had  t o  mo ve                                                 
t he i r  c l o t hi ng  as i d e  and  u s e  rag s . He re , w i t h t he  mo re  e x p e ns i ve  d r y  e nz y me , t he                                                        
re mo val  o f  c l o t hi ng  w as  u nne c e s s ary .                       

Hi s  w e i g ht  o n t he  t i l e s  t ri g g e re d  t he  au t o mat i c  s w i t c h, and  t he  s p ray  b e g an t o                                                         
mi s t  o ve r t he m, c l e ani ng  t he m i ns i d e  and  o u t , as  w e l l  as  t he i r  c l o t hi ng . Hi s  s ki n                                                        
t i ng l e d ,  and  a  mi nt y  t as t e  e ve n c o at e d  hi s  t o ng u e .                                     

 at  d o ne , he  e nt e re d  t he  b e d ro o m and  s e t t l e d  V i ka at o p  t he  s o f t  mat t re s s . A                                                      
mas s  o f  p al e  hai r  s p i l l e d  o ve r t he  p i l l o w, and  a  s o f t  s i g h p art e d  he r l i p s . S he                                                          
c u rl e d  t o  he r s i d e . He  c o u l d n’t  he l p  hi ms e l f . He  re ac he d  o u t , t rac e d  hi s  fi ng e rs                                                        
al o ng  t he  c u r ve  o f  he r e ar. S he  w as  s u c h a  s t u b b o rn w o man. S u c h a  b e au t i f u l                                                     
w o man. 

Hi s  w o man.    
He  re mo ve d  he r c o at  and  t u c ke d  t he  c o ve rs  aro u nd                                   he r. Hi s  fi ng e rs  g ho s t e d              



o ve r t he  d i amo nd  c ho ke r he ’d  l e f t  o n he r.  e  s t o ne s  w e re  c o l d  b u t  p re t t y, and                                                     
he  w i s he d          h e   had  b o u g ht  t he  je w e l r y  f o r he r. S t i l l , s o me t hi ng  ab o u t  s e e i ng  s o                                                
d e l i c at e  a  w o man w e ari ng  i t  t e mp t e d  t he  ani mal  i ns i d e  hi m.  e  ani mal  he  w o u l d                                                    
have  d e ni e d  w i t h hi s  d y i ng  b re at h o nl y  a  f e w  d ay s  ag o .                                       

T he  ani mal  he ’ d  o nc e  hat e d .                
S o me ho w, hi s  b i g g e s t  f au l t  had  b e c o me  hi s  g re at e s t  as s e t . He  had n’t  u s e d  hi s                                                      

s t re ng t h t o  i nt e nt i o nal l y  harm b u t  t o  p ro t e c t  s o me o ne  p re c i o u s . A nd  s he  w as                                                      
p re c i o u s ,  w as n’ t  s he ?  P re c i o u s  t o  hi m i n s o  many  w ay s .                                        

 e  ne e d  he  had  f o r he r s p u n i nt o  t he  mo s t  s u b l i me  s e ns e  o f  s at i s f ac t i o n as  he                                                         
re al i z e d  he  w o u l d  fi nal l y  b e  ab l e  t o  have  he r. In e ve r y  w ay. No  i nt e rr u p t i o ns . No                                                      
d i s t rac t i o ns . No  d ang e r. A nd  s he  w as  re ad y  f o r hi m. He  kne w  s he  w as . Las t                                             
t i me  .  .  .  t he  w ay  s he ’ d  mo ve d  .  .  .                            

A nd  t he n,  t hi s  mo rni ng  .  .  .                  
“ St i l l  f ru s t rat e d ? ”  he ’ d  as ke d  he r.                        
“ M ay b e , ”  s he ’ d  s ni p p e d .                  
He ’ d  w o rke d  he r u p  b u t  had n’ t  g i ve n he r any  ki nd  o f  re l e as e .                                        
“ S o o n, ” he  p ro mi s e d  he r no w, e ve n t ho u g h s he  c o u l d n’t  he ar hi m. He  p l ac e d  a                                                

ki s s  o n he r f o re he ad  and  s t al ke d  q u i e t l y  t hro u g h t he  ho u s e . It  w as  t w o  s t o ri e s ,                                                         
t ho u g h t he  s e c o nd  s t o r y  w as  u nd e rg ro u nd  and  o nl y  a  t rai ne d  e y e  w o u l d  b e  ab l e  t o                                                             
f i nd  t he  d o o rw ay  t o  b e l o w .                    

 e  he at  w as  al re ad y  o n, t he  ai r  w arm, b u t  he  s t art e d  a  fi re  i n t he  he art h i n t he                                                   
l i vi ng  ro o m any w ay.  e  ki t c he n w as  s mal l , w i t h g rani t e  c o u nt e rs ; c he rr y w o o d                                                
c ab i ne t s  he l d  e no u g h b o x e d  and  c anne d  f o o d  t o  s e e  a  f ami l y  o f  f o u r t hro u g h a                                                          
f e w  mo nt hs  o f  s e c l u s i o n.  e re  w as  o nl y  t he  o ne  b e d ro o m.  e  o t he r had  b e e n                                                      
t u rne d  i nt o  an o f f i c e .               

A n o ffic e  S o l o  t o o k o ve r. He  c l ai me d  t he  o nl y  c hai r  i n f ro nt  o f  t he  w al l  o f                                                     
c o mp u t e rs , and  s t art e d  t y p i ng  o n t he  c e nt e r ke y b o ard , re e ng ag i ng  t he  t rap s                                                 
o u t s i d e . He  s e nt  a  me s s ag e  t o  M i c hae l , Jo hn, and  B l u e , w ai t e d  fi ve  mi nu t e s , t e n,                                                        
b u t  no  re s p o ns e  w as  f o rt hc o mi ng  f ro m any  o f  t he  t hre e . He  w o u l d  c he c k ag ai n                                                    
af t e r he  at e ,  he  d e c i d e d .                  

T he  p ant ry  w as  s t o c ke d  w i t h e ve n mo re  c anne d  f o o d ,  and  he  d e vo u re d  an e nt i re                                                   
g al l o n o f  c hi c ke n no o d l e  s o u p .  A nd  .  .  .  s t i l l  no  re s p o ns e  f ro m t he  b o y s .                                                          

T hat  d i d n’ t  me an any t hi ng ,  he  as s u re d  hi ms e l f .                             
He  p ad d e d  t o  t he  b e d ro o m, e as e d  o nt o  t he  mat t re s s , and  t u g g e d  V i ka i nt o  hi s                                                      

s i d e . S he  d i d n’t  w ake , b u t  s he  d i d  mo l d  he rs e l f  ag ai ns t  hi m. He  anc ho re d  a  hand                                                    
i n he r hai r  and  a  hand  o n he r b o t t o m,  l o vi ng  ho w  p e rf e c t l y  t he y  f i t  t o g e t he r.                                                      

B u t  . .  .  hal f  an ho u r p as s e d . Tw o  ho u rs  p as s e d . He  l ay  t he re , s i mp l y  p e e ri ng                                                     
u p  at  t he  c e i l i ng . He  w as  t o o  p ri me d  t o  s l e e p, hi s  mi nd  t o o  ac t i ve . W hat  a                                                      
jo u rne y  he ’d  u nd e rt ake n. Fo rc e d  t o  b e c o me  a  s i d e s ho w  f re ak. S u rro u nd e d  b y  e vi l ,                                                      
b u t  t e nd e d  t o  b y  a  s ai nt . A  rac e  t hro u g h a  f ro z e n t u nd ra, w i t h a  b e au t i f u l  l i t t l e                                                              
b l o nd e  at  hi s  s i d e .  A n at t ac k b y  w o l ve s .  A nd  no w ,  t hi s .  Sat i s f ac t i o n.                                                    

A nd , ho ne s t l y, i f  e ve r y t hi ng  he ’d  e nd u re d  had  b e e n ne c e s s ar y  t o  b ri ng  hi m t o                                                    
t hi s  mo me nt , kno w i ng  V i ka                 w as  s af e , t hat            h e   had  s ave d  he r f ro m a  l i f e  o f  t o rt u re                         
and  t o rme nt ,  he  w o u l d n’ t  have  c hang e d  a  s i ng l e  t hi ng .                                   



•    •    •       

S u nl i g ht  p o u re d  t hro u g h t he  b e d ro o m w i nd o w. S o l o  had n’t  s l e p t  at  a l l , b u t  he                                                       
s t i l l  l ay  i n t he  b e d , V i ka  s t i l l  c u rl e d  u p  b e s i d e  hi m. S he  had  re mai ne d  i n t he  s ame                                                             
p o s i t i o n al l  ni g ht ,  no t  a  s o u nd  t o  b e  he ard  f ro m he r.                                      

He  w ant e d  he r.  He  ne e d e d  he r.                  
W he n w o u l d  s he  w ake  u p ?                
He  c o u nt e d  t he  b e ams  i n t he  c e i l i ng .  T w e nt y - t hre e .                                     
He  c o u nt e d  ag ai n,  ju s t  t o  b e  s u re .  T w e nt y - t hre e .                                    
He  c o u nt e d  d u s t  mo t e s . Tw o  t ho u s and  and  s i x t e e n. Tw o  t ho u s and  and                                             

s e ve nt e e n.  E i g ht e e n.  Ni ne t e e n.                    
F i nal l y ,  s he  s i g he d  and  s hi f t e d  t o  he r b ac k.  A rc he d  and  s t re t c he d .                                               
 e  f e ro c i t y  o f  hi s  ne e d  s t rai ne d  and  b u c ke d  ag ai ns t  t he  t i g ht  l e as h he  he l d .                                                        

Had  s he  b e e n any  o t he r w o man, he  w o u l d  have  p o u nc e d  t he n and  t he re . B u t  s he                                                
w as n’t . S he  w as  V i ka.              Hi s   V i ka. He  w o u l d  rat he r d i e  t han f ri g ht e n he r o r p re s s                                 
he r f o r s o me t hi ng  s he  w as n’ t  re ad y  t o  g i ve .  R i g ht ?                                   

B u t  he  had  no t hi ng  t o  w o rr y  ab o u t . S he                              w a s    re ad y ; he ’d  al re ad y  c o me  t o  t hat                    
c o nc l u s i o n.  A nd  he  w as  ne ve r w ro ng .  R i g ht ?                             

“ So l o ? ”  s he  s ai d ,  he r vo i c e  s c rat c hy  f ro m s l e e p .                                   
R i gh t.     “ V i ka. ” He  ro l l e d  o n t o p  o f  he r, c l as p e d  he r b y  t he  nap e , l i f t e d  he r                                                  

he ad , and  fi t  t he i r  mo u t hs  t o g e t he r. He r t as t e , he r he at , he r s o f t ne s s , he r                                               
g e nt l e ne s s ,  e ve ry  c u rve  o f  he r l u s c i o u s  b o d y  f anne d  t he  f l ame s  o f  hi s  d e s i re .                                                           

He  ki s s e d  he r t ho ro u g hl y, d e e p l y, b rand i ng  he r, b e i ng  b rand e d  b y  he r,                                           
ki nd l i ng  a  fi re  t hat  w o u l d  al w ay s  b u rn b e t w e e n t he m. A f t e r a  mo me nt ’s                                               
he s i t at i o n, s he  w e l c o me d  hi m w i t h t he  s w e e t e s t  o f  mo ans , w rap p i ng  he r arms                                                  
aro u nd  hi m and  arc hi ng  i nt o  hi m. He  ne arl y  ro are d  at  t he  i nt e ns i t y  o f  t he                                            
p l e as u re .     

She  w as  re ad y .       
“ A re  y o u  g o i ng  t o  s t o p  t hi s  t i me ? ”  s he  as ke d .                                    
“ Onl y  i f  y o u  w ant  me  t o . ”                  
“ I w o n’ t . ”      
“ T he n I’ m       n e ve r     g o i ng  t o  s t o p . ”             
On and  o n t he  ki s s  c o nt i nu e d ,  u nt i l  s he  w as  p ant i ng ,  s t ru g g l i ng  t o  b re at he .                                                     
“ W e ’ ve  d o ne  t hi s  b e f o re , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ No w  I w ant  t o  kno w  w hat  c o me s  ne x t . ”                                                       
“ We ’ ve  d o ne  t he  ne x t  p art , t o o, b u t  w e ’re  g o i ng  t o  d o  i t  ag ai n. A nd  p ro b ab l y  a                                                        

t hi rd  and  f o u rt h t i me . ” U nt i l  s he  w as  re ad y  w i t h mo re  t han he r b o d y. Fo rc i ng                                                
hi ms e l f  t o  mo ve  s l o w l y, he  s l i d  hi s  hand s  u nd e rne at h he r s hi rt , u nt i l  he                                               
e nc o u nt e re d  w arm,  b are  s ki n.  “ T e l l  me  i f  I  s c are  y o u . ”                                       

If  s he  c au g ht  hi s  w o rd s , s he  mad e  no  re p l y. Ho w e ve r, s he  l e ane d  i nt o  hi s                                               
t o u c h, t e l l i ng  hi m al l  he  ne e d e d  t o  kno w. He  c u p p e d  t he  he avy  w e i g ht  o f  he r                                                      
b re as t s , ju s t  as  b e f o re , and  g ro ane d . A no t he r p e rf e c t  fi t . S he  me w l e d  he r                                                 
e x c i t e me nt , e nc o u rag i ng  hi m t o  kne ad  . .  .  u nt i l  hi s  hand s  w e re  t re mb l i ng , u nt i l                                                      
s he  w as  arc hi ng  c o nt i nu al l y ,  t ry i ng  t o  p re s s  mo re  f u l l y  ag ai ns t  hi m.                                               

“ G o nna g o  l o w e r no w , ”  he  s ai d .                     
M ay b e  s he  re ad  hi s  l i p s . M ay b e  s he  d i d n’t . He  mo ve d  hi s  at t e nt i o n t o  t he                                                   



p l ane  o f  he r s t o mac h, d ab b l e d  at                         he r nave l . W he n s he  o ffe re d  no  p ro t e s t , he                        
t rac e d  hi s  f i ng e rs  al o ng  t he  w ai s t b and  o f  he r p ant s .                                   

A  g as p  s l i p p e d  f ro m he r.  He r g az e  l o c ke d  w i t h hi s ,  and  s he  t re mb l e d .                                                  
“ C hang e  y o u r mi nd ?  W ant  me  t o  s t o p ? ”  he  as ke d ,  s w al l o w i ng  a  d e ni al .                                                 
“ No .  K e e p  g o i ng ,  p l e as e . ”  A  ne e d y  e nt re at y .                                  
He  c o nt i nu e d , mo vi ng  l o w e r s t i l l . He  ke p t  hi s  c are s s e s  l i g ht  and  e as y, and  s he                                                     

re s p o nd e d  t o  e ve r y  mo ve me nt , e ve r y  b r u s h o f  hi s  t hu mb, ag ai n me w l i ng  . .  .  s o o n                                                        
b e g g i ng .     

“ M o re .        P le a s e     . ”
“ Ye s .  I ’ l l  g i ve  y o u  mo re .  B u t  I  w ant  t o  s e e  y o u  f i rs t ,  s w e e t he art . ”                                                       
“ I .  .  .  I  have  a  f e w  s c ars , ”  s he  re p l i e d  t re mu l o u s l y .                                          
A  b u rs t  o f  f u ry ,  q u i c kl y  s u b d u e d .  “ Yo u ’ re  b e au t i f u l .  A l l  o f  y o u .  E ve ry  i nc h. ”                                                                 
She  l i c ke d  he r l i p s .  “ R e al l y ? ”                      
“ R e al l y . ”      
“ P ro ve  i t . ”       
W i t h p l e as u re . He  w hi s ke d  t he  s hi rt  o ve r he r he ad  and  t o s s e d  i t  as i d e , t he n                                                    

re mo ve d  he r b ra, b ari ng  he r t o  hi s  vi e w, and  o h, w as  s he  g o rg e o u s , p e rf e c t  i n                                                 
e ve r y  w ay, ju s t  as  he ’d  kno w n s he  w o u l d  b e . S he  . .  .  t he  fi rs t  w o man t o  e ve r                                                     
t e mp t  hi m t o  t he  b ri nk o f  l o s i ng  c o nt ro l .                             

He  s aw  a  p al e , t hi n s c ar o n he r ri g ht  s ho u l d e r and  ki s s e d  i t .  e re  w as  a                                                 
p u c ke re d  p i nk s c ar o n t he  l e f t  s i d e  o f  he r ri b  c ag e , and  he  ki s s e d  t hat  o ne , t o o.                                                         
G o o s e  b u mp s  b ro ke  o u t  o ve r he r s ki n.                         

“ Yo u  are  t he  mo s t  e x q u i s i t e  c re at u re  e ve r c re at e d , ” he  s ai d , ri s i ng  f ro m t he                                                     
b e d .  

If  s he  had  o t he r s c ars , t he y  w o u l d  b e  l o w e r, o n he r l e g s , and  w he n he  g o t  d o w n                                                       
t he re , he  w o u l d n’t  w ant  t o  p au s e  t o  t ake  a  mo me nt  t o  s hu c k hi s  c l o t hi ng . B e s t  t o                                                          
d o  t hat  no w .       

“ W he re  are  y o u  g o i ng ? ”  s he  d e mand e d .                         
Su c h a  f i e rc e  t o ne  f ro m s u c h a  t i ny  c re at u re .  He  al mo s t  g ri nne d .                                             
S i l e nt , he  s t ri p p e d , t he n l e ane d  o ve r and  s t ri p p e d  he r t he  re s t  o f  t he  w ay. Hi s                                                      

b re at h c au g ht  i n hi s  t hro at . He ’d  d e s c ri b e d  he r as  p e rf e c t  b e f o re , b u t                                                
t hi s  . .  .           th i s    w as  p e rf e c t i o n. E ve r y  i nc h o f  he r w as  e nc as e d  b y  l u s c i o u s  ro s e -                                                 
t i nt e d  s ki n,  he r s u p p l e  c u rve s  c re at i ng  a  c anvas  o f  t he  s w e e t e s t  f e mi ni ni t y .                                                        

A s  he ’d  s u s p e c t e d , s he  had  o t he r s c ars . Ju s t  a  f e w, b u t  t he y  f o rme d  p u c ke re d                                                       
c i rc l e s  w he re  he r b o ne s  had  b ro ke n t hro u g h s ki n; t he y  s o me ho w  o nl y  ad d e d  t o                                                   
he r b e au t y. S he  had  s u r vi ve d  a  ki nd  o f  he l l  t hat  w o u l d  have  d e s t ro y e d  c o u nt l e s s                                                         
o t he rs .  E ve ry  mark o f  ab u s e  w as  a  b ad g e  o f  he r i nc re d i b l e  s t re ng t h.                                               

“ So  p o w e rf u l , ”  s he  s ai d ,  l o o ki ng  hi m o ve r.  “ C o me  he re . ”                                        
“ W ant  t o  ki s s  y o u r o t he r s c ars . ”                      
“ So o n. ”   
“ S o o n, ” he  p arro t e d . He  w o u l d  t ake  s u c h g o o d  c are  o f  he r, he  vo w e d  as  he                                                  

s t re t c he d  o u t  b e s i d e  he r. He  w o u l d  t re at  he r as  t he  t re as u re  s he  w as , make  he r                                                      
f e e l  s o  s p e c i al  s he  w o u l d  ne ve r d o u b t  hi s  d e t e rmi nat i o n t o  p ro t e c t  he r.                                                       

He at  rad i at e d  f ro m he r,  e nve l o p i ng  hi m,  b u t  s t i l l  s he  s hi ve re d .                                           
“ Sc are d ? ”  he  as ke d .           



“ B l i s s f u l . ”         
“ I w ant  t o  make  y o u  f e e l  e ve n b e t t e r. ” Want i ng  t o  u rg e  he r b ac k i nt o  t hat  s t at e                                                      

o f  t o t al  aro u s al , he  g ave  he r ano t he r ki s s , s e e ki ng , t as t i ng , t aki ng , g i vi ng .                                               
F i nal l y, s he  ne e d e d  mo re — s he  ne e d e d  e ve r y t hi ng . Ye t  s t i l l  he  o nl y  c are s s e d  he r                                                        
f ac e , t o y e d  w i t h t he  e nd s  o f  he r hai r. He  t rac e d  t he  l i ne  o f  he r s ho u l d e rs . E ve r y                                                         
t o u c h w as  i nno c e nt ,  y e t  s t rat e g i c .                         

“ So l o , ”  s he  f i nal l y  s ai d ,  a  c o mmand .                         
“ Ye s , ”  he  re p l i e d ,  a  p ro mi s e .                      
“ M o re . ”    
E x ac t l y  w hat  he ’d  b e e n w ai t i ng  f o r. He  e x p l o re d  he r t he  w ay  he ’d  l o ng e d  t o  d o                                                        

f ro m t he  s t art , l e avi ng  no  p art  o f  he r u nt o u c he d . He  l e arne d  he r. He  e njo y e d  he r,                                                  
t hi s  s w e e t , vu l ne rab l e  g i rl  w i t h a  he art  mo re  e x q u i s i t e  t han d i amo nd s . He  l i c ke d                                                        
and  l ave d  at  t he  s c ars  o n he r l e g s .                      

“ So  b e au t i f u l , ”  he  t o l d  he r.  “ So  p e rf e c t . ”                                 
“ M e ?  Yo u ’ re  t he  b e au t i f u l  and  p e rf e c t  o ne . ”                                 
W he n s he  l o o ke d  at  hi m w i t h p l e as u re  and  p as s i o n and  ne e d  i n he r e y e s , he  f e l t                                                      

l i ke  t he  hand s o me  p ri nc e  he ’d  w ant e d  t o  b e  as  a  l i t t l e  b o y. “ Yo u  w o u l d  no t                                                       
c hang e  any t hi ng  ab o u t  me . ”  A  s t at e me nt ,  no t  a  q u e s t i o n.                                       

“ Onl y  i f  y o u  w ant e d  t o  l e ave  t hi s  b e d  b e f o re  w e  ac t u al l y  g o t  t o  t he  g o o d  s t u f f !”                                                                  
He  c hu c kl e d . Hu mo r. In s e x . He  had  ne ve r kno w n i t  w as  p o s s i b l e . B u t  t he n,                                               

he ’d  ne ve r b e e n w i t h a  w o man                    l i ke  he r, a  w o man o f  l o ve  and  l i g ht . “ I’ l l  s ho w  y o u                                  
t he  g o o d  s t u f f , ”  he  g ro w l e d  w i t h mo c k f e ro c i t y .                                      

He  s e t  o u t  t o  d o  ju s t  t hat . Hi s  o w n ne e d  s ho u l d  have  o ve rp o w e re d  hi m, s ho u l d                                                       
have  d ri ve n hi m t o  hu rr y, b u t  t hi s  w as  t o o  i mp o rt ant  t o  r u s h, he  c rave d  he r                                                
s at i s f ac t i o n t o o  d e s p e rat e l y, w as  s o  d e t e rmi ne d  t o  make  t hi s  a  me mo r y  s he  w o u l d                                                           
c he ri s h f o r t he  re s t  o f  he r l i f e ,  t hat  he  w as  c are f u l  t o  s t u d y  he r re ac t i o ns .                                                        

W he n s he  g as p e d ,  he  kne w  s he  l i ke d  w hat  he  w as  d o i ng .                                     
W he n s he  mo ane d ,  he  kne w  s he  re al l y  l i ke d  w hat  he  w as  d o i ng .                                        
B u t  w he n s he  w ri t he d ,  he  kne w  he                          ow n e d     he r. 
A l l  t he  w hi l e , s he  kne ad e d  and  s c rat c he d  at  hi s  b ac k. S he  c o u l d n’t  s e e m t o  g e t                                                       

e no u g h o f  hi m, s e e me d  t o                     n e e d     hi m, s o me  p art  o f  hi m, and  g rab b e d  hi s  hand  and                           
s u c ke d  hi s  f i ng e rs  i nt o  he r mo u t h.                       

He  ne arl y  b u rs t  o u t  o f  hi s  s ki n.  “ A re  y o u  re ad y  f o r me ,  s w e e t he art ? ”                                                  
“ P le e e a s e       . ”
S he ’d  s t o l e n t he  w o rd  ri g ht  o u t  o f  hi s  he ad . “ I ne e d  t o  g rab  t he  c o nd o m. I’m                                                     

s af e ,  I ’ m c l e an,  b u t  w e  d o n’ t  w ant  t o  ri s k a  b ab y . ”                                       
“ No .  I  w ant  t o  f e e l  y o u .  Onl y  y o u .  Ju s t  t hi s  f i rs t  t i me . ”                                              
Oh, y e s . S he  w as  s u re l y  p l u c ki ng  t he  w o rd s  o u t  o f  hi s  mi nd . He  kne w  t he  ri s k,                                                      

ju s t  as  he ’ d  t o l d  he r,  b u t  he  c o u l d n’ t  s e e m t o  make  hi ms e l f  c are  ju s t  t he n.                                                       
He  s hi f t e d  i nt o  p o s i t i o n, g e t t i ng  re ad y, b u t  no t  t aki ng  he r. No t  y e t . S he                                                   

w rap p e d  he r l e g s  aro u nd  hi m, and  t he i r  l i p s  me t  i n ano t he r f e ve re d  ki s s . F i nal l y                                                     
he  mo ve d        f o r w ard . He  me ant  t o  b e  g e nt l e , b u t  as  s mal l  as  s he  w as  he  had  t o  e x e rt                                                  
mo re  p re s s u re  t han he ’ d  i nt e nd e d .  She  g as p e d  w he n he  at  l as t  s l i d  ho me ,  he r b o d y                                                        
jo l t i ng  f ro m t he  s ho c k o f  hi s  i nvas i o n.                         

“ Okay ? ”  he  g ri t t e d .            



“ Ye s s s s , ”  s he  s ai d  o n a  mo an.                    
 e n he ’d  d o ne  hi s  jo b, had  p re p are d  he r p ro p e rl y. A s  he  mo ve d  ag ai ns t  he r,                                             

s he  o ffe re d  ano t he r mo an and  g ave  hi m mo re  t han he ’d  e ve r i mag i ne d  p o s s i b l e ,                                             
no t hi ng  w i t hhe l d . S he  s u rro u nd e d  hi m, c l as p e d  at  hi m, b re at he d  i n hi s  e ar,                                               
s ho u t e d  hi s  name , arc he d  i nt o  hi m, mo ve d  w i t h hi m, c ri e d  o u t , p u l l e d  hi s  hai r,                                                   
s c rat c he d  at  hi s  b ac k s o me  mo re , ki s s e d  and  ki s s e d  and  ki s s e d  hi m. A nd  w he n he                                                   
kne w  s he  ve rg e d  o n l o s i ng  he r b re at h, he  l i f t e d  hi s  he ad  and  p e e re d  i n he r e y e s .                                                       
D e e p ,  s o  d e e p .            

“ V i ka, ” he  i nt o ne d . “ I’m g o i ng  t o  g i ve  y o u  e ve r y t hi ng  I have  t o  g i ve , t hi s  I vo w                                                     
t o  y o u ,  and  y o u ’ re  g o i ng  t o  l i ke  i t .  V o w  i t  t o  me . ”                                           

“ S o l o, d arl i ng , S o l o. ” He r t re mb l i ng  i nc re as e d . “ I vo w  i t . A nd  I’ l l  g i ve  y o u                                                   
e ve ry t hi ng .  E ve ry t hi ng  I  have . ”                  

“ M ake  y o u  s o  hap p y  y o u  s ai d  t hat . ”  A s  he  ki s s e d  he r and  c l ai me d  he r,  he  w e nt  a                                                         
s t e p  b e y o nd  w hat  he ’d  p ro mi s e d , g i vi ng  he r al l  t hat  he  w o u l d  e ve r b e . S he  w as                                                      
e ve r y t hi ng  he ’d  e ve r w ant e d , e ve r y t hi ng  he ’d  t ho u g ht  he  w o u l d  ne ve r have , and                                                
s he  b e g an t o  g as p  hi s  name , o ve r and  o ve r, c al l i ng  t o  hi m, d raw i ng  hi m e ve r                                              
d e e p e r.    

A s  he r b ac k b o w e d  o ff t he  b e d , s he  s ho u t e d  w i t h t he  f o rc e  o f  he r re l e as e . He                                                       
f e l t  he r re l i e f ,  and  l o s t  t he  re s t  o f  hi s  c o nt ro l .                                      

A nd  w he n he  c o l l ap s e d  o n t o p  o f  he r a  f e w  mi nu t e s  l at e r, he  q u i c kl y  ro l l e d  t o                                                           
hi s  s i d e , no t  w ant i ng  t o  hu rt  he r. Hi s  e y e l i d s  w e re  u nb e l i e vab l y  he avy — and  he                                                     
c o u l d  o nl y  s mi l e  w r y l y  ab o u t  i t . He ’d  t re kke d  t hro u g h t he  i c e - c ake d  mo u nt ai ns                                                        
c arr y i ng  a  hu nd re d - p o u nd  b ag  o f  je w e l r y  w i t ho u t  e ve r t i ri ng , y e t  t hi s  o ne  l i t t l e                                                             
f e mal e  had  e x hau s t e d  hi m.               

He  w as  ke e p i ng  he r, he  d e c i d e d  as  he  d ri f t e d  o ff, and  w o e  t o  any o ne  w ho  e ve r                                                     
t ri e d  t o  t ake  he r aw ay  f ro m hi m.                   



Twenty-seven

Sustain m e with  raisin cakes,  refresh  m e with  apples,  because I  am  lovesick.        
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 2 :5 

WHILE HER SWEET, EXHAUSTED     S o l o  t o o k a  nap, V i ka  d re s s e d  and  e njo y e d  a                               
w o nd e rf u l  d r y  e nz y me  s ho w e r. S he  he at e d  a  b o w l  o f  t o mat o  s o u p  and  at e  i t  w hi l e                                                            
s t u d y i ng  t he  c ab i n. It  w as  b i g g e r t han s he ’d  e x p e c t e d  and  q u i t e  ho me y, w i t h l o g                                                         
w al l s  and  c o mf o rt ab l e , w e l l - w o rn f u rni t u re . A  s o f t  b ro w n r u g  c o ve re d  t he  l i vi ng                                                         
ro o m fl o o r, and  p i c t u re s  o f  ro s e s  and  l i l i e s  c o ve re d  t he  w al l s . A n e ve n s o f t e r r u g                                                            
c o ve re d  t he  ki t c he n fl o o r, and  p o t s  and  p ans  hu ng  f ro m a  me t al  rac k ju s t  ab o ve                                                 
t he  g rani t e  i s l and  c o u nt e r.                 

A n e c l e c t i c  mi x  o f  o l d  and  ne w, as  t ho u g h a  man and  a  w o man had  s hare d  t he                                                
d e c o rat i ng  re s p o ns i b i l i t y.  e  man had  d e c i d e d  w hat  b e l o ng e d  o n t he  fl o o rs ,                                                     
and  t he  w o man had  d e c i d e d  w hat  b e l o ng e d  o n t he  w al l s .                                     

Was  S o l o’s  b o s s  marri e d ?  s he  w o nd e re d . If  s o, w hat  w o u l d  t he  f e mal e  t hi nk o f                                                   
V i ka?  S he  had  ne ve r s o c i al i z e d  w i t h p e o p l e  o u t s i d e  t he  c i rc u s , and  w as n’t  s u re                                                         
s he  kne w  ho w  t o  make  a  g o o d  i mp re s s i o n.                           

Fo r t hat  mat t e r, w hat  w o u l d  S o l o’s  f ri e nd s  t hi nk o f  he r?  Wo u l d  t he y  s l ap  S o l o                                                     
o n t he  b ac k f o r a  jo b  w e l l                       d o ne , as  mal e s  s o me t i me s  l i ke d  t o  d o, o r w o u l d  t he y                                     
p u l l  hi m as i d e  and  w arn hi m t o  s t ay  aw ay  f ro m he r?                               

Ho w  w o u l d  So l o  re ac t  i f  t he y  d i d ?                          
He ’d  o nc e  t o l d  he r t he y  w o u l d  p ro t e c t  he r, b u t  t hat  d i d n’t  me an t he y  w o u l d                                                      

l i ke  he r o r ap p ro ve  o f  he r. A  b u rni ng  he at  i nc he d  u p  t he  c e nt e r o f  he r c he s t , o ne                                                      
t hat  had  no t hi ng  t o  d o  w i t h p l e as u re .                         

“ Wo rr y  o nl y  b u y s  y o u  w ri nkl e s , ” he r mo t he r u s e d  t o  s ay. “ We l l , t ho s e  and                                                  
ro t t e n b o ne s . ”         

V i ka f o rc e d  t he  d e p re s s i ng  t ho u g ht s  o u t  o f  he r mi nd  and  p e e re d  o u t  t he  i c e -                                                         
f o g g e d  w i nd o w. No w  t hat  s he  w as  t o as t y  w arm, s he  c o u l d  e njo y  t he  s he e r w i nt e r                                                       
maje s t y  aro u nd  he r. A nd  may b e  . .  .  may b e  he r l o ve  al s o  s t e mme d  f ro m t he  f ac t                                                  
t hat , f o r t he  fi rs t  t i me  i n he r l i f e , s he  d i d n’t  have  t o  f e ar d o i ng  o r s ay i ng  t he                                                      
w ro ng  t hi ng  and  “e arni ng ” a  b e at i ng . S he  w as  s af e . S o l o  w o u l d  ne ve r p hy s i c al l y                                                    
hu rt  he r,  s o me t hi ng  he ’ d  p ro ve n ag ai n and  ag ai n as  he ’ d  f o u g ht  t o  s ave  he r.                                               

S he  w as  . .  .  c he ri s he d . Ye s . S he  w as . No  mat t e r w hat  hi s  f ri e nd s  mi g ht  s ay                                                 
ab o u t  he r!     

 e  man had  ki s s e d  and  t o u c he d  he r, and  he ’d  d o ne  i t  w i t h u nab as he d  re l i s h,                                                
i nt e ns e  ne e d , and  a  hi nt  o f  jo y. S he  had  l o ve d  e ve r y  s e c o nd  and  had  o nl y  c rave d                                                    
mo re . No t hi ng  he ’d  d o ne  had  s c are d  he r. E ve r y t hi ng  had  e x c i t e d  he r, s o f t e ne d                                                 
he r.

I ’ m s o gla d  I  w a i te d  for  h i m.                   
W as  t hat  t he  w ay  maki ng  l o ve  w as  f o r e ve ry o ne ?                             
No. No  w ay.  e  t hi ng s  s he ’d  w i t ne s s e d  t hro u g ho u t  t he  y e ars  had  c o nfi rme d                                              

t he  o p p o s i t e . S e x  c o u l d  b e  vi o l e nt , e x p l o s i ve , ang r y, o r  l au g hi ng , f u n, and                                                      
s e e mi ng l y  c are f re e . B u t  t e nd e r?  No, s he ’d  ne ve r w i t ne s s e d                                           t hat . W hat  s he  and        



S o l o  had  d o ne  w as  s p e c i al , and  s he  w o u l d  ho l d  t he  me mo r y  i n he r he art  f o r al l  o f                                                         
e t e rni t y .     

A  mo ve me nt  o u t s i d e  c l ai me d  he r f o c u s .                           
He art  p i c ki ng  u p  s p e e d , s he  ab and o ne d  he r s o u p  t o  rac e  aro u nd  t he  ki t c he n                                                  

c o u nt e r and  p re s s  he r no s e  ag ai ns t  t he  w i nd o w  g l as s . R o u g hl y  f o rt y  y ard s  aw ay, a                                                       
g o rg e o u s  w hi t e  t i g e r p ro w l e d  f ro m o ne  p at c h o f  t re e s  t o  ano t he r, l e avi ng  a  r u b y                                                           
l i ne  i n hi s  w ake .          

R u b y  .  .  .  b l o o d ?  W as  he  i nju re d ?                          
Had  t o  b e . Onl y  d e s p e rat i o n f o r he l p  w o u l d  have  b ro u g ht  hi m s o  c l o s e  t o                                                    

hu man l i f e .     
B u t  . .  .  s he  s ho u l d n’t  he l p  hi m. S he  w as n’t  f o o l i s h. We l l , no t  al l  t he  t i me . S he                                                        

kne w  he  w as  a  w i l d  ani mal , u nl i ke  he r t ame , f u n- l o vi ng  D o b i  w i t h t he  marki ng                                                
p ro b l e m. S he  s u s p e c t e d  he  w o u l d  b i t e  he r he ad  o ff i f  g i ve n hal f  a  c hanc e . Or                                                      
e ve n o ne - t hi rd  o f  a  c hanc e . F i ne , e ve n i f  s he  f ai l e d  t o  o ffe r hi m any  ki nd  o f                                                   
c hanc e . B u t  . .  .  s he  c o u l d n’t  l e ave  hi m o u t  t he re , i nju re d , w i t ho u t  at  l e as t  t r y i ng                                                           
t o  ai d  hi m.      

I  kn ow  w h a t y ou’ r e  th i n ki n g,                     X  s u d d e nl y  s ai d ,  ap p e ari ng  o n he r s ho u l d e r.                                    An d  i t   
w ould  be  my  p le a s ur e  to h e lp  y ou.  I  c a n  p r e ve n t th e  be a s t  fr om a tta c ki n g y ou.                                                  

“ R e al l y ? ”      
Ye s , r e a l ly . B ut fi r s t, I  w a n t to s h ow  y ou s ome th i n g. I t ’s  th e  r e a s on  I  c a me , a n d  I                                                        

mi gh t be  too w e a k a fte r  w e  h e lp  y our  l i ttle  fr i e n d  out th e r e  to  s h ow  y ou la te r.                                                    He
fl at t e ne d  hi s  t i ny  hand  o n he r nap e , and  p i c t u re s  o f  S o l o’s  l i f e  b e g an t o  fl as h                                                      
t hro u g h he r mi nd .        

So l o — a l i t t l e  b o y  o nl y  hi s  p are nt s  had  l o ve d .                                 
So l o — a ki d  no  o ne  had  w ant e d  t o  hang  aro u nd .                           
S o l o — a t e e nag e r t he  g i rl s  had  l au g he d  at . He ’d  ne ve r e ve n b e e n o n a  g e nu i ne                                                  

d at e .  T he  o nl y  g i rl  he ’ d  l i ke d  had  u s e d  hi m f o r he r o w n s e l f i s h ne e d s .                                                    
So l o — a man o nl y  t he  mo s t  d e p rave d  o f  w o me n had  d e s i re d .                                     
“ Yo u ’ re  u g l y , ”  a  t ho u s and  p e o p l e  had  s ai d  t o  hi m.                                     
“ Yo u ’ re  d i s g u s t i ng , ”  a  t ho u s and  mo re  had  s ai d .                                 
S o l o — a w arri o r w ho  had  d e c i d e d  t o  s p e nd  t he  re s t  o f  hi s  l i f e  al o ne .  at  w ay,                                                       

no  o ne  e l s e  c o u l d  hu rt  hi m.                   
Oh, t he  p ai n t hi s  man had  e nd u re d  . .  .  s o  l i ke  he r o w n. Ho w  d are  any o ne  t re at                                                

hi m s o  p o o rl y ?  W hi l e  s he  had  d e s e r ve d  t he  hat re d  t hr u s t  at  he r, he  had  no t . A nd                                                      
ho w, ho w,     h ow   had  he  s u r vi ve d  t he  c i rc u s ?  Ho w  c o u l d  s he  have  l e f t  hi m i n t hat                                             
c ag e ,  t i me  and  t i me  ag ai n?                

T e ars  t ri c kl e d  d o w n he r c he e ks .                    
I  d i d n’ t  s h ow  h i s  p a s t  s o  th a t y ou w ould  p i ty  h i m or  e ve n  fe e l  gui lty ,                                                     X  s ai d ,        but s o 

th a t y ou w ould  un d e r s ta n d  h i m a  l i ttle  be tte r .                            
“ He  re al l y  i s  w o nd e rf u l ,  i s n’ t  he ? ”                          
He  i s .  N ow  te n d  to th e  ti ge r  be for e  S olo w a ke s  up  a n d  d e c i d e s  to  s top  y ou.                                                   
“ Yo u ’ re  he l p i ng  me .  He  w o n’ t  mi nd  at  al l . ”                             
An d  y ou a r e  too i n n oc e n t for  w or d s .  G o!                         
A s  q u i e t l y  as  p o s s i b l e  V i ka  t i p t o e d  i nt o  t he  b at hro o m. It  w as  t he  l arg e s t  o ne                                                            

s he ’d  e ve r b e e n i n, t ri p l e  t he  s i z e  o f  t he  o ne  i n he r t rai l e r  and  al mo s t  as  l arg e  as                                                          



t he  b e d ro o m i t s e l f , w i t h c al mi ng  b l u e  w al l s  and  a  s i nk i n t he  s hap e  o f  a  s e as he l l .                                                             
S he  s t u ffe d  t he  s u p p l i e s  s he  w o u l d  ne e d  i ns i d e  a  b as ke t  s he ’d  f o u nd  i n t he  l i vi ng                                                               
ro o m— and  t he re  w as  p l e nt y  t o  c ho o s e  f ro m! S he ’d  ne ve r s e e n s o  many  b and ag e s                                                 
and  me d i c at i o ns .         

C l e arl y ,  M i c hae l  w as  a  man w ho  l i ke d  t o  b e  p re p are d  f o r any t hi ng .                                             
A s  s he  t i p t o e d  o u t , s he  ke p t  he r g az e  o n S o l o. He  w as  u t t e rl y  s t i l l , hi s  c he s t                                                            

b are l y  e ve n ri s i ng  as  he  b re at he d . Hi s  t hi c k l as he s  w e re  s p i ke d , c u rl i ng  u p  at  t he                                                        
e d g e s ,  and  hi s  l i p s  w e re  p art e d ,  re l ax e d .  He  l o o ke d  s o  w o nd e rf u l l y  b o y i s h.                                                           

A  w arm s e ns e  o f  c o nt e nt me nt  fi l l e d  he r, p rac t i c al l y  b u s t i ng  he r s ki n at  t he                                                   
s e a ms .      I  d on’ t  w a n t to be  w i th out h i m,                     s he  re al i z e d . E ve r. S he  w ant e d  t o  ho l d  o n                             
t o  hi m and  ne ve r l e t  g o .               

Ho w  d i d  he  f e e l  ab o u t  he r?  Tr u l y  f e e l ?  He  d e s i re d  he r, y e s . A nd  he ’d  as ke d  he r                                                         
t o  l i ve  o n hi s  f arm. B u t  ho w  d i d  he  ac t u al l y  f e e l ?  Ho w  w o u l d  he  f e e l  w he n al l  o f                                                              
t he  d ang e r had  p as s e d ?             

W or r y  a n d  w r i n kle  a n d  r ot,                      s he  re mi nd e d  he rs e l f ,  s w al l o w i ng  b ac k a  s i g h.                                 
Hi ng e s  s q u e ake d  as  s he  o p e ne d  t he  d o o r t o  t he  b ac ky ard , and  s he  c ri ng e d . B u t                                                     

S o l o  d i d n’t  s ho u t  o r c o me  r u nni ng  s o  s he  c o nt i nu e d  o n.  e  t i g e r w as  s t i l l  t he re ,                                                            
s t i l l  p ro w l i ng — s t i l l  b l e e d i ng .                         

“ Ho w  are  y o u  g o i ng  t o  c al m hi m? ”  s he  as ke d  X .                                
I  h a ve  my  w a y s .           
 e y  w e re  s e ve ral  y ard s  ap art , b u t  s he  c o u l d  s e e  t hat  t he  b l o o d  fl o w e d  f ro m                                                        

t he  t i g e r’s  f ro nt  l e f t  l e g . He ’d  s t e p p e d  i nt o  s o me  s o rt  o f  t rap, s he  w o u l d  b e t , f o r                                                                
t he  s ki n and  mu s c l e  had  b e e n p u nc t u re d  i n t hre e  s e p arat e  p l ac e s .                                            

S l o w l y  s he  ap p ro ac he d , X  d i re c t i ng  he r s t e p s . Co l d                                         ai r  s l ap p e d  at  he r,            
s t i ng i ng .  e  t i g e r c au g ht  s i g ht  o f  he r, b l u e  e y e s  l o c ki ng  o n he r, and  he  s t o p p e d .                                                           
One  s t e p, t w o, s he  c o nt i nu e d  he r jo u rne y. Hi s  l i p s  p u l l e d  b ac k and  he  b are d  hi s                                                    
s ab e r t e e t h— l o ng ,  s harp ,  d e ad l y .                      

“ U h,  X ? ”  She  c o ns i d e re d  d ro p p i ng  he r b as ke t  and  ru nni ng .                                     
I ’ ve  got th i s .       
 e  t i g e r c ro u c he d , as  t ho u g h re ad y  t o  l e ap  at  he r and  f e as t  o n he r b o ne s . He r                                                     

s t e p s  f al t e re d .           
He ’s  n ot goi n g to le a p . N ow , move  th r e e  i n c h e s  to  th e  le ft                                     .    G ood . N ow  h op  a n d          

a n gle  tow a r d  th e  r i gh t.              
A g ai n s he  o b e y e d .  “ W hy  am I w al ki ng  l i ke  t hi s ,  any w ay ? ”                                      
To a voi d  s e c ur i ty . N ow , ta ke  a  gi a n t s te p  for w a r d , a s  i f  y ou’r e  s te p p i n g ove r  a                                                     

fa l le n  tr e e .  G ood ,  n ow  s top .  G i ve  me  j us t  a  mome n t.                                     W i t h t hat ,  t he  b e i ng  vani s he d .                    
He  ne ve r ap p e are d  o n o r e ve n ne ar t he  t i g e r ( t o  he r kno w l e d g e ) , b u t  s u d d e nl y                                                    

t he  c re at u re  d ro p p e d  t o  t he  s no w - l ad e n g ro u nd .  He  p u s he d  o u t  a  he avy  b re at h.                                                       
He ’ s  a l l  y our s ,             X  s ai d ,  o nc e  ag ai n o n he r s ho u l d e r.                        
V i ka c l o s e d  t he  re s t  o f  t he  d i s t anc e  w i t h mu c h s u re r s t e p s . S he  kne l t  b e s i d e                                                          

t he  mag ni fi c e nt  b e as t  and  s c rat c he d  hi m b e hi nd  t he  e ars . “ I’ l l  make  y o u  f e e l                                                  
b e t t e r, ”  s he  s ai d .  A nd ,  no w  u s e d  t o  So l o ,  ad d e d ,  “ I  vo w  i t . ”                                                  

P ai n- f i l l e d  b l u e  e y e s  w at c he d  he r w ari l y .  She  w o u l d  no t  f ai l  t hi s  c re at u re .                                                         
W o rki ng  s w i f t l y  y e t  g e nt l y ,  s he  c l e ane d  e ac h o f  t he  p u nc t u re s .                                                
N ot ma n y  p e op le  w ould  h a ve  c ome  out h e r e ,                            X  s ai d .     



“ I c o u l d n’ t  l e ave  hi m. ”               
I  l i ke  th a t a bout y ou.           
“ T hank y o u . ”      
Y ou’ r e  e xa c tly  w h a t S olo h a s  a lw a y s  n e e d e d .                               
A  s mal l  t hri l l  l i t  he r u p  i ns i d e . “ W hat  w as  he  l i ke  as  a  c hi l d ?  Ot he r t han w hat                                                      

y o u  s ho w e d  me ,  I  me an. ”                
A  f o nd  c hu c kl e .             He  w a s  th e  s w e e te s t  l i ttle  boy  e ve r  c r e a te d , fol low i n g h i s  moth e r                                            

a r oun d ,  a lw a y s  ma ki n g h e r  gi fts .                     
Onl y  y e s t e rd ay, he ’d  o ffe re d  t o  b u y  V i ka ne w  je w e l r y. S he ’d  c o nvi nc e d  he rs e l f                                                   

t he  o ffe r s t e mme d  f ro m i rri t at i o n o ve r t he  he avi ne s s  o f  he r b ag , and  may b e  i t                                                
had ,  b u t  w hat  i f  i t  had  al s o  s t e mme d  f ro m a  d e s i re  t o  p l e as e  he r?                                                

Hand s  t re mb l i ng , s he  s mo o t he d  nu mb i ng  c re am o ve r t he  f e l i ne ’s  i nju ri e s  and                                              
w rap p e d  hi s  l e g  w i t h a  t hi c k w hi t e  b and ag e , ap p l y i ng  p re s s u re  t o  s t o p  any  mo re                                                         
b l e e d i ng . A  fi nal  s c rat c h b e hi nd  t he  c re at u re ’s  e ar and  s he  s t o o d  t o  w al k b ac k                                                     
i nt o  t he  c ab i n.  Onc e  ag ai n X  o rd e re d  he r s t e p s ,  maki ng  he r z i g  and  z ag  and  l e ap .                                                     

Ins i d e  t he  c ab i n, w arm ai r  i ns t ant l y  e nve l o p e d  he r. S he  s hu c ke d  he r c o at  and                                                
c arri e d  t he  b as ke t  o f  s u p p l i e s  t o  t he  b e d ro o m, d e s p e rat e  t o  s e e  S o l o  ag ai n. He                                                           
had  b e g u n t o  s t i r. He ’d  ki c ke d  t he  c o ve rs  f ro m t he  b e d , l e avi ng  hi s  b o d y  b are . He                                                       
w as  o n hi s  s t o mac h, hi s  b ac k t o  he r. Hi s  l u s c i o u s , l u s c i o u s  b ac k. He  w as  al l                                                     
b ro nz e d  s ki n and  c hi s e l e d  mu s c l e , hi s  b o t t o m t i g ht , hi s  l e g s  . .  .  i nju re d , ju s t                                                          
l i ke  t he  t i g e r’ s .            

C o nc e rne d ,  V i ka  ru s he d  t o  hi s  s i d e .                          
All  r i gh t,  th e n .  Th i s  i s  w h e r e  I  s a y  good -by e ,                                    X  s ai d ,  and  vani s he d .             
 e  w o l ve s  had  b i t t e n S o l o, s he  re c al l e d , and  t he                                      t e e t h marks  w e re  s t i l l  t he re ,                   

s t i l l  l e aki ng .  She  s e t  t he  b as ke t  d o w n and  w i t hd re w  t he  o nl y  re mai ni ng  c l e an rag .                                                       
T he  mo me nt  t he  f ab ri c  b ru s he d  ag ai ns t  hi s  s ki n,  he  je rke d  aro u nd ,  arm s w i p i ng                                                 

o u t , hi s  c l aw s  e l o ng at i ng — b u t  he  c au g ht  s i g ht  o f  he r and  s t o p p e d  t he  mo me nt u m                                                         
ju s t  i n t i me .        

 e  c l aw s  re t rac t e d , and  S o l o  mo ane d , as  t ho u g h i n p ai n. “ I’m s o  s o rr y,                                             
s w e e t he art . ”       

“ M y  f au l t , ” s he  s ai d , and  t he re  w as n’t  a  s i ng l e  b e at  o f  f e ar i ns i d e  he r.                                                      Th a t’ s  
ho w  mu c h s he  t r u s t e d  hi m. “ M y  b ab i e s  u s e d  t o  re ac t  t he  s ame  w ay  w he n any o ne                                                      
ro u s e d  t he m f ro m s l e e p. I kne w  b e t t e r. ” Smi l i ng  s o f t l y, s he  g ave  hi s  w arm c he s t  a                                                      
l i t t l e  p u s h.  “ Li e  b ac k.  Yo u  p ro mi s e d  I  w o u l d  g e t  t o  t e nd  y o u  w he n w e  re ac he d  t he                                                                
c ab i n.  W e l l ,  hap p y  ne w s .  W e ’ ve  re ac he d  t he  c ab i n. ”                                    

A s  s t ro ng  as  he  w as , t he  ac t i o n f o rc e d  hi m t o  d o  no t hi ng . S t i l l , he  f e l l                                                    
b ac kw ard , t he  p i l l o w s  p l u mp i ng  aro u nd  hi m. He  w at c he d  he r as  s he  d o c t o re d                                                 
hi m, s i l e nt . W he n s he  fi ni s he d , s he  t rac e d  he r fi ng e rt i p  al o ng  o ne  o f  hi s                                               
t o e nai l s .     

“ So  p re t t y , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ Li ke  d i amo nd s . ”                            
“ I w ant  y o u  ag ai n,  V i ka. ”               
He  w as  t o t al l y  and  c o mp l e t e l y  nake d . “ I re al i z e  t hat , S o l o, ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a                                                     

g ri n. 
 e i r g az e s  me t , and  s he  s u s p e c t e d  t he  s ame  fi re  t hat  c rac kl e d  i n hi s  al s o                                                   

c rac kl e d  i n he r o w n.           



“ D o  y o u  w ant  me ? ”  he  as ke d .                   
“ M o re  t han any t hi ng . ”           
“ T he n have  me . ”       
She  d i d .  Oh,  s he  d i d .              

•    •    •       

V i ka  p ro p p e d  he rs e l f  u p  o n o ne  e l b o w  and  p e e re d  d o w n at  S o l o. He  me t  he r g az e                                                        
t hro u g h he avy - l i d d e d  e y e s . Hi s  hai r  w as  i n c o mp l e t e  d i s array, t he  d ark s t rand s                                                  
s t i c ki ng  o u t  i n s p i ke s .  e  s t ro ng  b o ne s  o f  hi s  f ac e  w e re  o ve rl ai d  w i t h s ki n                                                         
fl u s he d  f ro m t he  i nt e ns e  p l e as u re  t he y  had  s hare d . Hi s  l i p s  w e re  s o f t  and  re d                                                      
f ro m he r ki s s e s ,  a  l i t t l e  s w o l l e n.                          

He  w as  b re at ht aki ng .          
“ I t hi nk I  l i ke d  t hat  t i me  b e t t e r t han t he  f i rs t , ”  s he  anno u nc e d .                                            
“ Yo u ’ l l  l i ke  t he  t hi rd  t i me  e ve n b e t t e r, ”  he  p ro mi s e d .                                        
S he  l au g he d  w i t h d e l i g ht . “ S o, w he n w e  g e t  t o  y o u r f arm, are  y o u  g o i ng  t o  l e t                                                         

me  f e e d  t he  ani mal s ?  C an t hat  b e  o ne  o f  my  c ho re s ? ”                                   
A  p au s e .  A  he s i t ant  “ Yo u ’ ve  d e c i d e d  t o  s t ay  w i t h me ? ”                                          
“ Fo r no w, ” s he  s ai d , t hi nki ng ,                   for e ve r    .  B u t  s he  w o u l d n’t  t e l l  hi m t hat  p art .                          

No t  y e t .  No t  u nt i l  s he  w as  c e rt ai n he  w ant e d  he r i n hi s  l i f e  t hat  l o ng .                                                   
“  at ’s  g o o d . ” He  s c r u b b e d  a  hand  d o w n hi s  f ac e . “ B u t  I have  t o  t e l l  y o u                                                      

s o me t hi ng ,  V i ka.  Yo u  mi g ht  c hang e  y o u r mi nd . ”                             
He r s t o mac h b o t t o me d  o u t . In a  s i ng l e  b l i nk o f  t i me , he  had  g o ne  f ro m p l ay f u l                                                      

and  aro u s e d  t o  s e ri o u s  and  g ri m.  “ W hat  i s  i t ? ”                                 
He  l o o ke d  aw ay  f ro m he r. “ I d o n’t  w ant  t o  l i e  t o  y o u , w ant  t o  g i ve  y o u  f u l l                                                       

d i s c l o s u re  e ve n t ho u g h I t o l d  my s e l f  I ’d  ke e p  t hi s  a  s e c re t , and  I kno w  I s ho u l d                                                           
h a v e       t o l d  y o u  b e f o re  y o u  ran o ff w i t h me . B u t  I’m a  s mart  man— re al l y  s mart —                                             
and  no w  i t ’s  t o o  l at e  f o r y o u  t o  d i t c h me , s o  t hi s  w as  t he  w i s e s t  p at h and  I’m no t                                                            
s o rry . ”   

O- kay, s he ’d  ne ve r s e e n hi m t hi s  u nc o mf o rt ab l e . A nd  s he ’d  s e e n hi m s t ri p p e d                                               
and  f o nd l e d  b y  s t rang e rs !  “ Ju s t  t e l l  me . ”                              

Hi s  f i ng e rs  t ang l e d  i n hi s  hai r.  “ Yo u ’ re  no t  g o i ng  t o  l i ke  i t . ”                                              
“ W e l l ,  y o u ’ re  ju s t  g o nna have  t o  u s e  y o u r man p art s  and  d o  i t !”                                            
He  s t i l l e d ,  hi s  l i p s  t w i t c hi ng .  “ M y  man p art s ?  D o  y o u  me an my  b al l s ? ”                                                     
He at  b l as t e d  f ro m he r c he e ks .  “ M ay b e . ”                          
“ Say  i t , ” he  s ai d  w i t h a  g ri n. “ Say  t he  w o rd . I w ant  t o  he ar i t  o n t ho s e  c and y -                                                     

ap p l e  l i p s . ”         
“ No !  No w  s t o p  s t al l i ng  and — y o u r e y e s , ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  f ro w n.  e re  w as  a                                                      

s l i g ht  ri ng i ng  i n he r e ars , anno y i ng  and  y e t  w o nd e rf u l . “ Yo u r e y e s  u s e d  t o  b e  a                                                        
l i g ht  b l u e , b u t  no w  t he y ’re  a  d ark p u rp l e , l i ke  my  f at he r’s  u s e d  t o  b e . Li ke  mi ne                                                         
are . ” A nd  s he  c o u l d  s e e  f ar  mo re  c l e arl y  t han s he ’d  e ve r s e e n b e f o re , s he  re al i z e d                                                         
as  s he  l o o ke d  aro u nd  t he  ro o m.                   

B e f o re , s he ’d  t ho u g ht  e ve r y t hi ng  w as  c l e ar. No w  s he  re al i z e d  ho w  w ro ng  s he ’d                                                    
b e e n.       Th i s    w as  c l e ar. D u s t  mo t e s  s w i rl e d  i n t he  ai r, fl o at i ng  . .  .  fl o at i ng  . .  .  and                                                     
t he  o ve rhe ad  l i g ht  p ro vi d e d  an u nd e ni ab l e  rad i anc e  t hat  c au s e d  he r t o  t e ar.                                                 



C o nf u s e d ,  s he  e as e d  al l  t he  w ay  u p .  “ W hat ’ s  g o i ng  o n? ”                                          
“ Yo u r e y e s  are  no w  a  l i g ht  b l u e , ” he  s ai d . “ I no t i c e d  i t  a  f e w  mi nu t e s  ag o, b u t  I                                                             

f i g u re d  i t  w as  a  t ri c k o f  t he  l i g ht . ”                             
“ M y  e y e s  are n’ t  d ark p u rp l e ? ”                    
“ No .  T he y ’ re  b l u e ,  l i ke  mi ne  u s e d  t o  b e . ”                                 
So  .  .  .  t he y  had  c hang e d ,  b o t h o f  t he m.  “ I  d o n’ t  u nd e rs t and  t hi s . ”                                                 
“ C o u l d  w e  have  .  .  .  s w i t c he d ? ”                         
M ay b e . “ B u t  I’ ve  ne ve r he ard  o f  any t hi ng  l i ke  t hat  hap p e ni ng . No t  w i t h                                             

hu mans , o r e ve n hu mans  d at i ng  o t he r w o rl d e rs . ”  e  ri ng i ng  s t o p p e d  ab r u p t l y,                                                 
and  i n i t s  p l ac e , s he  he ard  he r o w n vo i c e . “ I c an he ar, ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  g as p. “ I                                                    
c an he ar!” A nd  o h, he r vo i c e  w as  g o rg e o u s !  S he  kne w  i t  w as  w ro ng  t o  b rag , b u t                                                   
s he  c o u l d n’t  he l p  he rs e l f . He r vo i c e  w as  t he  mo s t  b e au t i f u l  t hi ng  s he ’d  e ve r                                                       
he ard ! 

“ W hat ? ”  he  s ai d ,  ru b b i ng  at  hi s  e ars .  “ Say  t hat  ag ai n. ”                                    
S c rat c h t hat .         Hi s   vo i c e  w as  t he  mo s t  b e au t i f u l  t hi ng  s he ’d  e ve r he ard . R o u g h                                          

and  ras p y, d ark and  mas c u l i ne , f u l l  o f  p o w e r and  u nd e ni ab l e  vi g o r, c au s i ng  he r                                                 
t o  s hi ve r. “ It ’s  a  mi rac l e !  M y  e ars  are  w o rki ng . D o  y o u  have  any  i d e a  ho w  l o ng                                                    
I’ ve — ”  

“ I c an’ t  he ar y o u , ”  he  i nt e rru p t e d .  “ I  c an’ t  he ar any t hi ng . ”                                       
“ W hat ? ” s he  s c re e c he d . S he  c o u l d  he ar, b u t  he  c o u l d n’t ?  No. No, no, no.  at                                            

w o u l d  me an t he y ’d  d o ne  mo re  t han s w i t c h e y e s .  e y ’d  s w i t c he d  e ars . Hi s                                                 
p e rf e c t i o n f o r al l  o f  he r f l aw s .                       

“ T he  vo w . ”  He  g ave  he r a  d az e d  l o o k.  “ I  vo w e d  t o  g i ve  y o u  al l  t hat  I  w as . ”                                                         
S o  had  s he .  e  mo i s t u re  d ri e d  i n he r mo u t h. “ Oh, S o l o, I’m s o  s o rr y. ” S he                                              

fl at t e ne d  he r p al ms  o n hi s  c he s t , f e l t  t he  hard  t hu mp  o f  hi s  he art b e at . “ I ne ve r                                                    
w o u l d  have  ag re e d  t o  s u c h a  s w i t c h— ”                           

“ Hu s h, ” he  s ai d . “ In my  l i ne  o f  w o rk I had  t o  l e arn t o  re ad  l i p s , t o o, s o  w e                                                   
w o n’ t  have  any  p ro b l e m c o mmu ni c at i ng . ”                       

Ye s , b u t  he ’d  he l p e d  he r and  s he ’d  hu rt  hi m. “ I’ l l  ne ve r b e  ab l e  t o  f o rg i ve                                                  
my s e l f . A f t e r e ve r y t hi ng  y o u ’ ve  d o ne  f o r me , I g o  and  d o  s o me t hi ng  l i ke  t hi s  t o                                                          
y o u , ad d i ng  t o  y o u r mi s e r y. It ’s  no t  f ai r  t o  y o u . It ’s  c ri mi nal , ac t u al l y. I  s ho u l d                                                         
b e  p u ni s he d !”        

“ Yo u  s t o p  t hat  ri g ht  no w.  i s  he ari ng  t hi ng ?  It  d o e s n’t  mat t e r. ” He  t u g g e d                                                  
he r d o w n s o  t hat  s he  s p raw l e d  ac ro s s  hi s  c he s t . “ No w  l i s t e n t o  w hat  I have  t o                                                      
s ay. ” He  t rac e d  hi s  fi ng e rt i p s  al o ng  t he  ri d g e s  o f  he r s p i ne . “ I w i l l  t e l l  y o u  ab o u t                                                             
my  p as t ,  and  y o u  w i l l  vo w  t o  s t ay  w i t h me  any w ay . ”                                     

A n o rd e r. One  s he  w o u l d  he e d .  e re  w as  no t hi ng  he  c o u l d  s ay  t o  c hang e  he r                                                   
mi nd  ab o u t  hi m.        

“ I w as  a  c o nt rac t  ki l l e r  f o r t he  g o ve rnme nt . ” He  p au s e d , as  i f  e x p e c t i ng  he r t o                                                        
l e ap  u p  and  ru n.         

She  d i d n’ t — s he  w as  t o o  s t u nne d .                      
He  c o nt i nu e d . “ I ki l l e d  hu mans , o t he r w o rl d e rs , mal e s , f e mal e s , i t  d i d n’t                                               

mat t e r. If  I  w as  t o l d  t o  ki l l  s o me o ne , I ki l l e d  t hat  s o me o ne , no  q u e s t i o ns  as ke d .                                                          
I’ ve  ki l l e d  a  l o t  o f  p e o p l e ,  V i ka. ”                            

S he  w o u l d n’t  l i e .  e  w o rd s  w e re  hard  t o  he ar, and  s he  fl i nc he d . He r man, a                                              



ki l l e r. B u t  he  w as n’t  any t hi ng  l i ke  he r f at he r, s he  re mi nd e d  he rs e l f , and  s he                                               
w o u l d  ne ve r t hi nk o f  hi m t hat  w ay. Je c i s  had  e njo y e d  t he  p ai n he  i nfl i c t e d . S o l o                                                     
ne ve r had ,  s o me t hi ng  s he  w o u l d  s t ake  he r l i f e  o n.                                 

“ I c ri e d  af t e r  my  fi rs t  ki l l , and  I’m no t  e mb arras s e d  t o  ad mi t  i t . I  s t are d  at  t he                                                      
b o d y  f o r a  l o ng , l o ng  t i me ,                       s haki ng , s i c k t o  my  s t o mac h. B u t  I s t i l l  t o o k t he  ne x t                                     
jo b, and  t he  ne x t , and  e ve nt u al l y  w hat  I w as  d o i ng  no  l o ng e r b o t he re d  me . I w as                                                  
c o l d  i ns i d e ,  and  g l ad  o f  i t . ”                       

B ut n ot n ow      .  T he re  w as  t o o  mu c h re g re t  i n hi s  t o ne .                            
“ M o s t  o f  w hat  I d i d  w as  f o r a  g o o d  c au s e , and  I kno w  me n l i ke  me  are  ne e d e d                                                      

t o  ke e p  o u r w o rl d  s af e . B u t  t he  t hi ng s  I had  t o  d o  t o  c o mp l e t e  c e rt ai n jo b s  . .  .  I                                                                
t hi nk I’ ve  al w ay s  b e e n mo re  l i ke  y o u , b e c au s e , no  mat t e r my  re as o ns , w hat  I w as                                                  
d o i ng  w as  al s o  ki l l i ng  t he  man I w as  me ant  t o  b e . I  w i s h I c o u l d  u nd o  my  p as t . I                                                         
w i s h I c o u l d  g o  b ac k and  l i ve  a  d i ffe re nt  l i f e , b u t  I c an’t . I  have  t o  l i ve  w i t h w hat                                                           
I’ ve  d o ne .  A nd  no w ,  I ’ m as ki ng  y o u  t o  l i ve  w i t h i t ,  t o o . ”                                            

S he  he ard  t he  re g re t , no w  mi x e d  w i t h i ns e c u ri t y, d o u b t , g u i l t , and  s o rro w. A                                                   
d e s i re  t o  c l e an t he  s l at e  and  s t art  f re s h. A  d e s i re  s he  kne w  ve r y  w e l l . S he  w as                                                         
s u rp ri s e d  s he  c o u l d  ju d g e  t he  e mo t i o ns  s o  p re c i s e l y, and  d o u b t e d  s he  c o u l d  have                                                             
d o ne  s o  w i t h any o ne  e l s e , b u t  t hi s  w as  S o l o, he r S o l o, and  s he  kne w  hi m i n a  w ay                                                       
s he ’ d  ne ve r kno w n any o ne  e l s e .                  

V i ka s at  u p ,  he r hai r  t u mb l i ng  aro u nd  he r s ho u l d e rs .  He  w ai t e d ,  t e ns e .                                                 
“ E ve r y o ne  re g re t s  t hi ng s  i n t he i r  p as t , ” s he  s ai d , and  he  t e ns e d  a  l i t t l e  mo re .                                                          

“ E ve n me . ”     
A s  he  w at c he d  he r l i p s , he  re l ax e d , b u t  o nl y  s l i g ht l y. “ Yo u  have  d o ne  no t hi ng                                                     

w ro ng . ”   
Oh, no. He  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  ab s o l ve  he r. “ R at he r t han fi nd i ng  a  w ay  t o  f re e  t he                                               

o t he r w o rl d e rs  ri g ht  f ro m t he  s t art , I  e nab l e d  my  f at he r t o  u s e  t he m. A nd  d o n’t                                                     
y o u  d are  s ay  I d i d  w hat  I c o u l d . I c o u l d  have  d o ne  mo re .                                          M y  ac t i o ns  w e re  s e l fi s h.                 
I w ant e d  o u t  o f  t he re  p e rmane nt l y  and  I  l e t  t he m ro t  w hi l e  I  s ave d  my  mo ne y . ”                                                      

“ Yo u  s e arc he d  f o r t he  ke y . ”                  
“ I c o u l d  have  s e arc he d  hard e r.  I  c o u l d  have  as ke d  Je c i s  ab o u t  i t . ”                                              
“ A nd  p l ac e d  y o u rs e l f  at  g re at e r ri s k. ”                           
“ A l l  I ’ m s ay i ng  i s ,  w e                      both  c o u l d  have  ac t e d  d i f f e re nt l y . ”                       
“ V i ka— ”   
“ I s t i l l  w ant  t o  s t ay  at  y o u r f arm, ” s he  i nt e rje c t e d . “ Yo u ’re  no t  t he  man y o u                                                    

u s e d  t o  b e , and  y o u  are n’t  a  mo ns t e r. ” A nd  s he  d i d n’t  l i ke  t hat  s he ’d  e ve r i mp l i e d                                                         
he  c o u l d  b e . No  o ne  c o u l d  s e e  i nt o  t he  he art  o f  a  man and  kno w  w hat  he  f e l t  o r                                                         
w hy  he  d i d  w hat  he  d i d . Yo u  had  t o  w ai t  and  w at c h f o r t he  f r u i t . A n o rang e  t re e                                                       
w o u l d  al w ay s  b e ar o rang e s . A  l e mo n t re e  w o u l d  al w ay s  b e ar l e mo ns . “ I’m no t  t he                                                    
g i rl  I  u s e d  t o  b e ,  e i t he r,  and  I ’ m s o  ve ry — ”                                  

“ D o n’t  y o u  d are  ap o l o g i z e , ” he  s ai d  s t e rnl y. “ W i t h y o u r p as t , t he  f ac t  t hat  y o u                                                        
he l p e d  me  at  al l  i s  amaz i ng  e no u g h. ”                        

“ So rry , ”  s he  f i ni s he d  any w ay .                  
Hi s  f ro w n w as  c hi d i ng .              
“ We  have  t o  f o rg i ve  o u rs e l ve s , ” s he  s ai d  w i t h a  no d . “ We  c an’t  l i ve  w i t h s e l f -                                                        

hat re d . It ’s  a  t e rri b l e  e mo t i o n, and  i t  w i l l  o p e n t he  d o o r f o r u s  t o  hat e  o t he rs .                                                          



Hat i ng  o t he rs  w i l l  make  u s  l i ke  Je c i s ,  and  I  d o n’ t  w ant  t o  b e  l i ke  Je c i s . ”                                                       
“ W e  c an o nl y  g o  o n f ro m he re , ”  So l o  ag re e d .  “ D o i ng  b e t t e r. ”                                            
“ We  s t art  f re s h. ” F ro m t hi s  mo me nt  o n, s he  w as  no  l o ng e r t he  c o w ard  w ho                                              

s l u nk aro u nd  i n t he  s had o w s ,                    t he  t i mi d  mo u s e  t hat  c o w e re d  i n c o rne rs , o r  t he                                 
vi c t i m o f  c o ns t ant  c ru e l t y .  She  w as  f i l l e d  w i t h ho p e .  She  w as  e mp o w e re d .                                                      

She  w as  w i t h t he  mo s t  mag ni f i c e nt  o f  me n.                           
“A s  l o ng  as  y o u  ne ve r f o rg e t  w hat  w e ’ ve  d o ne  he re  at  t hi s  c ab i n, ” S o l o  s ai d , hi s                                                         

vo i c e  t e nd e r.        
S hi ve ri ng , s he  re p l i e d , “ B e l i e ve  me , I’ l l  b e  d re ami ng  ab o u t  t hi s  c ab i n e ve r y                                                     

t i me  I  c l o s e  my  e y e s . ”                  
“ I have  a  f e e l i ng  I w i l l  as  w e l l . ” He  re ac he d  u p, b r u s he d  a  fi ng e rt i p  o ve r he r                                                       

c he e ks . “ We ’ ve  t al ke d  ab o u t  t he  p as t . No w  l e t ’s  t al k ab o u t  t he  f u t u re . A f t e r I                                                        
f re e  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  f ro m t he  c i rc u s , I  have  t o  fi nd  my  f ri e nd s , Jo hn and  B l u e .                                                       
 e y  w e re  i nju re d , l i ke  me , and  f ro m w hat  l i t t l e  I kno w  ab o u t  t he  man                                             
re s p o ns i b l e ,  t e rri b l e  t hi ng s  w e re  d o ne  t o  t he m. ”                                    

“ I u nd e rs t and . ” A nd  s he  w o u l d n’t  have  i t  any  o t he r w ay. “ I’ l l  d o  any t hi ng  I c an                                                 
t o  he l p . ”      

A  fi e rc e  l i g ht  i n e y e s  s he  w as  u s e d  t o  s e e i ng  s t are  b ac k at  he r f ro m a  mi rro r— a                                                         
l i g ht  s he ’d  ne ve r b e f o re  s e e n i n t he m. “ No  mat t e r w hat  hap p e ns , I’ l l  t ake  c are  o f                                                    
y o u . ”   

“A nd  I’ l l  t ake  c are  o f  y o u , ” s he  p ro mi s e d . “A nd  w he n w e  s u c c e e d — and  w e  w i l l ,                                                       
b e c au s e  w e ’re  u ns t o p p ab l e — w e ’re  g o i ng  o n a  d at e .                                       Ma n y    d at e s . Yo u ’re  g o i ng  t o               
w i ne  and  d i ne  me , and  I’m g o i ng  t o  d re s s  u p  and  s e d u c e  y o u . We ’ l l  d anc e  and  e at                                                       
and  t al k and  l au g h,  and  have  t he  b e s t  t i me . ”                           

“ I’ l l  ag re e  t o  t ho s e  t e rms  o n o ne  c o nd i t i o n, ” he  s ai d , and  re ac he d  d o w n t o  c u p                                                        
he r b o t t o m.      

A  t hru m o f  ne e d ,  a  b re at hy  mo an.  “ W hat ? ”                          
He  l i c ke d  and  s u c ke d  at  he r c o l l arb o ne . “ S o l o  no  g o o d  w i t h w o rd s . He  have  t o                                                     

s ho w . ”   
Si l l y  c ave man.  “ A g ai n?  Oh,  d e ar.  Ho w e ve r w i l l  I  s u rvi ve ? ”                                     
He  ki s s e d  he r, re l e arni ng  he r, t as t i ng  he r, b u t  t he  ki s s  s o o n s p u n o u t  o f                                                 

c o nt ro l . Ju s t  as  b e f o re , V i ka  w as  c o nf o u nd e d  b y  t he  ab s o l u t e  and  u t t e r d e l i g ht                                                           
s he  f o u nd  i n t he  ac t  o f  maki ng  l o ve  w i t h hi m. S o l o  w as  g e nt l e , and  he  w as  ro u g h,                                                       
he  w as  c are f u l  and  he  w as  u nd i s c i p l i ne d , he  w as  . .  .  e ve r y t hi ng  t o  he r, and  mo re                                                       
t han s he  c o u l d  have  e ve r d re ame d .                   

 e re  w as  no  p art  o f  he r he  l e f t  u np rai s e d . No t hi ng  w as  t ab o o. He  d e l i g ht e d                                                   
i n al l  t hat  s he  w as , and  e r u p t e d  i nt o  a  f re nz y  o f  g ro w l s  and  c o mmand s  w he n s he                                                      
t o o k o ve r,  s ho w i ng  hi m ju s t  ho w  mu c h s he  l o ve d  hi m.                                  

Lo ve ? 
S he  d i d , s he  re al i z e d . S he  l o ve d  hi m w i t h al l  o f  he r he art .  e  e mo t i o n b u rs t                                                     

t hro u g h he r, w armi ng  he r, d e l i g ht i ng  he r, t hri l l i ng  he r— f ri g ht e ni ng  he r, b u t  s he                                               
w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  d w e l l  o n t hat , and  s he  w as n’t  g o i ng  t o  t hi nk ab o u t  w ant i ng  mo re                                                     
f ro m hi m t han he  mi g ht  w ant  f ro m he r. Hi s  f e e l i ng s  w o u l d n’t  c hang e  he r o w n.                                              
A nd  s he  w as n’t  a  mo u s e , s he  re mi nd e d  he rs e l f . S he  w as  b rave . S he  w as  s t ro ng .                                                  
She  w o u l d  g o  af t e r  w hat  s he  w ant e d  w i t h e ve ry t hi ng  s he  had .                                         



Twenty-eight

Th e f lowers h ave already appeared in th e land,  th e tim e h as arrived for pruning th e vines,  and th e voice of  th e turtledove            
h as been h eard in our land. 

—SONG  OF SOLOMON 2 :1 2  

SOLO STARED AT THE    c o mp u t e r s c re e n and  s c o w l e d . F i nal l y, he ’d  g o t t e n an e - mai l .                                         
 re e , i n f ac t . One  f ro m M i c hae l , o ne  f ro m Jo hn, and  o ne  f ro m B l u e . B u t  al l                                              
t hre e  w e re  b o u nc e - b ac k me s s ag e s .                      

 e i r e - mai l  ad d re s s e s  had  b e e n c hang e d . A nd  s o  had  t he i r  p ho ne  nu mb e rs .                                                
 at  w as  s t and ard  o p e rat i ng  p ro c e d u re  w he n an i d e nt i t y  o r a  l o c at i o n had  b e e n                                                     
c o mp ro mi s e d — o r an ag e nt  had  d i e d .                     

S o l o’s  o w n c o d e  t o  t hi s  c ab i n s ho u l d  have  b e e n d i s ab l e d , b u t  i t  had n’t  b e e n.                                                        
He  w as n’t  s u re  w hy. W hat  he  d i d  kno w ?  He  ne e d e d  a  ne w  p l an. If  M i c hae l  w as                                                 
al i ve , he  kne w  S o l o  w as  he re , d e s p i t e  t he i r  l i t t l e  c o mmu ni c at i o n p ro b l e m. He                                                      
w o u l d  have  kno w n t he  mo me nt  S o l o  p u nc he d  t he  c o d e  i nt o  t he  al arm. He  w o u l d                                                   
have  c al l e d .      

To  S o l o, t hat  s t i l l  d i d n’t  p ro ve  t he  man w as  d e ad . B u t . Ye ah, b u t .  e re  w as                                                 
al w ay s  a  b u t  w he n d o u b t  and  u nc e rt ai nt y  w e re  i nvo l ve d . S o l o  mi g ht  have  t o                                                   
p ro c e e d  as  i f  M i c hae l  w as  o u t  o f  t he  p i c t u re  and  u nab l e  t o  he l p  hi m.                                                    

No w  t hat  t he  c u ffs  w e re  o u t  t he re  i n t he  w i l d , Je c i s                                          w o u l d n’t  b e  ab l e  t o  g e t  a                    
l o c k o n S o l o. He  w o u l d  b e  w at c hi ng  t he  ne are s t  c i t i e s , may b e  e ve n t he  ai rp o rt                                                      
and  b u s  s t at i o n. B u t  t hat  w as n’t  re al l y  a  p ro b l e m. In t he  g arag e  u nd e rne at h t he                                                  
c ab i n, t he re  w as  a  t r u c k and  an AT V. B u t  . .  .   e re  w as  t hat  w o rd  ag ai n. He                                                
d i d n’t  l i ke  t he  t ho u g ht  o f  t aki ng  V i ka o u t  i n t he  e l e me nt s . S he ’d  he l d  u p  w e l l  t he                                                            
fi rs t  t i me , b u t  he ’d  s i nc e  mad e  t he  mi s t ake  o f  al l o w i ng  d e s i re  t o  o ve rs had o w                                                      
d u t y, and  had n’t  u s e d  t he  c o nd o m t he  fi rs t  t i me  t he y  mad e  l o ve . He ’d  u s e d  i t  t he                                                       
s e c o nd , and  s ho u l d  have  s t o p p e d  s i nc e  t he y ’d  had  no  mo re . B u t  t he n he ’d                                                
rat i o nal i z e d  t hat  t he  d amag e  w as  al re ad y  d o ne . S o  he ’d  mad e  l o ve  t o  he r a  t hi rd                                                    
t i me — and  he  w o u l d  make  l o ve  t o  he r ag ai n.                          

She  c o u l d  no w  b e  p re g nant .  A nd  i f  s he  w as n’ t ,  s he  c o u l d  b e  b y  d ay ’ s  e nd .                                                        
 e  p o s s i b i l i t y  s ho u l d  have  d i s t u rb e d  hi m.  e  p o s s i b i l i t y  s ho u l d  have                                                      

f ri g ht e ne d  hi m. He  w as n’t  re ad y  t o  b e  a  f at he r. B u t  he  c o u l d n’t  d e ny  he  l i ke d  t he                                                        
t ho u g ht  o f  V i ka  ro u nd  w i t h hi s  c hi l d ,  t i e d  t o  hi m o n s o  vi s c e ral  a  l e ve l .                                                        

A  l o u d  ri ng i ng  e r u p t e d  i n hi s  e ars , and  he  f ro w ne d , i g no re d  i t . He  d i d n’t  l i ke                                                       
t hat  Je c i s  kne w  V i ka’s  g e ne ral  vi c i ni t y. He  d i d n’t  l i ke  f at he r and  d au g ht e r e ve n                                                  
b e i ng  i n t he  s ame  c o u nt r y. B u t  t ho u g h S o l o  no w  had  t he  re s o u rc e s , he  d i d n’t                                                     
have  t i me  t o  t ake  he r s o me w he re  e l s e .                        

He  w o u l d  s t ay  he re  o ne  mo re  ni g ht , he  d e c i d e d , and  w ai t  f o r M i c hae l .  e n, i f                                                    
hi s  b o s s  f ai l e d  t o  c o nt ac t  hi m o r arri ve , he  w o u l d  l o c k V i ka i ns i d e  t he  c ab i n and                                                         
re t u rn t o  t he  c i rc u s — w i t h g u ns , as  K i t t e n had  re q u e s t e d . A f t e r al l , mo re  t han                                                      
ve hi c l e s  f i l l e d  t he  g arag e .                   

He  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  r u n t he  ri s k o f  Je c i s  mo vi ng  t he                                       c i rc u s  ag ai n. R i g ht  no w,              
S o l o  d o u b t e d  t he  man w o u l d  d o  s u c h a  t hi ng . He  w o u l d  w ant  t o  s t ay  he re  and                                                        



s e arc h f o r V i ka.        
“ Yo u ’ re  hap p y , ”  a  f ami l i ar  vo i c e  s ai d .                           
S o l o  b l i nke d , mo me nt ari l y  c o nf u s e d . He  c o u l d  he ar. D i d  t hat  me an V i ka, w ho                                                

w as  c u rre nt l y  nap p i ng , e x hau s t e d  f ro m hi s  i ns at i ab l e  l o ve maki ng , w as  o nc e  ag ai n                                                   
d e af ?  If  s o ,  he  w as n’ t  s u re  he  l i ke d  t hat  t rad e .                                  

“ I am, ”  he  re p l i e d .  “ No  t hanks  t o  y o u . ”                           
D r. E  ap p e are d  o n t he  d e s k, g l ari ng  u p  at  hi m. Hi s  hai r  w as  t ang l e d , hang i ng                                               

l i mp l y  aro u nd  a  g au nt  f ac e . Hi s  e y e s  w e re  s u nke n, hi s  c he e ks  ho l l o w. “ W hy  no t ?                                                      
I he l p e d  y o u . ”          

“ Yo u  o nl y  e ve r g o t  me  i nt o  t ro u b l e . ”                           
 e  b e i ng  hi s s e d  at  hi m, and  i f  t he re  had  b e e n t i ny  p e b b l e s  o n t he  d e s k, S o l o                                                        

f e l t  c e rt ai n t he y  w o u l d  have  b e e n hu rt l e d  at  hi s  he ad . “ Yo u  w o n’t  e ve r l i s t e n t o                                                         
me  ag ai n,  w i l l  y o u ? ”              

“ No . ”  He  l i ke d  t o  t hi nk he  l e arne d  f ro m hi s  mi s t ake s .                                   
D r. E  p o p p e d  hi s  jaw. “ X  w as  g i ve n t o  y o u  t he  d ay  o f  y o u r c o nc e p t i o n, a  g i f t                                                          

f ro m y o u r p are nt s  t o  mi ni s t e r t o  y o u r ne e d s , t o  p ro t e c t  and  t e ac h y o u , b u t  he  w as                                                           
ne ve r t o  o ve rri d e  y o u r f re e  w i l l ,  e ve n w he n i t  g o t  y o u  i nt o  t ro u b l e . ”                                                     

“ I kno w  t hat , ”  So l o  s ai d ,  s i t t i ng  u p  s t rai g ht e r.                                  
“ I u s e d  t o  b e  l i ke  hi m. D i d  y o u  kno w                                th a t   ?  L o ng , l o ng  ag o, I w as  an A l t i l i u m.                       

B u t  I c ho s e  a  d i ffe re nt  l i f e , c ho s e  t o  t ake  rat he r t han as k and  w ai t  f o r an ans w e r,                                                     
and  t he  s o u rc e  o f  my  p o w e r d rai ne d . I had  t o  fi nd  ano t he r.                                        S o  I jo i ne d  y o u  and  X              
w i t ho u t  p e rmi s s i o n. Had  y o u  i g no re d  me , I w o u l d  have  b e e n f o rc e d  t o  l e ave , b u t                                                        
y o u  d i d  no t . Yo u  l i s t e ne d  t o  me , w e l c o me d  me , and  I w as  ab l e  t o  at t ac h my s e l f  t o                                                            
y o u  and  f e e d  o f f  y o u . ”                  

“ Li ke  a  p aras i t e , ”  So l o  g ri t t e d .                       
A  d i s mi s s i ve  w ave  o f  D r.  E ’ s  t i ny  hand .  “ I  p re f e r t he  t e rm ‘ e ne rg y  re c e p t o r. ’  ”                                                           
“ W hat e ve r.  G o  o n.  Yo u  have  a  p o i nt ,  I ’ m s u re . ”                                
B e f o re  t he  l i t t l e  g u y  c o u l d  o p e n hi s  mo u t h, V i ka  p o ke d  he r he ad  i nt o  t he                                                       

ro o m, and  s ai d , “ S o l o ? ” He r mas s  o f  p al e  hai r  w as  b r u s he d  and  g l e ami ng . He r                                                 
e y e s  w e re  o nc e  ag ai n t he  c o l o r o f  p l u ms , and  t ho u g h t he y  w e re  s p arkl i ng , s he  w as                                                        
f ro w ni ng .    

So l o  ju mp e d  t o  hi s  f e e t .  “ E ve ry t hi ng  al l  ri g ht ? ”                                   
“ E ve r y t hi ng ’s  fi ne . B u t  I’m d e af  ag ai n, and  I ju s t  w ant e d  t o  make  s u re  y o u                                               

c o u l d  he ar. ”       
“ I c an, ”  he  s ai d .          
R e l i e f  p ai nt e d  t he  e d g e s  o f  he r s u d d e n s mi l e , d az z l i ng  hi m. “ I’m g l ad . ” S he                                                      

c ame  t he  re s t  o f  t he  w ay  i ns i d e  and  l e ane d  ag ai ns t  a  w al l . S he  mu s t  have  d u g                                                     
t hro u g h t he  d re s s e r d raw e rs , b e c au s e  s he  no w  w o re  an o ve rs i z e  s w e at s hi rt  t hat                                                    
had  t o  b e  ro l l e d  at  t he  w ri s t s  and  p ant s  t hat  had  t o  b e  ro l l e d  at  t he  ankl e s .                                                       

Ne ve r had  s he  l o o ke d  y o u ng e r, f re s he r, and  hi s  he art  ac t u al l y  s w e l l e d  i n hi s                                                  
c he s t . B u t  he  w ant e d  t o  s e e  he r i n c l o t hi ng  he  had  b o u g ht  f o r he r. Or c l o t hi ng  he                                                        
had  fi rs t  w o rn. Want e d  he r s u rro u nd e d  b y  hi s  t hi ng s — t he i r  t hi ng s . Want e d  t o                                                
g i ve  he r .  .  .  e ve ry t hi ng .                 

“ I w o nd e r w hy  t he  s w i t c hi ng  o f  o u r s e ns e s  ke e p s  hap p e ni ng , ” s he  s ai d . “ I kno w                                                     
y o u  s ai d  y o u  t hi nk i t ’s                     b e c au s e  w e  vo w e d  t o  s hare  al l  t hat  w e  are , b u t  d o  y o u                                        



t hi nk t he re ’ s  mo re  t o  i t  t han t hat ,  s i nc e  no t hi ng ’ s  s t i c ki ng ? ”                                          
“ Li ke  w hat ? ”      
“ I d o n’ t  kno w . ”  A  s hru g .  “ I  w as  ho p i ng  y o u ’ d  b e  ab l e  t o  t e l l  me . ”                                                    
Li ke  t he  f ac t  t hat  he  w ant e d  t o  g i ve  he r                              e ve r y th i n g        ?  Li ke  t he  f ac t  t hat  he  l o ve d                   

s hari ng  t hi s  w i t h he r?  “ I’m g l ad  i t ’s  hap p e ni ng , and  I ho p e  y o u  are  t o o. No  o ne                                                 
e l s e  has  e ve r had  t he  c hanc e  t o  s e e  t he  w o rl d  t hro u g h ano t he r p e rs o n’s  e y e s , b u t                                                       
w e  have . No  o ne  e l s e  has  e ve r had  t he  c hanc e  t o  he ar t hro u g h ano t he r p e rs o n’s                                              
e ars ,  b u t  w e  have . ”            

“ We ’re  s p e c i al ? ” s he  s ai d , a  q u e s t i o n w he n s he ’d  p ro b ab l y  me ant  t o  make  a                                                  
s t at e me nt .     

“ We  are . A nd  may b e  t he  ab i l i t i e s  are n’t  s t i c ki ng  b e c au s e  t hat ’s  w hat  s hari ng  i s                                                    
al l  ab o u t .  G i ve  and  t ake .  E b b  and  f l o w . ”                             

S he  no d d e d , s at i s fi e d  w i t h t hat . “ We l l , M r. Sp e c i al , I ’m g o i ng  t o  rai d  t he                                                  
p ant ry  and  c o o k u p  a  f e as t , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ A re  y o u  hu ng ry ? ”                                         

“ A l w ay s . ”      
“ G i ve  me  an ho u r. M e anw hi l e , p re p are  t o  b e  amaz e d . ” S he  b l e w  hi m a  ki s s ,                                                

t u rne d ,  and  p ad d e d  d o w n t he  hal l w ay .                        
“ Yo u ’ l l  ne ve r g i ve  he r u p ,  w i l l  y o u ? ”  D r.  E  d e mand e d  f ro m b e hi nd  hi m.                                                  
S o l o  p i vo t e d  o n hi s  he e l  and  f ac e d  t he  b e i ng  w ho  had  s o  o f t e n g i ve n hi m                                                     

t e rri b l e  ad vi c e , l au g he d  d u ri ng  hi s  t o rt u re  at  t he  c i rc u s , and  ab and o ne d  hi m t i me                                                      
and  t i me  ag ai n,  w he n So l o  mo s t  ne e d e d  he l p .  “ No . ”                                  

D r.  E  p o p p e d  hi s  jaw .  “ No t  e ve n t o  s ave  my  l i f e ? ”                                     
“ No t  e ve n. ”      
A  p au s e .  He avy ,  o p p re s s i ve .                   
“ Ve r y  w e l l , ” t he  b e i ng  s ai d . “ Yo u  have  b ro u g ht  t hi s  o n y o u rs e l f . ” W i t h t hat , he                                                       

vani s he d .   

•    •    •       

V i ka  f o u nd  g re e n b e ans , p e as , c arro t s , and  p o t at o e s , and  mi x e d  t he m al l                                             
t o g e t he r.  She  al s o  f o u nd  s e ve ral  p ac kag e s  o f  s y n- c hi c ke n and  w as  ab l e  t o  he at  t he                                                        
p i e c e s  o ve r t he  s t o ve  and  d ri z z l e  t he m w i t h a  t as t y  b u t t e r g l az e .                                                  

 e re  w e re  s o  many  s p i c e s  t o  p i c k f ro m, s he  w as  a  l i t t l e  o ve r w he l me d .  e re                                                       
w e re  t hi ng s  s he ’d  ne ve r e ve n he ard  o f . S he  u s e d  o nl y  t he  o ne s  s he  kne w  ab o u t ,                                                     
no t  w ant i ng  t o  ru i n t he  f i rs t  re al  me al  s he  w o u l d  p re p are  f o r So l o .                                               

A t  t he  f arm, he  w o u l d  have  c ho re s  f o r he r. He ’d  al re ad y  s ai d  s o. S he  w ant e d  t o                                                  
p ro ve  s he  c o u l d  d o  any t hi ng  he  as ke d , t hat  s he  c o u l d  t ake  c are  o f  hi m p ro p e rl y.                                                      
A nd  s he  p ray e d  t hat  s he  c o u l d !                     

She  had  no  f o rmal  e d u c at i o n.  He r mo t he r had  t au g ht  he r t o  re ad  and  w ri t e ,  and                                               
he r kno w l e d g e  had  b e e n l i mi t e d , t o o.                           I  h a ve  a  q ui c k mi n d ,                 s he  as s u re d  he rs e l f ,              
a n d  I  c a n  le a r n  a n y th i n g.                       A nd  . .  .  and  . .  .  s he  kne w  ho w  t o  s e w. Ye s !   at  w as  a                                       
p e rf e c t l y  ac c e p t ab l e  s ki l l . S he  w o u l d  me nd  S o l o’s  c l o t hi ng , and  he  w o u l d  b e  t he                                                            
b e s t - d re s s e d  f arme r i n t he  e nt i re  w o rl d .                            

A nd  s he  c o u l d  s e l l  he r je w e l r y  and  u s e  t he  p ro c e e d s  t o  b u y  hi m s o me t hi ng                                                        
s p e c i al . S o me t hi ng  he ’d  al w ay s                        w ant e d . S he  ju s t  had  t o  fi nd  o u t  w hat  i t  w as  t hat                                 



he ’ d  al w ay s  w ant e d .            
W he n t he  c hi c ke n w as  w arme d  al l  t he  w ay  t hro u g h and  t he  ve g e t ab l e s  w e re                                               

b o i l i ng , s he  t u rne d  o ff t he  s t o ve  and  p re p are d  t w o  p l at e s . S t e am ro s e , and  t he                                                     
s c e nt s  c au s e d  he r mo u t h t o  w at e r.                       

G old  s ta r  for  me ,            s he  t ho u g ht , p ro u d  o f  he rs e l f . S he ’d  s o me t i me s  w at c he d  t he                                          
c o o k at  t he  c i rc u s ,  kno w i ng  s he  w o u l d  o ne  d ay  have  t o  c are  f o r he r o w n me al s .                                                      

S he  p i c ke d  u p  t he  p l at e s  t o  c arr y  t he m t o  t he  t ab l e , b u t  c au g ht  s i g ht  o f  he r                                                           
t i g e r o u t s i d e  t he  w i nd o w. He  had  re t u rne d . He  w as  no  l o ng e r p ro w l i ng , b u t  l y i ng                                                        
b e t w e e n t he  t re e s ,  hi s  t ai l  w avi ng  s l o w l y .  He  y aw ne d .                                        

A  w arm, s t ro ng  b o d y  p re s s e d  ag ai ns t  he r b ac k, and  s he  s hi ve re d . S o f t  l i p s  s l i d                                                      
al o ng  t he  s i d e  o f  he r ne c k,  and  t he  s hi ve rs  i nt e ns i f i e d ,  w ri ng i ng  a  mo an f ro m he r.                                                       
She  s e t  t he  p l at e s  d o w n.  So l o  c l as p e d  he r b y  t he  w ai s t  and  t u rne d  he r.                                                   

He  ki s s e d  o ne  e y e l i d ,  t he n t he  o t he r.  “ I ’ m re ad y  t o  s hare  ag ai n. ”                                              
“ Shari ng      i s   ki nd  o f  f u n,  I  g u e s s . ”                  
“ Yo u  g u e s s ?  No, y o u  kno w. ” He  ki s s e d  t he  t i p  o f  he r no s e , o ne  c he e k, t he n t he                                                     

o t he r.  e n he  ho ve re d  o ve r he r l i p s , hi s  w arm b re at h c are s s i ng  he r. “ S o  w hat                                              
w e re  y o u  d o i ng ,  s t ari ng  o u t  t he  w i nd o w ?  D re ami ng  o f  me  al re ad y ? ”                                               

S he  w al ke d  he r fi ng e rs  u p  t he  ri d g e s  o f  hi s  s t o mac h, t o  hi s  s ho u l d e rs , and                                                   
aro u nd , t o  hi s  nap e , i nt e nd i ng  t o  p u l l  hi m d o w n t he  re s t  o f  t he  w ay. “ No, M r.                                                   
E g o ,  I  w as  w at c hi ng  my  t i g e r. ”                      

Hi s  mu s c l e s  b u nc he d  u nd e rne at h he r hand .  “ T i g e r? ”                                
“ M mm- hmm. ” S he  p u l l e d , b u t  S o l o  re s i s t e d . “ He  w as  i nju re d , b u t  he ’s  d o i ng                                                    

b e t t e r. ”     
F ro w ni ng , he  l i f t e d  he r o ff he r f e e t  and  s e t  he r as i d e  t o  p re s s  c l o s e r t o  t he                                                        

g l as s . He  w at c he d  f o r a  mo me nt  b e f o re  je rki ng  hi s  he ad  i n he r d i re c t i o n, hi s  e y e s                                                       
w i d e .   

“ He ’ s  w e ari ng  a  b and ag e , ”  he  s ai d .                       
“ I kno w . ”  He r e ars  b e g an t o  ri ng .                    
“ W ho  p u t  t hat  b and ag e  o n hi m,  V i ka? ”                       
She  he ard  hi m t hat  t i me ,  and  he  had  no t  s o u nd e d  p l e as e d .  “ W e l l  .  .  . ”                                                 
“ V i ka. ”   
“ I d i d . ”     
“ W hat ? ” he  s ho u t e d . “ Yo u  w e nt  o u t s i d e ?  A p p ro ac he d  a  d ang e ro u s  p re d at o r?                                                    

W he n?  W hi l e  I  w as  s l e e p i ng ? ”  he  ad d e d ,  ans w e ri ng  hi s  o w n q u e s t i o n.                                                  
E x as p e rat e d  no w, s he  t hre w  u p  he r arms . “ Ye s , b u t  X  he l p e d  me . I w as  ne ve r i n                                                 

any  d ang e r. ”     
“ T he re  are  t rap s  o u t  t he re ,  V i ka. ”                      
“ W hi c h i s  w hy  X  mad e  me  w al k i n s t rang e  p l ac e s . ”                                 
A  re d  t i nt  d arke ne d  hi s  s ki n. “  at ’s  t he  s e c o nd  t i me  y o u ’ ve  me nt i o ne d  hi m. X                                                   

kne w  ab o u t  i t  and  d i d n’ t  w ake  me ? ”                       
“ W hy  w o u l d  he ?  Yo u  w e re  s l e e p i ng  s o  p e ac e f u l l y .  A nd  ag ai n,  I  w as  ne ve r i n any                                                          

d ang e r. ”   
He  w o rke d  hi s  jaw, o b vi o u s l y  t r y i ng  t o  g e t  hi ms e l f  u nd e r c o nt ro l . “ X  c o u l d                                                       

have  w e ake ne d ,  and  t he  t i g e r c o u l d  have  mai me d  y o u . ”                                  
“ B u t  ne i t he r o f  t he m d i d . ”                   



“ Ho w  c o u l d  y o u  . .  .  w hy  w o u l d  y o u  . .  . ” S ho u t i ng  a  c u rs e , S o l o  p o u nd e d  hi s                                                               
f i s t  i nt o  t he  ki t c he n c o u nt e r,  rat t l i ng  t he  d i s he s .                                     

V i ka ju mp e d ,  s t art l e d  b y  t he  vo l u me .                         
“ D o  y o u  w ant  t o  p u t  me  i n an e arl y  g rave ? ” he  s narl e d . “ Is  t hat  w hat  t hi s  i s                                                   

ab o u t ? ”  A no t he r s ho u t ,  ano t he r p o u nd  o f  hi s  f i s t .                                    
 i s  t i me , t he  d i s he s  b o u nc e d  o ff t he  c o u nt e r and  f e l l  t o  t he  fl o o r. No t hi ng                                                      

b ro ke , b u t  t he  d e l i c i o u s , amaz i ng  f o o d  s he ’d  s p e nt  f o re ve r p re p ari ng  w as  r u i ne d .                                                         
V i ka p e e re d  d o w n at  t he  mi x  o f  y e l l o w, g re e n, and  o rang e  and  d e s p ai re d . No t                                                  
o nl y  w o u l d  S o l o  no t  d i s c o ve r w hat  an e x c e l l e nt  c o o k s he  p ro b ab l y  w as , he  no w                                                         
ne e d e d  a  l e s s o n ab o u t  hi s  t e mp e r.                         

“  at  ki nd  o f  o u t b u rs t  w o n’t  b e  t o l e rat e d , ” s he  s ai d  s t e rnl y. “ I d e al t  w i t h t hat                                                        
ki nd  o f  t hi ng  al l  o f  my  l i f e , and  I kno w  y o u  w o u l d  ne ve r hu rt  me , b u t  I w o n’t  l e t                                                         
y o u  t al k t o  me  t hat  w ay .  I  w o n’ t  have  t hat  ki nd  o f  re l at i o ns hi p  w i t h y o u . ”                                                     

He  p l ac e d  hi s  hand s  o n he r s ho u l d e rs , b u t  s he  t o re  o u t  o f  hi s  g ri p. He ad  he l d                                                      
hi g h,  s he  t u rne d  and  marc he d  aw ay .                   



Twenty-nine

You are altogeth er beautiful,  m y darling,  and th ere is  no blem ish  in you.       
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 4 :7 

SOLO CLEANED UP THE  ki t c he n, a  b i t  s i c k t o  hi s  s t o mac h. He ’d  al l o w e d  ang e r t o  g e t                                            
t he  b e t t e r o f  hi m, and  he ’d  hu rt  hi s  w o man’s  f e e l i ng s , p e rhap s  e ve n f ri g ht e ne d                                                  
he r.  W i t h he r p as t ,  he ’ d  kno w n b e t t e r.  Had  kno w n t o  b e  c are f u l .                                           

He  w as  as hame d . He ’d  ju s t  . .  .  he ’d  b e e n s o  s c are d  f o r he r. S he ’d  e nt e re d  t he                                                   
hars h c o l d  and , u naw are  t hat  o ne  w ro ng  s t e p  c o u l d  s ho c k he r o r ki l l  he r, s he ’d                                                 
d o ne  i t  t o  ap p ro ac h a  w i l d , i nju re d  b e as t . D i d  s he  have  no  s e ns e ?  Co u l d  s he  no t                                                         
u nd e rs t and  t hat  So l o  d i d n’ t  w ant  t o  l i ve  w i t ho u t  he r?                                     

He  s t i l l e d .        
He  d i d n’ t  w ant  t o  l i ve  w i t ho u t  he r.                         
He  p l ay e d  t he  w o rd s  t hro u g h hi s  mi nd  ag ai n and  ag ai n, and  re al i z e d  t he y  w e re                                                 

t r u e . He  w ant e d  he r w i t h hi m no w, al w ay s , and  f o re ve r. He  d i d n’t  ju s t  w ant  t o                                                
ke e p  he r, e i t he r. He  w ant e d  t o                       be  w i t h he r. E ve r y  mi nu t e  o f  e ve r y  d ay, he  w ant e d                               
t o  t al k t o  he r, l au g h w i t h he r, make  l o ve  t o  he r. He  w ant e d  t o  l e arn mo re  ab o u t                                                  
he r, t hi nk ab o u t  he r, and  kno w                   h e   b e l o ng e d  t o              h e r   .  He  w ant e d  he r t o  c rave  t he                
s ame  t hi ng s  f ro m hi m.           

A nd  he  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  c hang e  he r. Taki ng  c are  o f  o t he rs  w as  i n he r nat u re . S he                                              
c o u l d n’t  l o o k at  t he  s i c k and  hu rt i ng  and  no t  d e s i re  t o  he l p, and  t hat  w as  a                                                   
b e au t i f u l  q u al i t y  t o  have , o ne  t hat  had  d raw n hi m t o  he r, o ne  t hat  had  c ap t i vat e d                                                    
hi m,  e nc hant e d  hi m.         

He  ne ve r s ho u l d  have  y e l l e d  at  he r, re mi nd i ng  he r o f  he r f at he r, and  he                                          
d e f i ni t e l y  o w e d  he r an ap o l o g y .                       

He  s e arc he d  t he  ho u s e  and  f o u nd  he r i n t he  b e d ro o m. S he  w as  re mo vi ng  t he                                               
je w e l r y  f ro m he r b ag , p l ac i ng  w hat  s e e me d  t o  b e  t ho u s and s  o f  ne c kl ac e s ,                                                   
b rac e l e t s , and  ri ng s  o n t he  b e d .  e  o nl y  o t he r t hi ng  s he ’d  b ro u g ht , b e s i d e s  t he                                                        
i t e ms  X  had  re q u e s t e d ,  w e re  d i s p o s ab l e  c ame ras .                                   

“ I’ m s o rry . ”      
V i ka s t i l l e d ,  he r w i d e  p u rp l e  g az e  s w i ng i ng  t o  hi m.                                       
W i t ho u t  a  w o rd , he  s w i p e d  u p  a  c ame ra  and  t he n V i ka he rs e l f . S he  o ffe re d  no                                                    

p ro t e s t . He  s e t t l e d  i n t he  c hai r  ac ro s s  f ro m t he  b e d , and  d i re c t e d  he r b o d y  l i ke  a                                                             
mas t e r w i t h hi s  p u p p e t ,  f o rc i ng  he r t o  s i t  o n hi s  l ap .                                        

E ve n t ho u g h s he  w as  ang r y  w i t h hi m, u t t e r c o nt e nt me nt  fl o o d e d  S o l o. W ho                                                
w o u l d  have  e ve r b e l i e ve d  s o me o ne  t rap p e d  b y  s u c h hi d e o u s  c i rc u ms t anc e s  c o u l d                                                          
fi nd  s u c h b l i s s ?  A  w o man as  l o ve l y  as  t hi s  o ne . P l e as u re  b e y o nd  i mag i ni ng .                                                     
Lau g ht e r.  Shari ng .  A c c e p t anc e .                 

 e  l o s s  o f  hi s  he ari ng , i n s ho rt  b u rs t s  o r f o re ve r, t r u l y  w as  a  p l e as u re  f o r hi m                                                          
t o  b e ar. V i ka  w as  t ake n c are  o f . S he  w as  w i t h hi m, hi s  t o  p ro t e c t  and  c he ri s h. He                                                     
w o u l d  have  t o  q u i t  hi s  jo b, o f  c o u rs e , b u t  t he n, he ’d  p l anne d  t o  d o  s o  any w ay. He                                                        
had  w arre d  al l  hi s  l i f e .                    No w  i t  w as  t i me  t o  re s t .  T o  e njo y  t he  l i f e  he ’ d  b e e n g i ve n.                                              

“ S w e e t he art , ” he  s ai d , “ I’m s o rr y  I y e l l e d  at  y o u . I w o n’t  d o  i t  ag ai n, y o u  have                                                      



my  w o rd . M y  o nl y  e x c u s e  i s  t hat  I w as  s c are d , t hi nki ng  o f  y o u  o u t  t he re , hu rt  and                                                         
b l e e d i ng ,  and  I  w as  c o mp l e t e l y  u naw are ,  u nab l e  t o  he l p  i f  y o u  ne e d e d  me . ”                                                         

A  mo me nt  p as s e d .  She  d u c ke d  he r he ad .                        
He  f e l t  t he  vi b rat i o n o f  he r w o rd s  and  had  t o  i nt e rje c t , “ I ne e d  t o  s e e  y o u  t o                                                         

u nd e rs t and  y o u ,  s w e e t he art , ”  s t o p p i ng  he r.                              
He r hai r  s w i s he d  aro u nd  he r s ho u l d e rs  as  s he  s t rai g ht e ne d . “ I’m s o rr y, ” s he                                               

s ai d .  “ I  w as  t e l l i ng  y o u  t hat  I  ju s t  c o u l d n’ t  l e ave  t he  t i g e r t o  hi s  s u f f e ri ng . ”                                                                
It  w as  o d d , kno w i ng  s he  w as  s p e aki ng , w at c hi ng  he r mo u t h mo ve , y e t  he ari ng                                              

no t hi ng . It  w as  o d d e r s t i l l , kno w i ng                            h e   w as  s p e aki ng  and  he ari ng  no t hi ng . B u t                      
t hat  had  al w ay s  b e e n t he  no rm f o r he r.  “ I  kno w .  D o  y o u  f o rg i ve  me ? ”                                              

He r e y e l i d s  fl i p p e d  u p, re ve al i ng  t ho s e  p l u m e y e s  he  f o u nd  s o  i rre s i s t i b l e .                                                          
Int e re s t i ng .  T hi s  t i me ,  t he y ’ d  o nl y  s w i t c he d  e ars ,  no t  e y e s .  “ Of  c o u rs e . ”                                                         

A g ai n,  s he  o f f e re d  he r f o rg i ve ne s s  s o  e as i l y .  A no t he r q u al i t y  he  had  ne ve r b e e n                                                         
ab l e  t o  re s i s t .           

S he  re ac he d  o u t  and  t w i s t e d  t he  c o l l ar  o f  hi s  T - s hi rt . “ S o  w hat  d o  y o u  w ant                                                         
w i t h t he  c ame ra?  W hy ’ d  y o u  g rab  i t ? ”                         

“ M ay b e  I  w i s he d  t o  t ake  nau g ht y  p ho t o s  o f  y o u . ”                                     
“ In t hat  c as e  . .  . ” G ri nni ng , s he  g rab b e d  t he  c ame ra  f ro m hi s  hand  and  he l d  i t                                                 

i n t he  ai r.  “ W hat  are  y o u  w i l l i ng  t o  d o  f o r i t ? ”                                    
“ A ny t hi ng , ”  he  s ai d ,  u t t e rl y  s e ri o u s .                            
“ A ny t hi ng ? ”  A  c are f re e  l au g h.  “ Yo u  vo w  i t ? ”                               
“ I d o. ” A n o p e n b arg ai n. S o me t hi ng  he ’d  ne ve r b e f o re  mad e . S o me t hi ng  he                                           

w o u l d  ne ve r make  w i t h any o ne  e l s e .                      
S he  p l ant e d  a  l o u d , s mac ki ng  ki s s  o n hi s  l i p s  b e f o re  s he  re l i nq u i s he d  c o nt ro l                                                         

o f  t he  c ame ra.       
“ A nd  w hat  i s  i t  y o u ’ re  g o i ng  t o  w ant ? ”  he  as ke d ,  no t  t he  l e as t  b i t  c o nc e rne d .                                                           
“ W e ’ l l  s t art  w i t h t hre e  mo re  w i s he s . ”                           
Won’ t  gr i n .        “ Hat e  t o  b re ak i t  t o  y o u , s w e e t he art , b u t  I’m no t  a  g e ni e  i n a                                             

b o t t l e . ”      
S he  i g no re d  hi m, s ay i ng , “ I’ l l  make  a  l i s t  and  l e t  y o u  kno w  e ve r y t hi ng  y o u ’ l l  b e                                                         

d o i ng  f o r me . ”         
R e a lly  w on ’ t  gr i n .               “ I ’ l l  l o o k f o rw ard  t o  re ad i ng  i t . ”                          
“ E x p e c t  t o  b e  ri ve t e d . ”                   
Okay .  He  g ri nne d .        
“ L e t ’s  t ake  a  l o o k at  t he s e  p ho t o s  b e f o re  I t o s s  y o u  o n t hat  b e d . ” He  p re s s e d                                                            

t he  b u t t o ns  o n t he  d i s p o s ab l e  and  d i s c o ve re d  p i c t u re s  o f  l i t t l e  V i ka, no  mo re                                                           
t han fi ve  y e ars  o l d . In e ac h o f  t he  p ho t o s  s he  w as  g ri nni ng  s o  w i d e l y  s he  w as  al l                                                        
t e e t h. He r hai r  w as  b r u s he d  t o  a  g l o s s y  s hi ne  and  hang i ng  i n p i g t ai l s  at  he r e ars .                                                         
In o ne , s he  w as  i n t he  mi d d l e  o f  a  t w i rl . In ano t he r, s he  w as  ho l d i ng  a  l arg e                                                   
s e q u i ne d  b ra  u p  t o  he r t i ny  c he s t . In y e t  ano t he r, s he  w as  p re s s e d  u p  ag ai ns t  an                                                         
o l d e r ve rs i o n o f  he rs e l f , and  t he  t w o  w e re  b l o w i ng  ki s s e s  t o  t he  c ame ra  w i t h                                                         
c ho c o l at e  s me are d  al l  o ve r t he i r  f ac e s .                           

“ Yo u  have  an ad d i c t i o n t o  c ho c o l at e ,  I  t hi nk, ”  he  s ai d ,  a  p ang  i n hi s  c he s t .                                                      
“ Onl y  a  s mal l  o ne . I c an g o  t hro u g h an e nt i re  fi ve - mi nu t e                                        s p an w i t ho u t       

t hi nki ng  ab o u t  o r c ravi ng  a  p i e c e . ”                       



He  w o u l d  b u y  he r a  c ho c o l at e  f ac t o r y, t he n. S he  c o u l d  s w i m i n t he  s t u ff, i f  s he                                                          
s o  d e s i re d .        

“ A nd  w ho  i s  t he  o t he r w o man? ”  he  as ke d ,  al re ad y  s u s p e c t i ng  t he  ans w e r.                                                 
“ M y  mo t he r, ” s he  s ai d  w i s t f u l l y. “ S he  w as  fl i g ht y  and  e mo t i o nal , b u t  I l o ve d                                                      

he r. ” 
“ I’ m s o rry  y o u  l o s t  he r. ”                 
“ M e  t o o . ”       
 e  l o s s  o f  s o me o ne  y o u  l o ve d  c o u l d  l e ave  a  b i g  g ap i ng  ho l e  i n y o u r c he s t .                                                            

One  y o u  f e are d  w o u l d  ne ve r b e  fi l l e d .  at  w as  ho w  he ’d  f e l t  ab o u t  hi s  p are nt s ,                                                         
and  y e t  t hi s  w o man had  fi l l e d  hi m i n s u c h a  w ay  t hat  he  d o u b t e d  he  c o u l d  e ve r b e                                                          
ho l l o w e d  ag ai n.  He  w o u l d  c arry  t he  me mo ry  o f  he r f o re ve r.                                      

He  c o u l d n’ t  l e t  he r b e  hu rt .                    
He  s e t  t he  c ame ra  as i d e . “ Ho w  ab o u t  w e  d o  a  l i t t l e  p rac t i c e  fi g ht i ng ? ” If  he                                                         

l e f t  he r he re — and  w i t h e ve r y  s e c o nd  t hat  p as s e d  he  w as  mo re  and  mo re  c e rt ai n he                                                     
w o u l d  have  t o — he  w ant e d  he r as  p re p are d  as  p o s s i b l e .                                     

“A l l  ri g ht , ” s he  s ai d , and  i f  s he  w as  c o nf u s e d  b y  t he  c hang e  o f  s u b je c t , s he                                                       
d i d n’ t  s ho w  i t .           

“ G i ve  me  a  f e w  mi nu t e s  t o  g e t  e ve r y t hi ng  re ad y. ” He  s t o o d  w i t h V i ka i n hi s                                                       
arms , p l ac e d  he r i n t he  c hai r, and  s t al ke d  t o  t he  l i vi ng  ro o m t o  mo ve  t he  c o u c h                                                    
and  c o f f e e  t ab l e .            

W he n he  fi ni s he d , he  re t u rne d  t o  t he  b e d ro o m. S he  w as  i n t he  s ame  p l ac e  he ’d                                                  
l e f t  he r.     

“ R e ad y ? ”  s he  as ke d .             
He  f ro w ne d . He ’d  he ard  he r vo i c e , s o f t  and  s e ns u al , b u t  hi s  e ars  had n’t  r u ng .                                                 

No t  t hi s  t i me .         
She  f ro w ne d  t o o .  “ So l o , ”  s he  s ai d ,  s t and i ng .                                
He ’ d  he ard  he r t hat  t i me ,  t o o .  “ C an y o u  he ar me ? ”                                
A  s hake  o f  he r he ad ,  as  s he  s ai d ,  “ No .  C an y o u ? ”                                 
“ Ye s . ”  So  t he y ’ d  s w i t c he d  b ac k ag ai n.                          
A nd  t he y  w o u l d  p ro b ab l y  s w i t c h y e t  ag ai n.                               
S he  d i s p l ay e d  t he  s ame  re l i e f  as  b e f o re . “ I l i ke  s hari ng  w i t h y o u , I d o, b u t  I’m                                                       

g l ad  y o u  c an he ar.  T he  g u i l t  w as  g o i ng  t o  f ry  me  l i ke  b at t e re d  c hi c ke n. ”                                                     
He  . .  .  had  no  i d e a  w hi c h ad ag e  s he ’d  b u t c he re d  t hat  t i me . “ I t o l d  y o u  no t  t o                                                         

f e e l  g u i l t y . ”           
“ Yo u  d i d .  A nd  d o  y o u  no t  re c al l  me  t e l l i ng  y o u  t o  b i t e  s o me o ne ? ”                                                     
S o gor ge ous  w h e n  s h e ’s  fe i s ty .                      “ No. B u t  ju s t  f o r t he  re c o rd , y o u ’re  s u p p o s e d  t o                                    

t e l l  me  t o  b i t e                 y ou  . ”
“ W hy  w o u l d  I  w ant  y o u  t o  b i t e  me ? ”                            
“ B e c au s e  I’ l l  make  s u re  y o u  l i ke  i t . No w, c o me  i nt o  t he  l i vi ng  ro o m and                                                      for c e 

me  t o  b i t e  s o me o ne . ”               
“ I w i l l ,  and  y o u ’ l l  b e  s o rry . ”  R ad i at i ng  e ag e rne s s ,  s he  f o l l o w e d  af t e r hi m.                                                         
T he y  s t o p p e d  o n t he  ru g  he ’ d  c l e are d  and  f ac e d  e ac h o t he r.                                          
“ W hat ’s  fi rs t  o n t he  ag e nd a? ” s he  as ke d , fi s t i ng  he r hand s  at  he r s i d e s  and                                              

b rac i ng  he r l e g s  ap art .             
“ Yo u ’re  g o i ng  t o  p rac t i c e  w hat  I’ ve  al re ad y  t au g ht  y o u  and  l e arn a  f e w  mo re                                                   



t ri c ks . ”    
“ W hat  i f  I  w ant  t o  t e ac h y o u  s o me t hi ng ? ” W i t ho u t  any  mo re  w arni ng  t han                                               

t hat , s he  ki c ke d  o u t  and  kno c ke d  hi s  ankl e s  t o g e t he r, s e nd i ng  hi m t o  hi s  kne e s .                                                    
S he  w as  o n hi m a  s e c o nd  l at e r, p u s hi ng  hi m b ac k and  s t rad d l i ng  hi s  w ai s t , a                                                  
b l ad e  p o i s e d  at  hi s  ne c k.  “ Li ke  t hat . ”                           

S o gor ge ous  w h e n  s h e ’ s  f i e r c e .                         “ W he re ’ d  y o u  g e t  t he  kni f e ? ”                      
“ Snag g e d  i t  f ro m t he  c o u nt e r w he n I l e f t  t he  ki t c he n. I w as  g o i ng  t o  c arr y  i t  i n                                                         

t he  b ag  s i nc e  y o u  w e re  s o  ag ai ns t  me  c arry i ng  t he  g u n. ”                                       
A nd  he ’d  mi s s e d  t he  ac t i o n. E i t he r he ’d  l o s t  hi s  e d g e  o r he  had  no  d e f e ns e s                                                      

ag ai ns t  t hi s  w o man. “ G o o d  g i rl . ” S w i f t l y  he  ro l l e d  he r o ve r, p i nni ng  he r t o  t he                                                      
g ro u nd  w i t h hi s  w e i g ht .  “ B u t  w hat e ve r w i l l  y o u  d o  no w ? ”                                           

She  l au g he d .      
S o gor ge ous  w h e n  s h e ’ s  a mus e d .                    
“ I’ l l  t ake  p i t y  o n y o u  and  ke e p  my  kne e s  t o  my s e l f . ”                                       
“ No t  s u re  t hat ’ s  w i s e .  I  have  no  p l ans  t o  t ake  p i t y  o n y o u . ”                                             



Thirty

Do not let  kindness and truth  leave you.  Bind th em  around your neck,  write th em  on th e tablet  of  your h eart.           
—PROVERBS 3 :3

NIG HT FELL, BU T SOLO      w as n’t  t i re d . A nd  ne i t he r w as  V i ka, ju d g i ng  f ro m he r fl u rr y                                     
o f  ac t i vi t y. S he  had  rai d e d  t he  d re s s e r d raw e rs  and  t he  c l o s e t  and  had  w i t hd raw n                                                     
e ve r y t hi ng  i n ne e d  o f  re p ai r. No w, s he  s at  i n f ro nt  o f  t he  l i vi ng  ro o m fi re ,                                                  
s e w i ng ,  a  s o f t  o rang e  g l o w  e nve l o p i ng  he r,  t he  p i l e  o f  c l o t hi ng  b e s i d e  he r.                                                           

S i x  t i me s  s he ’d  s ho w n hi m t he  w o rk s he ’d  d o ne , w at c hi ng  hi s  f e at u re s  i nt e nt l y.                                                     
He  w as n’t  e x ac t l y  s u re  w hat  w as  g o i ng  o n, b u t  he  mad e  s u re  t o  l avi s hl y  p rai s e  he r                                                         
e ffo rt s . A nd  s he  w as  g o o d . He  ju s t  w i s he d  he  kne w  w hat  t ho u g ht s  ro l l e d  t hro u g h                                                       
he r mi nd .   

A  l i g ht  p re s s u re  o n hi s  ri g ht  c he e k had  hi m t u rni ng . X  s t o o d  o n hi s  s ho u l d e r,                                                      
f ro w ni ng  at  hi m.        

C a n ’ t  y ou h e a r  me ?                Hi s  vo i c e  f i l l e d  So l o ’ s  he ad .                       
“ No .  M y  ab i l i t y  t o  he ar has  b e e n g i ve n t o  V i ka  ag ai n. ”                                      
V i ka l o o ke d  o ve r at  hi m.              
How — N e ve r  mi n d . I  h a ve  to te l l  y ou s ome th i n g. An d  I ’m s o s or r y . I  d i d n’ t  kn ow                                                  

un ti l  too la te .  I  tr i e d  to s top  th e m,  but I  fa i le d .  I ’ m s o s or r y .                                         
“ W hat  are  y o u  t al ki ng  ab o u t ? ”                   
D r .  E .  He ’ s  h e r e .              
“ I kno w .  I  s p o ke  w i t h hi m. ”                  
N o.  He ’ s  h e r e .  W i th  Je c i s .  D r .  E  told  h i m w h e r e  y ou w e r e  a n d  le d  h i m to th e  c a bi n .                                                                
So l o  jo l t e d  t o  hi s  f e e t .  V i ka  f o l l o w e d  s u i t .                                      
“ W hat ’ s  w ro ng ? ”  s he  d e mand e d .                   
S i l e nt , he  s t al ke d  t o  t he  l i vi ng  ro o m w i nd o w  and , kne e l i ng , p e e ke d  t hro u g h                                                   

t he  c rac k i n t he  c u rt ai ns . A l l  ap p e are d  t o  b e  w e l l .  e re  w e re  no  mo vi ng                                                 
s had o w s .  e  t re e s  w e re n’t  s w ay i ng . A nd  t he re  w as  no  w ay  Je c i s  c o u l d  have                                                  
b y p as s e d  t he  s e c u ri t y  as  V i ka  and  X  had .  He  w as  t o o  b i g ,  t o o  he avy .                                                   

S t i l l , S o l o  s e al e d  t he  c rac k and  s t o o d , g rab b i ng  V i ka’s  hand  and  l e ad i ng  he r                                                   
t o w ard  t he  s e c re t  p as s ag e  t o  t he  g arag e . It  w as  i n t he  b e d ro o m, u nd e rne at h t he                                                    
b e d . He  c raw l e d  u nd e r, s ho ve d  t he  r u g  o u t  o f  t he  w ay, and  p u s he d  o p e n t he  d o o r.                                                         
A  y aw ni ng  p i t  o f  d arkne s s  g re e t e d  hi m. He ’d  al re ad y  b e e n d o w n t he re  and                                               
c he c ke d  e ve r y t hi ng  o u t . Had  al re ad y  l o ad e d  t he  t r u c k w i t h e ve r y t hi ng  t he y  mi g ht                                                        
ne e d ,  ju s t  i n c as e .             

D u s t  c o at e d  t he  i ns i d e  o f  hi s  no s e  as  he  mane u ve re d  o nt o  t he  fi rs t  s t e p, he l p e d                                                          
V i ka d o  t he  s ame , t he n s hu t  t he  d o o r and  q u i c kl y  d e s c e nd e d . He  re ac he d  t he                                                   
f l o o r and  f l i p p e d  t he  l i g ht  s w i t c h.                           

No t hi ng .   
He  f l i p p e d  i t  ag ai n.              
A  vi b rat i o n ag ai ns t  hi s  c he s t ,  and  he  kne w  V i ka w as  s p e aki ng .                                       
“ I ne e d  t o — ” he  s ai d , and  s t o p p e d . S o me t hi ng  ab o u t  t he  ai r  .  .  .  w ro ng ,                                                    

f ami l i ar  .  .  .  t e rri b l e  .  .  .  t hi c k and  c l o y i ng ,  f i l l e d  w i t h e vi l .                                                    



Je c i s  and  D r.  E  w e re  he re ,  i n t he  g arag e ,  he  re al i z e d .                                     
Lau g ht e r s u d d e nl y  re ve rb e rat e d  i ns i d e  hi s  he ad . A g ai n, f ami l i ar. D r. E ’s . A                                              

mo me nt  l at e r, a  fi e r y  s ku l l  w i t h re d , g l o w i ng  e y e s  ap p e are d  at  t he  o t he r s i d e  o f                                                           
t he  ro o m,  i t s  mo u t h o p e n,  i t s  s harp  t e e t h re ve al e d .                                    

 at  s ku l l  s p e d  i nt o  mo t i o n, a  me re  i nc h aw ay  f ro m S o l o  i n a  s i ng l e  b l i nk. He                                                      
je rke d  V i ka b e hi nd  hi m,  ho p i ng  t o  s hi e l d  he r f ro m w hat e ve r w as  ab o u t  t o  hap p e n,                                                    
ju s t  as  t ho s e  f l ame - d re nc he d  b o ne s  re ac he d  hi m— and  s w al l o w e d  hi m w ho l e .                                                 

•    •    •       

V i ka  he ard  a  t hu mp .          
A  s e c o nd  l at e r, l i g ht  fl o o d e d  t he  c o l d , u nd e rg ro u nd  ro o m S o l o  had  l e d  he r t o,                                                        

and  s he  s aw  t hat  he  w as  o n t he  g ro u nd , mo t i o nl e s s , hi s  e y e s  c l o s e d . Co nc e rn                                                    
o ve r w he l me d  he r, and  s he  b e g an t o  b e nd  d o w n t o  he l p  hi m— w he n s he  c au g ht                                                
s i g ht  o f  Je c i s ,  M at as ,  and  A u d ra,  s t and i ng  at  t he  f ar  w al l ,  and  f ro z e .                                                  

T he y ’ d  f o u nd  he r.           
Ho rro r and  d re ad  mi x e d , f o rmi ng  a  t o x i c  s l u d g e  i n he r ve i ns . Je c i s  w as                                               

s c o w l i ng , M at as  w as  g ri nni ng , and  f o r o nc e  A u d ra  w as  g az i ng  at  he r w i t h                                                
s y mp at hy. S he  w as  p al l i d , and  s he  w as  s haki ng , no  l o ng e r a  p re t t y  w o man. He r                                               
f ac e  w as  s w o l l e n,  d i s c o l o re d  and  s c ab b e d  f ro m Je c i s ’ s  ri ng s .                                              

Sc ab s  V i ka  he rs e l f  had  b o rne  many ,  many  t i me s  t hro u g ho u t  t he  y e ars .                                           
D e s p i t e  hi s  amu s e me nt , M at as , t o o, l o o ke d  as  i f  he  had  c o me  i nt o  c o nt ac t                                                  

w i t h he r f at he r’s  fi s t s . One  o f  hi s  e y e s  w as  s w o l l e n s hu t , and  t he re  w as  a  kno t  o n                                                         
hi s  jaw .   

 e y  e ac h w o re  s u mme r c l o t he s : t anks , l i g ht w e i g ht  p ant s . Ye t  s t i l l  t he i r                                                  
c o rr u p t i o n manag e d  t o  c l o ak t he m.  e  mi s s hap e n s ku l l  s he ’d  g l i mp s e d  i ns i d e                                                    
B i g  R e d  s t are d  at  he r t hro u g h he r f at he r’s  e y e s . D ark s had o w s  ho ve re d  o ve r                                                
M at as ’ s  s ho u l d e rs ,  t hi c ke r t han b e f o re .                          

“ No , ”  s he  s ai d  w i t h a  s hake  o f  he r he ad .  “ No . ”                                
“  o u g ht  y o u  w o u l d  have  a  b e t t e r l i f e  w i t ho u t  me , d i d  y o u ? ” Je c i s  s ai d , a  hi nt                                                             

o f  mad ne s s  i n hi s  t o ne . M ad ne s s , f u r y, and  e vi l . P u re  e vi l . “  o u g ht  s o me                                                 
d i s g u s t i ng  o t he rw o rl d e r w o u l d  c are  f o r y o u  i n w ay s  I  c o u l d  no t ? ”                                                   

He  had  no  i d e a  s he  c o u l d  he ar hi m, s he  re al i z e d . A  f ac t  s he  c o u l d  u s e  t o  he r                                                        
ad vant ag e .  She  ju s t  had  t o  f i g u re  o u t  ho w .                            

“ W e l l ? ”  he  d e mand e d .              
“ Ye s , ” s he  s ai d , hap p y  t o  d i s c o ve r t he re  w as n’t  a  t re mb l e  i n he r vo i c e . “ I d i d . I                                                       

d o . ”  
S u rp ri s e  w i d e ne d  hi s  e y e s , and  he  s t o mp e d  t o w ard  he r.                                         I  w i l l  n ot c ow e r             .  W he n  

he  re ac he d  he r, he  g rab b e d  he r arms  i n a  p ai nf u l  vi s e  g ri p  and  s ho o k he r. “ I l o ve d                                                  
y o u . ”  Sp i t t l e  rai ne d  o ve r he r f ac e .  “ Ho w  c o u l d  y o u  b e t ray  me  l i ke  t hi s ? ”                                                       

“ Yo u  ne ve r l o ve d  me . ”             
“ I g ave  y o u  e ve ry t hi ng . ”               
“ Yo u  g ave  me  no t hi ng  b u t  p ai n and  s o rro w . ”                           
He  rai s e d  hi s  hand  t o  hi t  he r, b u t  rat he r t han b ac k d o w n, rat he r t han p l e ad  f o r                                               

me rc y  he  w o u l d  ne ve r s ho w, s he  l i f t e d  he r c hi n.  e  s u rp ri s e  re t u rne d , no w                                                 



mag ni f i e d ,  and  he  s l o w l y  l o w e re d  hi s  arm.                            
“ Yo u ’ ve  c hang e d , ”  he  s ai d ,  and  he  d i d n’ t  s o u nd  hap p y  ab o u t  i t .                                             
“ I have . ” A nd  s he  w o u l d  ne ve r g o  b ac k t o  t he  w ay  s he ’d  b e e n. S he  had  t rave l e d                                                   

t o o  f ar  d o w n t hi s  c u rre nt  ro ad , had  g o ne  f ro m c o w ard l y  t o  c o u rag e o u s . E ve n                                                    
l o o ki ng  b ac k,  s he  c o u l d n’ t  s e e  w he re  s he ’ d  s t art e d .  “ Ho w  d i d  y o u  g e t  he re ? ”                                                           

“A  l i t t l e  man, D r. E , c ame  t o  me . He  t o l d  me  w he re  t o  fi nd  y o u  and  vo w e d  t o                                                    
e mp o w e r me  i n w ay s  I  c o u l d  o nl y  d re am o f  .  .  .  i f  o nl y  I  vo w e d  t o  ki l l  y o u . ”                                                              

Ki ll  y ou.        e  w o rd s  e c ho e d  i n he r mi nd , l e avi ng  an e mp t y  ac he  i n he r c he s t .                                           
“ A nd  d i d  y o u  ag re e ? ”               

He  fl as he d  hi s  t e e t h i n a  p aro d y  o f  a  s mi l e . “ I d i d . A nd  y o u  d e s e r ve  t o  d i e ,                                                           
af t e r  w hat  y o u  d i d  t o  me . B u t  fi rs t , ” he  s ai d , “ I’m g o i ng  t o  t e ac h y o u  t he  s ame                                                        
l e s s o n I  t au g ht  y o u r mo t he r:  Le ave  me  and  s u f f e r. ”                                  

He  mo t i o ne d  M at as  f o rw ard .                
He r f o rme r g u ard  w al ke d  o ve r, b e nt  d o w n, and , s t rai ni ng  u nd e r t he  mu s c l e d                                             

w e i g ht , he f t e d  S o l o  o ve r hi s  s ho u l d e r. S o  b ad l y  V i ka  w ant e d  t o  l as h o u t , t o  d o                                                            
s o me t hi ng , any t hi ng , t o  s ave  hi m. B u t  s he  d i d n’t . No t  y e t . R i g ht  no w  i t  w as                                                  
t hre e  ag ai ns t  o ne , and  s he  had  no  w ay  t o  t rans p o rt  S o l o. S o l o, w ho  had  no t                                              
mo ve d  o r mad e  a  s o u nd  s i nc e  f al l i ng .  W hat  had  he r f at he r d o ne  t o  hi m?                                              

“ W i t h t he  p o w e r D r. E  has  g i ve n me , ” Je c i s  s ai d , “ I c an c re at e  s t ro ng e r s o l ar                                                    
fl are s . I  c an c ho o s e  w he re  I e nd  u p,                         w h e n     I  e nd  u p — u p  t o  a  c e rt ai n p o i nt . I  c an                            
o nl y  g o  s ho rt  d i s t anc e s , b u t  t he  mo re  I d o  t hi s , t he  b e t t e r I b e c o me . ” He  rai s e d                                                          
hi s  arm, mu mb l e d  a  s t ri ng  o f  w o rd s  s he  d i d n’t  u nd e rs t and — w o rd s  t hat  l i f t e d  t he                                                       
f i ne  hai rs  o n he r b o d y  and  l e f t  a  s o u r t as t e  i n he r mo u t h.                                        

S u d d e nl y  w hi t e  l i g ht ni ng  s p e are d  t he  ai r  ju s t  i n f ro nt  o f  he r, c re at i ng  a  s p l i t  i n                                                             
t he  e t he r.  e  e d g e s                  w e re  d re nc he d  i n f o g , b u t  t hro u g h t he  c e nt e r s he  c o u l d                                       
s e e  .  .  .  o u t s i d e  t he  c ab i n.  C o l d ,  w i nt ry  ai r  e ve n b l u s t e re d  i ns i d e  t he  g arag e .                                                               

Je c i s  je rke d  he r t hro u g h, and  a  s e c o nd  l at e r, s he  w as  s t and i ng  o u t s i d e , i n t he                                                    
e x ac t  s p o t  s he ’d  s e e n. M at as  and  A u d ra  f o l l o w e d , and  t he  p o c ke t  o f  ai r  c l o s e d                                                           
b e hi nd  t he m.      

“ One  mo re , and  y o u ’ l l  b e  ho me , ” Je c i s  s ai d . Onc e  ag ai n he  rai s e d  hi s  arm,                                              
mu mb l i ng , and  o nc e  ag ai n l i g ht ni ng  l anc e d  d o w n, c re at i ng  a  c rac k i n t he  ai r. A                                                
c u rt ai n t hat  had  ju s t  b e e n o p e ne d ,  re ve al i ng  ano t he r l o c at i o n o n t he  o t he r s i d e .                                                      

R e ve al i ng  t he  ni g ht mare  s he ’d  l e f t  b e hi nd .  e  c i rc u s . Onl y, no w  i t  w as                                              
s u rro u nd e d  b y  s u ns hi ne  and  l i g ht .                      

Ju s t  b e f o re  Je c i s  c o u l d  t u g  he r t hro u g h, a  f e ro c i o u s  ro ar re s o u nd e d  t hro u g h                                                        
t he  ni g ht .     

“ W hat  w as  t hat ? ”  A u d ra  w hi s p e re d .                       
“ C o me , ”  Je c i s  c o mmand e d ,  hi s  g az e  ro vi ng  t he  d i s t anc e .                                      
 e  i nju re d  w hi t e  t i g e r l e ap t  f ro m t he  d arkne s s  and  s l amme d  i nt o  hi m b e f o re                                                  

he  c o u l d  t ake  a  s i ng l e  s t e p, p ro p e l l i ng  hi m o ff hi s  f e e t  and  o nt o  t he  s no w y                                                       
g ro u nd . He  mai nt ai ne d  hi s  ho l d  o n V i ka and  t o o k he r w i t h hi m. On i mp ac t ,                                           
o x y g e n b u rs t  f ro m he r l u ng s .                   

He r f at he r ho w l e d  w i t h p ai n as  t he  t i g e r b i t  i nt o  hi s  arm, d rag g i ng  hi m s e ve ral                                                   
f e e t , s haki ng  hi m. F i nal l y  Je c i s  re l e as e d  V i ka, b u t  o nl y  t o  t hro w  a  b o l t  o f                                                      
l i g ht ni ng  at  t he  t i g e r,  c au s i ng  t he  ani mal  t o  f l y  b ac kw ard .                                        



“ No !”  s he  s c re ame d ,  at t e mp t i ng  t o  ju mp  u p  b u t  s l i p p i ng  o n t he  i c e .                                                  
A  b l e e d i ng  Je c i s  s t o o d , g rab b e d  he r, and  je rke d  he r t hro u g h t he  ne w  o p e ni ng .                                                    

 i s  t i me , M at as  and  A u d ra  d i d n’t  w al k t hro u g h b u t  ran, p rac t i c al l y  p u s hi ng  he r                                                    
o u t  o f  t he  w ay .           

A no t he r ro ar, and  s he  c o u l d  he ar t he  f rant i c  c l o mp  o f  t he  t i g e r’s  p aw s  ag ai ns t                                                   
t he  i c e . He  w as  r u nni ng , d e t e rmi ne d  t o  make  ano t he r p l ay  f o r he r f at he r. B u t                                                
Je c i s  re ac he d  b ac k and  w ave d  hi s  hand , and  t he  ai r  s e al e d  s hu t , b l o c ki ng  t he                                                 
c re at u re  f ro m vi e w  and  p re ve nt i ng  hi m f ro m e nt e ri ng  t he  c i rc u s .                                        

He ’ l l  be  fi n e ,            s he  t o l d  he rs e l f .                He ’s  be tte r  off .          S he  d i d n’t  w ant  hi m ne ar Je c i s                  
e ve r ag ai n.  He r f at he r w o u l d  have  u s e d  t he  t i g e r’ s  w o u nd s  ag ai ns t  hi m.                                               

Ju s t  l i ke  he  w o u l d  u s e  So l o  ag ai ns t  V i ka.                              
“ Ho me , ”  Je c i s  s ai d ,  and  s p re ad  hi s  arms .                          
V i ka b re at he d  i n . .  .  o u t  . .  .  as  s he  l o o ke d  aro u nd , t he  s i g ht s  t hat  g re e t e d  he r                                                           

c au s e d  he r s t o mac h t o  c hu rn w i t h s i c kne s s . W hi t e  t e nt s , B i g  R e d , t rai l e rs , g ame s                                                       
and  ri d e s , and  p e rf o rme rs  w al ki ng  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n, s e t t i ng  u p  f o r t o mo rro w ’s                                                     
s ho w.  e  c o l d  had  b e e n re p l ac e d  b y  s u l t r y  he at , and  t he  mo u nt ai ns  w i t h                                                  
f l at l and s .     

“A f t e r y o u  l e f t , ” Je c i s  s ai d , “ w e  c hang e d  l o c at i o ns , t hi nki ng  y o u  me ant  t o                                                     
b ri ng  t he  au t ho ri t i e s  t o  my  d o o r.  ankf u l l y, w e  w e re  o nl y  g o ne  f o r a  f e w  d ay s                                                        
s i nc e  t he  l i t t l e  man had  ap p ro ac he d  me  and  s ho w e d  me  a  b e t t e r w ay . ”                                               

A n aval anc he  o f  s o u nd s  s u d d e nl y  as s au l t e d  he r e ars , and  s he  b are l y  s t o p p e d                                                   
he rs e l f  f ro m c ri ng i ng . Vo i c e s , s o  many  vo i c e s . C hat t e r, l au g hi ng , arg u i ng .  e                                                
g ri n d       o f  me t al  ag ai ns t  me t al .  e  s q u e al  o f  t i re s .  e  c r u nc h o f  s t o ne s  b e ne at h                                                     
s ho e s .   

Je c i s  p u s he d  V i ka at  A u d ra. “ L o c k he r i n he r t rai l e r. I ’ l l  d e al  w i t h he r o nc e  my                                                     
w o u nd s  have  b e e n b and ag e d . A nd  i f  s he  e s c ap e s , I ’ l l  b l ame  y o u , my  d arl i ng                                                   
A u d ra. ” W i t h b are l y  a  p au s e , he  l o o ke d  t o  M at as  and  s ai d , “A nd  y o u . P u t  t he                                                     
b e as t  b ac k i n hi s  c ag e . ”                



Thirty-one

Be dressed in readiness,  and keep your lam ps lit. 
—LUKE 1 2 :3 5  

SOLO AWOKE WITH A     jo l t , p ani c  i ns t ant l y  i nf u s i ng  hi m. He  re me mb e re d  t he  c ab i n,                                       
and  t he  f i e ry  s ku l l  p ro p e l l i ng  t o w ard  hi m.  B u t  af t e r  t hat ?  No t hi ng .                                                

“ V i ka!” he  s ho u t e d , b o u nd i ng  t o  hi s  f e e t . W he re  w as  s he ?  Had  t he  s ku l l  g o t t e n                                                        
he r,  t o o ?  “ V i ka!”          

“ C al m d o w n,  w arri o r. ”            
 e  Targ o n’s  vo i c e  p e ne t rat e d  hi s  mi nd , and  he  s p u n.  e  s u n s ho ne  b ri g ht l y                                                

i n t he  s ky, and  he  had  t o  b l i nk rap i d l y  t o  f o c u s .  ro u g h f ami l i ar  me t al  b ars  he                                                    
c o u l d  s e e  t he  o t he rw o rl d e r,  hi s  c ag e d  ne i g hb o r.                                   

B ars .  C ag e .      
D re ad  b e at i ng  at  hi m, he  l o o ke d  aro u nd . He  w as  b ac k i n t he  c ag e , he  re al i z e d .                                                  

B ac k at  t he  c i rc u s , b ac k i n t he  me nag e ri e . He ’d  . .  .  he ’d  b e e n c ap t u re d .  e  re s t                                                     
o f  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re  w at c hi ng  hi m. S o me  w i t h ang e r. S o me  w i t h p i t y.                                                  
K i t t e n,  w i t h ho p e .             

“ D o n’t  d e s p ai r, ” s he  s ai d . “ Yo u  d i d  i t  o nc e , s o me t hi ng  no  o ne  e l s e  has  e ve r                                                      
d o ne ,  and  y o u  c an d o  i t  ag ai n. ”                     

 e y  w e re  d i rt i e r  t han w he n he ’d  l e f t  t he m, as  t ho u g h no  o ne  had  b o t he re d  t o                                                    
c l e an t he m e ve n o nc e .                e y  w e re  t hi nne r, t o o, as  i f  no  o ne  had  b o t he re d  t o  f e e d                                       
t he m.  B u t  at  l e as t  t he y  w e re  al i ve .                         

A nd  he  c o u l d  he ar t he m. Onc e  ag ai n, hi s  e ars  w e re  w o rki ng .  at  me ant  V i ka,                                           
w he re ve r s he  w as ,  w as  o nc e  ag ai n d e af .                        

“ W he re ’s  V i ka? ” he  d e mand e d  o f  t he  Targ o n. “ Ho w  l o ng  w as  I o u t ? ”  e                                            
l and s c ap e  had  c hang e d . M o u nt ai ns  had  b e e n re p l ac e d  b y  p l ane s , s no w y  t u nd ra  b y                                                    
re d  d i rt ,  and  t re e s  b y  ro l l i ng  w he at .                          

“ She ’ s  b e e n l o c ke d  i n he r t rai l e r,  and  y o u  w e re  o u t  o nl y  f o r t he  ni g ht . ”                                                    
Hi s  re l i e f  w as  s o  p o t e nt , i t  b u c kl e d  hi s  kne e s . He  t u mb l e d  d o w n, s haki ng  t he                                                       

e nt i re  c ag e .       
“ She ’ s  y o u r w o man, ”  t he  T arg o n s ai d .  “ Yo u ’ ve  c l ai me d  he r. ”                                       
“ S he  i s . I  have . ” A nd  he  w o u l d  no t  l o s e  he r. No t  t hi s  w ay. No t  i n                                                a n y    w ay. 

“ W he re ’ s  Je c i s ?  M at as ? ”                
A  f l as h o f  f u ry  i n t he  T arg o n’ s  e y e s .  “ T he y ’ re  s e t t i ng  u p  f o r t o mo rro w ’ s  s ho w . ”                                                             
It  w as  t i me  f o r i nf o rmat i o n, S o l o  d e c i d e d , t i me  t o  l e arn t he  Targ o n’s  mo t i ve s .                                                    

“ Yo u  hat e  hi m. M at as . Yo u  hat e  hi m mo re  t han Je c i s , t he  man re s p o ns i b l e  f o r                                              
y o u r p re d i c ame nt .  W hy ? ”               

“ He y, Jo l l y  R e d , ” Cri s s  c al l e d . “ Yo u  d o n’t  c al l , y o u  d o n’t  w ri t e . Yo u  have  s o me                                                     
ne r ve  s ho w i ng  y o u r f ac e  he re  ag ai n. M y  b ro t he rs  are  c o mi ng  f o r me , y o u  kno w,                                                 
and  t he y ’ l l  have  s o me t hi ng  t o  s ay  t o  y o u .  Yo u  ju s t  l e f t  me  b e hi nd !”                                                 

 e  Targ o n he l d  o u t  hi s  arms , and  t he  w o rl d  ju s t  . .  .  s t o p p e d  . .  .  mo vi ng ,                                                     
e ve n g o i ng  s i l e nt . S o l o  f ro w ne d — o r                            t ri e d  t o. Li ke  t he  w o rl d  aro u nd  hi m, he  w as                          
mo t i o nl e s s . Hi s  b o d y  f e l t  as  t ho u g h i t  had  b e e n c o ve re d  b y  c e me nt , e ve n hi s  arms                                                         



t o o  he avy  t o  l i f t .  e  o nl y  p art  o f  hi ms e l f  t hat  he  had  any  c o nt ro l  o ve r w as  hi s                                                       
e y e s ,  and  he  ke p t  t ho s e  t rai ne d  o n t he  o t he rw o rl d e r.                                    

Onl y  t he  Targ o n c o u l d  mo ve . He  s t al ke d  t o  t he  s i d e  o f  hi s  c ag e , hi s  l i p s                                                    
c u rl i ng  i nt o  a  s mi l e  t hat  w as n’t  a  s mi l e . “ D o n’t  w o rr y. U nl i ke  y o u , t he i r  mi nd s                                                       
are  o n l o c kd o w n.  e y  have  no  i d e a  w hat ’s  g o i ng  o n. A nd  d i d  y o u  no t i c e  I’m                                                   
s t ro ng e r t han b e f o re ?  I ’ ve  b e e n p rac t i c i ng . ”                              

St ro ng e r,  d e s p i t e  t he  c u f f s .                     
T he  c u f f s !       
“ Ye s , y o u  are  b o u nd , t o o, ” t he  Targ o n s ai d , and  s u d d e nl y  S o l o’s  he ad  c o u l d                                                  

mo ve . 
He  l o o ke d  d o w n. S u re  e no u g h, t he  me t al  o f  t he  c u ffs  c i rc l e d  hi s  w ri s t s .                                                    

Je c i s  .  .  .  o h,  Je c i s  w o u l d  p ay .  “ T he re ’ s  no  ke y ,  y o u  kno w . ”                                                
T he  o t he rw o rl d e r ab s o rb e d  t he  ne w s  and  s hru g g e d ,  as  i f  he  s i mp l y  d i d n’ t  c are .                                                        
“ Ho w  are  y o u  ab l e  t o  w i e l d  s o  mu c h c o nt ro l  w i t h t he  d r u g s  p u mp i ng  t hro u g h                                                         

y o u r s y s t e m? ”  So l o  as ke d .                  
“ T he  d ru g s  are  i nhi b i t o rs . ”                  
“ I kno w .  So ? ”       
“ S o.  e re  i s  a  f at al  fl aw  t o  s u c h d r u g s . A  fl aw  s p e l l e d  o u t  i n t he  name .  e y                                                         

i nhi b i t ,  t he y  d o  no t  w i p e  aw ay . ”                        
“ W hy  have  y o u  re mai ne d ,  t he n? ”                  
A  re t u rn o f  t he  rag e , no w  l ac e d  w i t h s ad ne s s . “ Yo u r w o man o nc e  t o o k c are  o f                                                   

mi ne . M ara  w as  he r name , and  s he  and  he r f ri e nd s  he ard  ab o u t  a  mag i c al  c i rc u s                                              
c al l e d  Ci rq u e  d e  M o ns t re s  and  c ame  f o r a  vi s i t . M at as                                          s aw  he r, w ant e d  he r, rap e d             
he r, and  vani s he d  w i t h he r b e f o re  I c o u l d  g e t  t o  he r. He  had  no  i d e a  t hat  w e  w e re                                                       
l i nke d , and  t hat  I kne w  e ve r y t hi ng  he  w as  d o i ng  t o  he r, as  he  w as  d o i ng  i t . ” M o re                                                      
and  mo re  rag e  s e e p e d  f ro m hi s  t o ne . “ I c o u l d  have  ki l l e d  hi m f ro m t he  s t art , and                                                   
may b e  I s ho u l d  have , b u t  I w ant e d  t o  e x p e ri e nc e  e ve r y t hi ng  my  M ara                                             
e x p e ri e nc e d .  I  w ant e d  t o  s e e  my  t o rme nt o r e ve ry  d ay — u nt i l  I  d e s t ro y e d  hi m. ”                                                         

He  w ant e d  t o  p u ni s h hi ms e l f  f o r no t  s avi ng  hi s  w o man, and  he  u nd e rs t o o d . He                                                 
d i d . He  w as n’t  s u re  ho w  he  w o u l d  re ac t  i f  he  d i s c o ve re d  V i ka had  b e e n harme d  i n                                                       
any  w ay .   

V i ka .  .  .  t he  g i rl  he  l o ve d .                     
Ye ah. He  l o ve d  he r. W i t h al l  o f  hi s  he art , w i t h al l  o f  hi s  s o u l , he  l o ve d  he r.                                                    

S he  w as  t he  o ne .  e  o t he r p i e c e  o f  hi m. S o me ho w, s he  had  e nt ang l e d  he rs e l f  i n                                                    
hi s  l i f e , as  i f  he  w e re  a  t re e  and  s he  t he  i vy, and  he  c o u l d  no  l o ng e r d i s t i ng u i s h                                                            
hi s  f o l i ag e  f ro m he rs .  e y  w e re  t w o  hal ve s  o f  a  w ho l e , b e t t e r t o g e t he r,                                                     
d e p e nd e nt  o n e ac h o t he r.               

“ No t hi ng  t o  s ay ? ”  t he  T arg o n q u i p p e d .                           
“ Ni ne  d ay s , ” S o l o  re p l i e d  t hro u g h a  t hro at  no w  raw, re c al l i ng  w hat  t he  Targ o n                                                 

had  s ai d  t he  ni g ht  o f  hi s  e s c ap e .  “ Yo u  p l an t o  d e s t ro y  t he  c i rc u s . ”                                                   
“ Ye s .  B u t  no w ,  t he re  are  o nl y  f o u r d ay s  l e f t . ”                                   
“ D o  no t  w ai t .  A c t  no w . ”                  
 e  Targ o n p re t e nd e d  he  had  no t  s p o ke n. “ I s aw  t he  w ay  y o u r V i ka  t o o k c are                                                 

o f  my  M ara. I he ard  t he  c o nve rs at i o ns  t he y  had — u nt i l  M ara  s e ve re d  o u r                                            
c o nne c t i o n. I w as  g l ad  w he n y o u  c ame  al o ng  and  b e g an t o  w at c h o u t  f o r l i t t l e                                                      



V i ka. ” Te ns i o n b ranc he d  f ro m t he                      c o rne rs  o f  hi s  e y e s . “ I d i d n’t  s e e  i nt o  M ara’s                               
mi nd  ag ai n u nt i l  t he  ni g ht  o f  he r d e at h,  w he n V i ka’ s  f at he r f o u nd  he r,  g ave  he r t o                                                     
M at as ,  and  t he  mal e  .  .  .  t he  mal e  .  .  .                                 d e s tr oy e d        he r. ”  

“ I’m s o rr y, K aami l - A l i z e . I  kno w  y o u  have  a  p l an, and  y o u  w ant  t o  s t i c k t o  i t ,                                                     
b u t  my  w o man s t i l l  l i ve s  and  s he  ne e d s  me . He l p  me  no w. To d ay. To g e t he r, w e                                                 
c an e nd  t hi s . ”        

A  s hake  o f  t hat  d ark he ad . “ I t o l d  y o u . I mu s t  fi rs t  e x p e ri e nc e  e ve r y t hi ng  M ara                                                    
d i d . ”   

“ W e re  y o u  rap e d ? ”  A  hars h q u e s t i o n,  b u t  o ne  t hat  ne e d e d  t o  b e  as ke d .                                                    
A  t i c  o f  t he  mu s c l e  b e ne at h t he  o t he rw o rl d e r’ s  g o l d e n e y e s .  “ No . ”                                                   
“  e n y o u  have  no t  e x p e ri e nc e d  e ve r y t hi ng  s he  d i d , and  y o u  ne ve r w i l l .                                                  

 e re ’s  no  re as o n no t  t o  ac t . Yo u  c an have  M at as , I  c an have  Je c i s , and  w e  e ns u re                                                 
no  o ne  e l s e  e ve r s u f f e rs  t hi s  w ay . ”                          

Si l e nc e .    
“ W e  c an s ave  V i ka,  t he  g i rl  w ho  he l p e d  y o u r M ara. ”                                  
A g ai n,  s i l e nc e .          
“ If  y o u  d o  no t hi ng ,  y o u ’ re  as  b ad  as  t he  mal e  y o u  d e s p i s e . ”                                              
 e  Targ o n p o p p e d  hi s  jaw. “ We  al l  w at c he d  Je c i s  i nc re as e  y o u r d o s ag e  o f  t he                                                   

i nhi b i t o r. If  y o u  b e c o me  e mo t i o nal , o r  i f  any o ne  p re s s e s  t hat  mag i c  l i t t l e  b u t t o n                                                             
o n y o u r c ag e ,  y o u ’ l l  b e  t o o  w e ak t o  f i g ht . ”                                   

“ Ne ve r. ”  No t  w he n i t  c ame  t o  V i ka ’ s  s af e t y .                               
“A nd  w e  al l  he ard  t he m d i s c u s s  y o u r ne w  and  i mp ro ve d  c u ffs , ” t he                                           

o t he r w o rl d e r c o nt i nu e d , as  i f  he  had n’t  s p o ke n. “ If  t he  b o ne s  i n y o u r w ri s t s                                                     
e x p and , and         I’m g u e s s i ng  t he y  d o  w he n y o u  t rans f o rm i nt o  y o u r p re t t i e r  hal f ,                                             
y o u ’ l l  ac t i vat e  t he  s aw s  i n t he  ne e d l e s  and  y o u ’ l l  l o s e  y o u r hand s . ”                                                    

No  ne e d  t o  t hi nk ab o u t  hi s  re s p o ns e .  “ T hat ’ s  a  ri s k I ’ m w i l l i ng  t o  t ake . ”                                                      
 e  Targ o n s t u d i e d  hi m f o r a  l o ng  w hi l e . “ I t hi nk I l i ke  y o u  mo re  w i t h e ve r y                                                     

s e c o nd  t hat  p as s e s .  A nd  I t hi nk I ’ m e ve n w i l l i ng  t o  he l p  y o u  .  .  .  f o r  a  p ri c e . ”                                                               
“ Name  i t . ”     
A  fl e e t i ng  s mi l e , w i t ho u t  a  hi nt  o f  amu s e me nt . “ R e ad i ng  mi nd s  i s  a  l i t t l e                                                       

ho b b y  o f  mi ne .  I  kno w  ab o u t  y o u r f arm,  and  I  w ant  i t . ”                                      
A g ai n, no  t ho u g ht  w as  ne c e s s ar y. “ D o ne . He l p  me  t o d ay, he l p  V i ka af t e r w ard ,                                                

i f  any t hi ng  hap p e ns  t o  me ,  and  i t ’ s  y o u rs .  I  vo w  i t . ”                                       

•    •    •       

V i ka  p ac e d  f ro m o ne  c o rne r o f  he r t rai l e r  t o  t he  o t he r, re mi nd i ng  he rs e l f  o f  t he                                                      
t i g e r i n t he  f o re s t . Onl y, he r w o u nd s  w e re n’t  vi s i b l e . He r he art  w as  b re aki ng                                                
i ns i d e  he r c he s t ,  a  s e ns e  o f  he l p l e s s ne s s  raz i ng  he r.                                       

S he ’d  l o s t  t he  ab i l i t y  t o  he ar, and  al l  o f  he r f u rni t u re  and  t he  t ri nke t s  s he ’d                                                     
l e f t  b e hi nd  had  b e e n re mo ve d , l e avi ng  t he  s p ac e  b arre n, d e vo i d  o f  a  s i ng l e                                                   
w e ap o n. In f ac t , t he re  w as  o nl y  o ne  w e ap o n ne arb y  and  i t  w as  c l u t c he d  i n                                                 
A u d ra ’ s  hand .       

A u d ra,  w ho  s t o o d  b y  t he  o nl y  e x i t ,  g u ard i ng  i t  w i t h he r l i f e .                                                
V i ka s t o p p e d , ju s t  s t o p p e d , and  f ac e d  he r c hi l d ho o d  f ri e nd , he r t o rme nt o r.                                                   



A c t u al l y, t hat  g u n w as n’t  t he  o nl y  w e ap o n, s he  re al i z e d .                                        S h e    w as  a  w e ap o n. S o l o             
had  mad e  s u re  o f  i t — and  s he  w o u l d n’ t  make  l i g ht  o f  hi s  l e s s o ns .                                              

“ L e t  me  o u t , A u d ra, ” s he  s ai d . “ Ot he r w i s e , y o u  w o n’t  l i ke  w hat  hap p e ns  t o                                                    
y o u . ”   

“ I w o n’ t  l i ke  w hat  hap p e ns  t o  me  i f  I  d o .  Yo u r f at he r w i l l  ki l l  me . ”                                                  
“ If  y o u  s t ay  w i t h hi m,  he ’ l l  ki l l  y o u  any w ay . ”                                  
“ No . ”  G re e n e y e s  g l i t t e re d .  “ He ’ s  no t  g o i ng  t o  hi t  me  any mo re .  He  p ro mi s e d . ”                                                          
“ He  l i e d . ”       
“ No ,  he  l o ve s  me . ”            
“ He  kno w s  no t hi ng  o f  l o ve !  A nd  ne i t he r d o  y o u , I t hi nk. L o ve  p ro t e c t s . L o ve                                                    

c he ri s he s . L o ve  l i f t s  y o u  u p  rat he r t han t e ars  y o u  d o w n. L o ve  make s  y o u  fl y, and                                                     
I  love  S olo      . ”

A  fl i c ke r o f  s o rro w, q u i c kl y  g o ne . “ Yo u r b e as t  i s  g o i ng  t o  b e  t he  fi rs t  t o  d i e ,                                                            
V i ka.  Yo u  c an’ t  s ave  hi m.  No  o ne  c an. ”                       

No !  She  re f u s e d  t o  ac c e p t  s u c h a  t hi ng .  She                                    c ould   s ave  hi m.  She  w o u l d .             
“ One  l as t  c hanc e , ”  s he  s ai d ,  maki ng  a  p ro p e r f i s t .                                  
“ Shu t  u p ,  and — ”         
V i ka s l amme d  t hat  p ro p e r f i s t  i nt o  A u d ra ’ s  no s e .                                  
 e  g i rl  y e l p e d  as  b l o o d  s p u rt e d  f ro m he r, and  s he  d ro p p e d  t he  g u n t o  c l u t c h                                                           

at  t he  i nju re d  c art i l ag e . V i ka  d o ve  f o r t he  w e ap o n, and  w he n s he  s t rai g ht e ne d ,                                                   
s he  ai me d  t he  b arre l  at  A u d ra ’ s  c he s t .                          

W i d e - e y e d ,  A u d ra  f l at t e ne d  he rs e l f  ag ai ns t  t he  d o o r.                                        
“ I’m s o rr y  I hu rt  y o u , ” V i ka  s ai d , “ b u t  I’ l l  d o  w o rs e  i f  ne c e s s ar y. Wo rs e  t hat                                                       

w i l l  hap p e n i n t hre e  s e c o nd s ,  i f  y o u  f ai l  t o  mo ve  o u t  o f  t he  w ay . ”                                                    
“ I d o n’ t  c are , ”  A u d ra  re p l i e d  w i t h a  d e f i ant  s hake  o f  he r he ad .                                             
“ One . ”  
“ Je c i s     w i l l  d o  f ar  w o rs e . ”                
“ T w o . ”    
 e  d e fi anc e  d rai ne d , and  t e ars  w e l l e d  i n he r e y e s . A u d ra  s t e p p e d  o u t  o f  t he                                                        

w ay . 
V i ka b r u s he d  p as t  he r and  s t e p p e d  i nt o  t he  s u nl i g ht . B u t  b e f o re  s he ’d  t ake n                                                       

t hre e  s t e p s ,  X  ap p e are d  o n he r s ho u l d e r,  w ri ng i ng  hi s  hand s  t o g e t he r.                                                
D uc k un d e r  th e  tr a i le r ,                  he  c o mmand e d .            N ow ! 
He art  s u d d e nl y  s l ammi ng  ag ai ns t  he r ri b s , s he  d o ve  f o r c o ve r. S he  kne w  b e t t e r                                                   

t han t o  p au s e  and  q u e s t i o n hi m. G o o d  t hi ng , t o o.  e  mo me nt  t he  g ro u nd  w as                                                 
p re s s e d  ag ai ns t  he r b ac k, s he  f e l t  t he  vi b rat i o n o f  f o o t s t e p s . A  f e w  s e c o nd s  l at e r,                                                              
s he  s aw  he r f at he r and  M at as ’ s  b o o t s .                        

T he  p ai r  d i s ap p e are d  i ns i d e  t he  t rai l e r.  Se ve ral  s e c o nd s  p as s e d .                                              
S olo’s  i n  tr ouble ,           X  s ai d .        He  a n d  th e  Ta r gon  h a ve  w or ke d  up  a  p la n . e y  be ga n                                  

s h outi n g for  y our  fa th e r  a n d  Ma ta s  a  fe w  mi n ute s  a go. B ut r a th e r  th a n  c on fr on t th e m                                                     
h e a d -on ,  y our  fa th e r  w a n ts  to  us e  S olo ’ s  fe e l i n gs  for  y ou a ga i n s t h i m.                                                

So  l o w .  So  l i ke  Je c i s .                
“ W hat  s ho u l d  I  d o ? ”  s he  w hi s p e re d .                          
Y ou kn ow  w h a t y ou n e e d  to d o,  V i ka .                      
S he  d i d , d i d n’t  s he ?  A nd  i t  w as  b r u t al . It  w e nt  ag ai ns t  e ve r y t hi ng  s he ’d  e ve r                                                       



b e l i e ve d . Or rat he r, e ve r y t hi ng  s he ’d  e ve r t ho u g ht  s he  had  b e l i e ve d . A f t e r w ard ,                                                    
s he  w o u l d  p ro b ab l y  c ry .                 

P ro b ab l y ?  No. S he  w o u l d . B u t  t hi s  w as  w ar.  i s  w as n’t  b u s i ne s s  as  u s u al .                                                    
A c t i o n had  t o  b e  t ake n.  i ng s  had  t o  b e  d o ne .  e  s t ro ng  c o u l d  no t  t ramp l e  o n                                                      
t he  w e ak and  c o nt i nu e  t o  re i g n.                    

 e  t rai l e r  s ho o k and  s he  b are l y  s i l e nc e d  he r g as p. Je c i s  had  e i t he r p u nc he d                                                   
t he  w al l  .  .  .  o r  A u d ra. Tw o  s e t s  o f  b o o t s  ag ai n ap p e are d , t hi s  t i me  s t o mp i ng                                                          
aw ay .  She  w ai t e d  o ne  mi nu t e ,  t w o ,  t he n ro l l e d  i nt o  t he  l i g ht .                                             

C a n  y ou d o w h a t n e e d s  d oi n g?                       X  as ke d .     
“ Ye s , ”  s he  s ai d ,  and  s t al ke d  f o rw ard .                         
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YOU! WHAT HAVE YOU     d o ne  w i t h my  d au g ht e r? ” Je c i s  p o u nd e d  t o  S o l o’s  c ag e  and ,                                          
w i t h a  s p at  o f  c u rs e s , jab b e d  at  t he  b u t t o n t o  p o u r s e d at i ve s  t hro u g h hi s  s y s t e m.                                                              
D r.  E  s at  o n t he  mal e ’ s  s ho u l d e r,  l au g hi ng .  “ I  p l anne d  t o  w ai t ,  t o  ki l l  y o u  s l o w l y ,                                                                 
b u t  I w ant  he r t o  he ar y o u r s c re ams  and  c o me  r u nni ng . I w ant  he r t o  s e e  w hat  I                                                  
d o  t o  y o u — and  I w ant  y o u  t o  s e e  w hat  I  d o  t o  he r. ”                                       

So l o  re mai ne d  s i l e nt  as  he  d ro p p e d  t o  t he  g ro u nd .                                   
“ M at as , ”  t he  T arg o n s narl e d .                 
“ Shu t  u p , ”  t he  g u ard  s narl e d  i n re t u rn.                         
“ I’ l l  s hu t  u p  t he  d ay  I  c arve  o u t  y o u r b l ac k he art  and  d anc e  i n y o u r b l o o d . ”                                                       
M at as  s no rt e d ,  no t  t he  l e as t  b i t  i nt i mi d at e d .  “ Ye ah,  g o o d  l u c k w i t h t hat . ”                                                       
Je c i s  w as  t o o  l o s t  t o  hi s  rag e  t o  no t i c e  t he  t w o  me n w e re  arg u i ng . A nd  he  w as                                                          

t o o  l o s t  t o  hi s  rag e  t o  no t i c e  S o l o  w as n’t  ac t u al l y  as l e e p. B e c au s e  o f  t hat , he                                                            
mad e  t he  mi s t ake  o f  o p e ni ng  t he  d o o r t o  t he  c ag e .                                   

“ No w , ”  So l o  s ho u t e d ,  hi s  jaw  he avy  b u t  s t i l l  w o rkab l e .                                        
In t he  p ro c e s s  o f  s t e p p i ng  d e e p e r i nt o  t he  e nc l o s u re , Je c i s  f ro z e , t he  Targ o n                                                         

t aki ng  c o nt ro l  o f  hi s  b o d y. E ve r y  o u nc e  o f  S o l o’s  s t re ng t h w as  ne e d e d  t o  p u l l                                                          
hi ms e l f  i nt o  a  s i t t i ng  p o s i t i o n, b u t  he  d i d  i t . Hi s  g az e  me t  hi s  e ne my ’s , and  he                                                           
s mi l e d  s l o w l y ,  w i t h re l i s h.                     

D r.  E  s t o p p e d  l au g hi ng .  “ W hat ’ s  g o i ng  o n?  Ho w  are  y o u  d o i ng  t hi s ? ”                                                   
Ig no ri ng  hi m, S o l o  s ai d  t o  Je c i s , “ Ju s t  s o  y o u  kno w, t he  o nl y  o ne  w ho  w i l l                                                     

s u f f e r t o d ay  i s  y o u . ”                 
Fe ar jo i ne d  t he  rag e  i n Je c i s ’s  e y e s . S o l o  c o u l d  s e e  t he  s ku l l  w ri t hi ng  b e ne at h                                                          

hi s  s ki n, at t e mp t i ng  t o  je rk o u t  o f  t he  Targ o n’s  c o nt ro l . G ri t t i ng  hi s  t e e t h, S o l o                                                       
ki c ke d  o u t  hi s  l e g ,  nai l i ng  Je c i s  i n t he  s t o mac h and  s e nd i ng  hi m p ro p e l l i ng  t o  t he                                                           
g ro u nd .   

D r.  E  vani s he d .        
S o l o  w as  q u i c k t o  f o l l o w  hi s  o p p o ne nt , ju mp i ng  o u t  o f  t he  c ag e . E ve r y  ac t i o n                                                            

l o o s e ne d  hi s  mu s c l e s  and  l i f t e d  s o me  o f  t he  w e i g ht  o f  t he  d r u g s . No w  i t  w as  t i me                                                                 
f o r a  l i t t l e  d i rt y  p o o l . He  t hre w  hi s  l e g  i nt o  ano t he r ki c k— nai l i ng  Je c i s  b e t w e e n                                                             
t he  l e g s .      

A i r b u rs t  f ro m t he  man’ s  mo u t h,  b u t  t hat  w as  i t ,  hi s  o nl y  re ac t i o n.                                               
“ Yo u ’re  f re e !” K i t t e n s ai d , fi s t  p u mp i ng  t he  ai r. “ I t o l d  y o u  t hi s  w o u l d  hap p e n.                                                        

D i d n’ t  I  t e l l  y o u ? ”                
“ Le t  me  o u t !”  C ri s s  s ho u t e d .                     
“ M e  t o o !  C o me  o n,  man.  Ove r he re !”                     
T he  B re e  Li an ju mp e d  u p  and  d o w n.  “ B e as t  M an!  Ove r he re !”                                    
“ Can’t  .  .  .  ho l d  t he m mu c h l o ng e r, ” t he  Targ o n c al l e d . “  e i r                                        

mag i c  .  .  .  f i g ht i ng  me . ”                  
S o l o  b e nt  d o w n and  g rab b e d  Je c i s  b y  t he  w ri s t . He  d rag g e d  t he  man p as t  an                                                    



e q u al l y  f ro z e n M at as , and  t o  t he  Targ o n’s  c ag e , w he re  he  p re s s e d  Je c i s ’s  t hu mb                                                    
i nt o  t he  l o c k.  A  f l as h o f  w hi t e  l i g ht ,  and  t he  t u mb l e r g ave  w ay .                                               

 e  Targ o n b u rs t  f ro m t he  c ag e  and  l au nc he d  hi ms e l f  at  M at as .  at ’s  w he n                                              
he  l o s t  hi s  ho l d  o n t he  b o d i e s ,  b o t h M at as  and  Je c i s  e ru p t i ng  i nt o  ac t i o n.                                                        

Je c i s  je rke d  f ro m S o l o’s  ho l d  and  ro l l e d  t o  hi s  f e e t .  e re  w as  no  e x c hang e  o f                                                       
w o rd s .  e y  s i mp l y  d o ve  t o w ard  e ac h o t he r, fi s t s  fl y i ng . S o l o  l and e d  s e ve ral                                                     
p u nc he s , b u t  he  t o o k o ne , t o o.  e  e ns u i ng  s t i ng  e nrag e d  hi m. W hat  had  V i ka                                                 
e nd u re d  at  t hi s  man’ s  hand s  o ve r t he  y e ars ?                          

R ag e  .  .  .  c o l d ,  hars h.                
D ru g s  .  .  .  d ri p ,  d ri p ,  d ri p p i ng ,  t ry i ng  t o  w e ake n.                                       
C a lm,    he  t o l d  hi ms e l f .               Re ma i n  c a lm.         He  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  hi ms e l f  t o  mo rp h, no t                            

i n any  w ay. A nd  f o r o nc e , i t  w as n’t  an i mp o s s i b l e  t as k. V i ka  had  t au g ht  hi m a                                                 
b e t t e r w ay  t o  l i ve .              

He  b l o c ke d  a  p u nc h, d u c ke d , and  t hre w  o ne , s mas hi ng  i nt o  Je c i s ’s  ki d ne y. He                                                
he ard  a  hi s s , t ho u g h he  kne w  t he  man w as n’t  o u t  f o r t he  c o u nt . F ar f ro m i t .  e                                                  
vi o l e nc e  mu s t  have  e ng ag e d  hi s  d ark s i d e , b e c au s e  t he  s ku l l  s ho t  o u t , l i t t l e  g o l d                                                             
fl ame s  ap p e ari ng  i n t he  d arkne s s  as  i t  t ri e d  t o  c ho mp  o n S o l o. Ju s t  b e f o re                                                  
c o nt ac t , a  g i ant  ve rs i o n o f  X  s w o o p e d  i n, c at c hi ng  t he  s ku l l  l i ke  a  b as ke t b al l  and                                                           
f al l i ng  t o  t he  g ro u nd  w i t h i t  c l u t c he d  t o  hi s  c he s t .                                         

Je c i s  u nl e as he d  a  p ai ne d  w ai l , as  i f  t he  e vi l  w e re  at t ac he d  t o  hi m, and  he  c o u l d                                                         
f e e l  i t s  d e f e at . S o l o  s t r u c k, nai l i ng  hi m i n t he  t e mp l e  o nc e , t w i c e , t hre e  t i me s .                                                             
 e  man’s  he ad  rat t l e d  f ro m s i d e  t o  s i d e , b u t  o n S o l o’s  f o u rt h s w i ng , he  manag e d                                                      
t o  g e t  hi s  hand s  u p  and  b l o c k.                     

So l o  ai me d  l o w e r.  C o nt ac t .  A g ai n,  ai r  b u rs t  f ro m Je c i s ’ s  mo u t h.                                              
F ro m t he  c o rne r o f  hi s  e y e , he  s aw  t hat  t he  Targ o n had  M at as  p i nne d  t o  t he                                                

g ro u nd .  e  s had o w s  t hat  had  al w ay s  ho ve re d  o ve r M at as ’s  s ho u l d e r had                                           
s t re t c he d  o u t  and  w e re  b i t i ng  and  b i t i ng  at  t he  o t he r w o rl d e r, b u t  t he  mal e  p ai d                                                          
t he m no  he e d . He  c o nt i nu e d  t o  rai n fi s t s  o f  f u r y  i nt o  hi s  o p p o ne nt ’s  f ac e . A g ai n                                                          
and  ag ai n. U nt i l  i t  w as n’t  ju s t  b l o o d  fl i ng i ng  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n. U nt i l  t he                                                     
s had o w s  s l o w e d  .  .  .  s t i l l e d  .  .  .  f l o p p e d  t o  t he  g ro u nd  and  vani s he d .                                                         

Je c i s  u s e d  hi s  d i s t rac t i o n ag ai ns t  hi m and  l and e d  ano t he r p u nc h t o  hi s  jaw .  Hi s                                                     
he ad  w hi p p e d  t o  t he  s i d e , and  he  w e nt  w i t h t he  mo t i o n, d ro p p i ng  t o  hi s  s i d e  and                                                          
ki c ki ng  u p  hi s  l e g s . Hi s  b o o t s  kno c ke d  Je c i s ’s  t e e t h t o g e t he r, s e nd i ng  hi m                                                      
s t u mb l i ng  b ac kw ard .           

S o l o  s t rai g ht e ne d  and  f o l l o w e d  hi m, g rab b i ng  hi m b y  t he  c o l l ar. S w o l l e n,                                                   
b l o o d s ho t  e y e s  p e e re d  u p  at  hi m.                         

“ K i l l  me ,  and  s he ’ l l  ne ve r f o rg i ve  y o u , ”  Je c i s  s p at .                                       
No .  He  w o u l d n’ t  b e l i e ve  t hat .                     
B oom!
Je c i s ’s  b o d y  je rke d , hi s  e y e s  g o i ng  w i d e . He  f e l l  t o  t he  s i d e , b u t  S o l o                                                         

mai nt ai ne d  hi s  g ri p, ke e p i ng  hi m u p ri g ht . He  re c o g ni z e d  g u nfi re  w he n he  he ard                                               
i t  and  he l d  o n t o  t he  man t o  u s e  hi m as  a  s hi e l d  i f  ne c e s s ary .  He  t rac ke d  t he  no i s e                                                            
w i t h hi s  g az e . V i ka  s t o o d  a  f e w  y ard s                                 aw ay, ho l d i ng  a  s mo ki ng  g u n, t e ars                   
s t re ami ng  d o w n he r c he e ks .               

S o l o  l o o s e ne d  hi s  fi ng e rs , i nt e nd i ng  t o  d ro p  t he  man t o  t he  g ro u nd  and  rac e  t o                                                       



he r s i d e , t o  g at he r he r i n hi s  arms , t o  o ffe r c o mf o rt , o r  w hat e ve r e l s e  s he  mi g ht                                                    
ne e d .  W hat  s he ’ d  d o ne  .  .  .  a l l  t o  p ro t e c t  hi m .  .  .                                          

“ M y  o w n d au g ht e r, ”  Je c i s  g as p e d  o u t .  “ Ho w  c o u l d  y o u ? ”                                            
B oom! B oom! B oom!    
 e  s ho t s  c ame  f ro m a  d i ffe re nt  d i re c t i o n, f ro m b e hi nd  Je c i s , b u t  s t i l l  t he  man                                                       

ju mp e d  e ac h t i me . A nd  as  t hre e  s harp  s t i ng s  re g i s t e re d  i n S o l o’s  c he s t — al l                                                   
s t rai g ht  i n t he  he art — he  l o o ke d  t o  fi nd                              Aud r a    w i t h a  s mo ki ng  g u n. D r. E  s at  o n                      
he r s ho u l d e r,  and  he  w as  l au g hi ng  al l  o ve r ag ai n.                              

“ If  I  c an’ t  have  y o u , ”  t he  l i t t l e  man c al l e d ,  “ no  o ne  c an. ”                                          
 e  g i rl  had  s ho t  Je c i s , b u t  t he  b u l l e t s  had  g o ne  s t rai g ht  t hro u g h hi m and  i nt o                                                       

S o l o. He  fi nal l y  d ro p p e d  t he  man, b u t  no t  t o  g e t  t o  V i ka. He  no  l o ng e r had  t he                                                     
s t re ng t h.  e  man re s p o ns i b l e  f o r hi s  t o rme nt  al l  t he s e  w e e ks  fl o p p e d  l i f e l e s s l y                                                           
t o  t he  g ro u nd ,  and  So l o  f e l l  t o  hi s  kne e s  b e s i d e  hi m.                                        

“ S o l o !” V i ka  c ri e d  o u t , r u s hi ng  t o  hi s  s i d e . He r hand s  p at t e d  at  hi m, t r y i ng  t o                                                         
s t o p  t he  fl o w  o f  b l o o d . “ Yo u ’ l l  he al , y e s ?  Yo u  d i d  b e f o re . M any  t i me s . I’ ve                                                         
w at c he d  y o u .  Yo u  have  t o  he al  f ro m t hi s ,  t o o .  R i g ht ? ”                                       

He  he ard  a  c r y, w at c he d  as  X  c o l l i d e d  w i t h D r. E , kno c ki ng  A u d ra  t o  t he                                                  
g ro u nd . A s  X  and  D r. E  f e l l , D r. E ’s  b o d y  e l o ng at e d , g ro w i ng  t o  t he  s ame  s i z e  as                                                          
X ’ s .  M ay b e  he  w as  s e e i ng  t hi ng s .                        

D i z z i ne s s  c o ns u me d  hi m. B l ac k d o t s  w o ve  t hro u g h hi s  vi s i o n. W i t h e ve r y                                                  
p u mp  o f  hi s  d amag e d  he art , hi s  l i f e  s l i p p e d  aw ay  a  l i t t l e  mo re . “ V i ka, ” he                                                     
manag e d  t o  c ho ke  o u t  as  b l o o d  b u b b l e d  u p  i n hi s  t hro at .                                         

“ T e l l  me  w hat  t o  d o ,  and  I ’ l l  d o  i t , ”  s he  ru s he d  o u t .  “ Ju s t  t e l l  me !”                                                        
“ No t hi ng  t o  b e  . .  .  d o ne . ” Hi s  i nju ri e s  w e re  t o o  s e ve re . He ’d  c au s e d  t hi s  ki nd                                                         

o f  d amag e  i n o t he rs .  He ’ d  s e e n t he  re s u l t s  t o o  many  t i me s .  He  kne w .                                                
“ T he re  i s !”      
“ Can’t  l i e  .  .  .  V i ka  . .  .   i s  i s  .  .  .  i t . ” He  s t r u g g l e d  t o  ke e p  hi s  g az e  o n he r as                                                                   

hi s  f i ng e rs  and  t o e s  g re w  c o l d .                       
X  mo ve d  i n, kne e l i ng  at  hi s  s i d e . S t i l l  g i ant , as  b i g  as  S o l o. “ Te l l  hi m g o o d -                                                        

b y e ,  V i ka. ”       
“ W hat ?  No !  Ne ve r. ”          
S o l o  p i t c he d  f o r w ard , no  l o ng e r ab l e  t o  ho l d  hi s  o w n w e i g ht . S o me ho w, V i ka                                                      

manag e d  t o  c at c h hi m,  b al anc i ng  hi m ag ai ns t  t he  s o f t ne s s  o f  he r t re mb l i ng  b o d y .                                                     
“ T e l l  he r g o o d - b y e ,  So l o , ”  X  c o mmand e d .                              
“ No !” V i ka  s ho u t e d  ag ai n. “ No t  g o o d - b y e . Ju s t  g o o d  ni g ht . Yo u ’ l l  g o  t o  s l e e p,                                                         

S o l o, and  w e ’ l l  p at c h y o u  u p. Yo u ’ l l  re vi ve  i n t he  mo rni ng . Yo u  w i l l . Yo u ’ l l  s e e .                                                         
Yo u  vo w e d  t o  g i ve  me  any t hi ng  I  w ant e d  and  t hi s  i s  w hat  I  w ant . ”                                             

“ L o ve  . .  . ” He  had  t o  t e l l  he r ho w  mu c h he  l o ve d  he r. He  had  t o  e x p l ai n                                                  
e ve r y t hi ng  s he ’d  c o me  t o  me an t o  hi m. U nt i l  he r, he ’d  ne ve r re al l y  l i ve d . B u t  t he                                                     
b l ac k d o t s  s t i l l  w i nki ng  t hro u g h hi s  vi s i o n e x p and e d , t hi c ke ne d , and  t he  b l o o d                                                       
b u b b l i ng  i n hi s  t hro at  c u t  o f f  hi s  ai rw ay .  Su d d e nl y  he  c o u l d n’ t  b re at he .                                                     

“ He  w i l l  d i e  at  ho me , ” X  s ai d . “A nd  d o n’t  y o u  d are  p ro t e s t , V i ka. It  mu s t  b e                                                      
t hi s  w ay . ”      

“ No !  He ’s  no t  l e avi ng  me . He  p ro mi s e d  t o  t ake  me  t o  hi s  f arm, t o o, and  he                                              
al w ay s  ke e p s  hi s  p ro mi s e s . ” To  S o l o, s he  s ai d , “ Yo u ’re  g o i ng  t o  g e t  b e t t e r, I                                                        



kno w  i t . I  f e e l  i t . I  have  a  kno w i ng . Ju s t  . .  .  g e t  b e t t e r. P l e as e , S o l o. P l e as e .                                                            
P le a s e     . ”

S t ro ng  arms  b and e d  aro u nd  hi s  w ai s t , p u l l i ng  hi m b ac kw ard , t u g g i ng  hi m aw ay                                               
f ro m V i ka.    

“ No , ”  s he  s ai d ,  and  no w  s he  w as  s o b b i ng .  “ X ,  d o n’ t — ”                                        
T he y  w e re  t he  l as t  w o rd s  So l o  he ard .                         



Thirty-three

For wh ere your treasure is,  th ere your h eart will  be also.    
—LUKE 1 2 :3 4  

VIKA WASN’T SURE HOW  l o ng  s he  kne l t  i n p l ac e , s t ari ng  at  t he  p o o l  o f  c ri ms o n S o l o                                            
had  l e f t  b e hi nd . X  had  p u t  hi s  arms  aro u nd  hi m, and  t he  p ai r  had  vani s he d . A l l                                                
s he  kne w  w as  t hat ,  w he n s he  f i nal l y  l o o ke d  u p ,  t he  c i rc u s  w as  e ng u l f e d  i n f l ame s .                                                            

S he  l au g he d  w i t ho u t  hu mo r. He r f at he r’s  p ri d e  and  jo y  w as  b e i ng  d e s t ro y e d  b i t                                                      
b y  b i t , a l l  o f  hi s  w o rk s o o n t o  b e  r u i ne d . Ju s t i c e  had  at  l as t  arri ve d . B u t  t he n, i t                                                              
al w ay s  d i d ,  d i d n’ t  i t ?  So me ho w .  So me w ay .                             

 e  o t he r w o rl d e rs  w e re  s t i l l  i n t he i r  c ag e s , s c re ami ng  t o  b e  re l e as e d .                                                     
Pe rf o rme rs  w e re  s ho u t i ng  and  r u nni ng  i n e ve r y  d i re c t i o n. He r f at he r’s  b o d y  w as                                                   
mo t i o nl e s s  b e s i d e  he r. M at as  w as  s p l ay e d  a  f e w  f e e t  aw ay  f ro m he r. Or rat he r,                                                     
w hat  w as  l e f t  o f  hi m.  e  c ri ms o n- s o ake d  Targ o n s t o o d  o ve r hi s  b o d y, arms                                               
l i f t e d  as  he  d anc e d  i n t he  man’s  b l o o d . A u d ra  s t o o d  i n t he  s ame  s p o t  s he ’d                                                      
o c c u p i e d  b e f o re ,  s t i l l  ho l d i ng  t he  g u n.  She  w as  p al e  and  s haki ng — and  s he  w as  no                                                         
l o ng e r t at t o o e d .  T he  s p i d e rs  w e re  g o ne .                              

A u d ra  no t i c e d  he r g az e  and  s hu d d e re d . “ I d i d n’t  me an t o  ki l l  y o u r b e as t , ” s he                                                      
s ai d .  “ I  ju s t  w ant e d  t o  hu rt  Je c i s  t he  w ay  he ’ d  hu rt  me . ”                                          

“ S o l o  w as n’t  a  b e as t !  He  w as  t he  b e s t  man I kne w. ” Ho rri fi e d  b y  he r w o rd s ,                                                  
V i ka hu rri e d  t o  c o rre c t  he rs e l f . “ He                            i s   t he  b e s t  man I kno w. ” He  w as  s t i l l  a l i ve .                            
S he  w o u l d n’t  b e l i e ve  o t he r w i s e . He  w as  t o o  s t ro ng , t o o  vi t al , and  he ’d  p ro mi s e d .                                                          
He  ne ve r b ro ke  hi s  p ro mi s e s .                 

A u d ra  no d d e d , as  t ho u g h as hame d , and  d ro p p e d  t he  g u n o n t he  g ro u nd . S i re ns                                                 
b l are d  i n t he  b ac kg ro u nd . S i re ns  V i ka  he ard . No t  as  c l e arl y  as  b e f o re , i n t he                                                  
c ab i n,  b u t  e no u g h.  St i l l ,  s he  c o u l d n’ t  b ri ng  he rs e l f  t o  c are .                                              

“ W hat  s ho u l d  I  d o ? ”  A u d ra  as ke d .                        
She  c o u l d  he ar t he  g i rl ’ s  vo i c e ,  as  w e l l .  “ St art  a  ne w  l i f e , ”  V i ka  t o l d  he r.                                                          
W he re  w as  S o l o ?  W he re  had  X  t ake n hi m?  Ho me , t he  c re at u re  had  s ai d . D i d                                              

t hat  me an t he  f arm?  Or p e rhap s  X ’ s  ho me ,  i n t hat  o t he r re al m?                                   
A  t ap  o n he r s ho u l d e r c au s e d  he r t o  l o o k u p .                                
 e  Targ o n p e e re d  d o w n at  he r, and  he  w as  s mi l i ng . Sp l at t e re d  as  he  w as  w i t h                                                 

b l o o d , i t  w as  a  c hi l l i ng  s mi l e . “ Yo u  mi g ht  w ant  t o  c l o s e  y o u r e y e s  f o r t hi s  ne x t                                                               
p art , ”  he  s ai d .         

He  d i d n’t  w ai t  f o r he r re s p o ns e , b u t  t u rne d  t o  he r f at he r and  u ns he at he d  a                                                 
b l ad e . V i ka  w at c he d . W i t h o ne  s harp  mo t i o n, he  c u t  o ff Je c i s ’s  t hu mb.  e                                               
b r u t al i t y  o f  t he  ac t i o n b are l y  re g i s t e re d . S he  kne w  w hat  he  p l anne d  t o  d o  w i t h                                                          
t he  ap p e nd ag e ,  kne w  i t  w as  ne c e s s ary .                         

He  p i c ke d  u p  t he  d e t ac he d  p i e c e  and  ro l l e d  i t  a l o ng  hi s  p al m. “ M ara w as  my                                                      
w i f e .  M at as  ki l l e d  he r. ”                 

M ara.  V i ka ’ s  M ara.  “ K i l l e d  he r?  No .  I  f re e d  he r. ”                                  
“ Yo u  d i d . Yo u r f at he r f o u nd  he r and  g ave  he r t o  M at as . I  w as  b o nd e d  t o  he r,                                                  

and  I  w i t ne s s e d  t he  e nt i re  t hi ng  t hro u g h he r e y e s . ”                                    



M ara w as  d e ad . M ara  had n’t  ab and o ne d  he r. Had n’t  f o rg o t t e n he r. S he ’d  b e e n                                          
c au g ht ,  ki l l e d .  “ I ’ m s o  s o rry .  I— T he re  are  no  w o rd s .  I  l o ve d  he r. ”                                                

“ I kno w  y o u  d i d .  at ’s  w hy  y o u ’re  s t i l l  a l i ve . ” He  mo ve d  t o  t he  c ag e  ne are s t                                                       
hi m and  b e g an f re e i ng  t he  o t he rw o rl d e rs .                         

M o s t  s p rang  f ro m b e hi nd  t he  b ars  and  ran, ne ve r l o o ki ng  b ac k. Taw ny  f u r g re w                                            
f ro m K i t t e n’s  p o re s , c o ve ri ng  he r e nt i re  b o d y  as  s he  d i s ap p e are d  aro u nd  t he                                                   
c o rne r, b u t  s he  q u i c kl y  re t u rne d  w i t h an u nc o ns c i o u s , b l e e d i ng  c i rc u s  p e rf o rme r.                                                         
S he  d u mp e d  t he  b o d y  o n t o p  o f  Je c i s , ki c ke d  i t — t he  p e rf o rme r w as  s t i l l  a l i ve ,                                                            
ju d g i ng  f ro m t hat  g u s t  o f  p ai ne d  b re at h V i ka he ard — and  d i s ap p e are d                                           
ag ai n . .  .  o nl y  t o  re t u rn w i t h ano t he r b o d y.  i s  t i me , s he  w as  a  l i t t l e  b l o o d y                                                          
he rs e l f  and  mi s s i ng  s e ve ral  p at c he s  o f  f u r.                             

T he  B re e  Li an rac e d  t o w ard  V i ka,  hi s  c l aw s  b are d .                                
 e  Targ o n g rab b e d  hi m b y  t he  b ac k o f  t he  hai r  and  je rke d  hi m t o  t he  g ro u nd .                                                

He  l o o me d  o ve r t he  o t he rw o rl d e r and  s c o w l e d .                               
“ Yo u  d o n’t  t o u c h t he  g i rl . E ve r. S he  t o o k c are  o f  y o u  and  w as  y o u r o nl y  me ans                                                     

o f  p ro t e c t i o n. ”           
A  t re mb l i ng  “ A l l  ri g ht . ”                 
 e  Targ o n f re e d  hi m, and  he  l u mb e re d  t o  hi s  f e e t .                                    He  d i d n’t  b o t he r g l anc i ng               

o r g l ari ng  i n V i ka ’ s  d i re c t i o n,  b u t  s p ri nt e d  aw ay .                                    
C ri s s  s t ro l l e d  o u t ,  s t o p p e d  and  c he c ke d  he r c u t i c l e s .                                           
“ R u n, ” t he  Targ o n s ai d . He ’d  fi ni s he d  re l e as i ng  t he  o t he r w o rl d e rs  and                                            

d ro p p e d  he r f at he r’s  t hu mb  o n t he  g ro u nd . “ I d o n’t  o w e  y o u  any  p ro t e c t i o n,                                                   
C o rt az ,  and  I  w o n’ t  o f f e r  i t .  Yo u ’ ve  g o t  an at t i t u d e  t hat  ne e d s  ad ju s t i ng . ”                                                         

“ I t hi nk I’ l l  s t ay, ” t he  g i rl  s ai d  w i t h a  c o nfi d e nt  s mi l e . “ W he n Je c i s  d i e d , my                                                       
b ro t he rs  w e re  fi nal l y  ab l e  t o  g e t  a  l o c k o n me .  e y  s ho w e d  u p  a  f e w  s e c o nd s                                                           
l at e r. ”   

 e  Targ o n s p re ad  hi s  arms . “A nd  w he re  are  t he y ?  B e c au s e  t he y  c an f e e l  f re e                                                 
t o  b ri ng  i t . ”         

A  b ri g ht e r s mi l e . “ Yo u  s e e  t he  fi re s ? ” L o o ki ng  b e y o nd  t he  o t he r w o rl d e r, s he                                                      
c al l e d ,  “ T he  c i rc u s  i s  c harb ro i l e d  no w ,  g u y s ,  s o  s t o p  s ho w i ng  o f f .  I ’ m re ad y  t o  g o                                                                   
ho me . ”  

A  s e c o nd  l at e r, fi ve  g l i t t e ri ng  l i g ht s  s u rro u nd e d  he r, b l o c ki ng  he r f ro m s i g ht .                                                       
 o s e  l i g ht s  w e re  s hap e d  l i ke  me n, and  w he n t he y  f ad e d , Cri s s  w as  g o ne , he r                                                   
f o o t p ri nt s  no t hi ng  mo re  t han c harre d  g ras s .                         

K i t t e n d ro p p e d  ano t he r b o d y  i n t he  e ve r- g ro w i ng  p i l e  and  t u rne d  t o  g rab                                                   
ano t he r vi c t i m. B u t  c o p s  s u d d e nl y  s w arme d  t he  are a, t he i r  g u ns  rai s e d , s t i l l i ng                                                       
he r. S he  he l d  he r hand s  u p  and  s ai d , “ D o n’t  s ho o t . I ’m w i t h A IR , and  t he  Targ o n                                              
and  t he  b l o nd e  are  w i t h me . ”                  

“ K i t t e n? ”  a  mal e  vo i c e  g ro w l e d .                        
“ D al l as ? ”     
A  hand s o me  d ark- hai re d  man w i t h o t he r w o rl d l y  b l u e  e y e s  t hat  re mi nd e d  V i ka                                                 

o f  S o l o — a s harp  p ang                i n he r c he s t — s ho ve d  hi s  w ay  f o r w ard . K i t t e n c au g ht  s i g ht                                       
o f  hi m,  s q u e al e d ,  and  t hre w  he rs e l f  i n hi s  arms .                                

He  hu g g e d  he r,  b u t  he  ne ve r l o w e re d  t he  b arre l  o f  hi s  p y re - g u n.                                             
P y re . S o me t hi ng  o nl y  A IR  ag e nt s  c arri e d . A nd  K i t t e n had  s ai d  s he  w as  an                                                



ag e nt , had n’t  s he . A nd  y e t , Je c i s  had  e ns l ave d  he r. We l l , he  had  s i g ne d  hi s  d e at h                                                   
c e rt i fi c at e  t he  mo me nt  he ’d  d o ne  s o. If  A u d ra  had n’t  s ho t  hi m, A IR  w o u l d  have                                                 
e ve nt u al l y  f o u nd  hi m.  E ve ry o ne  kne w  t he y  ne ve r g ave  u p .                                    

“ W hat  are  y o u  d o i ng  he re ? ” K i t t e n d e mand e d . “  i s  i s n’t  Ne w  C hi c ag o  . .  .  I                                                     
d o n’ t  t hi nk.  U nl e s s  w e ’ re  i n a  c o nt ami nat e d  s e c t i o n I ’ ve  ne ve r vi s i t e d . ”                                                    

“ No. No t  Ne w  C hi c ag o, ” t he  b l u e - e y e d  ag e nt  s ai d . “ Wo rd  g o t  o u t  t hat  a                                                 
c e rt ai n c i rc u s  had  a  Te ran i n a  c ag e . We  ho p e d  i t  w as  y o u , b u t  d i d n’t  re al l y  t hi nk                                                        
i t  w as . S t i l l , w e  ke p t  o u t  f e e l e rs , and  t he  mo me nt  w e  he ard  t he  c i rc u s  had  l and e d                                                          
i n t he  f l at l and s  l as t  ni g ht ,  I  ho p p e d  a  p l ane . ”                                  

Oh y e s .  Je c i s ’ s  d o w nf al l  w o u l d  have  hap p e ne d  o ne  w ay  o r ano t he r.                                            
“A  f ami l y  re u ni o n. Ho w  s w e e t . ”  e  Targ o n c hu c kl e d , and  i n t he  ne x t                                           

mo me nt , t he  e nt i re  w o rl d  s t i l l e d .  e  fl ame s  s t o p p e d  c rac kl i ng , t he  s mo ke                                                  
s t o p p e d  w af t i ng . “ Co me  o n, l i t t l e  V i ka. I t o l d  y o u r man I w o u l d  t ake  c are  o f  y o u .                                                          
V o w e d  i t ,  i n f ac t . ”               

Ho w  l i ke  S o l o. “ W hat  d i d  y o u  d e mand  f ro m hi m i n re t u rn? ” S he  d o u b t e d  t he                                                  
c re at u re  had  b e e n w i l l i ng  t o  he l p  o u t  o f  t he  g o o d ne s s  o f  hi s  he art . D ad d y  Sp anky                                                          
w as n’ t  t he  t y p e .           

He  t u g g e d  he r t o  he r f e e t . “ D o e s n’t  mat t e r. I  d i d n’t  re al l y  w ant  w hat  he  w as                                                    
o ffe ri ng , ju s t  w ant e d  t o  s e e  ho w  mu c h he  w as  w i l l i ng  t o  g i ve  u p. B y  t he  w ay, he                                                       
w as  w i l l i ng  t o  g i ve  u p                      e ve r y th i n g         f o r  y o u . ”       

Ju s t  l i ke  t hat , t e ars  b u rne d  t he  b ac ks  o f  he r e y e s . S he  b l i nke d  t he m aw ay — t he y                                                     
w e re  s i l l y. X  w o u l d  b ri ng  hi m b ac k, S o l o  w o u l d  i ns i s t  o n i t , i f  S o l o  w as n’t  at  t he                                                              
f arm al re ad y, and  s he  w o u l d  have  t he  o p p o rt u ni t y  t o  s ay  t hank y o u , t o  t e l l  hi m o f                                                      
he r l o ve .    

“ No w, c o me  o n. I’m w e ak, and  I kno w  t hat ’s  no t  s ay i ng  mu c h. M y  w e akne s s  i s                                           
ac t u al l y  t he  s t re ng t h o f  t e n me n, b u t  I’m no t  s u re  ho w  mu c h l o ng e r I c an ho l d                                                   
s u c h a  b i g  g ro u p  o f  p e o p l e  w i t h t he  mag ni fi c e nt  p o w e r o f  my  mi nd . If  w e  s t ay,                                                          
t he y ’ l l  q u e s t i o n u s . If  t he y  q u e s t i o n u s , t he y  mi g ht  d e c i d e  t o  ke e p  y o u . I d o n’t                                                               
re l i s h t he  t ho u g ht  o f  s p ri ng i ng  y o u  f ro m p ri s o n. ”                                   

“ Ye s .  Le t ’ s  l e ave . ”             
 e y  w o u nd  aro u nd  t he  no w - b l ac ke ne d  t e nt s , d art e d  aro u nd  t he  f ro z e n                                              

b o d i e s , t he  fl i c ke ri ng  fi re s , t he  w af t s  o f  s mo ke . “ In c as e  y o u ’re  w o nd e ri ng , I’m                                                     
g o i ng  t o  d o  y o u  ano t he r s o l i d , ” t he  Targ o n s ai d . “ I’m g o i ng  t o  t ake  y o u  any w he re                                                     
y o u  w ant  t o  g o. A ny w he re  i n t he  w o rl d . I c an’t  o p e n s o l ar fl are s  l i ke  y o u r f at he r,                                                      
b u t  I c an d ri ve  and  I c an ke e p  t he  c o p s  o ff y o u r t ai l . I  d o u b t  y o u ’ l l  re c e i ve  a                                                          
b e t t e r o f f e r. ”          

“  e  f arm, ” s he  r u s he d  o u t . “ I w ant  t o  g o  t o  S o l o’s  f arm. ” S he  rat t l e d  o ff t he                                                     
ad d re s s  So l o  had  f o rc e d  he r t o  me mo ri z e .                           

“  at ’s  a  f e w  s t at e s  aw ay. If  I  b u y  a  c ar, g i ve  y o u  t i me  t o  c l e an u p  and  re s t , I                                                          
c an have  y o u  t he re  i n t hre e  d ay s .                       If  I  s t e al  a  p o l i c e  c r u i s e r, I  c an have  y o u  t he re                                   
i n t w o .  If  y o u  as k me  t o  d ri ve  al l  ni g ht ,  I  c an have  y o u  t he re  i n o ne . ”                                                  

“ St e al  and  d ri ve  al l  ni g ht , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ Yo u  c an mai l  t he  l o c al  P D  a  c he c k. ”                                                     
“ T ho u g ht  y o u ’ d  s ay  t hat , ”  he  g ru mb l e d .                            

•    •    •       



“ T he re  i t  i s , ”  he  s ai d .  T he  T arg o n s t o p p e d  t he  c ar,  p u t  i t  i n p ark,  and  e me rg e d .                                                           
V i ka o p e ne d  t he  p as s e ng e r d o o r, w arm ai r  b at hi ng  he r, amaz i ng l y  f re s h and                                            

c l e an, l ay e re d  w i t h s c e nt s  s he  re me mb e re d  f ro m l o ng  ag o. A ni mal s . F u r, hay,                                              
p i ne .  

 e  s u n b e at  d o w n o n a  w hi t e , t w o - s t o r y  ho u s e , a  p i c ke t  f e nc e  aro u nd  i t .                                                        
B e y o nd  t hat , mo u nt ai ns  f o rme d  t he  p e rf e c t  b ac kd ro p. Tre e s  s t re t c he d  i n e ve r y                                                   
d i re c t i o n.      

He r kne e s  ne arl y  b u c kl e d , b u t  s he  manag e d  t o  rac e  f o r w ard , c al l i ng , “ S o l o !                                                  
So l o !”  

A n o l d e r man w i t h s i l ve r hai r  s t e p p e d  o u t  f ro m b e hi nd  t he  ho u s e . He  w o re                                                   
d i rt - s t ai ne d  g l o ve s .  “ C an I he l p  y o u ,  ma’ am? ”  he  as ke d .                                      

“ I’m l o o ki ng  f o r S o l o. ” S he  p o u nd e d  u p  t he  p o rc h s t e p s , he art  g al l o p i ng  i n he r                                                       
c he s t .  e  f ro nt  d o o r w as  u nl o c ke d  and  s he  s o are d  i ns i d e , l e avi ng  t he  Targ o n t o                                                   
hand l e  t he  hu man.  A  l o ve l y  l i t t l e  l i vi ng  ro o m g re e t e d  he r.                                        

A  s o f t  l e at he r c o u c h. A  w e l l - w o rn l o ve  s e at . A n o b l o ng  c o ffe e  t ab l e , w i t h                                                       
b o o ks  s c at t e re d  ac ro s s . A n u nl i t  fi re p l ac e , a  p l ai n b u t  s o f t - l o o ki ng  r u g .  e                                                         
ki t c he n re mi nd e d  he r o f  t he  o ne  i n t he  l o g  c ab i n, w i t h an i s l and                                               c o u nt e r and  p o t s          
and  p ans  hang i ng  f ro m t he  c e i l i ng , o nl y  t he s e  w e re  a  l o t  hi g he r u p. S he  w o u l d                                                     
ne ve r b e  ab l e  t o  re ac h t he m w i t ho u t  a  l ad d e r— o r So l o .                                     

Tw o  b e d ro o ms  w e re  u p s t ai rs , and  s he  had  no  t ro u b l e  p i c ki ng  o u t  S o l o’s . It                                                   
s me l l e d  l i ke  hi m, w i t h a  s u b t l e  hi nt  o f  p e at  s mo ke .  e  b e d  w as  hu g e , t he                                                      
b i g g e s t  s he ’d  e ve r s e e n, and  t he re  w e re  no  c o ve rs , o nl y  a  s he e t . A  s he e t  w i t ho u t  a                                                            
s i ng l e  w ri nkl e .  e  c l o s e t  w as  fi l l e d  w i t h s hi rt s , p ant s , and  s ho e s , a l l  b l ac k. B u t                                                          
t he re  w as  no  s i g n o f  So l o .                  

A nd  t he  o t he r b e d ro o m w as  e mp t y .                      
He  w as n’ t  he re ,  s he  re al i z e d .                   
S ho u l d e rs  s l u mp e d , s he  mad e  he r w ay  d o w n t he  s t ai rs .  e  Targ o n l e ane d                                              

ag ai ns t  t he  d o o rp o s t ,  hi s  arms  c ro s s e d  o ve r hi s  mi d d l e .                                       
“ D i d n’ t  f i nd  w hat  y o u  w e re  l o o ki ng  f o r,  I  t ake  i t , ”  he  s ai d .                                              
T hi s  w as  So l o ’ s  f arm.  Hi s  ho me .  B u t  he  w as n’ t  he re .                                   
She  b u rs t  i nt o  t e ars .             



Thirty-four

Th e path  of  life leads upward for th e prudent to keep th em  from  going down to th e realm  of  th e dead.          
—PROVERBS 1 5 :2 4  

DR . E IS DECEASED.     I  ki l l e d  hi m. ” X  l e ane d  ag ai ns t  a  c o l u mn, hi s  arms  c ro s s e d  o ve r                                           
hi s  c he s t .  He  w as  s t i l l  t al l ,  s t i l l  mu s c l e d .                                    

S o l o  c o u l d  he ar hi m, b u t  hi s  vo i c e — and  al l  s o u nd s , re al l y — had  b e e n t u rne d  t o                                                      
a  l o w e r vo l u me .  “ I  w i s h y o u  had  d o ne  i t  s o o ne r. ”                                     

“ Had  y o u  t o l d  me  t o  d o  s o  s o o ne r, I  w o u l d  have . Yo u  had  ac c e p t e d  hi m i nt o                                                      
y o u r l i f e , and  I w as  ne ve r t o  i nt e rf e re  w i t h y o u r f re e  w i l l . B u t  t he  mo me nt  y o u                                                         
re je c t e d  hi m,  I  w as  ab l e  t o  ac t . ”                        

A l l  t he s e  y e ars  .  .  .  a l l  t he  t o rme nt  .  .  .  and  t he  f au l t  w as  al l  hi s  o w n.                                                         
He  w as  o u t s i d e , l y i ng  at o p  an al ab as t e r d ai s . A  s he e t  w as  d rap e d  o ve r hi s  l o w e r                                                         

b o d y, b u t  t he  re s t  o f  hi m w as  b are , a l l o w i ng  ray s  f ro m t he  t hre e  s u ns  g l o w i ng  i n                                                          
t he  w hi t e  s ky  t o  s t ro ke  o ve r hi m. R ay s  t hat  w e re  ac t u al l y  he al i ng  hi m.  e  c u ffs                                                     
w e re  g o ne ,  t hank t he  Lo rd .               

He  w ant e d  t o  ri s e , b u t  he  d i d n’t  y e t  have  t he  e ne rg y.  e  t hre e  g ap i ng  ho l e s  i n                                                      
hi s  c he s t  w e re  s t i l l  i n t he  p ro c e s s  o f  c l o s i ng .                                      

“ Ho w  are  y o u  s o  b i g ? ”  he  as ke d .                       
“ In t hi s  re al m,  I  am b i g .  In y o u r re al m,  I  am s mal l . ”                                 
“ Yo u  w e re  b i g  i n my  re al m,  t o o .  F o r a  l i t t l e  w hi l e . ”                                         
“ No .  Yo u  s aw  i nt o  my  re al m. ”                  
“ W hy  have n’ t  I  c hang e d ,  t he n,  no w  t hat  I ’ m i n y o u rs ? ”                                   
“ Yo u  are  no t  l i ke  me . A nd  b e s i d e s , t hi s  mi g ht  b e  my  re al m, b u t  i t  i s  no t  my                                                      

w o rl d .  It  i s  y o u rs .  A l l o ri s . ”                       
He  l o o ke d  aro u nd  w i t h ne w  e y e s . F re s h g re e n g ras s  s u rro u nd e d  hi m. F l o w e rs                                                  

o f  e ve r y  c o l o r b l o o me d  i n l u s h g ard e ns , s w e e t l y  s c e nt i ng  t he  ai r. M e n and  w o me n                                                          
ju s t  l i ke  hi m s t ro l l e d  d o w n a  c o b b l e d  ro ad .  E ac h w o re  w hi t e .  E ac h w as  s mi l i ng .                                                           

A nd  b e hi nd  e ve ry  p e rs o n w as  an e ve n t al l e r  b e i ng  w i t h t rans l u c e nt  s ki n.                                                
No  o ne  s e e me d  t o  c are  t hat  So l o  w as  o u t  i n t he  o p e n,  hal f - c o ve re d .                                                
X  g ri nne d .  “ Yo u  w i l l  l o ve  i t  he re ,  I  p ro mi s e  y o u . ”                                       
“ No t  w i t ho u t  V i ka. ” Hi s  s w e e t , d arl i ng  V i ka. W i t h e ve r y  s e c o nd  t hat  p as s e d ,                                                      

he  w as  mo re  d e t e rmi ne d  t o  re t u rn t o  he r.                          
W he re  w as  s he ?  No t  o n t he  f arm; he ’d  g i ve n t hat  t o  t he  Targ o n. Or may b e  s he                                             

w a s    t he re .  e  Targ o n had  vo w e d  t o  p ro t e c t  he r, and  t he  mal e  w o u l d  no t  re ne g e .                                                
No t  ju s t  b e c au s e  d o i ng  s o  w o u l d  c au s e  hi m p ai n b u t  b e c au s e  he  had  t he  he art  o f  a                                                             
g u ard i an u nd e rne at h t hat  i rre ve re nt  e x t e ri o r.                         

D i d  s he  t hi nk So l o  w as  d e ad ?                   
Had  s he  c ri e d ?        
He  hat e d  t he  t ho u g ht  o f  he r t e ars .  He  w ant e d  he r hap p y .  Onl y  e ve r hap p y .                                               
“ W hy  d i d  y o u  ne ve r t e l l  me  y o u  c o u l d  b ri ng  me  he re ? ”  So l o  as ke d .                                                 
“ B e c au s e  y o u  w o u l d  have  w ant e d  t o  re t u rn, ” X  s ai d , “and  y o u  w o u l d  no t  have                                                     

b e e n w e l c o me . ”          



“ W hy ? ”   
“ Yo u r t e mp e r.  Yo u r jo b .  D r.  E .  M any  o t he r re as o ns . ”                                  
“ A m I t he  re as o n my  p are nt s  l e f t  and  w e nt  t o  e art h? ”                                  
“ No.  at  w as  y o u r f at he r’s  d o i ng . He  t o o k y o u r mo t he r f ro m ano t he r man and                                          

hi d  w i t h he r s o  t hat  s he  c o u l d  no t  b e  t ake n aw ay . ”                                   
“ So  t he  hu s b and  t rave l e d  t o  e art h and  s ho t  t he m? ”                               
“ No !  Of  c o u rs e  no t . ” X  s p u n aro u nd  and  f ac e d  hi m. He  c l o s e d  t he  d i s t anc e  and                                                    

e as e d  d o w n at  t he  e d g e  o f  t he  d ai s . “ Yo u r f at he r g o t  i nt o  t ro u b l e  w hi l e  o n e art h.                                                           
He  .  .  .  A re  y o u  s u re  y o u  w ant  t he s e  d e t ai l s ? ”                                     

“ Ye s . ”   
“ He  ag ai n s t o l e  ano t he r man’s  w i f e , a  man o f  t he  w o rs t  s o rt . Yo u r mo t he r                                              

d i d n’ t  kno w  he  w as  p l anni ng  t o  l e ave  he r. ”                           
A nd  me , S o l o  re al i z e d . He  t ho u g ht  b ac k, and  re al i z e d  he  mo s t l y  o nl y                                              

re me mb e re d  hi s  mo t he r s t and i ng  o ve r hi s  c ri b, s i ng i ng  t o  hi m. He  d i d n’t  have                                              
many  me nt al  p i c t u re s  o f  hi s  f at he r. “ Yo u  w e re  t he re  t he  ni g ht  t he y  w e re  s ho t .                                                     
W hy  d i d n’t  y o u  s ave  t he m? ”  e re  w as n’t  an o u nc e  o f  ac c u s at i o n i n hi s  t o ne . He                                                   
w as  s i mp l y  c u ri o u s .              

“ E ve r y t hi ng  hap p e ne d  s o  q u i c kl y.  e  ne x t  t hi ng  I kne w, y o u  w e re  t e rri b l y                                                  
i nju re d ,  and  I  had  t o  u s e  my  e ne rg y  t o  s ave  y o u . ”                                   

“ Is  t hat  w hy  I  d i d n’ t  s e e  y o u  u nt i l  y e ars  l at e r?  Yo u  w e re  he al i ng ? ”                                                  
“  at , and  y o u  s o me ho w  b l o c ke d  me . B u t  I w as                                   al w ay s  t he re , a l w ay s  d o i ng  my                   

b e s t  t o  p ro t e c t , w hi s p e ri ng  s u g g e s t i o ns  f o r b e t t e r c ho i c e s  i nt o  y o u r e ar,                                                          
s u g g e s t i o ns  y o u  al w ay s  as s u me d  s t e mme d  f ro m y o u r o w n mi nd . B u t  t he n y o u                                                     
f o u g ht  t hat  c hi l d  at  s c ho o l  and  y o u  w e re  s o  u p s e t .  e  i nt e ns i t y  o f  y o u r                                                         
e mo t i o ns  mu s t  have  b ro ke n t hro u g h w hat e ve r b arri e rs  y o u  had  b u i l t . ”                                           

“ I’ m g l ad  I  w as  ab l e  t o  s e e  y o u . ”                          
“ M e  t o o . ”       
“ B u t  .  .  . ”         
“ B u t  y o u  w ant  t o  g o  b ac k. ”                    
“ Ye s . ”   
 e re  w as  s ad ne s s  i n X ’s  e y e s  as  he  s ai d , “ I d o  no t  t rave l  b y  s o l ar fl are . I  w as                                                       

me re l y  t u g g e d  b e t w e e n t hi s  w o rl d — and  y o u . I c o u l d  b ri ng  y o u  he re , b e c au s e  I’m                                                          
s t i l l  b o u nd  he re ,  b u t  I  c an’ t  t ake  y o u  b ac k t o  E art h. ”                                        

“ No , ”  So l o  s ai d ,  s haki ng  hi s  he ad .                      
“ Yo u  w e re  t he  o nl y  t hi ng  t hat  b o u nd  me , and  y o u  are  no  l o ng e r t he re .                                              

I . .  .  ho p e d  y o u  w o u l d  b e  p l e as e d , d e s p i t e  l o s i ng  V i ka. It  w as  t he  o nl y  w ay  t o                                                               
s ave  y o u . ”      

Lo s i ng  V i ka.  Lo s i ng .  V i ka.  No .  Ne ve r.  He  ne e d e d  he r.  Had  t o  have  he r.  “ I  have                                                 
no t hi ng  w i t ho u t  he r. I ’m b o u nd  t o  he r, t o  E art h. I s ho u l d  b e  ab l e  t o  t rave l  t o                                                     
he r. ” 

X ’ s  s ho u l d e rs  d ro o p e d .  “ Yo u  c an’ t .  I ’ m s o rry ,  So l o .  I  re al l y  am. ”                                                 



Thirty-five

I h ave fough t th e good f igh t,  I  h ave f inish ed th e course,  I  h ave kept th e faith                .
—2  TIMOTHY 4 :7 

THE TARG ON REMAINED AT      t he  f arm f o r s e ve ral  d ay s . He  he l p e d  V i ka p ay  and                               
d i s mi s s  t he  ranc h hand s  S o l o  had  hi re d , and  fi nal l y  l e f t  he r w i t h a  p ro mi s e  t o                                                    
re t u rn i n a  f e w  w e e ks  t o  c he c k o n he r. S he  l i ke d  hi m, ap p re c i at e d  hi s  he l p, b u t                                                      
s he  w as  g l ad  f o r t he  s o l i t u d e .                       

S he  d i d n’t  w ant  an au d i e nc e  w he n S o l o  re t u rne d . S he  w ant e d  t o  r u n i nt o  hi s                                                   
arms , ki s s  hi m, hu g  hi m, s t ri p  hi m, and  t u mb l e  t o  t he  fl o o r and  make  l o ve  t o                                              
hi m.  A nd  s he  w o u l d .  One  d ay .                   

Ye s ,  o ne  d ay .        
B u t  a  f e w  mo re  d ay s  p as s e d ,  and  So l o  ne ve r ap p e are d .  He r ho p e  b e g an t o  w ane .                                                      
A  f e w  mo re  w e e ks  p as s e d , and  S o l o  ne ve r ap p e are d . He r ho p e  c ras he d  and                                              

b u rne d .   
He  w as  ne ve r c o mi ng  b ac k,  w as  he ?  He r o ne  d ay  w as n’ t  e ve r g o i ng  t o  c o me .                                                 
 e  ho rro r o f  i t  hi t  he r w hi l e  s he  w as  i ns i d e  t he  ki t c he n, p e e ri ng  o u t  t he                                                    

w i nd o w  and  re me mb e ri ng  t he i r  t i me  i n S i b e ri a, and  s he  c o l l ap s e d , s o b b i ng                                                  
u nc o nt ro l l a b l y,            s o b b i ng  u nt i l  he r t e ar d u c t s  s w e l l e d  s hu t , s o b b e d  u nt i l  s he  w as                                                  
c ho ki ng ,  b are l y  ab l e  t o  b re at he .  W hat  w as  s he  s u p p o s e d  t o  d o  w i t ho u t  hi m?                                                       

W h a t a r e  y ou d oi n g,  fe e l i n g s or r y  for  y our s e lf?  He ’ s  n ot d e a d .                                           
B u t  i f  he  w e re  al i ve ,  he  w o u l d  b e  he re .                              
W h a t of  th e  kn ow i n g?            
 at ’s  ri g ht . B e f o re , w hi l e  s he ’d  he l d  hi s  b l e e d i ng  b o d y  i n he r arms , s he ’d  had                                                    

a kno w i ng  t hat  he  w o u l d  s u r vi ve . S he  c o u l d n’t  a l l o w  no i s e  t o  fi l l  u p  he r he ad  and                                                          
d i s t rac t  he r f ro m t he  t ru t h.                 

S he  c l o s e d  he r e y e s  and  f o c u s e d  o n S o l o’s  i mag e . S o  t al l  and  s t ro ng  and                                                   
b e au t i f u l . S o  p e rf e c t . D e e p  i ns i d e  he r, w he re  i ns t i nc t  s w i rl e d , w as  a  b o u q u e t  o f                                                               
ho p e  t hat  had  manag e d  t o  w i t hs t and  t he  fl ame s , t he  p e t al s                                    
b l o o mi ng  .  .  .  o p e ni ng  .  .  .  and  kno w l e d g e  ri s i ng .                                      

Oh,  y e s .  She  s t i l l  had  t he  kno w i ng .  He  w as  al i ve .                                 
R e l i e f  ro l l e d  t hro u g h he r, and  s he  l au g he d . Lau g he d !  He  w as  al i ve , and  he                                               

w o u l d  c o me  b ac k. W he ne ve r he  w as  ab l e , he  w o u l d  c o me  b ac k. Fo r he r, o r  f o r t he                                                    
f arm,  o r b o t h,  s he  d i d n’ t  c are .  A l l  t hat  mat t e re d  w as  t hat  he                                              w ould   c o me  b ac k.      

In t he  me ant i me , he  w o u l d  w ant  he r t o  s t ay  and  t e nd  t o  t he  ani mal s  and  t he                                               
g ard e ns . He  w o u l d  w ant  he r t o  t ake  c are  o f  hi s  t hi ng s .  at  w as  w hat  he ’d  t ri e d                                                    
t o  hi re  he r t o  d o ,  af t e r  al l .  No w  s he  w o u l d  d o  i t .  F re e  o f  c harg e .                                                    

V i ka s t o o d  t o  s haky  l e g s  and  mad e  he r w ay  t o  hi s  b at hro o m t o  u s e  t he  e nz y me                                                     
s ho w e r. S he  d re s s e d  i n o ne  o f  hi s  T - s hi rt s  and  a  p ai r  o f  hi s  s w e at p ant s . S he  had                                                         
al re ad y  b u rne d  he r c l o t hi ng  f ro m t he  c i rc u s , s o  s he  had  no t hi ng  o f  he r o w n. A nd                                                    
b e s i d e s , s he  l i ke d  kno w i ng                       s he  w as  w e ari ng  s o me t hi ng  t hat  had  b e e n i n c o nt ac t                                
w i t h So l o ’ s  s t ro ng ,  b e au t i f u l  b o d y .                            

S he  marc he d  o u t s i d e .  e  s u n s ho ne  b ri g ht l y, w armi ng  he r s ki n. S he  s p e nt  s o                                                



mu c h t i me  o u t d o o rs , s he  had  d e ve l o p e d  a  t an.  e  c o w s , c hi c ke ns , p i g s , s he e p,                                                      
d o nke y s , and  g o at s  s t i l l  w ant e d  no t hi ng  t o  d o  w i t h he r, a l w ay s  s hy i ng  aw ay  f ro m                                                        
he r as  s he  ap p ro ac he d .            

“ Yo u ’ l l  c o me  t o  l o ve  me , ” s he  t o l d  t he m. “ I’ l l  make  s u re  o f  i t . A nd  i f  no t , I ’ l l                                                            
g o  g e t  my  t i g e r f ro m Si b e ri a  and  he ’ l l  t e ac h y o u  a  f e w  l e s s o ns . ”                                                  

One  o f  t he  c o w s  mo o e d .  A  f e w  p i g s  s no rt e d .                                  
“ F i ne .  I  w ant  t o  g o  g e t  hi m,  b u t  I  w o u l d  ne ve r u s e  hi m ag ai ns t  y o u . ”                                                     
No  re s p o ns e .       
“ I have  e x p e ri e nc e  w i t h y o u r ki nd ,  y o u  kno w . ”                               
A  d o nke y  ki c ke d  at  he r, and  s he  had  t o  ju mp  o u t  o f  t he  w ay  t o  avo i d  b e i ng                                                   

p u mme l e d .     
Wag g i ng  he r fi ng e r at  hi m, s he  s ai d , “ D o  t hat  ag ai n, and  I’ l l  name  y o u                                         

P ri nc e s s  F l u f f y  C ake s . ”                 
He  p u t  hi s  no s e  i n t he  ai r  and  p ranc e d  aw ay .                             
M i d d ay, s he  b e g an t o  p u l l  w e e d s  f ro m t he  g ard e n, p l u c k t he  ve g e t ab l e s  t hat                                                     

w e re  mat u re  e no u g h, and  p i c k f r u i t  f ro m t he  t re e s .  e re  w e re  ac re s  and  ac re s  o f                                                     
l and  S o l o  had n’t  y e t  p u t  t o  u s e , and  t he re  w e re  c o u nt l e s s  w o me n o u t  t he re .                                                       
A b u s e d  w o me n. Wo me n w ho  t ho u g ht  t he y  had  no w he re  t o  g o. Wo me n w ho                                          
as s u me d  t he y  w e re  t rap p e d  b y  s i t u at i o n and  c i rc u ms t anc e  ju s t  as  s he  had .  e y                                                      
d i d n’ t  y e t  kno w  t he re  w as  s o me t hi ng  b e t t e r o u t  t he re .                                       

B u t  t he y  w o u l d .  So l o  had  t au g ht  V i ka,  and  s he  w o u l d  t e ac h o t he rs .                                                
Ye s . S he  w o u l d  b u i l d  c ab i ns  and  c re at e  a  p l ac e  f o r w o me n and  t he i r  c hi l d re n t o                                                         

r u n and  hi d e . A  p l ac e  o f  p ro t e c t i o n and  s af e t y. Pe rhap s  he r p u rp o s e  w o u l d  c o me                                                       
o u t  o f  he r p ai n.  e  w o me n c o u l d  he l p  he r w i t h t he  l and  and  t he  ani mal s  and                                                 
f i nal l y  c o me  t o  u nd e rs t and  ho w  val u ab l e  t he y  re al l y  w e re .                                        

So l o  w o u l d  d e f i ni t e l y  ap p ro ve .                       
A s  t he  s u n s e t  o n t he  ho ri z o n, c as t i ng  a  haz e  o f  p u rp l e s  and  p i nks  t hro u g h t he                                                       

s ky, s he  c arri e d  a  b as ke t  o f  e d i b l e s  i nt o  t he  ki t c he n.  e  s c re e n d o o r s q u e ake d  as                                                         
i t  s hu t  b e hi nd  he r.  She —               

Saw  a  s t rang e  man re c l i ni ng  b e hi nd  t he  t ab l e , a  g u n re s t i ng  ju s t  i n f ro nt  o f                                                   
hi m. E ve n as  re l ax e d  as  he  ap p e are d , s he  had  no  d o u b t  he  c o u l d  re ac h t he  t ri g g e r                                                      
i n p l e nt y  o f  t i me  t o  p u t  a  ho l e  i n he r c he s t  i f  s he  mad e  a  s i ng l e  mo ve  i n hi s                                                           
d i re c t i o n. He  had  t he  s ame                    I ’m p r e p a r e d  to d o a n y th i n g                      g l az e  i n hi s  e y e s  t hat  S o l o                     
had  had .  

“ W ho  are  y o u ,  and  w hat  d o  y o u  w ant ? ”  s he  as ke d  w i t h a  w e ary  s i g h.                                               
“ I’ l l  b e  as ki ng  t he  q u e s t i o ns , g i rl . W ho  are                                   y ou,   and  w hat  are  y o u  d o i ng  he re ? ”                   

he  d e mand e d .  “ A nd  d o n’ t  y o u  d are  l i e  t o  me .  I ’ l l  kno w  i t ,  and  I ’ l l  g e t  ang ry . ”                                                            
“ S i r, t he re ’s  no t hi ng  y o u  c an d o  t o  me  t hat  has n’t  a l re ad y  b e e n d o ne , ” s he  s ai d .                                                      

M o re  t han t hat , t he  w o rs t  t hi ng  t hat  c o u l d  e ve r hap p e n t o  he r had  al re ad y                                              
hap p e ne d .  “ A nd  t o  b e  ho ne s t ,  I ’ m t o o  e x hau s t e d  ri g ht  no w  t o  c are  w hat  y o u  d o . ”                                                            

He  f ro w ne d .  “ W ho  are  y o u  and  w hat  are  y o u  d o i ng  he re ? ”                                     
“ W ho  are        y ou  ? ”  s he  re p e at e d .           
“ So me o ne  w ho  w as  i nvi t e d . ”                 
“ We l l , s o  w as  I. I ’m V i ka Lu kas . ” If  he  t ri e d  t o  t ake  t he  f arm aw ay  f ro m he r,                                               

s he  w o u l d  fi g ht  hi m. W i t h e ve r y t hi ng  s he  had , s he  w o u l d  fi g ht . “A nd  I’m he re                                                 



w ai t i ng  f o r s o me o ne . ”              
A  p au s e  as  he  s t u d i e d  he r. “ M y  name  i s  M i c hae l , and  I w ant  t o  kno w  w he re                                                 

So l o  Ju d ah i s . ”         
“ M i c hae l . Yo u ’re  S o l o’s  b o s s , are n’t  y o u ? ” s he  as ke d , as  a  l i t t l e  b e ad  o f                                                   

e x c i t e me nt  f o rme d .            
Hi s  e y e s  w i d e ne d .  “ Yo u ’ ve  he ard  o f  me ? ”                             
“ Ye s . S o l o  me nt i o ne d  y o u . Have  y o u  s e e n hi m?  He ard  f ro m hi m? ” M ay b e  S o l o                                                 

had  c o nt ac t e d  hi m.  M ay b e  “ ho me ”  w as  s o me p l ac e  V i ka  d i d n’ t  kno w  ab o u t .                                                  
“ I have n’ t ,  no . ”        
D i s ap p o i nt me nt  w as  a  c r u s hi ng  w e i g ht  o n he r s ho u l d e rs , o b l i t e rat i ng  t he                                                   

e x c i t e me nt .       
“ He  w o u l d  ne ve r me nt i o n me  t o  a  w o man, ”  M i c hae l  s ai d .                                     
“ B e c au s e  y o u  f o rc e d  hi m t o  ki l l  p e o p l e ? ”                                 
Hi s  jaw  d ro p p e d .  “ I  ne ve r f o rc e d  hi m. ”                          
“ We l l , he ’s  no t  w o rki ng  f o r y o u  any mo re . He ’s  d o ne  w i t h t hat  w ay  o f  l i f e . He                                                   

t o l d  me  s o ,  and  as  y o u  kno w ,  he  ne ve r b re aks  hi s  w o rd . ”                                      
D ark e y e s  narro w e d  o n he r.  “ Ho w  l o ng  s i nc e  y o u ’ ve  s e e n o r he ard  f ro m hi m? ”                                                 
“  i rt y - t w o  d ay s . ” S he  s e t  t he  b as ke t  o n t he  t ab l e  and  fl o p p e d  i nt o  t he  s e at                                                         

ac ro s s  f ro m hi m, w i p i ng  s w e at  f ro m he r b ro w. “ Yo u  ne e d  t o  e at . ” Hi s  s ki n w as                                                  
p al e  and  hi s  c he e ks  ho l l o w e d  o u t . He  had  s c ab s  o n hi s  f ac e  and  hand s , and  t ho s e                                                     
s c ab s  s t re t c he d  al l  t he  w ay  t o  t he  e d g e s  o f  hi s  c l o t hi ng ; s he  w o u l d  b e t  t he y  e ve n                                                                 
s t re t c he d  u nd e rne at h.            

A no t he r p au s e .  A no t he r f ro w n.                  
“ I w ant  t o  kno w  e ve ry t hi ng , ”  he  s ai d  c o l d l y .                               
S he  s i g he d . “  e  l as t  t i me  I s aw  hi m, he  w as  . .  .  he  w as  . .  . ” S t u p i d  c hi n,                                                       

w o b b l i ng . “ We  w e re  at  t he  c i rc u s . He  ki s s e d  me  g o o d  ni g ht , and  he  . .  .  and                                                     
he  .  .  . ”      

“ T e l l  me . ”  A  rag g e d  c o mmand .                   
“ V ani s he d , ”  s he  w hi s p e re d .  “ B u t  he ’ s  no t  d e ad ,  I  as s u re  y o u . ”                                                
He  d e mand e d  t he  d e t ai l s  s he  had  o mi t t e d , and  s he  g ave  e ve r y  s i ng l e  o ne ,                                                  

l e avi ng  no t hi ng  o u t . S he  t o l d  hi m ho w  S o l o  w as  c ap t u re d , ho w  he  w as  ke p t , w hat                                                      
he r f at he r had  d o ne , w hat  s he  had  d o ne , ho w  t he y  had  e s c ap e d , t he  fi g ht  at  t he                                                 
e nd ,  hi s  f i nal  w o rd s  t o  he r.                   

M i c hae l  d i d  no t  re ac t  t he  w ay  s he ’d  e x p e c t e d . He  r u b b e d  t w o  fi ng e rs  o ve r hi s                                                         
c hi n.  “ U nt i l  I  s e e  a  b o d y ,  I  w o n’ t  b e l i e ve  t hat  he ’ s  d e ad . ”                                                

“ T hat ’ s  g o o d ,  b e c au s e  l i ke  I  s ai d ,  he ’ s  s t i l l  a l i ve , ”  s he  re p l i e d .                                                       
“ A nd  y o u  kno w  t hi s  ho w ? ”                 
“ I ju s t  kno w . ”        
A  s mal l  s mi l e  g re e t e d  he r w o rd s .  “ Ye ars  ag o ,  So l o  u s e d  t o  s ay  t he  s ame  t hi ng  t o                                                           

me . He  s t o p p e d . ”  e  s mi l e  f ad e d  and  he  s c o w l e d , t u g g e d  at  hi s  e arl o b e . “ Had                                                        
my  as s i s t ant  no t  b e t ray e d  me , t he re  w o u l d n’t  have  b e e n an e x p l o s i o n. A nd  had                                                  
t he re  no t  b e e n an e x p l o s i o n, my  b o y s  w o u l d  b e  o n a  c as e  ri g ht  no w. ” Hi s  hand s                                                       
c u rl e d  i nt o  fi s t s . “ D i d  S o l o  me nt i o n any t hi ng  ab o u t  Co rb i n B l u e  o r Jo hn No                                                    
Name ? ” 

“ Ye s .  T he y ’ re  hi s  f ri e nd s ,  and  he  l o ve s  t he m.  He  p l ans  t o  l o o k f o r t he m. ”                                                    



“ I c o u l d  re al l y  u s e  hi m. I’ ve  had  me n o n t he  hu nt                                    s i nc e  I w o ke  u p  i n t he               
ho s p i t al , and  w e ’ ve  e ve n f o u nd  a  f e w  l e ad s  b u t  w i t h z e ro  s u c c e s s .  e y ’re  s t i l l                                                             
o u t  t he re  s o me w he re .                I  kno w  i t . A s  f o r S o l o, I had  no t hi ng  o n hi m u nt i l  he                                 
i nvad e d  my  ho me  i n S i b e ri a, b u t  I had  no  i d e a  ho w  d e e p  my  as s i s t ant ’s  b e t ray al                                                     
w e nt  o r i f  s o me o ne  e l s e  w as  w o rki ng  w i t h he r and  d i d n’t  w ant  t o  re p l y  t o  hi s                                                       
at t e mp t s  at  c o nt ac t . I  w ai t e d , ho p i ng  a  t rai t o r w o u l d  re ve al  hi m-  o r he rs e l f . ” He                                                        
p u s he d  t o  hi s  f e e t , t he  c hai r  s ki d d i ng  o u t  b e hi nd  hi m. “ One  d i d , and  t he  mo me nt                                                      
I had  hi m, I r u s he d  t o  t he  c ab i n, b u t  b y  t he  t i me  I g o t  t he re , S o l o  w as  al re ad y                                                       
g o ne . ”   

A nd  t he y  re al l y  c o u l d  have  u s e d  t he  he l p. “ D o  y o u  t hi nk e ve r y t hi ng  hap p e ns                                                    
f o r a  re as o n? ”        

“ No. Of  c o u rs e  no t . I  t hi nk b ad  t hi ng s  hap p e n, b u t  t ho s e  b ad  t hi ng s  c an b e                                                 
w o rke d  t o  o u r g o o d .                   I f   w e ’ l l  l e t  t he m.  I  have  a  f e e l i ng  y o u ’ re  t he  g o o d  t hat  s p rang                                              
o u t  o f  S o l o’s  s i t u at i o n. ” He  p e e re d  d o w n at  he r f o r a  l o ng  w hi l e  b e f o re  no d d i ng .                                                             
“ T hat ’ s  w hy  I ’ ve  d e c i d e d  t o  l e t  y o u  s t ay  he re . ”                                      

He  s o u nd e d  s o  s u re  o f  hi ms e l f . “  at ’s  ve r y  ki nd  o f  y o u , b u t  ho ne s t l y ?  Had                                                       
y o u r d e c i s i o n s w u ng  i n t he  o t he r d i re c t i o n, y o u  w o u l d  have  b e e n u nab l e  t o  f o rc e                                                            
me  o u t .  So l o  t au g ht  me  a  f e w  t ri c ks . ”                            

He  g ave  a  s harp  l i t t l e  b ark o f  l au g ht e r. “ If  t he re ’s  e ve r any t hi ng  I c an d o  f o r                                                   
y o u ,  l e t  me  kno w . ”             

“ A l l  I  w ant  i s  f o r y o u  t o  c o nt ac t  me  i f  y o u  he ar f ro m hi m. ”                                            
“ I w i l l , and  I’ l l  e x p e c t  t he  s ame  f ro m y o u . He re ’s  my  nu mb e r. ” He  t o s s e d  an                                                    

i d e nt i fi c at i o n c ard , an ID C, o n t he  t ab l e , a  s mal l  ro u nd  d e vi c e  s he  had  o nl y  t o                                                    
t o u c h t o  ac t i vat e .  e  p at ro ns  o f  t he  c i rc u s  had  u s e d  t he m.                                             A  s c re e n w o u l d          
ap p e ar i n t he  ai r  ju s t  ab o ve  t he  b as e , and  o n t hat  s c re e n w o u l d  b e  hi s  nu mb e r and                                                      
any  o t he r i nf o rmat i o n he ’ d  ad d e d .  “ Se e  y o u  aro u nd ,  V i ka. ”                                      

He  p ad d e d  f ro m t he  ho u s e , hi s  f o o t f al l s  q u i e t . If  he  had  a  c ar hi d d e n                                                  
s o me w he re , s he  had n’t  s e e n i t . If  no t , he ’d  b e  d o i ng  a  l o t  o f  w al ki ng .  e  ho u s e                                                       
w as  mi l e s  aw ay  f ro m any  o t he r ho me , and  e ve n f art he r aw ay  f ro m t he  o nl y                                          
g ro c e ry .  So l o  had  a  c ar p arke d  i n t he  b arn,  b u t  s he  had n’ t  f o u nd  t he  ke y .                                                 

S i g hi ng , V i ka  d u mp e d  t he  f r u i t  and  ve g g i e s  i nt o  t he  s i nk and  b e g an t o  w as h                                                      
t he m. 

A  fl as h o f  b ri g ht  l i g ht  e r u p t e d  b e hi nd  he r, and  s he  g rab b e d  an ap p l e  and                                                 
t u rne d , re ad y  t o  l au nc h i t .  e  l as t  b ri g ht  l i g ht  s he ’d  s e e n had  ri p p e d  he r o u t  o f                                                         
t he  o nl y  re al  ho me  s he ’d  e ve r kno w n and  t ake n he r b ac k t o  t he  c i rc u s  . .  .  t o                                                  
So l o ’ s  d e s t ru c t i o n and  d i s ap p e aranc e .                         

A  t al l , mu s c l e d  man s t e p p e d  f ro m t he  c e nt e r, and  s he  l au nc he d  t he  f r u i t . It                                                    
s l amme d  ag ai ns t  hi s  c he s t ,  b o u nc e d  t o  t he  f l o o r and  ro l l e d .                                           

“ So me  g re e t i ng , ”  a  f ami l i ar  vo i c e  s ai d .                            
B re at h c au g ht  i n he r t hro at .  “ So l o ? ”                      
 e  l i g ht  f ad e d , and  s he  w as  ab l e  t o  make  o u t  hi s  f e at u re s . He ’d  l o s t  a  l i t t l e                                                          

w e i g ht , and  t he re  w e re  b r u i s e s  u nd e r hi s  e y e s , b u t  he  w as  t he  mo s t  b e au t i f u l                                                          
s i g ht  s he ’ d  e ve r b e he l d .                 

“ Yo u  w e re  e x p e c t i ng  s o me o ne  e l s e ,  s w e e t he art ? ”                                    
“ S o l o !” S he  t hre w  he rs e l f  i nt o  hi s  arms , and  he  w rap p e d  he r i n hi s  e mb rac e . He                                                 



p re s s e d  hi s  no s e  i nt o  he r ne c k and  b re at he d  d e e p l y. “ I kne w  y o u  w e re  al i ve !  I                                                      
kne w  i t ,  I  kne w  i t ,  I  kne w  i t !  A nd  I  kne w  y o u ’ d  c o me  b ac k!”                                           

“ Of  c o u rs e  I  c ame  b ac k.                    Y ou’ r e     he re . ”   
Wai t . He r f ac e  w as  b u ri e d  i n hi s  ne c k, and  y e t  he ’d  he ard  he r. “ We  c an b o t h                                               

he ar, ”  s he  s ai d ,  g az i ng  u p  at  hi m.                      
“ M y  e ars  are  o p e rat i ng  at  l o w  vo l u me . ”                          
“ M i ne  t o o . ”        
“ We ’re  s hari ng  t he  ab i l i t y, t he n. A nd  b e f o re  y o u  s t art  t o  f e e l  g u i l t y, y o u                                                    

s ho u l d  kno w  t hat  I ’ m hap p y  t o  s hare .  I  .  .  .  l o ve  y o u ,  V i ka  Lu kas . ”                                                 
He r b o ne s  ne arl y  l i q u e f i e d .  “ Yo u  l o ve  me ? ”                               
“ W i t h al l  t hat  I  am. ”             
“ Oh,  So l o ,  I  l o ve  y o u ,  t o o .  So  ve ry  mu c h. ”                               
He  c u p p e d  he r c he e ks ,  ki s s e d  he r.  “ W he re ’ s  t he  T arg o n? ”                                       
“ He  l e f t . ”       
“ R e al l y ? ”  C o nf u s e d ,  he  p e e re d  d o w n at  he r.  “ B u t  I  g ave  hi m t he  f arm. ”                                                   
He r he art  ne arl y  b u rs t . “ Yo u  t rad e d  t he  f arm f o r me ? ”  e  o t he r w o rl d e r had                                              

me nt i o ne d  S o l o  had  b e e n w i l l i ng  t o  g i ve  u p  a  l o t  f o r he r, b u t  s he ’d  ne ve r                                                       
s u s p e c t e d  hi s  f arm.  Hi s  p arad i s e .                       

“ I w o u l d  t rad e  my                l i fe    f o r  y o u rs . ”        
“ Oh,  So l o , ”  s he  s i g he d .                
“ V i ka, my  V i ka. ” Hi s  t hu mb s  s t ro ke d  he r. “ Yo u ’re  g o i ng  t o  marr y  me , and  I                                             

w o n’ t  t o l e rat e  an arg u me nt . ”                 
“ I’ l l  arg u e  o nl y  i f  y o u  w ant  a  l o ng  e ng ag e me nt . ”                                   
“ T hat ’ s  g o o d ,  b e c au s e  I  p l an t o  marry  y o u  t o d ay . ”                                     
“  at ’s  t o o  l o ng , ” s he  s ai d , and  l au g he d  w i t h ab and o n. “ Oh, w e ’re  g o i ng  t o                                                

have  t he  mo s t  amaz i ng  l i f e . ”                 
“ Ye s , w e  are . ” He  p i c ke d  he r o ff he r f e e t  and  s p u n he r aro u nd . Hi s  he art  b e at                                                

ag ai ns t  he rs , t he  t w o  f o rmi ng                      t he  p e rf e c t  rhy t hm. S he  l e t  he r he ad  f al l  b ac k,                              
w at c he d  as  t he  c e i l i ng  s p u n ro u nd  and  ro u nd .  e n he  c arri e d  he r t o  t he  b e d  and                                                    
t o s s e d  he r at o p  t he  mat t re s s .                    

He  w as  o n he r b e f o re  s he  f i ni s he d  b o u nc i ng ,  hi s  w e i g ht  p i nni ng  he r.                                               
He  ki s s e d  he r, t he n l i f t e d  hi s  he ad  and  p e e re d  i nt o  he r e y e s . “A re  y o u  re ad y  t o                                                       

e x c hang e  vo w s ? ”         
“ It ’ s  t hat  s i mp l e ?  R e al l y ?  Ju s t  l i ke  t hat ,  y o u ’ l l  b e  mi ne ? ”                                              
“ F o re ve r. ”     
“ D o  i t ,  t he n.  V o w . ”               
He  g ri nne d  at  he r e x u b e ranc e . “ I am y o u rs , y o u r hu s b and  no w  and  f o re ve r.                                            

W hat ’s  mi ne  i s  y o u rs , and  w hat ’s  y o u rs  i s  mi ne . I vo w  i t . Yo u  w i l l  no w  s ay  t he                                                     
w o rd s  t o  me , ”  he  i ns t ru c t e d .                     

W i t h p l e as u re . “ I am y o u rs , y o u r w i f e  no w  and  f o re ve r. W hat ’s  mi ne  i s  y o u rs ,                                                   
and  w hat ’ s  y o u rs  i s  mi ne .  I  .  .  .  vo w  i t . ”                                

S he  d i d n’t  e x p e c t  any t hi ng  t o  hap p e n; s he ’d  mad e  vo w s  t o  hi m b e f o re , and                                                
no t hi ng  e ve r had . B u t  o h, w as  s he  w ro ng . He r b ac k b o w e d , and  a  c r y  s p l i t  he r                                                   
l i p s .        Hi s   b ac k b o w e d  i n t he  o p p o s i t e  d i re c t i o n, and  a  c r y  s p l i t                                                h i s    l i p s . S u d d e nl y           
s he  f e l t  t o rn ap art ,  l i mb  b y  l i mb ,  p i e c e  b y  p i e c e ,  and  e ve n d o w n t he  mi d d l e .                                                           



S l o w l y, s o  s l o w l y, t ho u g h, t he  p i e c e s  b e g an t o  re t u rn, as  t ho u g h s he  w e re                                                    
Hu mp t y  D u mp t y, b e i ng  p u t  b ac k t o g e t he r ag ai n. Onl y  w he n t he  t rans f o rmat i o n                                               
w as  c o mp l e t e  w as  s he  ab l e  t o  re l ax  i nt o  t he  mat t re s s .                                       

So l o  s ag g e d  ag ai ns t  he r.  He  w as  p ant i ng ,  s w e at - d amp .                                   
“ W hat      w a s    t hat ? ”  s he  as ke d .           
“ I’ m no t  s u re . ”         
“ W e l l ,  d o n’ t  e ve r d o  i t  ag ai n. ”                       
“ M e ? ” He  s o me ho w  re g ai ne d  hi s  s t re ng t h and  p l ac e d  a  t ho u s and  ki s s e s  al o ng                                                   

t he  c u rve  o f  he r jaw .  “ M ay b e  i t  w as  y o u . ”                              
“ No ,  y o u .  So  are  w e  marri e d  no w ,  o r w hat ? ”                            
“ W e  are ,  and  d o n’ t  y o u  f o rg e t  i t . ”  He  l i f t e d  and  me s he d  hi s  l i p s  t o  he rs .                                                         



Thirty-six

I am  m y beloved’s and m y beloved is m ine.    
—SONG  OF SOLOMON 6 :3 

SOLO’S HANDS SHOOK AS     he  s t ri p p e d  hi s  w i f e . Hi s  b e au t i f u l  w i f e . P al e  hai r  w as                                           
s p re ad  o u t  o ve r hi s — t he i r— p i l l o w. A nd  no w  . .  .  no w, he r ro s e - t i nt e d  c u r ve s                                                     
w e re  at o p  t he i r  b e d ,  ju s t  t he  w ay  he ’ d  o nc e  i mag i ne d .                                        

He  c o u l d  have  he r he re  e ve ry  ni g ht .  E ve ry  mo rni ng .                              
 e y  c o u l d  t al k and  l au g h, and  ho l d  e ac h o t he r.  e y  w o u l d  g ro w  o l d                                               

t o g e t he r.  Have  c hi l d re n.              
“ I o nc e  t ho u g ht  t he  t hre e  mo s t  i mp o rt ant  w o rd s  i n c re at i o n w e re  ‘ w hat e ve r                                                  

p ro ve d  ne c e s s ary , ’ ”  he  s ai d .                   
“ A nd  no w ? ”  s he  g as p e d  ag ai ns t  hi s  mo u t h.                            
“ No w  I kno w  I w as  w ro ng .  e  t hre e  mo s t  i mp o rt ant  w o rd s  i n c re at i o n are  ‘ I                                                

l o ve  y o u . ’ ”        
He r e x p re s s i o n, al re ad y  s o f t , u t t e rl y  me l t e d . S he  he l d  o u t  he r arms , t rac i ng  he r                                                      

fi ng e rs  t hro u g h hi s  hai r. “ M y  o ne  d ay  has  fi nal l y  arri ve d , and  i t ’s  mo re  w o nd ro u s                                                
t han I  e ve r s u p p o s e d  p o s s i b l e . ”                        

“ Fo r me  t o o. I mi s s e d  y o u  mo re  t han I c an e ve r s ay. I  mi s s e d  t rad i ng  s e ns e s                                                
w i t h y o u .  I  mi s s e d  y o u r s c e nt  and  y o u r vo i c e  and  y o u r l au g h and  y o u r t o u c h. ”                                                         

W hi l e  o n A l l o ri s , he ’d  b ri e fl y  c o ns i d e re d  hu nt i ng                                       d o w n s o me o ne  w ho  kne w             
ho w  t o  u s e  b l ac k mag i c  t o  o p e n a  s o l ar fl are . B u t  t he n he ’d  re c al l e d  t he  p ri c e                                                        
Je c i s  had  p ai d  f o r s u c h an ab i l i t y, and  t he  w ay  t he  man had  c hang e d  o ve r t he                                               
y e ars , and  he  had  kno w n no t  t o  d ab b l e  i n s u c h t hi ng s , e ve n t o  o b t ai n w hat  he                                                 
w ant e d  mo s t .       

 ankf u l l y, t he re  had  b e e n ano t he r w ay.  e  w ay  hi s  mo t he r and  f at he r had                                        
u s e d .   

N a tur a l      s o l ar f l are s .        
A l l  he ’d  had  t o  d o  w as  w ai t  i n a  q u arant i ne d  are a  al l  o f  A l l o ri s  avo i d e d . Onl y  a                                                         

rare  f e w  had  e ve r l e f t  A l l o ri s  o r had  e ve r w ant e d  t o  l e ave . It  w as  a  l and  o f  b e au t y,                                                          
o f  p e ac e , o f  jo y. A  f e w, l i ke  hi s  f at he r, had  t u rne d  t he i r  b ac ks  o n t he  u t o p i a,                                                      
c ho o s i ng  t o  b re ak t he  ru l e s ,  w hi c h w as  w hy  t he  are a  had  no t  b e e n d e s t ro y e d .                                                      

S o l o  had n’t  t u rne d  hi s  b ac k. He  ju s t  had n’t  w ant e d  t o  s t ay  t he re  al o ne . One                                               
d ay ,  he  w o u l d  t ake  V i ka t he re .  One  d ay ,  he  w o u l d  s e e  X  ag ai n.                                            

“ I mi s s e d  y o u ,  t o o , ”  s he  s ai d .  “ So  mu c h. ”                                
He  p re s s e d  hi s  l i p s  i nt o  V i ka’s , t as t i ng  he r, e njo y i ng  he r, re l e arni ng  he r. He                                                

c are s s e d  he r, and  w he n s he  c o u l d  t ake  no  mo re , w he n s he  w as  fi g ht i ng  f o r b re at h,                                                   
t re mb l i ng  u nc o nt ro l l ab l y ,  he  f o rc e d  hi ms e l f  t o  s l o w .                                       

He  w as  s o  o n e d g e , s o  re ad y, s o  c l o s e , and  he  ne e d e d  he r, ne e d e d  he r s o                                                  
d e s p e rat e l y, had  b e e n l o s t  w i t ho u t  he r, w ant i ng  s o  b ad l y  t o  have  he r b ac k i n hi s                                                      
arms ,  t o  c l ai m he r o nc e  and  f o r al l ,  p e rmane nt l y .                              

She  ni p p e d  at  hi s  jaw l i ne .  “ I  mi s s e d  t hi s . ”                               
“ Sw e e t he art ,  y o u  have  no  i d e a. ”                    



“ D o n’ t  e ve r l e ave  me  ag ai n. ”                 
“ Ne ve r. ”   
S he  re l e as e d  a  mo an as  he  c l ai me d  he r t he  w ay  he ’d  d re ame d , b rand i ng  he r,                                             

b rand i ng  hi ms e l f .         
He r he ad  f e l l  b ac k, and  t he  e nd s  o f  he r hai r  t i c kl e d  hi s  t hi g hs . E ve n t hat                                                

s e r ve d  as  a  s t i mu l ant . B u t  t he n, e ve r y t hi ng  ab o u t  he r d e l i g ht e d  hi m. A nd  t hat ’s                                                      
t he  w ay  i t  s ho u l d  b e . A  man and  w i f e  s ho u l d  s e e  t he  b e s t  i n e ac h o t he r, s ho u l d                                                          
w o rk t o g e t he r,  s ho u l d  e njo y  e ac h o t he r.                          

S o l o  w o u l d  ne ve r t ake  t hi s  w o man f o r g rant e d . He  w o u l d  ne ve r f o rg e t  t he                                                 
b e au t y  o f  he r he art . A nd  he  w o u l d  al w ay s  s t ri ve  t o  b e  t he  man s he  ne e d e d .  e y                                                       
w o u l d n’ t  ju s t  have  a  l i f e  t o g e t he r.  T he y  w o u l d  have  a  f u t u re  and  a  ho p e .                                                       

“ Oh,  So l o , ”  s he  c ri e d .  “ Ye s !”                    
In an i ns t ant , p l e as u re  s l amme d  i nt o  hi m, u nd e ni ab l e , u nc o nt ro l l ab l e , and  he                                             

s ho u t e d  he r name .         
She  c o l l ap s e d  o n hi s  c he s t ,  p ant i ng .                         
Hi s  w i f e , he  t ho u g ht , c o nt e nt .  e i r s w e at - d re nc he d  s ki n r u b b e d  t o g e t he r,                                                    

and  u t t e r c o nt e nt me nt  o ve rfl o w e d  i ns i d e  hi m. S he  had  g i ve n hi m e ve r y t hi ng  s he                                                  
had  t o  g i ve ,  and  he  w o u l d  c he ri s h he r al w ay s .                              

T he re  w as  o nl y  o ne  t hi ng  l e f t  u nf i ni s he d .                             
“ I hat e  t o  b ri ng  t hi s  u p  no w, ” he  s ai d  af t e r  he ’d  c au g ht  hi s  b re at h. He  t rac e d                                                    

hi s  fi ng e rs  al o ng  he r s p i ne . “ B u t  I have  t o  w o rk o ne  mo re  c as e  b e f o re  I c an                                                  
b e c o me  a  f u l l - t i me  f arme r. ”                   

“ Smart  man, w ai t i ng  u nt i l  I  w as  t o o  w e ak t o  mo ve . ”  e re  w as  no                                        
c o nd e mnat i o n i n he r t o ne .  Onl y  amu s e me nt .                        

“ E x ac t l y . ”       
“ Yo u  p l an t o  s e arc h f o r y o u r f ri e nd s , ”  s he  s ai d .                                  
“ Ye s . ”   
“ I u nd e rs t and , and , l i ke  I t o l d  y o u  b e f o re , I  c an e ve n he l p. I me t  s o me  p re t t y                                                    

s had y  c harac t e rs  at  t he  c i rc u s , and  e ve n t ri e d  t o  b u y  a  ne w  i d e nt i t y  f ro m o ne . Of                                                        
c o u rs e , he  rai s e d  t he  p ri c e  t he  mo re  t i me  t hat  p as s e d , c au s i ng  me  t o  have  t o  rai s e                                                         
mo re  and  mo re  f u nd s ,  b u t  t hat ’ s  o kay .  T he  w ai t  b ro u g ht  y o u  t o  my  d o o r. ”                                                    

“ S o me t hi ng  I w i l l  b e  f o re ve r t hankf u l  f o r. ” He  ki s s e d  he r t e mp l e . One  d ay, he                                                  
w o u l d  re p l ac e  al l  he r b ad  me mo ri e s  w i t h g o o d . S he  w o u l d  l o o k b ac k and  s mi l e ,                                                        
o nl y  s mi l e .       

“ W e ’ l l  f i nd  t he m, ”  s he  s ai d .  “ D o n’ t  w o rry . ”                                 
“ I kno w  w e  w i l l .  T o g e t he r,  w e  c an d o  any t hi ng . ”                                  



Fantasy.
Temptation.
Adventure.

Visit PocketAfterDark.com, an all-new website just for Urban Fantasy
and Romance Readers!

• Exclusive access to the hottest urban fantasy and romance titles!

• Read and share reviews on the latest books!

• Live chats with your favorite romance authors!

• Vote in online polls!

 www.PocketAfterDark.com



© Sara’s Photo Creations

MEET THE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT

SimonandSchuster.com
THE SOURCE FOR READING GROUPS

Also visit Romance.SimonandSchuster.com

COVER ILLUSTRATION BY NATHALIA SUELLEN



A l s o  b y  G e na Sho w al t e r               

Aw a ke n  Me  D a r kly         
E n s la ve  Me  S w e e tly           

S a vor  Me  S low ly       
S e d uc e  th e  D a r kn e s s              
E c s ta s y  i n  D a r kn e s s               

D a r k Ta s te  of  R a p tur e             
D e e p  Ki s s  of  W i n te r              

A nd  c o mi ng  s o o n:          
B o o k T w o  i n t he  Ot he rw o rl d  A s s as s i n s e ri e s                              



We hope you enjoyed reading  this Pocket Books eBook.  

Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Pocket Books and Simon & Schuster.

CLICK H ERE  TO  S IGN  U P

or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com



Poc ket Books
A Division of Simon & Sc huster, Inc . 
1 2 3 0  Avenue of the Americ as    
New York, NY 1 0 0 2 0   
www.SimonandSc huster.c om 

This book is a work of fic tion. Names, c harac ters, plac es, and inc idents either are produc ts of the author’s     
imag ination or are used fic titiously. Any resemblanc e to ac tual events or loc ales or persons, living  or dead, is     
entirely  c oinc idental.  

Copyrig ht © 2 0 1 3  by  G ena Showalter      

All rig hts reserved, inc luding  the rig ht to reproduc e this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For    
information address Poc ket Books Subsidiary  Rig hts Department, 1 2 3 0  Avenue of the Americ as, New York, NY       
1 0 0 2 0   

First Poc ket Books paperbac k edition January  2 0 1 3     

POCKET and c olophon are reg istered trademarks of Simon & Sc huster, Inc .   

The Simon & Sc huster Speakers Bureau c an bring  authors to your live event. For more information or to book an  
event c ontac t the Simon & Sc huster Speakers Bureau at 1 -8 6 6 -2 4 8 -3 0 4 9  or visit our website at             
www.simonspeakers.c om .

ISBN: 9 7 8 -1 -4 5 1 6 -7 1 5 9 -9  (print)            
ISBN: 9 7 8 -1 -4 5 1 6 -7 1 6 1 -2  (ebook)            


	Cover
	Dedication
	Acknowledgments
	Prologue
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten
	Chapter Eleven
	Chapter Twelve
	Chapter Thirteen
	Chapter Fourteen
	Chapter Fifteen
	Chapter Sixteen
	Chapter Seventeen
	Chapter Eighteen
	Chapter Nineteen
	Chapter Twenty
	Chapter Twenty-One
	Chapter Twenty-Two
	Chapter Twenty-Three
	Chapter Twenty-Four
	Chapter Twenty-Six
	Chapter Twenty-Seven
	Chapter Twenty-Eight
	Chapter Twenty-Nine
	Chapter Thirty
	Chapter Thirty-One
	Chapter Thirty-Two
	Chapter Thirty-Three
	Chapter Thirty-Four
	Chapter Thirty-Five
	Chapter Thirty-Six
	Author Photo
	Copyright

