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	Foreword

	I hope my book will please you. Regardless, please rate it and maybe even write a review and post it everywhere you can. It really helps a lot.

	If you find a typo, please contact me at mistakes@anton-anderson.com

	Acknowledgments

	I would like to thank the following people who helped make my book as good as it could be. The order of their appearance has no meaning.

	Anya Rouselle helped me before with my previous book, and now she has helped me again! Her comments and suggestions were always useful. And while she was reading my draft, I was reading hers. Anya is one of the authors of the Gingerbread Kisses Christmas romance anthology. Later, she re-published her story from that anthology separately under the name Spruce Path, so please go check it out! And don’t forget to read her shorter stories published at anyarousselle.wordpress.com.

	Tess Van Laanen has also made multiple useful comments for the draft of this book.
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Previously in The Seekers

	If you get tired of technology and want more nature or don’t like mages and prefer magic occasionally occurring in the world, please step into the portal to another universe and check out the first two books in the series.

	The Seekers: Soul Ties started exploring the Lands and its inhabitants. This book focused on the Igni — the most numerous and influential species of the Lands. They took action to ensure the safety and prosperity of their villages. Some chose violence; others sought other means of protecting themselves.

	The Seekers: Kirin focused on the Saxum, the second largest species of the Lands. This tale is about a treasure hunter who used his money to help others, not for personal gain. Too bad he lived in the wrong place at the wrong time. But if he lived elsewhere, would he have met the love of his life? Would he have done so much good? Only his gods know.

	If you think any of those books are right for you, please check them out. There’s no direct connection between them and Perrin Peters aside from the fact that people from both universes may visit each other. So don’t be afraid; you don’t need to read previous books to understand this one.
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“…The restrictions we impose upon ourselves do serve a purpose, I know. They create safety and security. Plus, they encourage problem-solving — one must be creative to get around the taboo.

	“But no matter how clever you are, sometimes the only way is to break the rules. I’ve experienced so much out there. I have learned a way of life I never dreamed of, and that was only scratching the surface. So, let the consequences come! Once I survive them, I shall continue learning. And you are always invited to come with me.”

	— from a message of Ingrid Spar to Tess Madel.

	 


Skytree Four

	13016-04-13

	 

	The yellow sun is slowly moving down, but it’s far from being gone. Both moons are high in the sky but won’t truly shine for a few more hours. Perrin’s ears are occupied by the quiet buzz of his flying car, but his eyes, wide with awe, are devouring the view far below.

	Like how some trees that grow close together eventually fuse into one thick tree trunk, so it’s impossible to decide if a few trees grow close to each other or if it’s one weird tree, the Skytree Four follows exactly the same formula.

	Shining with bright lights, five or so glass-and-steel buildings grow closely from the soil way below. First, they raise straight up, then twist and bend, weaving around one another in an intricate dance, finally fusing into one enormous structure. The higher Perrin gazes, the wider the skyscraper becomes, for it branches out and spreads around like a gigantic tree crown that nearly touches the clouds, condemning square kilometers of the ground below to be in its shadow. But unlike a tree, the top of this crown is flat, hosting several landing pads, glass-roofed pools, sports grounds, public telescopes, and relaxation areas.

	“They’re landing. Finally.” Jani-Fe’s ringing metallic voice reaches Perrin’s ears, returning him to reality. “Unless they’re faking it. Damn. It would’ve been so much easier if we could just track their communicators instead of tailing them in person.”

	About 30 centimeters in height, like any Meora, she’s sitting in her cute little Meora chair strapped high enough to the passenger seat of the flying car so she can look through the windows. Her magical teal mono-wing that looks like a shining triangle hovering close behind her back partially goes through the back of the chair. Her silver eyes intently stare into the little laptop hooked to a metal arm bolted to her chair. Her pale-blue right hand is quickly typing something on the keyboard while her left hand is holding her communicator. Clad in a long, unbuttoned silver coat with teal accents, she is the epitome of focus.

	“You know you wouldn’t want to live in a world where your communicator can be tracked, Jani. But why didn’t they turn off their car’s transponder?” Perrin kicks back in his leather driver’s seat, playing with his long, neatly combed, ash-white sideburns. His gray eyes follow the pictogram on the map, for it’s impossible to see their target through the window from such a distance. There should be no pictogram. Why do they send out their coordinates like every flying car is supposed to? Criminals usually break this rule.

	“Either it’s a trap,” says he, “or they are truly clueless that someone can possibly be onto them.”

	“Ten points it’s a trap.” Jani-Fe gives him a weird almost-smile.

	Perrin looks into her silver eyes, and confidence overflows in him. She’s got his back, and he must return the favor.

	His lips curve. “You’re on, Jani. My ten points are on that they’re clueless.”

	Her teal lips smile back; then her attention is back on her screen. The gentle hum of the flying car fills the air. Too many thoughts. Too much hatred. If those fuckers indeed abducted my parents all those years ago… Perrin’s fists crack. They won’t reach the reeducation center alive!

	“You studied laws, not me. Why can’t we arrest them now?” Jani-Fe breaks the silence.

	“Because all we have is Ishla’s diary and someone’s encryption key. Sure, the diary describes her murders and tortures in exquisite detail, but her defenders may say she’s read the investigation reports, and that’s how she knows so much. Since she and Iven are lawyers, it makes sense they have connections. The more evidence we have, the better.”

	The Meora glances at him. “So, what, each of her crimes has to be proven individually?”

	Perrin sighs. “Yep, and we have close to nothing on her partner. It would suck if Ishla’s sentenced, but Iven walks, don’t you think?”

	Jani-Fe curls her lips, nodding.

	“Well, they ain’t leaving.” A small swipe on the screen gives the map a third dimension. The lawyers’ flying car is still parked on one of the landing pads on top of the Skytree Four.

	A nod from Jani-Fe, and Perrin’s barely tanned hands start to operate the wonderfully crispy and heavy stick and pedals, directing his flying car towards the landing pad next to the one their target used.

	The car’s wheels touch the concrete with a quiet THUM. Jani-Fe unbuckles; her teal wing glows a bit brighter, changes its shape a bit, and propels her out of the open window. Perrin checks his trusty black pistol — a Quiet Raptor IV by FineArmaments, capable of both melting steel with its plasma shots and stunning opponents by spitting tiny supercapacitors. The amulets are securely on his neck, and enough ammo is in his myriad of pockets.

	He looks at the map again, and the target is still there. As Perrin steps out of the car, the cold wind of this altitude sends shivers down his body. The air itself is a lot thinner this high up. As he buttons his long, dark-brown coat, Jani-Fe zooms towards him and sits on his shoulder. The magical hum of her wing reaches his ear, for the wing probably goes through his head.

	“Nobody’s on their landing pad,” she says. “But the roof’s packed: the pools, sports courts, jacuzzis… Too many people around to feel just the two of them.”

	“And that’s the next lesson, my almost bicentennial apprentice. It’s rarely easy to find people.”

	“Pfft!” Jani-Fe raises her arms. “Teach me, then, dear professor!”

	Enjoying the goofiness in her robotic voice, Perrin focuses on looking around. Fake trees covered in pretty lights are everywhere. Muffled funky music reaches their ears, for there’s a huge, glass-roofed jacuzzi between them and the second landing pad. Everyone’s either naked or in a swimsuit. No clothes are on the floor. The screen above a small elevator on the inside says it’s not moving. No one in the water or on the beach chairs around it looks like the killers.

	Perrin’s gray eyes move, and his glasses open the place’s layout. Yes, looks like those two landed close to the elevators. Are they going down, or is their goal somewhere on the roof?

	Ignoring the gazes of the jacuzzi swimmers, the investigators jog and glide around the glass structure toward the second landing pad. Four flying cars there look typical. Only the number plate on a slick, angular, ash-white beauty betrays their target. The windows are not tinted. No signs of damage or modifications.

	“Is it rigged?” asks Jani-Fe, unwilling to fly closer.

	“You think they would risk the lives of all those people just to blow us to pieces?” Perrin meets her eyes.

	The Meora’s teal eyebrows jump up. “Is this a serious question?”

	“Yeah…” Perrin shakes his head, looking down. “Dunno about Iven, but Ishla enjoys killing. Come on…”

	He jogs around the landing pad towards the elevators. Their stainless-steel frames are immaculate. The bright screens above each elevator show that none are moving at the moment. There are stairs on the right — the lawyers could’ve…

	CHUNG! GRRRRR! CLACK!

	The loud mechanical noise startles the investigators, instinctively making Perrin conjure a yellow magical shield…

	Fuck!

	Two steel floor panels on both sides of the elevators open up, allowing two huge automated turrets to resurface. A high-pitched whine slashes their ears as the turrets’ barrels spew red plasma bolts.

	Feeling Jani-Fe reinforcing his shield, Perrin zooms away. Each plasma hit shakes his mind, driving his heart rate faster and draining his energy. Each hit sprays plasma everywhere, making the floor around him hot and red.

	Perrin dives behind an array of air-conditioning machines like a sack of sweaty laundry. Ignoring his protesting muscles and foggy head, he presses his back against the warm steel. Jani-Fe almost crashes onto the cold floor next to him. Boiling rage keeps her going but obscures the details of the world with a scarlet veil.

	As they hoped, the air-conditioning array is shielded. Seeing this, the turrets stop firing, leaving the investigators to enjoy the peaceful low hum of the units.

	“Don’t fucking tell me it’s a coincidence!” Jani-Fe wipes the sweat from her forehead using the sleeve of her coat. Her teal, shoulder-length hair is all wet, sticking to her pale-blue skin and making her look somewhat dangerous and fierce. Her boiling rage makes her voice even more modulated than usual.

	“Okay, I won’t…” Perrin takes a huge breath. “I wonder… Do they know we’re after SkilletJill’s killers? Or do they think it’s about the White Book?”

	“I’ll make them talk.” Still enraged, Jani-Fe feels the arcane field concentrating around her. Breathe, dude, or you’ll hurt Perrin… “They may run any minute. We have to catch them somehow!”

	Perrin stares at the map in his glasses. “That jacuzzi is quite close, so I don’t think destroying the turrets is safe.”

	Jani-Fe’s eyebrows jump. “The swimmers there must’ve already left using their own elevator.”

	“But what if some are left?” Perrin looks at her. “We can’t risk it!”

	“Well…” She cranks her head up to see his face. “If we get to the turrets, I can hack into them. They would not attack one another, so using one turret as cover would work. But hacking will take at least half an hour.”

	Perrin shakes his head. “By then, those two would figure out their turret idea didn’t work.”

	“You think they haven’t run already?”

	“Let’s assume they know we won’t give up. It would make sense for them to kill us right here and now. If the turrets fail, they may at least weaken us, allowing them to finish the job.”

	The Meora shakes her head. “So just call security!”

	Perrin’s eyebrow jumps up. “What if it’s on their side?”

	“Then, call your buddies at RiversideSec.”

	“They would have to clear with the locals. That would take time.”

	“So, what do you propose?” Jani-Fe rushes to her feet. “I don’t think simple invisibility spells will work on those turrets.”

	“Hmm…” Perrin plays with his long, ash-white sideburns as he thinks. “I don’t think a building like this would have smart turrets. Showing them a hologram of my body blown into pieces may put them at ease. As the turrets deactivate, Ishla and Iven may come to search our car and remains. Or they’ll just jump into their car and escape. Either way, that’s when we’ll take them.”

	“But making such a hologram would take time.”

	“No, Jani. I have it.”

	Jani-Fe opens her mouth to speak but then shakes her head. “Why am I not surprised…”

	“I’m prepared for any pickle, obviously.” Perrin grins.

	A few taps on the screen of his communicator, a few swipes, and the file is located. Cold silver holoprojector, fished out from the inner pocket, neatly fits into his barely tanned hand. Perrin clicks the button and beholds his twin, who is standing on the roof beside them. The clothes are a bit different, as well as the hair length, but it may just work. Perrin adjusts the size, brightness, and color levels until his doppelganger looks like he’s lit by the setting sun, not by an artificial light. After all, the lawyers may come up to take a look.

	“Here we go.” He takes a deep breath, conjuring a shield around them and feeling Jani-Fe’s reinforcing it.

	A click of another button, and the doppelganger jolts away. Two steps, and the sea of red blinds them. With ringing ears, the investigators feel the ricocheted chunks of plasma hit their shield. The firing dies off as suddenly as it started. Next to them lay realistic chunks of meat and burnt clothes.

	“I’m not gonna ask where you got the references,” Jani-Fe exhales, unable to look away.

	“And now we wait,” says Perrin, careful to keep the projector pointing in the right direction.

	Seconds pass. Jani-Fe dives deep into her focus, trying to feel someone coming. Nothing. Then… Something electrical comes into her feelings.

	WUUUUM, Clank! reaches their ears.

	She raises her eyes to Perrin, but as he looks equally perplexed, she zooms upwards, peeping around their cover.

	“The turrets are down,” she says telepathically and looks around. No signs of danger.

	The screen above the closest elevator comes to life, and she lets Perrin know. Friend or foe? she wonders.

	A pleasant POOM, and the doors slide open.

	“It’s them,” she whispers, assuming position near Perrin’s shoulder.

	Footsteps.

	“Would you look at that!” exclaims Ishla’s voice. “I wonder what he was trying to do.”

	“No time for this!” Iven’s voice answers. “Let’s hurry. The security will be here any second.”

	Their shadows are closer and closer. Perrin has his pistol on the stun setting, aiming at the remains of his doppelganger. One more step…

	“Trap!” Ishla yells.

	This word propels Jani-Fe upwards. With both hands, she throws a ball of lightning bigger than herself. The lawyer’s shields hold. Fireballs, slugs of compressed air, and everything she can come up with rain down on them. And as they turn around to face her, Perrin steps out of his cover.

	As it spews out a silvery-white blast, the recoil from his pistol makes him more focused than ever. Ishla stumbles from his hit, but her amulet gives her enough protection. She tries to throw him away with a gesture, but one of the amulets on Perrin’s neck prevents it. Her pistol spits out death, but Perrin hides behind his old cover.

	Iven’s shield is hit by Jani-Fe’s magic. “Split out!” leaves his mouth.

	But as they try it, Perrin peeks from his cover, shoots, and hides again. Jani-Fe moves erratically in the air, dodging attacks and focusing on always making her attacks different. Come on! You can’t conjure the correct shield every time.

	Perrin shoots and sends fireballs at the same time. Jani-Fe throws fake plants, cans, toolboxes, and everything she sees at the lawyers while continuing her onslaught of magic.

	“Arrgh!” Iven cries, crashing on the ground.

	Perring shoots again.

	Crrack!

	Jani-Fe’s lightning bolt goes through a shield against fire, and Ishla falls on the roof, joining Iven, who was hit by a massive pot with some fake plant.

	Perrin re-checks that his pistol is set on stun and shoots both of them. The lifeless jerks are all he sees. He hits his enchanted rings against one another, focuses on what he wants to do, and channels the change of the arcane field toward Ishla, wrapping a shining golden thread around her. Jani-Fe does the same thing to Iven, but she has no rings, so it requires more time and concentration.

	The thread disrupts the arcane field around it, so the investigators are reasonably confident that the lawyers no longer pose much danger even if they’re faking being knocked out. Breathing easily, unable to hide his grin, Perrin steps forward and handcuffs the lawyers.

	POO-POOM

	Perrin and Jani-Fe dive behind the air-conditioning machine. A few long shadows, created by the elevators’ light, move slightly, then stop. Reinforcements? How many? Perrin’s eyes meet Jani-Fe’s. Full of resolve, already with a fire ball floating near her hand, she nods, infecting the PI with confidence. He raises his pistol and readies his shield. Whoever these newcomers are, they won’t take them down easily.

	 


The Private Eye

	12997-03-15

	 

	Warm, yellow light brightens the small kitchen as Perrin flips the switch. As the new song starts in his headphones, he walks towards the fridge, grinning at the photo pinned to its door. His finger lightly touches it, and the paper-thin piece of electronics comes to life, showing the lovely congratulatory video they’d recorded just a few days ago.

	He and his parents are sitting in the decorated living room in front of the birthday cake with the number 13 written on it. Swallowing the saliva, Perrin watches himself and his parents say their piece and then blow on the candles.

	After a few more seconds of beholding their happy faces, Perrin pushes the button on the fridge door. The machine hums and then carefully pushes out of its entrails a bottle of drink from a small circular opening. Grabbing the cold glass, Perrin remembers their old fridge and how they had to open its door even to retrieve a bottle. So inefficient!

	Watching the clouds traveling across the blue sky, he comes closer to the window, wondering when his parents will return. It’s been ages since they played Space Invaders, and the game board is ready in the living room.

	With the drink in hand, he returns to his lair. The light fixture under the ceiling changes the light color occasionally. The messy bed in the far corner is draped with sheets with the patterns of stars and planets. The wall beside it is covered by mismatched posters with video game characters, movie actors, and a periodic table. The desk in the corner is clean, aside from a lit monitor, a few colorful snack packages, and a figurine of the Acid Trailblazer.

	As Perrin sits in his chair in front of the monitor, his eyes scan through the witness statements again and again. Cross-referencing what the “White Star — The Meora Detective” offers him, he sips the drink. Evidence analysis, camera footage, historical references, statistics, and psychology — this video game has it all! Perrin’s hand dives into the bag of gummy worms, but he barely registers the taste, for some witnesses are clearly lying. Now, why would they do that? What’s their game?

	 

	***

	 

	The computer beeps, demanding he take a break. The empty bottle stands on the desk next to the mess of empty snack wrappings.

	I haven’t watched Jealous Jane in a while, thinks Perrin, stretching and walking to the living room.

	What the fuck?

	The last sunrays give enough light to see that the spacious room is empty. Frowning, Perrin walks across the room between the wide creamy-brown sofa and the dark wood table with the board game on it and knocks on his parents’ door.

	“Mom! Dad! Why didn’t you call me? Space Invaders won’t join the Allies on their own…”

	Some faint noises make their way into his ears, but they’re clearly coming from other apartments and the outside.

	“Dad! Mom! May I come in?”

	Perrin presses his ear against the door. Silence.

	His finger hits the button, and the door slides open. Silence. A click of the switch, and Perrin beholds the familiar neat bed, thick red carpet, two black work desks in the corners, an open door to the second bathroom, a black wardrobe, and a few dressers.

	Where the heck are you? Perrin walks past his reflection in the wardrobe mirror and checks that the bathroom is indeed empty.

	His hand slides into his pocket, retrieving his communicator. The beeps reach his ear. More beeps. And even more beeps. What about Dad? More beeps.

	What are they doing? Discussing their vacation with an agent? Perrin wonders, walking back to the kitchen to get a new drink.

	The sight of Jealous Jane and her melodic voice with murderous notes consumes him. Sure, her boyfriend didn’t pay her enough attention, but maybe the magical flail is too much of a punishment?

	 

	***

	 

	The second the end credits start, the computer beeps again. 22 o’clock. Shit, they must’ve gotten to bed already!

	Perrin runs towards his parents’ bedroom and all but crushes into an invisible wall. The door is still open, just as he left it, and the light is still off.

	“Mom! Dad!” Perrin yells, standing still. No answer.

	Facing the darkness of the empty bedroom, he sits on the comfy sofa in the living room. His hand dives back into his pocket. Come on, unlock! What do you mean I typed the wrong password?

	Beeps. Beeps. And beeps.

	The fuck?

	His finger searches for another contact.

	“Oh, who’s calling!” a familiar, friendly voice shakes Perrin’s eardrum.

	“Hi, Uncle Vernon.”

	“What’s up, Perrin? Finished the books I got you? I’m sure you’ll disagree with me about what the author meant.”

	“Errr… Yeah, I finished some of them. Look.” Perrin swallows. “Did my folks maybe tell you where they were going today?” The white LEDs of the wall clock radiate cruelty. “Here at our place, it’s 22:03 already, and they’re still not home. I can’t reach them!”

	“You can’t?” the confused voice asks. “Lemme try…”

	The speaker clicks and cracks as Uncle Vernon searches for another number. If they answer, his communicator would switch to them, leaving Perrin to listen to a hold tone…

	“Huh… You’re here?” Uncle Vernon asks.

	Perrin chews his lips a little. “Yeah.”

	“Look, kiddo, shit happens. Maybe some magic has gone haywire and fried their communicators. You’re saying it’s 22? Then they’ll surely be back soon.”

	The fuck’s happened with the ventilation? Perrin wonders, taking in the foul, musty air.

	“Okay, I’ll wait.”

	“And while we’re waiting, let’s talk about the books you finished.”

	A jolt of happiness almost drowns in a thick tar of fear. Perrin pulls his legs off the floor and hugs his knees, quickly saying, “Okay.”

	 

	***

	 

	Suffering from unpleasant emptiness, Perrin desperately searches for a few more thoughts. Just how long can a person talk about books? Perrin’s eyes glide to the clock again. The searing white LEDs cut through the utter darkness, showing 01:48.

	“Maybe someone else knows where they are?” he asks.

	Uncle Vernon cuts short his rant. “I already asked Roush to call around. They’ll come up.”

	Sure, they’ll come up! They will! Certainly…

	Perrin flinches as Vernon’s bored voice asks, “Hey, are you there?” 

	“And if they won’t?” Perrin hears himself.

	“Oh, but they’ll most certainly will. You’ll see! And make sure to change the locks, for I’ll show them how…”

	Listening to the ringing silence, trying to push away every possible word Vernon meant to say, Perrin waits. For what? For what?!!

	“Listen, kiddo,” Vernon says. “The voice is one thing, but it would be even better if I came by. Fifteen minutes, and we’ll wait for them together. Wadda you say?”

	“Sure!” Perrin rushed to exhale. “I’ll put a pizza in the oven.”

	“Oh, why didn’t you say earlier?” The voice of the fucker finally sounds enthusiastic. “I’ll be right there! Bye for now, Perrin.”

	Wanting to say “bye,” Perrin opens his mouth… Nothing comes out. The button pushed breaks the connection, and his hand powerlessly drops down on the hard sofa.

	The white digits of the wall clock hypnotize him. Watching a blur of possibilities, hearing them, almost smelling them, Perrin wants it to stop. No, they aren’t dead! There’s no blood. No broken bones. No charred flesh and empty eyes. They’re fine! They… They…

	Feeling hot, sharp tears in the corners of his eyes, unable to come up with any other possibility, Perrin forces himself to stand up.

	Zooming through the darkness, he reaches the kitchen and flips the switch. Piss-yellow light slashes his retinas, revealing all the crap in the kitchen. Utensils, machines, plates, and bowls. All ugly shades of shiny silver or white.

	He rushes to the window, wanting to see something, someone in the darkness through the veil of his tears. What could he possibly see from such height, especially since the portal point is on the other side of the building?

	He runs back to the living room and kills the darkness. Then runs into the parents’ bedroom and does the same. Powerless, he drops on the ugly old sofa, trying not to shake too much. Trying to keep his dignity.

	What now? Will I have to live at Vernon’s? Will I… Will I have to go to the morgue to see their bodies? Will I have to bury them? Listen to all of the condolences, to all the lies and empty words?

	“Hey, Perrin!” the wrong voice calls. Vernon has clearly used his key bar to open the front door. “Oh, there you are…”

	The adrenaline makes Perrin wipe his tears almost violently. Why? It’s not like Vernon can’t see what he’s doing. Shit… I do need to keep talking again. Anything but this freaking silence…

	“Look at this! Space Invaders!” Vernon gently sits next to Perrin. “While Roush and others are looking for Ezra and my sis, let’s play a round or two. Wadda you say?”

	Perrin feels how Vernon’s heavy hand gently lands on his back. Warm. Familiar, even though it never touched him this way before. Fuck, I didn’t put the pizza in the oven!

	 

	***

	12997-03-17

	 

	Shit, that’s the home address! Perrin thinks, standing in front of the school’s portal.

	Ignoring the “slowpoke” remarks from the line behind him, Perrin enters his aunt and uncle’s location and steps into the portal.

	Walking through the crowds, he’s smiling, trying to fight the emptiness inside. So many people. So many nobodies. Am I still smiling? At least a little bit? Alas, it seems like his facial muscles are beyond his control.

	“Oh, just in time!” he hears, walking around the corner.

	A woman leans onto the gray wall out of the crowd’s way. Tall and athletic, she wears black cargo pants with a myriad of pockets, a black jacket made of rough material, and a small gray backpack. Bright gray eyes look directly at him from behind the rectangular fake glasses in a thin silver frame. Her pale skin and long, wavy, black hair create a great contrast.

	“I’ve just finished speaking with Roush and Vernon.” Her black lips smile. “But then I decided to wait for you.”

	Perrin frowns, stopping. Oooh! Somebody bumps into him, forcing him to step closer.

	“Are you…?” he asks, as something both warm and scary runs through his veins.

	“Delia Jones.” The woman bends her head a bit. “I’m a private investigator your aunt and uncle hired.”

	As he hears her gentle, quiet, slow voice, joy, confusion, suspicion, and bitterness make Perrin’s face twitch. She… What? They… But… Really? That’s…

	“Oh…” he exhales. The heart races. Faint hope fights the fear. If they hired a PI, then it’s serious. But if she’s good, she’ll find them… Find them… Dead? Alive?

	Still smiling, Delia kneels before him, never shying away from his teary eyes. There’s no judgment on her face, just calmness.

	“They were last seen the day before yesterday, so the trail is warm. I know you’ve been playing detective games, so you know how much is possible to do to find them.”

	So much, yes… Hope seems to win, but so barely that everything is such a mess. Pathetic! She’s trying to encourage you! Smile, you loser!

	“But… Why them? Why did they have to disappear?” Perrin stares at his stained sneakers. “I’m sorry, I…”

	“I’ll find them.” Delia’s voice is as kind as ever. “I have no answers for you, not today. But I’ll have something by tomorrow. I’ll keep you updated, you personally, so you know I’m not slacking off.”

	A deep sigh. Shit, it feels like his facial muscles work after all.

	“Thank you, ma’am. Hurry. Please.”

	“I will.” She stands up.

	 

	***

	12997-03-19

	“Oh, you’re reading about her again…” Uncle Vernon’s voice is coming from behind the sofa Perrin sits on. “I bet you can answer a quiz about Jones.”

	Trying to both ignore and enjoy Uncle’s pat on his head, Perrin continues reading. What else is there to do? Imagine the horrors they can be in?

	“But maybe you should stop?” A concern in Vernon’s voice surprises Perrin. “Change the subject, you know? It’s been only two days, and it’s a big planet, not to mention that your folks may be on Betanox.”

	Shuddering at the thought that his parents may be held on another planet, Perrin closes the book on his tablet. “All right, I’ll stop.” He sighs. “Homework it is…”

	Bim-bim-bom!

	Perrin crashes into the wall next to the front door. His finger fails to hit the Unlock button once and twice… Wait… I don’t even know who’s calling…

	The door slides open.

	“Mom!” Hearing himself yelling, Perrin rushes forward, but Delia’s hand stops him like he weighs nothing.

	“Careful…” the PI says, smiling just like before. “Mind her arm.”

	Perrin finally takes a look at the newcomers. “Dad!”

	His bass answers, “We’re here, buddy. We’re here…” 

	This time, Perrin slowly steps forward and carefully hugs his mom, giving her time to move away the bandaged arm. Feeling her warmth, feeling the strength with which she hugs him back, he barely notices the burns and bruises on her face and clothes.

	“You’re here…” Perrin exhales, now embracing his dad, who doesn’t look much better.

	“We’re sorry we made you worry, dear,” Mom says while Perrin’s still in Dad’s embrace. “And you, Vernon. Everyone. If we had been stronger, maybe all of this could’ve been—”

	“Don’t be silly.” Uncle Vernon interrupts her. “You can’t change the past, so let’s live in the now. Maybe we all should go to the hospital?”

	“That can wait.” Mom takes another turn to give Perrin her warmth.

	“But…” Perrin finally takes a good look at Delia. “I wanna know.”

	The PI is still in her cargo pants, but now she wears two different pistols on both hips. Her upper body is clad in a vest he saw only in pictures. Its myriad of pockets, some of which are empty, hold grenades, spare magazines, and magical amulets of all shapes and sizes. An ammo belt is across her chest. A heavy rifle hangs on one of her shoulders. But other than that, she looks the same. There are no injuries, no scratches, and the smile on her black lips is as kind as ever.

	“I wanna know.” Perrin doesn’t let go of his mom, but his eyes devour their savior.

	Delia nods. “A group needed arcane sources. I’m guessing they couldn’t find enough volunteers, so they kidnapped people to force them to perform magic.”

	“There were four of them,” Dad starts, his big, bright, green eyes furious. “We tried to fight them off, but they were too powerful. We tried to call for help, but they blocked the signal.”

	Mom’s gentle voice reverberates within Perrin, for she is still in his embrace. “We were working on an escape plan with the other victims when Ms. Jones and a few more fighters showed up. Those people won’t abduct anyone again.”

	Hatred in her speech slashes Perrin’s eardrums, and yet it also forces him to embrace her even tighter.

	Ugh!

	He feels her body tense and immediately releases her. “Sorry!”

	“That’s okay, dear. It’s not as bad as it feels. Vern,” she addresses her bro, “before we all go to the hospital, maybe some tea? It’s been a while since we all gathered under one roof.”

	“Sure.” Uncle Vernon nods, turning towards the kitchen.

	Perrin hears his footsteps, but his eyes are glued to the PI. He comes closer. Has he ever seen anyone more beautiful? Anyone stronger? Does he know anybody smart enough to find his parents, who could be anywhere on two planets? Has he met another person who always looked him in the eye, radiating confidence and hope?

	“I don’t bite,” she says.

	Perrin hugs her tighter than anyone he has hugged before. Smelling the chemicals and sweat, sensing the arcane field bent by her willpower, feeling the strength in her muscles, he can’t stop his tears.

	“Thank you,” leaves his mouth.

	Those detective games were just that — games. Yet, is there any other profession that can bring so much hope and joy into people’s hearts? Is there anybody else who can be so needed? So necessary? Maybe he should become just like her?
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