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Description







Going to Level 2 gives me unimaginable power. So naturally, now that everyone I care about is in trouble, I can't do it anymore.




The Elders can, but will they teach me, and if so, at what price?




Ultimately, it comes down to a choice.




What am I willing to sacrifice for those I love?


Chapter 1







Funerals are weird. Doubly so when you’re the one who killed the person being buried. Triply so when you’d kill him again if you had the chance.

Despite my lack of remorse, I do feel a twinge of something.

Hundreds, if not thousands of cops were at the wake that preceded this funeral, honoring Kyle. Their somber faces were everywhere. Maybe it was their respect and loyalty for one of their own or their show of solidarity that was bumming me out. It was touching, though misplaced.

To them and to the media, Kyle died a hero—a detective killed by the Russian mob while in the line of duty. A man taken from the ranks of the brave far too soon. 

In other words, they didn’t know a thing about the real Kyle Grant.

It’s fine, though. I understand that people need a hero from time to time, and I won’t take away their delusions. It’s just hard being among the few who know the truth.

It wasn’t just the mourning cops that got to me. It was the sheer scale of the event: the traffic-blocking motorcade through the city, the solemn flag-draped coffin, the mayor’s speech—all culminating in a couple of freaking helicopters doing a fly-by.

What made it even worse was the presence of all the Guides. Considering the New York Guide community is supposedly small, some of them must’ve come in from out of town just to attend Kyle’s funeral. At least, I assume the crowd I saw consisted of Guides. A few of the faces I recognized from the nightclub Liz had taken me to so I could meet other ‘Pushers’—like Bill, aka William Pierce, my boss at the fund. We didn’t get a chance to speak at the wake; we only exchanged glances. I guess he and the others were there to pay their respects to a fellow Guide. Almost all of them looked genuinely sad, which meant they didn’t know the real Kyle either.

The Guide community probably believes the same thing as the media. I wonder whether they’re planning to investigate Kyle’s murder. I hope not. Some cop will more than likely kill Victor—Kyle’s shooter—and judging by what I’ve seen on the news, they’ll do it soon. If the authorities think you’re a cop killer, your fate is dubious at best. Once Victor is gone, I’ll be in the clear, unless Liz or Thomas rats me out. They don’t know for certain that I’m responsible for Kyle’s death, but they’d be stupid not to suspect. Besides, I pretty much spelled everything out to Thomas before he asked me to stop talking. And I know if I go to therapy, Liz will want to discuss everything. But I’m not planning to go, mainly because I don’t want to hear her say, “I told you you’d need therapy if you killed your uncle.”

At least none of the Guides followed us here, to the burial. Things are much simpler at Cypress Hills Cemetery. Only the people considered closest to Kyle are present. They consist mainly of a few dozen cops who worked with Kyle or knew him well, and my moms and me in the role of ‘the family.’ Mira is here too, as moral support. And last but not least, there’s Thomas.

Why is Thomas really here? The question, or rather, the possible answers to the question make me uneasy. He certainly has no official reason to be here. I suppose he could be here for Lucy, since he’s her biological son and might be feeling guilty over the critical role he played in what happened.

Alternatively, he might be here to pay his respects to his biological father, Kyle. That’s the possibility that worries me. Could he be upset with me for taking Kyle away from him before he got the chance to know the bastard?

No, I’m probably overthinking this. After all, given what Thomas knows about Kyle and Mom and what happened between them, he might be at the funeral in the same capacity as Mira—moral support for myself, or perhaps for Lucy.

I can’t fathom what Thomas is thinking, especially with his face as unreadable as always. Is he holding a subconscious grudge? Is that why he’s standing off to the side, not really part of the funeral gathering? I hope not. He’s my recently discovered adoptive brother of sorts and a good friend. I don’t want Kyle to posthumously mess that up.

I look around the greenery of Cypress Hills Cemetery, searching for something positive. With the grass and oak trees all over, the area is tranquil, provided I ignore all the tombstones. In fact, for a cemetery, it’s almost soothing.

With effort, I focus on something less morose. Kyle’s parents had him when they were rather old, so thankfully, I don’t have the added burden of watching a mother or father mourn the loss of their son. No matter how much of a son of a bitch Kyle was, that would’ve sucked. It’s bad enough that my own mom, Lucy, is crying over him. She almost never cries. Of course, she doesn’t know that this funeral is a huge blessing in disguise. If she knew everything he’d done to her, she’d probably spit on his grave and celebrate. Unfortunately, it’s only been ten days since Kyle died, and Liz hasn’t had the chance to work enough of her magic on my mom to get her to the point where she can safely remember what happened.

Okay, my attempt at thinking positively failed. Then again, I’d choose these thoughts over listening to the priest’s spiel, especially since they’re distracting me from the undertaker lowering the casket into the ground.

As I realize the ceremony is almost over, that weird feeling comes back with a vengeance. Maybe it’s because my mom Sara is also crying. After Kyle tried to use a belt on me, Sara liked him about as much as I liked my ballet lessons—which, in case it isn’t clear, was not at all.

And what’s this? Is my chest actually tightening from reminiscing? Am I thinking fondly of the time Kyle tried to whip me? Can’t be. But my eyes feel all watery. Dust must’ve flown into them, or maybe my allergies are acting up from all the damn ragweed that blooms in the fall.

I don’t get a chance to berate myself for feeling whatever it is I’m feeling, because all of a sudden, the world freezes.

The sobs coming from my moms stop, as does the rustle of leaves in the warm autumn breeze.

The resulting silence is the familiar, telltale sign of the Quiet, only it’s not my doing.

I look around.

Everyone is frozen in place, except Mira. One version of her is animated and looks worried, which is unusual. Annoyed, sure. Angry, too often for my liking. Sarcastic, always. But worried is not a common expression for her. She’s standing next to a calmer-looking, frozen version of herself.

“Split out, get right back in, and pull me in,” she says, her voice tense with urgency. “I might not have enough Depth.”

“But what—”

“Promise you’ll do it,” she insists.

“Fine, I’ll do it,” I say. Now I’m beginning to worry.

Without saying a word, she touches her frozen self, and I’m back in the real world.

I instantly phase in and pull Mira in, as ordered.

“What’s up?” I ask as soon as she turns up. “Why did you pull me in before? I don’t exactly want to savor—”

“Shut the fuck up for a second,” she says, “and look at those cops.”

She points at the somber-looking men in uniform. They’re standing near Thomas, on our left and about a dozen feet to the side.

“What about them?” I ask, walking toward the men.

“Look at their hands.”

Closing the distance, I take a look. It is odd. Every officer is reaching for his or her sidearm, and they’re all looking at my frozen self.

“I don’t like how this looks,” I say.

“No shit.”

“Maybe there’s a good explanation? Maybe they’re planning that salute thing they do at military funerals? Don’t they do that for cops too?”

“In that case, what are those idiots for?” She points at the rifle-bearing dudes who have been standing off to the side for a while. She walks up to the nearest cop and takes his gun. “Also, they only do the salute with blanks.”

She shoots the cop in the foot. The hole in her victim’s shoe confirms that the gun is most certainly not filled with blanks.

“Crap,” I say.

“You can say that again.”

“So why are they looking at me like that? Did you Read them?”

“Just some superficial thoughts, but they are about to shoot you.” She pauses. “They’re being Pushed.”

Pushed. That’s the last thing I expected to hear, yet it’s the only explanation for why cops I’ve never met before would want to shoot me. Only, the man who was behind similar orchestrations, the man who Pushed people to kill me in the past, is being buried as we speak. Unless—

“Are you there?” Mira asks, interrupting my thoughts.

“Yes. I’m just trying to digest this.”

“Digest it later. You have to act.”

“If someone is Guiding them, I can override the order,” I say.

“Provided you’re more powerful than whoever is doing this.”

She says this without any anger. My acknowledgment of my Guiding abilities has recently stopped receiving strong negative reactions from Mira. In general, I’d say her feelings toward Guides have warmed. I like to think I’m the catalyst for her change in attitude.

“Yes, well, thus far, I’ve been more powerful than anyone I’ve met,” I say without false modesty. “But shouldn’t we pull Thomas in to apprise him of the situation?”

“A Pusher is controlling these cops,” she reminds me. “Don’t you want to make sure Thomas isn’t the one doing the Pushing before you pull him in?”

Okay, maybe I see what I want to see when it comes to Mira’s improved outlook on Guides—a term she’s still not the biggest fan of. In this case, the problem is compounded by her general mistrust of strangers. She hasn’t interacted with Thomas as much as she has with my aunt Hillary, whom she was stuck with at the Miami airport. Mira’s attitude toward my favorite miniature relative is what gives me hope. Though I wouldn’t go as far as to say that Mira and Hillary became BFFs following their ordeal, Mira does treat my aunt with reserved trust and, more importantly, begrudging respect.

“You can’t seriously think Thomas would do this,” I say, looking at Mira. Despite my words, liquid nitrogen fills my stomach at the idea of Thomas attempting to kill me. In a flash, I replay the episode of Kyle getting shot in front of him and recall my own emotions when I learned that Kyle killed my biological family. I wanted—no, I needed—to kill Kyle afterwards. Is Thomas feeling the same way about me?

No. I don’t want to accept this possibility. It’s just fear talking. Kyle was guilty of more than the murder of my biological mom and dad. Had he only been guilty of that, I’m not sure I would’ve killed him for it.

Or maybe I would’ve.

“You’re at his father’s funeral.” Mira’s words echo my dread. “You know how his father died. Do I need to draw you a fucking diagram?”

Instead of responding, I walk up to Thomas, all the while thinking, This can’t be right. Could Thomas do something like this?

Thomas is frozen in the process of moving toward my frozen self, which is odd. The funeral isn’t over, and a sermon isn’t exactly a good time for a stroll.

Then I see his face. His glassy eyes are looking intently at something in front of him.

I follow his gaze. He’s staring at the immobile me.

“Yeah,” Mira says. “I wasn’t just talking out of my ass. He’s giving you the evil eye.”

“There has to be another explanation.” I wonder whether she detects the hope in my voice.

“Well, you can tell the ‘tone of voice’ of the Pushing instructions during a Read. Why don’t you check to see if you can recognize your buddy Thomas in there?” She knocks on the head of the cop she shot.

“He’s also my adoptive brother,” I say. “And why can’t you do that?”

“I tried, but I couldn’t tell if it was him. But I didn’t even have to check. Given what we know, he’s the most logical choice.”

“He’s the least logical choice,” I say stubbornly, wishing I felt as confident as I sounded. “I’ll prove it to you.”

Walking up to a large cop, I touch the hand that’s reaching for his gun.




* * *




We’re watching Kyle Grant’s funeral. It’s more than a little selfish to be thinking about the upcoming game, but as the priest says his sermon, we get flashbacks to when we used to zone out in Sunday school, and our thoughts wander. We think about the team we’ve assembled. As the department’s designated quarterback, we know every player’s strengths and weaknesses. We know that Kyle was one of our best guys. With him dead, the guys from thirty-third will wipe the floor with us . . .

I, Darren, disassociate. I must’ve jumped in a few seconds ahead of the Guiding.

I let the memory unfold. It consists of more plans and worries about the precinct’s football team. Some people never outgrow the ‘being the team’s quarterback’ stage of their lives, a stage I missed out on in high school on account of being younger than everyone else. I still wanted to try out, knowing the Quiet would’ve helped me dodge people, but the coach laughed me out of his office when I brought it up.

A presence enters the cop’s mind, and I forget all about football.

You will mentally count to a hundred and then get your gun out. You will aim and shoot the young man standing between Detective Wang and her lesbian life partner. You will shoot to kill. He’s a dangerous suspect from the FBI’s most wanted list.

I try to determine whether I recognize this ‘voice.’ Apart from Kyle, I can only recognize two other people this way: Hillary and Liz. Hillary’s voice I learned by entering Bert’s head. Liz’s voice—by spying on what she did to Lucy’s mind during their therapy sessions. This voice doesn’t sound like either of them, nor does it sound like Kyle’s—not that it could. Voice aside, the phrase ‘lesbian life partner’ in lieu of ‘wife’ is something Kyle would’ve said.

Though I don’t know who this Pusher is based on the ‘voice,’ I know one simple fact: this person just made an enemy of me, and not just because he or she wants to kill me. This mystery person is Guiding these cops to shoot me while I’m standing next to my moms and Mira.

This degenerate just put everyone I care about in danger.

I’m livid. I’m not sure whether my anger is so strong because I’m afraid, but whatever the cause, the fury makes it hard to think. Still, I realize I do recognize something about the Pusher’s tone, though I can’t verbalize what it is. Could it be Thomas after all?

If so, he and I will be exchanging words.

I exit the cop’s head.




* * *




“I don’t know who it is,” I say and look at Thomas. “Something doesn’t add up, though. I don’t think it’s him.”

“What makes you so sure?” Mira asks.

“For starters, I’m standing next to Lucy, his biological mother.” As I say it, I realize this is a good argument, so I add, “Do I need to draw you a diagram?”

Mira looks thoughtful. “I didn’t think of that. Can you do to him that thing we agreed you’d never do to me?”

“You mean go to Level 2 and Read him?”

When girls say ‘we agreed,’ and especially when Mira says it, it’s code for ‘I commanded.’ I never agreed to not Read her if I could. During the last ten days, I’ve been trying to replicate the feat of going to Level 2 without any luck, so arguing about whether I’d Read her or not is useless.

Just in case, I attempt to enter Level 2 for the millionth time. I do what I usually do in the real world to phase into the Quiet. I try to forget that I’m already in the Quiet and will it to happen with all my being, but again, nothing happens—not even that ‘hitting a mental block’ feeling I sometimes manage to bring on.

“I can’t,” I tell her. “I still haven’t figured out how to make it work. You’re right, though; it would be the best way to deal with this.”

“Fine. Then our only course of action is to have a little chat—”

“That’s a great idea,” I say and walk up to Thomas. He’ll explain what’s what.

I hear Mira say, “Wait,” but I’m already touching Thomas’s neck.

Immediately, a second version of him shows up in the Quiet.

He looks around without the usual confusion people get when they’re suddenly pulled into the Quiet, and when his gaze falls on Mira, he doesn’t react at all. That’s weird.

Then he glances at me.

His eyes look as though they’ve zoomed in on their target, all Terminator-like.

Without blinking, he silently walks toward me.

“Thomas, you won’t believe what’s happening—”

My words are rudely interrupted by Thomas’s fist hitting me in the mouth. I taste the metallic tang of blood, and all I can think about is what Mira will say in her most vindictive tone: “I fucking told you so.”


Chapter 2







“Thomas!” I block his attempt to hit my Adam’s apple. “What the hell?”

In answer, Thomas kicks my shin. With all my talking and confusion, I didn’t see the kick coming, and damn it, it hurt. The mixture of betrayal, incredulity, and resurfacing anger intensifies the pain.

As Thomas moves to attack me again, I swerve out of the punch, but something else distracts me, something relevant to the fight at hand. A part of me—the part that’s been waking up during fights ever since I Joined with Caleb inside the head of the Israeli martial arts guru—registers that Thomas’s ‘interesting’ fighting style is Hapkido-inspired.

As if to confirm my guess, Thomas grabs my arm as I move to hit him in the stomach, and overextends my elbow joint. An eruption of pain instantly follows. Then he throws me over his shoulder. Two Hapkido classics, I think as I sail through the air.

As I’m about to hit the ground, the world slows a little, so I have some hope as I try, yet again, to phase into Level 2 of the Quiet. My fight with Thomas has recreated the conditions of my last phasing to a T: if I land on my head, I will break my neck and die.

I hit the ground. Air rushes out of my lungs as I land on my back rather than on my head. Clearly, nothing happened as far as Level 2 phasing is concerned. The only result of my fall is the excruciating pain in my tailbone.

“You will stop, Pusher.” Mira’s voice is cold and commanding. “Now.”

Were she addressing me, I’d strongly consider stopping.

I try to say, “Listen to her,” while I begin rolling over onto my stomach, but what comes out is a hiss as Thomas kicks me in my exposed side.

A gunshot rings out.

Thomas’s body falls on top of me.

Is he dead? I’m torn between the hope that she did shoot him, which would stop the fight, and not wanting Thomas to get hurt, because, well, it’s Thomas. I haven’t yet accepted that he’s attempting to kill me for real; I could think of another explanation if people would just stop kicking my ass. 

When he grabs me in a headlock, I realize I was wrong—wrong about him being dead and wrong about his fighting style. This is more of an Aikido headlock. What I also know about this lock is that once you’re in it, you’re usually done for.

“Darren, stay still,” Mira says.

All I manage is an affirmative grunt. That done, I pretend like I’m choosing not to move in order to comply with her request.

She fires another shot.

Warm liquid sprays all over my body, and Thomas’s hold on me slackens.

I try to move, but I’m not ready for that yet.

Mira puts the gun’s safety back on and fumbles with Thomas’s body, rolling him off me. I immediately feel lighter.

“Are you okay?” She gently touches my face.

“How do I look?” I ask and spit blood. I wiggle a tooth with my tongue. That’s not good. Teeth are usually stable, unmovable objects.

“You look . . . disturbing. Let’s get you out of here.”

Cringing, I half crawl, half turn so I’m next to Thomas, and then I feel for his pulse.

The heartbeat is there, though faint. His breathing is ragged, and I’m not sure how long he has.

“You shouldn’t have done that.” I frisk Thomas for guns or any clue as to why he attacked me. No luck. “Unless I phase out, Thomas will be Inert.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” she says. “You’d rather he make you Inert?”

“No, but—” I crawl away from him, toward my frozen self’s body.

“He tried to kill you, probably to prevent you from overriding your would-be killers.” She nods in the direction of the cops. “Something you should actually do, by the way, and as soon as possible.”

She’s right. If Thomas made me Inert, those cops would’ve shot me in the real world, which reminds me that she’s also right about this second point.

I need to stop all these cops from shooting me. I only have a few moments to phase out and back in again. A few moments that would buy me the chance to reset my injuries, as well as Thomas’s. The cops’ hands are far enough from their guns to allow me this luxury.

Deciding that crawling isn’t efficient enough, I get up, even though doing so makes me feel as if I’ve suddenly aged three centuries.

Mira turns toward Thomas, drops to a crouch, and checks his pulse. She looks unhappy with what she finds.

My heart sinks. I didn’t make it. He’s already dead, which means he’s now Inert.

A part of me says, Oh well. Maybe it’s for the best.

Then Mira stands up and aims her gun at him.

I was wrong. She must’ve discovered that he still has a pulse and decided she wants it gone. She wants him Inert.

It’s not clear to me why I do what I do next.

With my body screaming in agony, I leap for my frozen self.

I fall a foot away from me/him. I’m certain I just broke something else, as the pain is incredible. On the bright side, I feel on the brink of phasing, but I hit that mental wall again. If I could climb over it, I’d reach Level 2. Then again, I’ve hit this wall before with zero results.

Mira hears me move and her big eyes widen in a ‘are you insane’ kind of look. Then her eyes narrow in realization.

“Idiot,” she says and removes the gun’s safety.

No Level 2 this time, I think and extend my shaking right hand, snaking it under my frozen self’s pant leg to touch the ankle. I feel the hairy leg under my fingers, and all my pain dissipates.

The sounds of the world return, and in the next moment, after I phase back in, everything is still again.

I’m back in the Quiet and all the injuries Thomas inflicted on me are gone, as are Thomas’s shot-up body and Mira.

I let myself reflect on the fact that I didn’t hear Mira’s gunshot, which means Thomas isn’t Inert. Yay?

I debate bringing her in, but decide against it. She’s probably pissed at me for thwarting her plan. I don’t want to deal with that right now, not until I secure the area.

I walk to where my moms are standing. Even though I’m about to neutralize the cops as a threat, I Guide my moms to get on the ground in case my Guiding doesn’t go according to plan, and in case Thomas has a gun hidden where I couldn’t find it. I’m certain he doesn’t, since he would’ve used it to shoot me when he was attacking me, but when it comes to my family, I err on the side of caution. For good measure, I make sure they won’t notice if any shooting starts. They’re to ignore any violence that occurs in the next few minutes. I don’t care if my moms experience slight amnesia; safety comes first. With any luck, they’ll think they zoned out because of the priest’s monotone voice.

Knowing my moms will be safely on the ground, I approach the uniformed officers.

I find two female cops and Guide them to walk toward us, get on the ground, and cover my moms with their bodies. It may be overkill, but better safe than sorry.

I then approach every officer and give the following Guiding instructions: You will not reach for your weapon. You will not move from this spot for the next twenty minutes. You are absorbed with emotions of loss, and you will not pay attention to anything but the ceremony. You are solemnly observing a few minutes of silence for the fallen hero.

I give similar ‘ignore the world and don’t move’ instructions to the rest of the civilian-clothed cops, as well as to the priest and the guys with rifles.

When it comes to the Quarterback and a couple of other bigger-looking dudes, I give them a few extra instructions.

Happy with my progress thus far, I walk back to my body and phase out.

As soon as the world comes back to life, I phase in and out of the Quiet every fraction of a second to make sure the cops aren’t reaching for their weapons anymore.

To my huge relief, on the fifth check, I find that they aren’t.

I phase out of the Quiet again.

“Area secured,” I whisper to Mira as soon as the sounds of the world return. “But just in case, be ready for anything.”

She doesn’t reply. I guess the incident in the Quiet garnered me the silent treatment. Instead of worrying about Mira’s mood, I focus on my surroundings. After counting exactly two Mississippis, I spot movement in the direction of the cops.

I also see Thomas taking a step toward me, the beginnings of a run.

I return to the Quiet to make sure my extra Guiding worked. It did. The movement I saw in the corner of my eye was indeed my doing. I phase out and focus on Thomas.

He’s running in earnest.

The blur of movement coming from the crowd of cops gets closer.

Thomas is mere feet away from us when the Quarterback smacks into him with all the grace of a horny rhinoceros. I don’t know that much about football, but this looks like great work to me. Thomas flies into the air—far into the air—and lands in the dirt that’s destined to go on top of Kyle’s casket. I hope the dirt softened his landing and try not to feel too guilty about what I made the Quarterback do to him.

My guilt increases as the Quarterback falls on top of Thomas. He’s keeping my friend down until I can figure out what the hell is happening. The other larger officers form a makeshift human pyramid on top of them. As I recall from when this sort of thing happened to me, this doesn’t hurt the person on the bottom too much.

Granted, this happened to me back in kindergarten.

Suddenly, my world is filled with pain so visceral that my eyes water. Air escapes my lungs with an audible whoosh.

Trying to comprehend what’s happening to me, I realize with a shudder that the pain is coming from my most treasured and intimate of places.

I focus on inhaling air and not falling, and at the same time, I phase into the Quiet.

Oh, the sweet relief. The pain is instantly gone. Its absence highlights just how bad it really was, and I feel as though I’ve been given a shot of morphine.

From my new vantage, I see what happened and recoil in disbelief.

Mira is frozen in the act of kicking me in the balls.


Chapter 3







Is she that pissed at me for stopping her from making Thomas Inert? We need to have a talk, I decide, and pull her in.

“What the fuck, Mira?” I say as soon as she shows up in the Quiet. “If you’re upset with me, you can just say so. Do you have any idea how much that hurt?”

Her eyes lock onto me and do that thing that Thomas’s eyes did.

Before she takes a step, I remember the theory that had been on the tip of my tongue earlier, before she made me doubt Thomas. That theory would cover all the weird stuff that’s been happening.

For good measure, I still ask, “Is this about Thomas being Inert?”

Instead of answering, Mira closes the distance and attempts the exact move her currently frozen self is doing to my real-world body.

Kick me in the nuts once, shame on you. Kick me there twice, shame on me. I put my arms in a crisscross block. The backs of my hands sting where her foot connects with them, but it’s nothing compared to what would’ve happened had I not blocked her kick.

She swings at me with her fist, and I dodge her punch, my certainty about what’s going on increasing. All the pieces fit. The cops. The way Thomas looked at me and attacked me. The way he ignored Mira while we were fighting—a bad, irrational move. And the reason Mira is now intensely focused on attacking me.

“You’re being Pushed,” I say as I step aside, dodging her punch.

She staggers, swinging at me again.

“Snap out of it!”

She doesn’t reply and continues her relentless attack.

I know I shouldn’t be offended that she hasn’t stopped—no one ever said that telling someone they’re being Guided will allow them to break out of the compulsion—but it’s hard to imagine that I’d ever attack her, even if someone did Push me. I feel as if I’d be able to exercise my free will somehow. Then again, she probably didn’t consciously hear me when I told her she was being Pushed. In her mind, she may not be fighting me right now, but rather some illusory enemy.

If I can’t talk her out of it, I have to stop her some other way. I decide to go for something ungentlemanly that doesn’t cross the line into hitting a girl. Before I start, I remind myself that this is the Quiet, and Mira will only suffer for a brief moment—if one can even suffer while in the state of being Guided.

I dodge a few punches, searching for my opening. When she moves to kick me, I see my chance. I catch Mira’s leg before she can inflict any damage. It hurts my palms, but hey, no pain, no gain. Firmly holding on to Mira’s foot, I unceremoniously raise it in the air.

The result is as I hoped. Mira falls backwards. To my surprise and relief, she manages a soft landing, falling much more gracefully than I would have.

Her landing isn’t important, but the freedom from her strikes is, as it gives me the opportunity to run up to my body—and I rush to do so.

Seeing the pained look on my statue-like face reminds me that I’m about to return to something very unpleasant, but I touch my frozen self’s arm without hesitation.

The world is back, as is the pain, which actually seems worse than before.

I force another breath into my lungs and, clutching my family jewels, use every ounce of my strength to avoid falling on the ground. If I do, it will not end well for me.

Mira doesn’t wait for me to recover. She capitalizes on my inactivity by punching me in the face.

My cheekbone stings, but I ignore it. The pain is nothing compared to the blow my pride will sustain if a girl beats me to death.

She aims her next punch at my stomach, and I manage to catch her wrist with my left hand. Without realizing what my body is doing, I move closer to Mira, the way I’ve done to initiate our million and one make-out sessions. Only this time, after I’m in her space, I circle around her. I bring her arm for the ride until it’s folded at an odd angle along her spine, ensuring that any movement will be extremely uncomfortable. If her kick to my balls didn’t preclude such thoughts, I’d find this position mildly erotic.

She continues to struggle.

Crap. I can’t rely on pain as a means to restrain her, not in this case. She’ll only hurt herself.

I consider my options and do something that isn’t inspired by any martial arts training. I give her a tight hug from behind, pinning her arms to her sides. When she tries to twist out of my arms, I lock my fingers across her ribcage and hold on. Standing like this, with my crotch against her butt and the tips of my fingers brushing against her breasts, the situation goes from mildly erotic to full-on hot. Hey, Mira’s kick didn’t cause any permanent damage—that’s good news.

All eroticism instantly vanishes when the back of Mira’s head connects with my face. Luckily, thanks to some martial-arts instinct, I leaned back in time. My chin hurts, but at least my nose isn’t broken. When Mira swings her head back again, I dodge. This hug maneuver is not sustainable.

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a blur of movement.

Just what I need, I think and phase into the Quiet.

The lady cops I Guided to protect my moms are moving in. I get inside each of their heads and change their directives, then return to the real world.

I dodge Mira’s head-butts a few more times before help arrives.

One butch-looking lady grabs Mira’s shoulders from the front and the other pushes me aside. In a fluid motion, the cop locks her handcuff around Mira’s right wrist. Before I even register it, both of Mira’s hands are securely handcuffed.

“That was smooth,” I tell the cop, even though she probably won’t remember it later.

They gently lower Mira to the ground, ignoring her thrashing legs and screams.

Handcuffed and disheveled, but still futilely trying to reach me, Mira looks like a hot zombie. It’s eerie.

I phase into the Quiet.

In the silence of my safe place, I can finally think about what’s happening.

Someone is doing to my friends what I did to Kyle. Someone else can reach Level 2, the psychedelic netherworld that’s so unlike our everyday reality.

This someone Pushed my friends.

Did this person attempt to Push me too? I’m guessing not. If he or she had, it’s likely I would’ve been pulled into Level 2 with them. If they could get inside my head, they probably would’ve Pushed me to commit suicide, making this whole ordeal with my friends and the cops redundant.

So who’s doing this?

I recall the telltale signs of Pushing I discovered inside Kyle’s mind at the science conference, the signs I wanted to investigate but couldn’t because Kyle’s head was in the process of blowing up from Victor’s shot. Could the ‘voice’ in the minds of the cops belong to the same Pusher? Damn, I wish I’d Read Kyle far back enough to hear the actual Pushing instructions. Then I’d have some reference to compare this voice to.

In a moment of political correctness, I decide to call this new mystery Pusher a ‘she’ until I know more details. Also, to distinguish her from all the others, and given what she can do, I decide to call her the Super Pusher. For all I know, I might be right, and it could be some powerful girlfriend that Kyle was dating without my knowledge. If the Super Pusher is actually a guy, well, calling him her is like calling him a bitch—which is fitting, since this individual is one.

I walk around the graveyard and closely observe my surroundings. Wherever the Super Pusher is, I assume she wouldn’t have bothered walking too far in the Quiet to Push my friends, which means she might be hiding in this very cemetery. My guess is that it’s one of the Guides from the wake. She probably followed us to the cemetery and is now hiding like the coward that she is.

I inspect all possible hiding places in about a fifty-foot radius before realizing how futile this endeavor is. There are too many places where one can hide in a cemetery. You have crypts with doors, tall trees, large tombstones, bushes, and many other hidey-holes. Hell, she could even be sitting inside her car in the parking lot.

Wait a second. That’s actually a good place to check.

I run toward the parking lot, thinking that if I were this Super Pusher, that is where I’d be.

The parking lot is relatively empty, considering its size. There’s a long line of police cars off to the side, which I check first.

Two Honda Odyssey minivans catch my eye, probably because they’re parked right next to Lucy’s Crown Victoria, so close that unless they move, we can’t leave the lot.

I approach the nearest van and experience my third shock of the day.

Inside it, I see the familiar bald-headed, orange-robed figures.

The monks from the Temple of the Enlightened.

I even recognize the Master, the monk whom I fought at the Miami airport.

Shit. I run to look inside the second van. Besides more monks, I find someone much worse.

Caleb.

I’m not sure why I’m so shocked he’s here, since I know he works for the Enlightened. I guess I was hoping he would still be occupied with whatever trouble my aunt had gotten him into at that airport.

But no, here he is, riding shotgun with grim determination on his face. Whatever happened to him, he’s going to take out that frustration on me if he gets the chance. As Eugene likes to say, trouble doesn’t travel by itself.

I try to stay calm. They’re most likely here to take me back to the Temple, so that my grandparents and the rest of the Enlightened can continue persuading me to ‘do my duty,’ which they define as screwing Julia, or whoever else they deem worthy of carrying my baby.

Unless they somehow sniffed out the truth about my new ability. Then they’d want to use me for whatever it is they need my future offspring for.

No, this latter possibility is less likely.

Regardless of why they’re here, this development changes everything.

I barely escaped this crew in Florida, and that was in a crowded airport without some Super Pusher hunting me.

I debate pulling Caleb in and telling him about this Pusher. If he believes me, he’ll probably get out of here. After all, the Super Pusher could take control of him as easily as she took control of Thomas.

The thought chills me. I hate the idea of dealing with Caleb in general, but especially so if an unseen enemy is controlling him. Of course he won’t believe me, and the likeliest outcome of me pulling him in would be me becoming Inert, with the tiny chance of me phasing into Level 2 as he brings me close to death. No, thanks. That option just doesn’t work for me. I need to have my powers if I’m to have any hope of getting out of this alive.

I evaluate my options as I hurry toward my body. It doesn’t take long to realize I have only one: I need to run, thus getting the attention of this Pusher and these monks away from my friends and family. If I’m lucky, the Pusher and the monks might fight over me.

Then again, I can’t just leave my moms, Thomas, and Mira here. What if the Super Pusher takes control of Caleb and does something to them?

I return to the burial site and formulate a quick plan.

The men holding Thomas will get off him, cuff him, and drag him to Cypress Hills Street.

The ladies holding Mira will take her to Forest Park Drive.

I Guide my moms to run in the direction of the Jackie Robinson Parkway.

All of them—the cops holding Mira, my moms, and the Quarterback and co.—are instructed to grab a cab and meet me at what I now think of as Eugene’s new lair, the lab I funded for him in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn.

I then Guide every single remaining person, including the priest, to stop the monks and anyone else who’s not part of the current ceremony. Since the majority of these people are cops, I have to make the important decision of whether to allow them to use lethal force. As annoyed as I am by these orange-clad idiots, they’re just tools of the Enlightened, and I’m loath to see them killed. So I Guide the armed officers to empty their guns before the operation starts, but pretend as if they’re armed and dangerous. Seems like a good compromise to me.

Preparations complete, I decide to finally leave the Quiet.

I run toward my body, slam into my frozen self, and as the world becomes noisy again, I keep running.

In my peripheral vision, I see everyone take action, on their way to execute my commands. All this mass Guiding would’ve made my aunt Hillary—the person who usually does it—proud.

I sprint so fast that after a mere minute at this pace, I feel like my lungs might burst. I ignore the pain and run even faster, vowing to add more cardio to my usual workout routine. Finally, when I feel as though I’m about to have a heart attack, I see the welcome sight of the road at the edge of the cemetery’s green grass. Knowing that it’s the infamous East New York neighborhood beyond those gates doesn’t diminish my elation. The six-foot fence in front of me is all that stands in my way. I climb the fence, trying my best to not get impaled by the leaf-shaped spikes, and carefully jump down.

When I land safely on the pavement, I look back through the fence. I’m not being immediately pursued, but that’s no reason to relax and do something stupid, such as wait until they catch up with me.

I phase into the Quiet and examine Jamaica Avenue, the street in front of me. To my right, I see the subway in the far distance and a bus stop a block away. No go. I’m not taking public transportation in this part of town. Plus, I’d be moving slower than if I got a ride. I look across the street and see a drab Honda Civic.

Much better.

I cross the road, approach the frozen Honda, and open the driver’s door. The rotund woman inside must’ve just come out of the deli, given the shopping bag she’s holding. I touch her on the forehead and focus. Once inside her head, I give her some Guidance: 

Look across the street. That strapping young man is your nephew. You decided to lend him your car. You’re going to leave the car running with the keys inside and then locate a cab. Your nephew might keep the car for a few days. You will not worry about your vehicle, nor will you report it stolen. In a couple of days, you’ll remember that you left your car at a Hertz car rental in Bensonhurst. When you get the car, make sure to look in the glove compartment, where your nephew left you a thousand bucks.

I’m happy with my work and hope that I can use this car to pick up the rest of my crew, which would work out so much better than them looking for cabs.

I phase out and the earlier exhaustion hits me. I ignore it. I have enough strength for one final sprint across the street. Thus determined, I run toward ‘my’ vehicle.

Something catches my attention.

The lady I just Guided is looking at me with wild eyes. She’s gesturing at me and her mouth is moving as though she’s shouting, but the car windows muffle whatever it is she’s saying. I decide she must be happy to see her ‘nephew.’ As a jest, I wave back—and at that moment, I hear the screech of tires and feel a world-ending thump.

Shit, I think as I fly through the air.

My head hits something hard, and I black out.


Chapter 4







I wake up nauseous.

Am I hung over?

I open my eyes.

The light hurts, so I shut them again. I examine myself and realize a lot more hurts than just my eyes. My body feels like one big bruise.

The nausea gets worse, and it’s not because I’m drunk. It actually feels like a very bad case of carsickness. Then it hits me: I am in a car, and I’m being driven somewhere.

I open my eyes and force them to adjust despite the pain. Shoddy Brooklyn streets pass me by. The car I’m in is moving relatively fast, and the ride is very shaky, which is a big contributing factor to my nausea. I’m grateful I’m riding shotgun; when I get motion sickness, it’s usually worse when I ride in the back.

Bits and pieces of what happened come back to me.

I was crossing the street; then something happened.

I decide to phase in to figure things out from the Quiet. Overloaded with adrenaline, I easily enter the Quiet. When the sound of the engine is gone, I notice that the nausea is too.

Without the sick feeling, my situation becomes clearer. For one, I recognize the woman behind the wheel. I recall Guiding her to give me her car, the very one we’re in. What the heck is she doing driving me? She was supposed to leave her car for me. And where are we going?

Only one way to tell for sure. I reach out and touch her forehead.




* * *




We’re looking across the street. Our nephew is about to cross the road. He looks to his right, but doesn’t look to his left.

He’s never been a fan of basic safety, our nephew, we think as we see the limo steamrolling his way.

“The car,” we scream at him and wave. “Watch out!”

What’s the driver thinking? Is he stoned? We feel our blood pressure rising.

Our nephew waves at us and doesn’t notice the car that’s about to hit him. The limo attempts to stop. We hear that frightening sound of tires screeching against pavement, but it’s no good. The car hits our nephew.

He flies into the windshield, shattering the glass.

We exit our car, screaming.

A thin, balding man gets out of the limousine.

“You maniac,” we scream at him. “Are you drunk?”

“He c-came out of nowhere,” the man stutters. “I swear.”

“Shut up and help me get him in my car,” we say after examining the boy. Thank goodness he seems intact, with no visible broken bones. “I’ll take him to the hospital. He might have a concussion . . .”

I, Darren, disassociate. It’s interesting how she saw me, and how she confabulated a whole story about me in order to explain the events she was witnessing. Ironically, I agree with her fictional assessment. I was being an idiot. I didn’t check the road before crossing, though I usually do. If I were to blame something, I’d blame my prior trip into the Quiet. I’d crossed that road a moment earlier while in the Quiet, so when I phased out, I just kind of repeated the same action, almost on autopilot. I was laser-focused on the Honda and on picking up my friends and family. So in a way, it’s the fault of the monks and the Super Pusher.

Speaking of them, how long has it been since I got hit? Did everyone else get out okay?

Determined to find out, I exit my ‘aunt’s’ head.




* * *




As soon as I’m back in the Quiet, I phase out of it.

When the nauseating ride resumes, I say, “Stop the car, Aunty.”

“Oh, thank God you’re conscious,” the woman says. “I feared the worst.”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I lie. I may not have broken bones, but I feel more than a little banged-up. “Now stop the car.”

“Are you crazy? The hospital is a block away.”

“I don’t have time to argue. Stop.”

Instead of stopping, she pushes the gas pedal. This make-believe aunt of mine is one stubborn lady.

I phase into the Quiet and Guide her to see things my way.

I then exit the car to check my surroundings. I have no clue where I am, but I spot a sign in the distance that says ‘Jamaica Hospital.’ I suppress the temptation to adjust my plans in order to swing by the hospital for a shot of morphine; I’ll just have to tough it out.

Proud of my restraint, I phase out.

The world returns to life and my ‘aunt’ makes a U-turn so suddenly that my urge to throw up multiplies a hundredfold.

I’m amazed that we didn’t get into another accident. I should’ve used more finesse with my Guiding. I really need to get my shit together. I won’t be of help to anyone with broken bones.

“Do you have any painkillers?” I ask while we’re stopped at a red light.

“There’s Motrin in the glove compartment.” She slams on the gas pedal, a stomach-churning maneuver she’s done at every light change.

I fish out the pills and dry-swallow a triple dose, hoping my stomach can handle it.

Then I close my eyes and slow my breathing—a ‘how not to throw up’ trick I learned from Lucy as a kid. After a few blocks, I feel more like myself, which is likely from the breathing exercise or from some placebo effect. I doubt Motrin works that quickly. And then the car’s brakes screech, and any semblance of normality is over.

“This is where it happened,” the woman says when I open my eyes. “Where that monster hit you.”

“Thank you, Aunty,” I say. “I’ll take it from here.”

She looks uncomfortable. My directive to ‘do as I say’ is clearly clashing with my equally convincing directive that we’re family. She’s rightfully hesitant to let her hurt nephew get behind the wheel. As I’m about to Guide her once more, I see the ‘do as I say’ instruction win out. She slowly unbuckles her seatbelt.

“Please take this,” I say, handing the woman all my cash—around four hundred bucks.

When she refuses to take it, I Guide her again. I know I’m totally abusing my power, but in this case, it’s for a good cause.

I then have her program her number in my phone. “I’ll call you to tell you when to get the car from Hertz.”

“Have a blessed day,” she says.

“Later, Aunty.” I close the car door.

Okay. What’s next?

I look at the dashboard clock and scrap my earlier idea of picking up my folks and friends. It took my ‘aunt’ fifteen minutes to drive here from the hospital, which means it’s been at least half an hour since I got hit by the limo. Everyone is probably long gone and on their way to Eugene’s lab.

That’s where I decide to head, but first, I want to take one last look at the cemetery.

I phase in and leisurely walk back toward Kyle’s grave. In the safety of the Quiet, I allow myself to register my environment, a luxury I couldn’t afford when I was running. As far as I can tell, this is a very nice cemetery. Then again, this was my very first funeral, so all cemeteries might look like this.

I’m a hundred feet away from my destination when I notice that something’s gone terribly wrong.

I come across the body of a cop.

I break into a run and see another cop on the ground.
