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Chapter 1 

Jace 

 

Laurel, Maryland 

January 14 

 

 A few minutes after seven this morning I enter the chow hall.  Will I have to fight 

someone this morning?  Swallowing a yawn and scanning the tables for trouble, I line up 

behind five sleepy Cracked cadets.  We call this place Cracked, but officially it’s Classified 

Resources-Academy Delta, a 10-acre complex inside Fort Meade surrounded by twenty-foot-

high walls and built like an enormous concrete bunker—hard, cold and with precious few 

windows.  Home, sweet home.  I haven’t been outside the walls since I arrived here eleven 

years ago, a scared five-year-old girl, ripped from her home, her parents, and her life.  Hello, 

Army. 

 The line moves fast, and I quickly reach the serving window overlooking trays of 

food warming on steam tables.  I hand my aluminum tray to one of the servers—it’s Oscar, a 

middle-aged man with a gut that hangs over his belt and one of the few civvies here.  The 

rest of us are all Army, which means that at the end of the day he can walk out the front gate 

and we can’t.    

 “Here you go, Jace,” Oscar says, handing me my tray with my assigned food 

deposited in the four tray compartments.   

 “Thanks, Oscar.  Anything stirring in the bushes?” 

 “Watch yourself,” he whispers.  “Some of the boys were asking about you.” 

 “Trouble?” 

 He nods. 

 “Well, it’s been a while,” I say shrugging.  “I could use some action.” 

 Oscar shakes his head in disapproval. 

 “What?  You think one of these morons can take me?” 

 “You’re such a pretty girl, Jaycee.  Why fight all the time?” 
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 Now it’s my turn to frown.  

 “Oscar, it’s Jace.  Stop with the Jaycee thing already.” 

 “But you have such a beautiful name.” 

 Somewhere in the back of my brain maybe I want to be beautiful, but beauty doesn’t 

survive well here, so I stick my tongue out and make a yuck face at him before pivoting to 

head to my table.  When I get there, I hook a leg over the fiberglass bench and sit, placing 

my tray down on the laminate surface with a clatter.  This is supposed to be breakfast, but 

the food looks and tastes mostly the same regardless of the meal.  I survey my food: in the 

center compartment are mealy scrambled eggs, and next to it, fruit—cantaloupe today.  I 

don’t really focus on the rest.  It’s not what I would choose, but I’m not allowed to choose.  I 

don’t even have the option of not eating.  The mess officer assigns me a meal plan every 

week dictating what I eat at every meal and in what quantities, as if I’m some kind of zoo 

animal.   

 No one sits near me.  I always sit alone at my personal table, which everyone knows 

to stay away from when I’m here.  This is by choice—I’ve fought hard over the years to get 

this table and keep it.  I have two things in this abyss that I cling to as my own:  my dorm 

room and this pathetic little table.    The Army can have everything else. 

 The chow hall is almost empty now, so the kitchen rats have started to mop the 

concrete floors and wipe down the tabletops before starting on the lunch meal for us.   We’re 

down to fifty-six kids at Cracked as of yesterday—far below the number of cadets I 

remember when I first arrived.  We’ll get a fresh crop of rookies at the end of the summer as 

always, but it’s never enough to make up for the attrition: some kids die, some disappear and 

some supposedly graduate.  We’re not really sure what the Army does with the graduates, but 

it’s a ticket out of this place, so who cares?  I have to get out of here.  There has to be a way. 

 This morning I’m feeling unusually pissed and under siege, and it has nothing to do 

with the fact that the General threatened to issue me a reprimand for insubordination 

yesterday.  Someone painted the word ‘bitch’ on my dorm room door last night in bright, 

fluorescent orange letters.  I have to find out who did it, and then I’ll hurt them and make an 

example of them.   I have to.  They won’t stop otherwise. 
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 My American history text is propped in front of me so that I can catch up on some 

class reading while I rush to finish breakfast.  As I lower my fork to jab a piece of fruit, a 

shadow blankets my tray.  Someone is invading my table.  This must be the trouble Oscar 

was warning me about.  I look up.  It’s Dre.  He’s new, at least by my standards; he was 

caught outside Chicago a year ago trying to rob a convenience store.  Dre was a runner—one 

those kids that ran to avoid the testing.  But Dre has nothing of the runner defiance that I 

could identify with.  

 “Hey, badass,” Dre says.  “Mind if I sit down?”  He sits down across from me 

without waiting for an answer.  My eyes drift down to his hands, which are balled into fists.  

His knuckles have scabs and brown-yellow bruises.   

 “Yes, actually I do.”  I could add that if he doesn’t leave immediately, I’m going to 

smack him in the mouth, but he already knows that.  

 Then two of Dre’s new friends sit down on either side of him:  Ian and Adam.  

They’re his idiot followers, who like to think they’re a gansta crew.  They should know better 

than to pick a fight with me, even if Dre doesn’t, particularly Ian, with whom I have history.  

A year ago, I caught him trying to grope 10-year-old Alyssa behind the gym, which I stopped 

by breaking his perv nose.  Then I put the word out to the girls to tell me if anything like 

that happens.  Sure, none of the girls particularly like me, but they let me stick up for them.  

And now Ian is back for seconds?   

 Dre grins at me, his face radiating malice and contempt.  He wants to injure me, 

maim me.  Killing is strictly forbidden here, but fighting is encouraged and rewarded at 

Cracked—it’s sort of why we’re here, why we’re still alive.  I stab a glob of eggs and push it 

into my mouth before looking up into his eyes that now sparkle with excitement and a lust 

for violence.  

 “You got a big, bad rep, Jace, but I just see a scrawny little girl,” Dre says. 

 The eight or so kids still eating all go silent.  Heads turn.  Everyone knows what’s 

going down.  Even Oscar has stopped what he’s doing to stare. 

 Scrawny?  Little?  I’m the tallest girl in this place.  My shoulders slump in 

resignation.  Then I say to Ian and Adam, “You two know better than this.  Do you really 

want to do this?  If you leave now, I’ll let it go.” 
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 Ian speaks up in a blustering voice, but his eyes look nervous.  “Not a chance, Jace.  

It’s time to knock you off your pedestal.” 

 I drop my fork onto my tray with a clank and stand.  This doesn’t make sense.   No 

one has tried to fight me in weeks, not since I lost control with Mason and tossed him 

through a plate glass window.  Then I see Max Clemons leaning against the far wall with an 

evil grin on his face that almost matches Dre’s smirk, and now I understand.  Max is the 

instigator of this.  He’s the one that put Dre and his crew up to this.  He knows better than 

to fight me himself, but he’s not above inveigling someone else into taking me on.  I point at 

him and shake my finger.  He shrugs with his palms up as if to say ‘who me?’  Once, years 

ago, I was friends with Max. We survived together at Cracked, but he stopped being a friend 

a long time ago, as our mutual feelings slipped from friendship to indifference to smoldering 

hatred.   

 “Let’s move outside,” I say to Dre, feeling both angry with him and disgust that he’s 

such a dupe.  I should put air quotes around ‘outside’ since it’s a relative term for us—we can 

step outside of this room, outside of this building, but never outside the walls.  

 Dre’s grin widens and he rises. The rest of the kids in the chow hall drop their 

utensils, push their trays away, and rush to form the audience to an all too frequent spectacle 

here at Cracked.  But it’s a spectacle I know well.  I’ve been trained to fight.  Leon has seen 

to that.  And I fight well.  Dre, on the other hand, has barely a year of training under his 

belt. He doesn’t know me like the others do.  I won’t kill him, of course, but I will hurt him 

for this, and as for Ian and Adam—I’m going to break bones. 

 Outside in the courtyard, Dre crouches into a fighting position, hands gripped into 

fists.  I roll my head around, loosening my neck and I let my arms hang limp at my side.  

Unlike Dre, I don’t raise my hands into a fighting position and thereby telegraph my moves 

and limit my options.  Ian and Adam, meanwhile, circle and try to flank me. 

 Then Dre shifts.  His body shimmers, blurs and seconds later comes into focus again 

as an older man, maybe thirty, with huge guns and not an ounce of body fat.  Ian and Adam 

also shift into older, stronger men.  I’m tempted to stay in my base shape—a sixteen-year-old 

girl, trim and fit.  It would make the fight more interesting and maybe send a message to the 

rest of the kids about trying a stunt like this, but it’s too dangerous; one of them might land 
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a lucky punch and injure me.  Instead, I shift to Janet, a champion gymnast.  She’s my 

favorite combat shape now.  I met her last year.  She was a rare visitor the Army brass 

brought in specifically so we could acquire her.  After shifting to her I’m now shorter, but 

faster and stronger than before.  I tamp down her mind as I’ve been taught to do, but my 

muscles remember her skills, and I have my own skills to superimpose on this body. 

 I am a shifter.  All the kids here are.  It’s why we’re stuck inside this hellhole.  The 

technical term is metamorph.   When I make skin-to-skin contact with another person, I can 

acquire that person.  Then I can shift to them at any time.  I was collected by United States 

Army at age five under the special testing program created by secret executive order, and I’ve 

been an asset of theirs ever since—I’m Army property, ordnance.  Dre ran from the testing.  

I don’t know why he ran or how he knew to run.  It doesn’t matter now.  He was caught last 

year and deposited here.  Dre is making a mistake challenging me like this.   

 Dre glides forward and feigns a roundhouse punch at my head, but instead collapses 

to the ground in an attempt to sweep his leg and take me out at the knees.  He telegraphs his 

move with his eyes and the dip in his shoulder, and then he executes the move poorly.  I 

spring forward, leaping over his leg.  He’s now on the ground and out of position for the 

next few seconds—an eternity in fighting, so I ignore him and pivot to face Ian, who is 

launching his fist at my face.  I block the strike down and inside with my left forearm, 

causing Ian to lose his balance for the briefest instant.  He recovers, but as he straightens I 

snap up my right leg in a high kick, aiming for his jaw.  It’s called a Shotokan kick.  I miss 

his jaw, but connect solidly with his collarbone.  There’s a sickening snap.  Ian groans and 

falls to his knees.  I don’t think he’ll get up and risk further injury, but now I need to worry 

about Adam.  Dre is halfway back on his feet as I swing out my right forearm and block 

Adam’s attempted punch into my solar plexus, while simultaneously bringing my left palm 

upward to connect to his chin.  The blow stuns Adam and he staggers back, not 

incapacitated, but vulnerable. His wide-open eyes betray that he knows he’s just lost.  And 

there’s something else in those brown eyes—the briefest hint of an appeal for leniency.  But 

Adam knows me.  He knows that he won’t get any mercy from me.  I jump and swing my 

left leg in a long, rapid arc until the top of my foot slams against the side of his face.  I don’t 

hold back like I might in class.  A crack rips through the air and I know I’ve broken his jaw.   
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 I let the momentum of the kick pull my body back around to face Dre, who is now 

up and charging me.  I run at him too.  Fury radiates from his face like a heat wave 

shimmering off hot asphalt.  He wants to pummel me.  Leon constantly works with me to 

control my anger, saying I need to master it and not lose focus, but I fight better when I let 

the rage take control, so I surrender fully to it.  I allow Dre to land a glancing blow to my 

shoulder in order to expose his legs.  In chess, you must be willing to sacrifice a piece to gain 

position.  It’s the same principle in fighting.  I ignore the pain that pulses through me as the 

blow lands, and I immediately go into a leg sweep that drops Dre hard onto his back.  No 

need to be fancy now since he’s lying on the ground with the wind knocked out of him.  A 

new surge of anger explodes inside me, and I give him a solid kick to the ribs.  It’s a vicious 

kick.  Then I give him another, and then another.  Maybe I’ve broken a rib or two, but likely 

nothing more.  I rotate around, arms at the ready.  No one else advances on me.  Everyone is 

either on the ground or standing in a loose circle around us.   So, I relax and saunter away, 

shouldering through the onlookers, returning each cold stare with one of my own.  I shift 

back to me, and that’s when I notice Max in the back of the crowd clapping.  He’s mocking 

me, so I glare at him. 

 Loud groans from Dre, Ian and Adam interrupt the quietness around me, but I don’t 

look back.  They may be injured for the moment, but soon they’ll shift back to their own 

bodies and shift away from all of those injuries.  They could shift to other shapes and 

continue the fight, but that’s against the rules. 

 My appetite gone, I move toward the chow hall door to leave, still shaking from the 

adrenalin rush that has every muscle in my body tensed to strike.  That’s when Marvin calls 

my name in that twangy voice of his, somewhere between a southern drawl and an 

Appalachian accent.  I sigh and mutter to myself how this day is quickly going from bad to 

very bad.  I walk over to him and plant myself so that my face is inches from his.  I can tell 

he wants to back away and put space between us, but that would show weakness, and he 

knows better than to do that around any of us kids.   

 He’s twenty-nine years old, first lieutenant Marvin Trilling, but in reality he’s 

General Prentiss’s lapdog and yes-man, and he’s not a shifter.  We shifters don’t much like 

normals, even though we don’t have a lot of interaction with them, and boy do I detest 
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Marvin.  I’ve been issued dozens of demerits over the years for refusing to salute him, but 

thankfully that issue went away when I was promoted last year and Marvin was no longer a 

superior officer. 

 “Lieutenant Jaycee Moray,” he says in a flat voice that betrays no emotion 

whatsoever. 

 I cringe at hearing my full name for the second time in one morning.  He knows I 

hate it.  What a dick. 

 “What?” I say, not bothering to hide my annoyance. 

 “The General wants to see you when he’s back in town.” 

 “Yeah, when’s that?” 

 “Friday morning, 0800.”  

 “Why?” 

 “You’re finally going to get what’s coming to you, Jace, so don’t be late, doll.” 

 He tries to pinch my cheek, but I grab his wrist and squeeze hard, intent on 

dislocating his radius bone.  I could do it.  I know how.  The smile on his face collapses into 

a grim look of pain, but his eyes narrow.  Then I realize that he’s trying to goad me into 

assaulting him.  I release him.  Marvin is management.  Untouchable.  If I hurt him, I’ll end 

up in the brig or worse, and he’s so not worth it.  

 “Remember our talk last year?”  I lower my voice to growl.  “Never touch me.” 

 The left side of his mouth twists up in a sneer.  “You may fool the General, but I 

know what you really are.” 

 I don’t want to ask, but I can stop myself.  “And what’s that?” 

 “A threat.”  
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Chapter 2 

Gray 

 

Boston, Massachusetts 

January 15 

 

 “We’re here, Gray,” Nia says, nudging me awake as the bus comes to a stop in front 

of a dingy looking building—another Greyhound bus station.  I could write a guidebook on 

them—stations with the best functioning toilets, ones with the least chance of getting 

mugged, those that have the best assortment of vending machines, and the ones with the 

creepiest Norman Bates employees.   Nia and I are connoisseurs of bus stations; we’ve lived 

the good, the bad and the ugly.  As if to emphasize that, Nia starts to cough—these are deep 

racking coughs that don’t subside until she wraps her arms around her chest and takes a few 

cautious, shallow breaths.  She’s sick.  Again.  Ever since she came down with a bad case of 

bronchitis a few years back, she gets these colds deep in her chest off and on every winter. 

 “You going to live, Sis?” I say.   

 “It’s just a cold.”  

 I roll my eyes.  Yeah, right.  She stands up and stretches towards the overhead rack 

for her backpack.  With a sigh I get up and reach over Nia, snagging both her backpack and 

mine.  

 “So, this is Boston, huh?”  

“This is it, Gray.” 

We’re scraping bottom here.  Okay, it’s been bad before, but not like this—what’s 

going on here?   We’re due for a break.    

 I glance at my watch—two thirty in the morning.  Nia leads the way off the bus, her 

shoulders slumping with exhaustion. We fled here yesterday from Harpers Ferry, West 

Virginia, after I was spotted by a tourist who tried to photograph me.  So here we are—no 

money, no food, and no place to stay.  That sounds worse than it is.  Once the world wakes 

up and businesses open, I can do my thing, but carefully this time, even more carefully than 
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the usual careful.  We need to stay here in Boston for a while so Nia can recover and we can 

build up our cash reserves.  She’s been sick the last few days, and although a little color has 

returned to her face, she still has these terrible coughing spells that make me wince to listen 

to her.  Something is in her lungs that needs to get out, but she can’t seem to evict it. 

 When I get off the bus, I spot a policeman joking with a bus driver, loud laugher 

erupting from both of them.  He looks interesting.  I walk over to him. 

 “Pardon me, officer,” I say.  “My sister and I just arrived in town.  Can you 

recommend an all night restaurant nearby where we can get something to eat?” 

 I paste on as sincere a smile as I can, which is a challenge, since we’re not interested 

in eating a meal.  

 “Sure, kid,” the officer says.  “You want the South Street Diner.”  He’s got a thick 

Boston accent, so ‘diner’ comes out as ‘dinah.’  “Go south on Atlantic a couple of blocks and 

take a right on Kneeland.  Can’t miss it.” 

 “Obliged,” I say.  I extend my hand and he shakes it firmly.    

 I jog back to Nia who’s heading into the station.  Once inside, we collapse onto a 

hard, metal bench that’s far from comfortable or inviting, and without a word, Nia lies on 

her side, bunching her coat up under her head for a pillow. Before she falls asleep, she 

whispers to me with her eyes closed. 

 “Not here, Gray.  I’m okay.” 

 “You haven’t eaten in over a day, Nia.  You need food.” 

 Then she opens her eyes and glares at me.  “Not here.  It’s too risky.  Sit down and 

don’t move.” 

 I nod and look away to survey the waiting area.  The place smells like a dirty ashtray, 

but my nose wrinkles in disgust at the slight stink of urine emanating from one corner and a 

pervasive smell of body odor.  Five people are scattered about on the benches, each trying to 

sleep, except for one man who is gently rocking back and forth mumbling something—I 

think it’s scripture, since he keeps saying ‘blessed.’  The guy looks homeless, which elicits a 

mirthless laugh from me.  We’re homeless too.    

 After a half hour passes, Nia begins to snore lightly, which is my cue to do what Nia 

told me not to do.  The bench squeaks annoyingly when I stand, but Nia doesn’t seem to 
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notice, so I start to pace around the waiting area, thinking about what I’ll do today and how 

I’ll do it.  When I walk over to the entrance, I look out the window and see the distinctive 7-

Eleven sign across the street.  We know 7-Elevens well; it’s where we buy most of our food.  

They’re safe, anonymous places where odd people can be found, and overlooked.  Glancing 

back at Nia, I frown.  I don’t want to leave her, but it would only take five minutes to walk 

across the street and get some food.   Of course, if she catches me, she’ll be pissed.  At 

twenty-seven, Nia is eleven years older than me, but she bosses me around as if she’s that 

drill sergeant from Full Metal Jacket.  Screw it.  I’m going.  So, with teeth gritted in 

resolution, I push through the front door of the bus station and make for the store.  Once 

I’m out of the glow of the streetlights and into the shadows, I shift into the policeman who 

shook my hand earlier.  He’s Officer Brian Delaney, I learn. 

 The actual science of shifting is a mystery to me.  I don’t know how I do it—I just 

do it, and I’ve been doing it since I was five years old.  All I need is physical contact with a 

person and their shape is transferred to me—body, clothes, everything.  I get their brain, 

their memories, and their emotions—all of it, except their consciousness.  Instead, I carry my 

consciousness into the new shape; it’s as if my closet gets filled with someone else’s shoes 

alongside my pair of tattered Reeboks, but it’s still my closet, my rules.  Sure, it sounds 

creepy, but you get used to it, and it does have a cool side to it.  Nia says shifting runs in our 

family; apparently, my creepy uncle Richard is a shifter.   I never met the guy, but Nia calls 

him a creep for reasons that she won’t ever discuss.  I could acquire Nia and rummage 

around her memories for the details, but we agreed a long time ago that I would never 

acquire her and I haven’t. 

 As weird as shifting is, it’s also dangerous.  We can never tell anyone about this and 

we can’t let normals see me do it.  Sometimes they do see, though—usually because I 

screwed up.  Then we have to run, which we’ve been doing on and off since I was five. 

Somehow Nia knew about me, before I even knew about me—she has her own secrets.  In 

the middle of the night before my first day in kindergarten, the day when the test is always 

administered, she grabbed my hand and we ran.  She scared the bejesus out of me that 

morning, but I calmed down when she explained that after I took the test they would have 

taken me away and I would have never seen Nia or my parents or my baby brother ever 
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again.  She explained that mom and dad couldn’t save me, or, in Dad’s case, wouldn’t save 

me.  I’m not sure which. My parents no doubt believed what everyone still believes: anyone 

who fails the test is infected with the mysterious HSK disease.  I don’t know how Nia knew I 

would fail the test.  She won’t say.  

 So now we live off the grid, never staying in one place too long for fear of being 

found and caught.  Nia says the people that administer the test are after us, but it’s mostly 

the police that chase us, usually after one of our larcenous endeavors backfires.   When we 

first ran, Nia’s plan was to settle down with our great Aunt Emily, but that only lasted for 

three years—until someone happened to notice our pictures on wanted posters in the post 

office, back when they still had those things.   Aunt Emily stuffed some cash in Nia’s pocket, 

shuffled us onto a bus and we’ve been running from town to town ever since, never staying 

too long in one place lest someone recognize us.  As for Aunt Emily—I never saw that dear 

woman again.  Her brownies, her soothing hands with her wrinkled face—these are 

memories of what is gone, what is lost, like autumn leaves blown away by a crisp fall wind.  

Aunt E.  What I wouldn’t do to visit her again, but I can’t.  Ever.  It wouldn’t be safe for her 

or me.   

 I stride into the 7-Eleven trying to look as intimidating as I can, my left hand on the 

warm plastic butt of my holstered pistol.  The clerk behind the register gives me a welcoming 

nod.  I know from Officer Delaney’s memories that he can always get a free drink and a 

pastry here, although one look down at my doughy stomach and I think maybe Officer 

Delaney should start skipping the pastry and switch to black coffee.  

 “How’s the coffee?” I say. 

 “Fresh.”  Then he nods towards the display case.  “Grab a doughnut.” 

 I nod back.  This is the clerk’s way of saying it’s free.   

 Instead of coffee, I load up on a double big gulp of Coke in one hand and then grab 

the largest apple fritter I can find in my other hand.  I smile at the clerk and give him an 

appreciative dip of the head as I leave the store.   Half of the drink is for me with the other 

half, along with the doughnut, for Nia.  Once I’m in the shadows again, the darkness 

blocking any curious eyes, I shift back to me before re-entering the station.  Back inside, the 
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waiting area looks as if nothing has changed.  Mumbles is still mumbling, and Nia sleeps 

peacefully—or so it appears.  Then I hear her familiar voice in my head. 

 I told you not to do anything, Nia scolds. 

 I look at her seemingly asleep form and sigh.  Just take the damn doughnut, okay, I 

say. 

 We talk in our minds like this a lot with no words being spoken.  Nia calls it silent 

talking.  I guess it’s some kind of telepathy thing, but I don’t actually know; it’s just another 

weird anomaly that marks Nia and me as different.  We force ourselves to speak out loud as 

much as possible so that we look normal, but it’s clumsy and slow compared to silent talking.  

Nia has been in my head, and I in hers, since my earliest memories.   

 Gray, we’re here because of your last stunt.  Please.  For me?  Then she sits up, eyes now 

open, giving me an irked look before lapsing into a spasm of coughing.  She pulls strands of 

her shoulder length, coffee brown hair out of her face with one hand and accepts the 

proffered doughnut with the other.  After our hours-long bus ride her usually silky smooth 

hair is tangled and oily.  I’m worse.  We both need a shower and some clean clothes, but 

since we’re currently broke, we’ll have to use the bathroom sink in the bus station to clean 

up today.  

 Sorry, I say.  I did it for you.  I think you need to see a doctor.   

 Of course, she won’t do that.  I watch her take the tiniest bite of the fritter and begin 

to eat.  She’s lost weight recently.  Nia was always slender, but now she looks starved skinny. 

 I’m okay.  I’ll be fine.   

 She twists off another piece of the fritter, a thoughtful look on her face.  She smiles at 

me briefly when I offer her the Coke, and in that smile I catch a glimpse of the old Nia, the 

whimsical, joking Nia.  It’s the Nia I want her to shift back into, but I’m the shifter, not her.  

 I think I’m going to like Boston, I tell myself, and then I settle down next to Nia to 

wait for the dawn. 
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Chapter 3 

Jace 

 

 “So what was Burnside’s mistake at Fredericksburg?” 

 Plato, the code name for our instructor, gazes around the classroom, eagerly looking 

for someone to answer his question.  He fixes his eyes on Todd, who always sits in the front 

row of every class, looking happy and enthusiastic, but Todd doesn’t stir, which is not too 

surprising since everyone knows he’s dead from the neck up.  He may be happy and 

enthusiastic, but he’s also dumb as a rock 

 “Jace…talk to me,” Plato says, giving me a playful smile. 

 I rise from my desk to stand alongside it, as we’ve been taught to do when speaking 

in class.  I frown.  Plato’s been picking on me in class lately for reasons I don’t understand—

hey, I don’t remember screwing up in American history at all, at least not recently. 

 “Too big an army,” I say. 

 “Interesting.  Elaborate.” 

 “When your forces outnumber your enemy’s, you get careless.  You take stupid risks.  

Better to be the underdog.  Marye’s Heights would never have happened if Burnside’s and 

Lee’s forces were evenly matched.” 

 Plato nods.  “So, in a word, hubris?” 

 “Yeah…it’s a guy thing.”  This draws snickers from some of the girls. 

 “So what would you have done, Jace?” 

 I shrug, tilting my head back.  “If you have the superior force, you make the enemy 

engage you on grounds of your choosing where you can best use your superior numbers to 

your advantage.” 

 “But that’s what Burnside was trying to do,” Plato insists. 

 “Crossing the Rappahannock was a mistake.  The enemy was not Richmond.  The 

enemy was Lee’s army.” 

 “Someone else?” Plato says, releasing me and allowing me to sit back down. 

 The remaining hour of American history passes slowly as Plato lectures us on the 

details of the final day of battle, outlining one idiotic Union mistake after another.  We’ve 
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been studying this battle debacle for a week, and at this rate, we should make it through the 

entire Civil War sometime after my twenty-second birthday.  This is the Army’s version of 

American history—one long series of wars and battles, with everything else being an 

inconsequential interlude before the next fight.   

 When class ends, I hoist my backpack on my shoulders and move toward the door.  

Why do they bother with these classes?  It’s a question most of us have asked ourselves at one 

time or another.  The easy answer—the company line—is that they’re training us, making us 

into something useful to the Army, but that’s not the real reason we’re here.  We’re here 

because we’re a threat, a danger, a menace.  Until the Army decides we’re properly 

conditioned, we’re not safe to be outside these walls—my theory is that even when we 

graduate from here they’ll never really let us live on the outside.  Can I blame them?   

 It started with the Demler incident, the story of which all of us here know by heart, 

it having been drilled into us a thousand times.  Morris Demler took over the city of Buffalo 

on a Monday—acquiring the mayor, the city comptroller and the president of the common 

council, along with others.  Shifting back and forth among them, by Friday Demler had 

brought the city to its knees on the brink of financial collapse, as he looted the place and 

then promptly disappeared.  They caught Demler trying to cross the border into Canada in 

an RV.  They would never have caught him, except that his sister came forward with a tale 

too wild and outrageous to be anything but the truth, and so for the first time in history the 

U.S. government learned that shifters exist.  After Demler, it was decided that shifters were a 

grave threat to national security, so Cracked was built and the HSK testing program was 

launched as a covert way to find shifters before they could do any damage.   Yes, the Army 

does think some of us can be useful weapons, and for that reason they train us, but Cracked 

is a prison as much as a training academy.    

  After I leave the classroom, I pop into the bathroom to brush out my shoulder length 

blonde hair and reapply some lip-gloss.  I’m not sure why I bother with make-up; it’s not 

like any of the guys around this place would want to have anything to do with me.  Before I 

can start to feel sorry for myself, though, Sarah Finneman enters and walks over to me.  She 

tugs on my sleeve as I move around her.   Sarah’s one of the older kids here, supposedly on 

track to graduate this spring.    
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 “What?” I say. 

 “It’s Malena.  She’s in a tough situation.” 

 “She’s sixteen.  She can take of herself.” 

 Sarah nods in agreement, but continues, “She’s afraid of Jackson…He’s…He’s being 

rough.” 

 “Malena and I haven’t spoken two words in years.” 

  “I know.  I was just hoping maybe you could help.” 

 I look up at the ceiling and then off to the side, not trying to hide my impatience 

with this conversation.  “I’m the last person she’d accept help from, Sarah.” 

 “She’s desperate, Jace.” 

 “If it’s that bad, she needs to talk to me,” I say.  Everyone knows what my ‘help’ 

consists of, and I’m not going to annihilate someone based on hearsay and rumor.   

 “I know.  She’s waiting outside classroom eight…she wanted me to…”  Sarah 

doesn’t finish.  She doesn’t have to.  Malena and I don’t like each other—big surprise.    We 

fought when I was thirteen, and it ended with me smashing her head into a door, which she’s 

never forgiven me for.  That she would want my help now means this is something really 

bad.   

 “Okay, I’ll talk to her.  No promises, though.” 

 When we get to classroom eight, Malena is leaning against the wall, dressed in a 

beige V-neck blouse that highlights her rust red hair.   Apprehension is etched on her face, 

which is not surprising since she’s said horrible things about me behind my back for years.  

It’s why we fought.  

 “So spill,” I say, coming to a stop in front of her with my hands firmly planted on 

my hips. 

 “It’s Jackson,” Malena says. 

 “I know who your boyfriend is, Malena.” 

 Yeah, I know Jackson.   He’s obsessed with Malena, and I’ve seen the bruises on her 

face before to prove it.   

 “Was,” she corrects.  “I broke up with him.” 

 “So, what’s the deal then?” 
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 She looks off the side at some spot on the floor, her cheeks flushed.  “He won’t 

accept it.” 

 I lower my head and rub my brows with my thumb and index finger, frustrated at 

the triviality of this situation.  “So, get some of your friends together and make him accept 

it.” 

 “Malena and I tried,” Susan says.  “It got violent and ugly, and now he’s got his 

friends backing him.” 

 “He’s says he and his friends are going to…well, hurt me today,” Malena says, her 

eyes now on her shoes.  

 “Jackson is one of Max’s boys.  You should be talking to him, not me.” 

 “I can’t,” Malena says in a pleading tone.  “Max and I have too much history.” 

 And Max and I don’t?  I sigh deeply and look off to one side, debating whether this 

lover’s spat is worth getting involved in.  It probably isn’t, but a threat to one of the girls is a 

threat to me, and the kids have to know that any threat to me will be met with an instant 

and overwhelming response.  “Okay.  I’ll deal with Max.  In the meantime, you stick with 

me for now.  Where I go, you go.  Understood?” 

 Malena nods.   

 “Come on,” I say to her.  “It’s lunch.” 

 When we get to the chow hall, Jackson and some of his cronies are leaning against 

the wall by the door, obviously lying in wait for Malena.  Jackson walks over to head her off, 

his hands jammed into his jeans pockets and a sneer on his face.  He’s a couple of inches 

taller than me and outweighs me by at least thirty pounds, but he’s slow and a little clumsy, 

and in fighting speed trumps strength every single time.  When Jackson clamps his hand on 

Malena’s shoulder, I immediately peel it off.  Then, grabbing his middle finger and 

wrenching it backwards, I drive him to his knees. 

 “Apparently, you didn’t get the memo,” I say, spitting my words out.  “It’s over, 

Jackson.  Move on.” 

 I see pain and fear in Jackson’s eyes, but he tries to act defiant.  “Max is going to 

make you pay for this.” 
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 This makes me snort a laugh.  “You shouldn’t rely on others to fight your battles.  

Max would throw you under the bus in a heartbeat if there was a profit in it for him.” 

 With a thrust of my hand, I shove Jackson backwards so that he ends up sprawled on 

the concrete floor.  Malena follows me over to my table, her face a mask of panic and 

uncertainty.  I flinch at letting someone eat at my table.  No one sits with me without an 

invite, and I don’t extend one very often—like never, but if she doesn’t stick by me, 

Jackson’s gang will take her down in an instant. 

 “You eat with me today,” I say.  “But first things first.” 

 I climb up on my table and stand facing the assembled lunchroom throng, who all 

turn to stare up at me. 

 “Listen up, people!” I yell.  When I’m sure I have everyone’s attention, I continue in 

a softer, but firm voice.  “Two things.  One.  Malena here is now under my protection.  

Anything you do to her, I’m going to consider it as done to me.”  I pause to let those words 

sink in.   

 “Two,” I continue.  “We have a budding artist in our midst, one who likes to paint 

words on doors.  A hundred credits to the first person who tells me who it is.  And if I find 

out you knew and didn’t tell me, I going to get angry with you.” 

 We have credits instead of money at Cracked.  You can exchange credits for bucks, 

but the exchange rate isn’t good.  So, it’s credits that buy you stuff, and a hundred credits 

will buy a lot of stuff here, which makes me fairly confident that someone will rat out the a-

hole that defaced my door.  

 Malena and I finish lunch, but we hardly speak to one another.  I ignore her and pull 

out my iPad to do some class reading.  Management allows us most anything we want, but 

we have to put in a requisition order for it, including a reason for why we want it.  Some kids 

go on and on about why an Xbox, or whatever, will help them with their studies and 

training.  It’s all bullshit.  When I put in my requisition for an iPad, I just said ‘because 

everyone else has one.’  I got one the next day.    

 I’m spooning the last of the tomato bisque into my mouth when fourteen-year old 

Tyson approaches my table, his lips pursed together in a tight line as if he’s in great pain.  
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He’s the one that did it.  I can see it on his face.  He’s going to confess because he knows for 

certain that one of his cronies is about to hand me his name. 

 “Ah, Jace.  It was me,” Tyson says.  “I’m sorry.  I had to.  I didn’t want to.” 

 “Who told you to do it,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. 

 “I can’t, Jace.” 

 “It was Max, wasn’t it.”  His eyes widen and it’s all the confirmation I need.   “You’re 

going to have to pay, Tyson.  But since you had the stones to man up to your mistake and 

apologize, I’ll give you the choice: the quick and painful route or the longer, non-painful 

route.” 

 He looks up at my face, puzzled.  He wants me to elaborate further, but I’m not 

going to give him anything more.  He has to choose: pain or not pain. 

 “Ah, the non-painful one.”  He says it as if he’s asking a question. 

 The coward.  I give him the most evil grin I can conjure up before turning to face the 

lunch crowd again.   

 “Yo, everybody, special entertainment for you this afternoon after classes.  My treat.  

You’re all invited, so come to the Green.”  A few kids clap.  Then I turn to Tyson, who’s 

gone as pale as milk.  “You better show up, Tyson.  15:45 sharp.” 

 

  



 20 

Chapter 4 

Gray 

 

 Let’s go over to the subway station, I say to Nia, once I manage to sit up on the bus 

station bench where I’ve spent the last four hours trying to sleep.  My back is sore and my 

foot fell asleep, so it’s with pain and tingling needle jabs in my foot that I shuffle forward.  

My stomach rumbles angrily at the warm smell of sugar and dough wafting from a Dunkin’ 

Donuts concession stand—doughnuts I can’t afford.  This is low.  Sure, it isn’t as bad as that 

April night in Salt Lake City when we had to spend the night on a park bench, but it’s close.    

 Okay, but be subtle, Nia says, giving into a cough. 

 It’s eight and the morning crush of commuters crowds around the entrance to 

Boston’s South Station.  Perfect.  I need to acquire shapes.  I need people.  I need contact.  It 

doesn’t have to be much.  Just a moment of flesh on flesh is all it takes, but I have to have 

skin contact.  This is the clammy, sweaty, flesh-pressing side of being a shifter, but I’ve done 

it so much that it doesn’t faze me.  Inside the station a sea of people stream off the trains and 

jostle by me, focused on getting to work.  They pay little attention to the bumps and elbows 

their fellow commuters are inflicting on them, which is an ideal environment for making 

acquisitions.  

 Come on Gray.  Let’s do this already, Nia says, waving her hand in a tired gesture 

toward the mob. 

 I decide to hit the bathroom first.  Once inside I wash my hands and as I reach for a 

paper towel I purposely brush my hand against the bare arm of a young man and in that 

moment I acquire his shape.  It only takes an instant.  When I get to the bathroom door to 

leave, another man bumps into me, and we touch for a second as I dodge around him.   

 “Hey kid,” the man says, in a thick Boston accent.  “Watch where you going.”  

 I acquire him and then say, “Sorry.”  I’ll say this many times this morning.   

 Emerging from the bathroom I aim for a businessman in a charcoal gray, pinstriped 

suit with a red tie who’s walking toward the door near me.  As he approaches, I stumble and 

he reaches out a hand to steady me.  I take his hand and acquire him. 

 “You okay, son?” 
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 “Excuse me,” I say.   

 I regain my balance and start to scan for another acquisition.  Then Nia, who stands 

guard nearby, breaks into my head. 

 Gray, a cop is watching you, she says. 

 Got it, I reply.  I head down a grimy, foul-smelling stairwell toward a subway train 

platform.  Trying to enter a train while the passengers are struggling to get off is a great way 

to acquire people, and this is exactly what I do as a Red line train pulls in and disgorges its 

human cargo. 

 Nia, I’m going to hop on the train and ride for a few stops.  That should give us 

something, I say.   

 Okay, Nia says.  Don’t take too long. 

 Inside the train, people are jam-packed.  The heater is going full bore, so 

immediately I start to sweat.  I’m not alone.  Most people are dressed in heavy coats, hats 

and gloves, appropriate for the freezing temperature outside, but not so appropriate for the 

balmy eighty degrees or so that we’re forced to endure inside this car.  This must be what it’s 

like to be a steamed mussel.  I need to get to work.  Soon, I’ve acquired several people 

around me, including a very attractive young woman—a college student I’m guessing.  She 

may be handy to have in my repertoire.  Most of my acquisitions today I’ll never use, and 

after a few days they’ll fade away.  The more frequently I use a shape, the longer I can hang 

onto it. 

 At the next stop, I begin to acquire more people, but I’m intrigued with a teenage 

girl dressed in blue jeans with a chrome chain for a belt who offers her seat to me, saying 

she’s getting off at the next stop.  She gives me a funny smile as if she wants me to hit on her.  

I think she may be a gang member, but I accept her offer of the seat and I acquire her, not 

because I think she has anything, but she’s got this funky tattoo of a screaming eagle on her 

forearm and I’m curious what the story is with the tattoo.  I do this sometimes.  

 I’m back.  Let’s sort through what I’ve got, I say. 

 Gray, that cop is still here.  He might remember you. 

 Distract him when I get there. 
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 I give Nia a thumbs-up as I walk past the cop.  She’s facing the cop gesturing toward 

an entrance, evidently asking for directions—she’s an expert at distracting people that way.  

Minutes later, I’m back in a grimy bathroom stall with a broken toilet seat.  It’s time to sort 

through the acquisitions.  I shift first to the businessman.  I don’t really like doing this, but it 

can’t be helped.  I delve him, rummaging through his memories, looking for an angle, 

anything.  This is the dirty, voyeuristic part of being a shifter.  You peep into other people's 

lives in the most intimate way possible, seeing and feeling everything in their brain.  You 

remember their pain, their fear, their hope, and their guilt.  I try to skim, and I’m good at 

skipping over the bad stuff in their minds, but still I’ve seen too much pain and agony that 

people store up inside.  I’ve seen brutality, abuse, infidelity, and more.  Everyone has 

skeletons locked away in their closet—one skeleton in my closet is that I’m a Peeping Tom.   

 I shift through six acquisitions before I hit something.  Mary Beth Frankendale.  She 

pays the bills for a large charity and she’s been embezzling from it for years.  She has fifteen-

thousand dollars in a safe in her condo, neatly stacked in rubber-banded, one-thousand-

dollar bundles—nothing more sweet than stealing from a thief.  I lay it out for Nia. 

 Either her, or the drug courier with the stash under the floorboards, I say.  I’ve ripped off 

gangs and druggies before, but they have guns and tend to hold grudges, so a mistake 

probably means you die.  That’s why I prefer the white-collar criminals. 

 Okay, her, Nia agrees. 

 I exit Boston’s South Station as Mary Beth Frankendale.  Her condo is quite a hike it 

turns out.  Nia is flagging by the time we reach the Beacon Hill address.  Both of us are 

chilled to the bone, and if the angry gray sky is to be believed, we’ve got one hell of a 

snowstorm bearing down on us.  Another night in the bus station is not an option.  This has 

got to work.   

 As we approach the condo building, we separate.  We don’t want to be seen together.  

She’ll stand watch as usual.  When I reach the front door to the building, Manny the 

doorman recognizes me and opens the wood-framed door with a broad smile.  He likes me I 

know from Mary’s fond memories.  I—Mary, that is—gave him a liter of single malt scotch 

a few weeks ago for Christmas and she always flirts with him.  I’m uncomfortable with this, 

but I do what I know she always does—I pinch him on the cheek.  Disgusting.  And then he 
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gives my ass a squeeze.  That takes me by surprise; I hadn’t drilled down far enough into her 

memories to see that one coming.  A spasm of panic shoots through me, and I almost lose 

control, shifting back to my puny sixteen-year-old boy shape.  I recover my equilibrium and 

scrupulously avoid trolling through any memories that Mary may have about Manny, 

slightly horrified at what I might find.   

 Once inside the building, I’m breathing heavy and beads of sweat erupt on my 

forehead as I head for the Condo superintendent’s office, knowing that Hank will be there.  

Hank is a friend too.  He’ll let me into my apartment—her apartment, I mean—but before I 

knock on his door I dig down into Mary’s memories to make sure there are no Hank 

surprises, even though I know Hank is sixty-seven-years old.  Fortunately, there’s no trace of 

any recent hanky panky.  The word play causes me to laugh.  I accidentally send to Nia the 

words ‘what a slut.’ 

 Gray, stop.  I sense the alarm in her words.  I can’t help barking a laugh at the images 

I imagine flashing through Nia’s mind. 

 It’s okay, Nia.  My virginity remains safe.  

 You almost lost control, idiot.  

 Hank takes a long time coming to the door. I’m just beginning to worry that he’s out 

of the office when the door opens and he steps out.  Hank leads me to my apartment, 

regaling me with stories about the New Year's Day shenanigans from Darryl and Judy 

Davidson on five.  Apparently Darryl rang in the New Year by running down the hallway in 

the buff with a champagne flute in each hand, drawing a landslide of complaints from the 

other tenants.  He’d forgotten his key too—oops, no pockets—and Judy wouldn’t let him 

back into their apartment. 

 I relay this to Nia and then comment to Hank and simultaneously to Nia that I 

always knew Darryl was a real dick.  I elicit a brief laugh from Hank.   

 Stop screwing around, Nia says, but I can tell she’s trying to squelch a peal of giggles.  

It’s the old Nia, I think. 

 Once inside the apartment, I quickly retrieve the cash from the safe and stuff it in a 

backpack I swipe from one of her closets.  Then I leave.  Mary will probably discover the 

missing cash tonight, as I know that she plays with the bundles pretty much every night.  She 
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will be left with a big mystery.  She’ll probably also find out from Hank that he let her in, 

even though she was at work miles away at the time.   

 This is stealing, plain and simple.  It’s how we survive and stay off the grid.  We steal 

from people who deserve to be stolen from, but it’s not always that black and white, and, 

come on, who am I to judge?  I compare myself to the reluctant, self-aware vampire who 

knows he’s a monster and regrets what he must do, but it’s in his nature to commit his 

crimes in order to survive.   

 I shift, therefore I suck . . . or is it, I suck, therefore I shift . . . .   

 Save the self-loathing for later, Nia says.   

 Then I realize that Mary and I have something in common.  We’re both dirty little 

thieves.  I tell myself that I’m different from her.  I’m only doing this because I have to, but 

really whom am I kidding?  Mary uses that same excuse to justify her stealing.  

 I dislike myself more than usual today, I say.   

 Gray, don’t do this now.  Please. 

 She grew up poor, Nia, and she worries constantly about ending up like her mom.  It’s 

why she never spends the money. 

Gray.  It’s not your fault. 

It’s not my fault?  Hmmmm.  I try that on for size.  It seems to fit.  I decide to cling 

to this new, what-happens-happens-it’s-not-my-fault rationalization.  Thanks for the assist, 

Nia. 

I almost drop one of the money bundles back onto the bed for Mary, but I don’t.  I 

harden my resolve and take it all.  She’s stealing from a charity after all, one that helps kids 

with cancer.  I vow to make a donation someday, although deep down I know I never will.  

But that’s okay.  It’s not my fault. 

 At the end of the block, we meet up and I stuff a thousand-dollar bundle in Nia’s 

coat pocket.  Then we take separate cabs to a rundown motel that takes cash.  Nia found it.  

She takes care of the logistics; she’s the brains of this operation.  Me?  I’m the freak—the 

thing that nobody but Nia could ever love if they knew what I am.  If there were a way to 

expunge this shifter ESP shit from my body I’d do it in an instant.  I try not to think about 
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spending the rest of my miserable existence running from city to city, living on the fringe, 

hiding and skulking like an ugly rat that only comes out at night.   

 My cab gets to the rundown motel first, and stooping behind a Dumpster I shift into 

the businessman I acquired earlier.  The guy at the front desk will probably think I’m here 

for a tryst with my secretary or something.  I’ll tip him handsomely and he’ll ignore us.  

We’ll stay a few days before we scout out something better.  That’s the plan anyway. 

 I’m in room 146, I say, as I walk down the hallway of the motel, gazing around at the 

peeling paint on the walls and the worn, stained carpet.  This place is a real dive.  It’s perfect 

for us. 

 Gray? 

 Yeah. 

 I’m sorry I got you into all this.  Maybe. . . . 

 Stop.  You did the right thing.  You rescued me, Nia.  I just wish we could live like 

normal people. 

 We can only share words in our minds.  She can’t share feelings with me, but at this 

moment she doesn’t have to.  I know her feelings.  I think she’s crying.   

 


