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        A Dystopian Paranormal Romance and Urban Fantasy Collection

      

    

    
      A boxed set unlike any other before it, filled with the perfect blend of Dystopian, Paranormal, Urban Fantasy, and SciFi Romance.

      

      Every selection in this rare, limited edition collection is a full-length novel or novella, including some BRAND NEW material from today's New York Times and USA Today bestselling authors!

      

      Interested in a book co-written with Rainy Kaye and Rebecca Hamilton? Learn more about how to get your FREE copy of Rogue Sorceress here. Offer only for Wicked Legends readers! http://www.beccahamiltonbooks.com/rogue-sorceress-freebie/

      

      From NEW YORK TIMES Bestselling Author, REBECCA HAMILTON & USA TODAY Bestelling Author Conner Kressley MOON COVEN –– Julia's coven has been at war with Roman's for generations. Now their love for each other may be the death of them both.

      

      From USA TODAY Bestselling Author, RAINY KAYE, THE DEEPEST BLACK –– Ember has a little problem... fairies want her dead.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, RACHEL MCCLELLAN, ESCAPE TO EDEN –– With a deadly disease threatening to wipe out mankind, Sage must find out who she is and why most people would kill to get their hands on her—before it’s too late.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, KERRY ADRIENNE, VERITY –– No one has escaped the city since the Confessor took over. Now Maddox must help Allana escape, or they both will die and the city will continue its descent.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, JAE VOGEL, ANGEL BLOOD –– Junkie. Prostitute. Revolutionary. At some point, the pursuit of pleasure is no longer enough.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, DEBBIE HERBERT, CHARMED AND DANGEROUS –– Apples and oranges, dogs and cats, everybody knows witches and immortals don’t mix.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, RAQUEL LYON, DRAGONBLOOD: BOX OF SECRETS –– Desperate to unravel the mystery of her father’s disappearance, Piper meets a boy who could provide answers, if only he wasn’t trapped in a box.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, LISA BLACKWOOD, SORCERESS AWAKENING –– Turns out the last monster standing is actually the white knight.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, NICOLAS WILSON, THE NECROMANCER’S GAMBIT –– Knight, the sheriff of a local magical government known as "the Gambit," is called to recover a mutilated body, tainted with magic and dumped at a popular haunt.

      

      From NEW YORK TIMES Bestselling Author, THEA ATKINSON, THETA WAVES –– She has the power to save the world; it’s his duty to stop her.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, ISIS PIERCE, ROYAL SEDUCTION –– Neva knew she shouldn’t have allowed her best friend, Misty, to convince her to visit a supernatural club.

      

      From USA TODAY Bestselling Author, J.E. TAYLOR, MESSIAH –– An exiled boy finds a home on Earth, but when word of his survival reaches his planet, his existence not only threatens those he loves, it could trigger Earth’s destruction.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, STACY EATON, GARDA~WELCOME TO THE REALM –– Will Brock be able to direct Corey down the right path, or will she cross the line and fall from grace?

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, CARYSA LOCKE, PIRATE NEMESIS –– Mercy has spent her life running from the past. Now, going home is her only chance at salvation.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, S.M. SCHMITZ, THE CHOSEN –– They promised her happily ever after. Instead, they gave her Hell. Now, she’s getting revenge.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, JAYNE FAITH, THE SELECTION –– An innocent young woman clinging to survival in an alien land. A powerful overlord with a dark past. Forbidden love ignites as worlds clash.

      

      From Award Winning Author, KATE CORCINO, SPARK RISING –– A black market Spark. A wily double agent. A post-cataclysm world on the brink of revolution.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, NIRINA STONE, ROMY’S LEGACY –– The tyrants of the past are no more, or so she thinks.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, C.M. ALBERT, REDD’S DESCENT –– When Redd Kearney finds himself imprisoned by the sensual alpha of the Dark Woods, he has two choices: escape or surrender his full descent into Mac’s dark, insatiable desires.

      

      From NEW YORK TIMES Bestselling Author, NATASHA LARRY, THE NIGHT –– One night a year, the dead walk free. No one knows more than Kinsley Lane that nothing good happens when the dead walk free.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, ERIN BEDFORD, FLAMES OF AURIEL –– When living in a world where the prince isn’t always charming, the princess has a mean right hook, and angels are worshiped like gods, love isn’t always easy to find.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, JACK CONNER, NIGHTMARE CITY –– Young thief Katya Ivreski is in trouble. She's just ripped off the wrong guy, a sadistic murderer addicted to alchemical drugs. If he catches her, death will be a mercy.

      

      From Internationally Bestselling Author, MAY SAGE, BLUE BLOOD –– Her job was simple. She was supposed to give birth to his heir and disappear. But then, someone threatens that child.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Moon Coven

        

        Conner Kressley & Rebecca Hamilton

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        Moon Coven © copyright 2016 Conner Kressley & Rebecca Hamilton

      

      

      Example Copyright notice: All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

    

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          MOON COVEN

        

      

    

    
      
        Julia's coven has been at war with Roman's for generations. Now their love for each other may be the death of them both.

      

      

      An arranged marriage with a warlock from a new startup family of witches will finally cement the Fairweather coven’s reign over Savannah and thoroughly crush those pesky Blackwoods once and for all. And it’s up to Julia Fairweather to play the bride.

      

      That proves to be difficult, though, when there’s Roman Blackwood to think about. Julia has never felt a connection like she does with the smug warlock from her coven’s rival family. The heat, the passion—it has no place in a family feud that has stretched on for centuries, and yet, it’s undeniably there.

      

      Julia must move past the way she feels and follow through on what she needs to do for her family. But with Roman refusing to keep his distance, it’s more likely the two will embark on a heated adventure destined to destroy themselves and bring down the two greatest witch families Savannah has ever seen.
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      Julia

      It’s strange what you forget, and stranger still the things you miss.

      When Julia left this place eighteen months ago, it took all she had not to cry. Savannah was her home. Had been her family’s home before her, and her ancestors’ home before that.

      At one time, Julia thought it would be her children’s home, too.

      The Uber drive turned left on Abercorn, heading toward Julia’s family’s estate. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

      She didn’t answer. Being back here was too much…too much of everything.

      “Oh, you’re ignoring me,” he quipped, finally getting Julia’s attention. “It’s like high school all over again.”

      “High school?” she asked, lifting her gaze away from her hands.

      From what she could see, which wasn’t much outside of the back of his head and a sliver of eyes in the rear view window, he didn’t look at all familiar. Shaggy brown hair, light blue eyes. He seemed pleasant, though apparently not pleasant enough for her to remember.

      “You’re Julia Fairweather, right?” he asked with smiling eyes. “I’m Scott Parker. We had AP Applied Sciences together junior year. We dissected two ends of the same frog if, I remember correctly.”

      “Sorry.” Julia grinned, though inwardly, it was more of a grimace. “I must have blocked it out.”

      He took the next left. Home wasn’t far off now. Her pulse raced. Why was she so nervous? This was her family after all, where she belonged. So why did she feel as if she was about to be marched out in front of a firing squad?

      “Maybe,” Scott said affably. “Though I don’t think you were paying much attention to it in the first place. Not that I blame you. Who needs to know what the inside of a frog looks like anyway?”

      “That depends on how often you use amphibian liver,” Julia mumbled under my breath. “I hear it’s the new eye of newt.”

      “What’s that?” Scott pulled to a stop in front of the large white house that had served as Julia’s family home for the last two hundred and fifty years.

      She blinked hard. This was it. The black iron rods encapsulating the grounds, the stone gargoyles and steel dragons that those who didn’t know better assumed to be simple decorations…

      But Julia knew better. She had seen those trinkets put to use. Had seen them hurt more than a few people, including one person who meant more to her than she cared to admit at the moment.

      She shifted her attention back Scott. “It was nice to see you again,” she said. “Glad you’re doing well.”

      “I wouldn’t call it well.” He threw his car into park and turned toward her. “I sort of flaked out after graduation, but I’m in night school now, working toward getting my real estate license.”

      Now that she could see his face fully, she did remember him. Not by name, of course. Her sort didn’t socialize with baseline mortals much, not even as children.  But she did get a sense that she had seen that face before and, at a time when she was feeling more than a little on edge, it helped calm her somehow.

      “We all have different definitions of success,” Julia offered.

      “I get that.” His face turned toward the huge house she grew up in, eyes going wide.

      Julia smiled softly. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “I’d love to test that theory,” he said in the same voice everyone did when they saw this house but didn’t see the price you had to pay to live in it. “You know,” he said with a chuckle, “when we were kids, the guys on my street thought this place was haunted. They thought you guys were witches or something.”

      “Imagine that.” She smirked, refusing to meet his gaze.  “Well, I should—” The breath caught in her throat when she saw it. Faint red spots dotted underneath Scott’s right eye.

      Blood vessels that had burst.

      She shook my head, sighing loudly. They could have been nothing. They could have been just a result of a few late nights or a few drunken benders. Lord knows she wouldn’t have looked at them twice back in Iowa. But Julia wasn’t in Iowa anymore. She was back home. In Savannah. Back home with her family.

      Back home with her coven.

      “Really, Mother?” Julia said, sitting back and folding her arms over her chest. “You don’t trust me enough to let me take an Uber back from the airport?”

      “What?” Scott grinned nervously. “I don’t think I understand.”

      “I’m warning you, Mother. I will tell him.”

      “Tell me what?” Scott asked.

      When still Julia didn’t get the response she was looking for, she said, “Those blotches under your eyes are physical symptoms of a spell.”

      “What’s that now?” He tilted his head to the side, probably thinking that she had lost her mind. But the other presence in Scott’s body knew better.

      “A spell. As in magic—particularly witchcraft.” She rolled her eyes, growing more and more agitated by the moment that her mother was holding out from revealing herself. “You weren’t wrong about my family, Scott. You were just in the wrong place.”

      “Ummm… Are you all right?” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I mean, I’d heard you had lost your mind or something, but I figured that was a rumor.”

      Julia winced. That hurt more than a little. She had hoped she’d been gone long enough that her little ‘incident’ might have been forgotten. Apparently, she’d been wrong.

      It hadn’t been her, though. Not really. But there was little need in explaining that to a mortal like Scott. He wouldn’t have believed what she was, let alone the reasons she left. No one could.

      Julia pushed the emotions down and gave Scott a stony stare. “Be that as it may, you’re not exactly learned in this particular area.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Consider us on opposite sides of the frog again, Scott. And you have no idea what you’re about to find.” She leaned forward. “This particular spell you find yourself under has the curious effect of letting another person—a witch or a warlock—see through your eyes. It’s why you’re starting to blotch up under there. From all the pressure. Now, if the witch that spelled you also opted to use mandrake root—and since it’s my mother, I’m fairly certain she did—it would also give her added ability of taking control of your body for a brief time. So, you’ll have to forgive me when I look you in the eyes and say, woman up and talk to me, you bitch!”

      The color and expression drained from Scott’s face and was then instantly replaced with the self-aware aloofness that was her mother’s signature expression.

      “Oh dear, really now,” Mother said through Scott’s lips, forcing his voice up into an uncomfortable falsetto. “Must you be so dramatic?”

      “I don’t know, Mother. It depends. Must you be such a stalker?” Julia shot back. “I guess we’re both going overboard today.”

      She rolled Scott’s eyes and put on her best guilt face, which didn’t work as well in this particular visage. “Forgive me if I wanted to look after my daughter. You do know it’s been well over a year since I’ve laid eyes on you. Did you ever think I just wanted to see you sooner?”

      Julia opened the door and stepped out. “There’s a thought…”

      Scott’s body moved to follow her. “Believe it or not, I’m happy to see you,” Mother said, sticking Scott’s hip out in a way Julia was sure he never would have himself. “This place just hasn’t been the same without you.”

      “And I haven’t been the same without it,” Julia answered. “Though I think that was the point.”

      “You had a weak moment.” Mother scoffed. “Let’s not make more of it than it is. The important thing is that you’re back now. And not a moment too soon. I assume you heard about what happened?”

      “Why else would I be here?” she asked, turning to face the house. “Now get out of that poor man’s head, Mother. You’ve put him through enough.”

      “Enough is what you’ve put me through.” She huffed. “Imagine what I thought, finding you up and gone in the dead of night like that. And what I had to tell my friends. Why, they were looking at me with actual pity in their eyes. It was revolting.”

      “I’m sorry my breakdown was so hard on you, Mother,” Julia answered. “I’m sure you’ll find a way for me to make it up to you. Now will you please vacate that man, or do I have to get the hose?”

      “Fine.” She huffed. “I’ll see you inside. Don’t doddle.”

      After a moment, Julia turned back to Scott. His expression had returned to normal, except for that whole mouth-twisted-into-terror look people get about them after coming out of a spell like this.

      “Wh-what on earth just happened?” he asked.

      “Nothing you’ll remember,” Julia answered, sticking out her hand. “Do you have any gum?”

      “Gum? I just got possessed and you’re asking for gum?!”

      “Keep your voice down. It was barely an inhabitation.” She stuck my hand in his jacket pocket and fished around until she found a pack of gum. Pulling it out, she read the list of ingredients.

      “Real cinnamon,” she read. “Fantastic.”

      Scott stumbled backward. “Get away from me!”

      “I will in just a minute,” Julia said, plucking out a piece of gum, wadding it up in her left hand, and blowing on it.

      She murmured under her breath, “Forget,” and just like that, the horrible memories that would have no doubt kept Scott up at night vanished forever from his mind. His body relaxed. His face reverted to a polite smile. If only magic were always so easy.

      “Well it was really nice to see you,” he said, sticking his hands in his pockets.

      “You too, Scott,” Julia said, pulling some crumpled bills from her pocket and handing them to him. “And keep the change. You’ve more than earned it.”

      His face lit up freely. “Thanks so much! And have a great night, Julia. I’m sure you’re happy to be home.”

      “Something like that,” she said, grabbing her bag.

      Walking through the gate, she tried to keep my wits about her. This place could play tricks on you if you let it. God knows she learned that the hard way.

      As she neared the house, the door—the one with the crescent marking—opened slowly, beckoning her back to it after all this time.

      “Lamb to the slaughter,” she said, swallowing hard.

      And then she did the only thing I could do. She went home.

      The steps lay at her feet as she paused at the front door. Would this ever feel like home again? Would she ever feel like herself again?

      Julia smelled the roses even before she heard her voice, which should have been a dead giveaway. Whether it was by power or preference, Cassandra always smelled like roses.

      “There she is,” Julia said.

      “My favorite cousin in the world,” she replied, a smile in her voice.

      Julia turned to her, relaxing as her eyes fell on Cass’s brown curls and easy smile. She had always been Julia’s favorite person here, and the only she’d ever dared tell about what happened last year.

      About Roman.

      “It’s not like the competition is very stiff,” Julia said, walking over and scooping into a hug the only person she had really missed.

      “It’s damn good to see you again,” Cassandra said, squeezing Julia tightly. Though she wasn’t even trying, Julia could feel the power coming off her in waves.

      In the time that Julia was gone, Cass had been practicing, getting stronger. And what had Julia been doing? Licking her wounds and mending a broken heart.

      “I could have picked you up from the airport, you know,” Cass said, releasing her cousin.

      “It’s fine. I called an Uber. Besides, Mom sort of tagged along.”

      Cassandra grinned. “Mandrake root?”

      “She’s so overbearing,” Julia answered, instantly falling back into their old routine. It was as if nothing had changed. Funny how everything had.

      “We all are,” Cass said. “It’s the Fairweather family curse. Well, that and the Blackwoods.” Her expression pinched. “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Julia waved it off as if the words hadn’t just squeezed a vice grip around her heart. “He’s here. I get it. Hopefully, I can get in and out of here without running into him.” She blew out a thin breath, but it did nothing to alleviate the anxiety twisting in her stomach. “How is that stupid feud anyway?”

      “Still going,” Cassandra said. “Though everything had been at a lull lately until the other day.”

      Julia didn’t have to ask what she was talking about. It was Grandfather—the entire reason she was here.

      “Speaking of,” Julia said, pursing her lips. “I suppose it would be bad form to keep them waiting much longer.”

      “It won’t be that bad,” Cassandra offered.

      “Speak for yourself,” Julia muttered. “The last time I was in this house—”

      “I remember,” Cassandra said sharply. “Let’s not relive it.” She took Julia’s hand in hers. “Besides, you don’t have to do it alone.”

      And, with that, they made their way into the belly of the beast.
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      Roman

      This kid had nothing. Even if he hadn’t been sweating like a whore in Sunday services, Roman would have been able to tell that.

      It was in his eyes, in the way his arms were shaking. It was in the way he held his hands all wrong. Any conjurer worth his smelling salts knew heat was called from the earth, and that meant index fingers pointed down.

      This idiot was palms up—a sure sign of a novice.

      It was if he was begging Roman to take his money. And sure enough, Romance was about to oblige him.

      “As always, first spark wins. Start on my count,” Benji said, standing between Roman and the foolish boy with hir the color of washer fluid.

      Benji leaned down, his face piercings glistening against the moonlight, and placed a pile of dry straw in front of the kid’s feet. He did the same thing with Roman, glancing at him on the way up.

      He knew what was about to happen here, too. It was a safe that every witch and warlock surrounding us—about twelve in total—got a whiff of the new car smell coming off of this greenhorn.

      He was maybe nineteen and, at most, a year out of training. What had happened to him, to send him out here on the bad side of Savannah with the dark witches and troublemakers?

      Whatever it was, maybe this beating would be enough to send him scampering back home. If that happened, then the little punk should thank Roman for what was about to go down.

      Of course, people probably wondered the same thing about Roman the first time he showed up here. It’s not every day that the son and heir apparent of one of the city’s most prolific witch families shows up on the docks ready to gamble away his birthright for a quick thrill.

      Time, however, told a different story.

      Roman hadn’t been the easy mark they thought he would be. As far as any of the street witches knew, he was a coddled little prick who didn’t know illusions from glamours.

      But they didn’t grow up with Roman’s father. They didn’t know what it really meant to be a Blackwood. All they saw was money and circumstance, parties and events to mark the solstice and high holy days.

      They didn’t see the marks on Roman’s chest from all the spells gone wrong. They didn’t know he almost drowned when he was five while trying to communicate with a spirit from the Titanic. And they didn’t know he was as blind as a bat in his right eye.

      Of course, that didn’t come from his upbringing. He’d lost that the same night he lost something else. Something much more important.

      He blinked hard, her face darting through his mind’s eye like a deer afraid of an oncoming car. But he couldn’t afford to think about that at the moment. Right now, he had to focus on this punk kid and the “game” they were about to play. If he lost to a wet-behind-the-ears warlock who still pissed his pants, he might as well have packed things up and left for good. He would never live it down.

      Roman wasn’t going to lose, though. He was a Blackwood, and he was damn good at what he did. Besides, this was far from his first time.

      “Commence!” Beji yelled, echoing the forefathers and pulling a small bit of tradition out among warlocks and witches who had probably never even heard of the Salem Witch Trials, let alone the Great Struggles.

      But that didn’t matter now. The fact that Roman was learned about history, botany, and all the other crap somebody born with a silver cauldron up his ass would be expected to wouldn’t help if he couldn’t light this crap on fire.

      He took a deep breath, focusing on the pile of straw in front of him.

      The kid had probably eaten chili peppers and hot sauce, the sort of thing a novice would expect to pull the heat from you. But Roman knew better. Protein and iron was what you really needed. That’s why his dinner consisted of broccoli, tuna, and vodka.

      To be fair, the vodka served a different purpose.

      The kid fidgeted and struggled, then he moved a few steps to the right, out of Roman’s limited line of sight. He could have turned his head to follow, but he hadn’t hidden his “disability” this long to tip his hat for a thousand bucks and a teenager’s magical stash.

      There were people around who would love to pinpoint Roman’s limitations, and not just on the docks.

      The Blackwoods, same as all powerful people, had their fair share of enemies.

      The Fairweathers trickled into his mind. Those witches would savor the opportunity to exploit any weakness. They had hated his family for generations. In fact, there wasn’t a supernatural creature in three states that hadn’t heard about the feud between the Fairweather and Blackwood covens.

      It was legendary in the worst sense of the word.

      Julia was different, though. She might have been a Fairweather, but she’d looked past his last name. That was what made her special.

      It’s also what made her impossible.

      Enough of that. She was gone, and thinking of her was nothing more than a means to build up the anger he needed to trigger his inner energy. Now it was time to stop playing with this kid and make some damn sparks.

      His lips curled into a smirk as the flicker started in his chest. It mirrored itself in the straw, igniting it in the sweetest little flame this side of the Savannah River.

      “And that’s how it’s done,” Roman said, staring at the spot where he figured the kid was standing.

      “We’ve achieved sparkage!” Beji yelled, lifting Roman’s hand high into the air. “The winner, and still undefeated champion, Roman Blackwood!”
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      Roman almost felt bad as the kid counted out his money and put it in his waiting palm. Almost. But whatever sympathy he felt vanished when he saw the stash I had won.

      “Three quail eggs and some goji berry?” Roman asked, scoffing. “I could get better crap from Costco.”

      Before the boy could respond, Roman’s brother’s voice echoed from behind him. “What do you expect when you deal with the riff-raff?”

      Roman spun around to find his brother, Adam. He was the taller and lankier of the bothers, with father’s wide nose and same sense of self-importance. Still, he was Roman’s blood—his coven—and they would die for one another if ever necessary.

      Apparently dying would have been preferable to spending another moment on these docks though.

      “Honestly, I don’t understand why you insist on frequenting this place. It’s like you’re trying to give the family lice.”

      Roman marched toward him, wrapped his arm around his brother’s shoulder, spun him around, and started back toward his car.

      “And it’s like you’re trying to get your ass beat,” Roman said. “You might not think that much of these people, but that doesn’t mean they won’t stand up for themselves.”

      “Please.” Adam chuckled. “I saw what happened back there. That child would have needed two rocks and bottle of lighter fluid to get a fire going. I’m more afraid of heart disease than these peons.” He shook his head. “What I don’t understand is why you don’t see that.”

      “You’re the ones who pushed me into it,” Roman said, pulling his arm from his brother’s shoulder.

      “Don’t blame me for Father’s decisions. Besides, I very much doubt that, when he instructed you to study the dark arts of our ancestors, he thought it would lead you into the laps of the city’s least common denominator.” Adam smiled. “Though I don’t suppose the magic is entirely to blame for that.”

      “Watch yourself, big brother,” Roman said, tightening his fist and his jaw. He might have loved his brother more than himself, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t blacken his eye if he even hinted at bringing her up.

      Adam turned to Roman. “I was going to say the same thing to you. Something’s happened. I heard it through the grapevine, as they say.” His face took on a very serious tint. “I didn’t want you to hear it from somebody else.”

      “What is it?” Roman asked, a pit forming in his stomach. “Is it April? Did something happen?”

      “Our sister is fine,” he assured. “She’s troublesome. Not nearly as troublesome as you, but she’s fine. It’s the other woman in your life. She whose name shan’t be spoken.”

      Roman’s body tensed. “She’s not in my life anymore,” he answered as flatly as he could manage.

      “You might want to rethink that, big brother,” Adam answered. “Before you going making promises about yourself that we both know you can’t keep, you should know that Julia Fairweather is back.”
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      Roman pretended it didn’t matter. When Adam said her name, when he mentioned she was back in town, Roman shrugged it off and acted as if he didn’t give a damn.

      That was what men were supposed to do. They were supposed to crawl under the next woman who would let them and convince themselves that the one they lost never mattered in the first place.

      Roman had managed the first half of that on more than one occasion in the six hundred and three days since Julia had breathed the same air as him. The second half, though—that always caused him trouble.

      He pulled my car to a stop on the hill—the one looking out over the city—and crawled out onto the hood.

      Stretching himself across it, he looked up at the stars. She loved the constellations so much. She had laid with him on this hill, on this hood, so many nights, pointing out these damn stars.

      “That one’s Orion’s Belt,” he said, mimicking what she used to tell him. “And that’s Ursa Major.”

      “The other one is Ursa Major,” a voice called out to him. “That’s Ursa Minor.”

      He leaned up and looked at her. Breath didn’t run his body anymore. Air was useless now that she was here.

      Julia Fairweather stood before him, her hair in the wind, her eyes in the moonlight.

      The sight of her was like a dream. It had been a dream, in fact. On more than one occasion, Roman’s sleeping mind had played tricks on him. It told him she was back, that she’d never left. It told him she still loved him and that she would never spend another night outside of his company. And then he would wake and realize that she just did.

      But he wasn’t sleeping now. Roman was staring right at her, right at the girl who stole his heart and broke it without ever giving it back.

      He wanted to say so much, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t let her know how she affected him, how broken he’d become since she left.

      He was a man. He was a Blackwood. He couldn’t be that person.

      “Hey,” was all Roman could manage.

      “Hey,” she answered, seemingly unaffected by his aloofness.

      “You’re back,” he said, finding himself sliding off the hood and standing in front of her. She’d always been a magnet to him, and now was no different. He was close to her before he knew what was happening. Close enough to touch.

      “I’m back,” she confirmed needlessly.

      “Why?” He kept my voice as steady and distant as he had to.

      She blinked hard. “I…because I have business to deal with. She swallowed. “Family business.”

      “Of course. Family is important.” He stuffed his hands into my pockets. “I’m glad to see you’re doing better.”

      Her cheeks reddened, giving them that blush that haunted his dreams. “I didn’t…the last time I was here, that wasn’t me. I wasn’t myself.” She looked down at the ground and then back up at him. “I wanted to apologize about what happened. I shouldn’t have—”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Is your eye—” She reached for it, but he grabbed her hand.

      “It’s fine,” he repeated, but his hand was on her now. His skin was touching her skin. And both of us knew it. “We shouldn’t live in the past.”

      Roman breathed heavy, his gaze burning deep into hers. He was helpless against her. Always had been. This must have been what the kid at the docks felt like—hopelessly outmatched.

      Neither of us stood a chance.

      “I don’t plan to,” Julia said. “I’m not back,” she added quickly.

      “What does that mean?”

      “For good, I mean. I’m not back here for good.”

      “Oh,” he said, not letting my disappointment show in his voice or face.

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “Honestly?” he asked. “I thought maybe you had missed this place… Or certain things about it.”

      “Roman,” she said, biting her lip. “Don’t do this.”

      “I’m not doing anything.” He might have even believed that, but it wasn’t true. Even now, he was pulling her closer, her lips closer to his. Her honey-suckle aroma that reminded him of the taste of her sugar sweet lips and milky skin.

      “Roman,” she repeated. “We can’t. It doesn’t work.”

      “We did, though,” he said, still pulling her so close he could feel the hardening of her nipples against his chest. “And, if I remember, it worked pretty well.”

      With her body pressed to his, his cock throbbed with desire, with delicious memories. He could remember what it felt like to squeeze inside of her, the feel of her nipples against his tongue, the was her soft moans vibrated through his whole body. He needed that again. After years of darkness, he needed her light.

      He pressed my lips against hers, and it was right. There were no other words. It was just right.

      Except she didn’t seem to feel the same way. A shock sparked in his chest, and he stumbled back.

      “Did you spell me?” he asked, breathlessly. “Was that a darting?”

      “I told you no!” She shook her head, the blush still in her face. Her breathing had shifted, which told Roman that was a ‘No, I can’t handle this,’ and not a ‘No, I don’t want this.’ “I told you no, Roman, and I mean it!” She blinked back what had to be tears. “I can’t do this to myself again. I only came to make sure you were okay. That’s all. But you need to stay away from me, okay?” She took several steps back. “Just please stay away.”

      Then she turned away and left him standing, staring hopelessly after her, stealing away all the progress he had made to build a wall around his heart.
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      Julia

      She should have known better than to go out there. Seeing Roman was the last thing she needed right now, especially with the coven meeting minutes away. She needed to keep her head clear, to keep her thought concise and firm. That was the reason she went out to the cliffs in the first place.

      If she’d known he would be there, she would’ve avoided it like the plague. But why would that possibility have even crossed her mind? As far as she knew, Roman never wanted to see her again. She was the loose cannon who flipped out on him and cost him half of his eyesight.

      Was she wrong about that? Maybe she had been wrong about everything.

      Pulling into the manor, she shook her head. Get it together. She stepped out of the car and stalked toward the house.

      Once again, the door opened for her, but she didn’t have Cassandra to hold her hand or give her strength this time. She was on my own. At least until she made it to the inner sanctum.

      As she pushed through the door, the voices of her ancestors whispered through walls, as ever, too quiet to make out what they were saying.

      Mother used to say that being able to hear them made Julia special, but “special” was not the word Julia would use to describe hearing voices. Crazy was more like it, and after the events of last summer, Julia’s description was certainly more fitting.

      “Not now,” Julia muttered to the ancestors, though anyone watching would probably think she was talking to herself. Things had been quiet back in Iowa, with the cows and the hay. Which made the low rumbling of all the witches that had served her family’s coven before her an unwelcome nuisance she still hadn’t readjusted to.

      Running her hands through her dark hair, she closed my eyes, trying to free her mind of the useless noise. “Please just stop.”

      They didn’t listen. They never listened. All she could do was steel herself and try her best to quiet her mind. Hopefully, that would be enough.

      “Ms. Julia,” Jenkins said, nodding as she neared the inner sanctum. “Seeing you does my old eyes good.”

      “You, too, Jenkins,” she said, genuinely smiling at him. Of all the things about this place that she had been happy to leave behind, Jenkins was not among them.

      A human, Jenkins had been her family’s familiar since her grandfather was a kid in high school. If he took part in any of the politics that seemed to run this place, he never let it show. He was above all of that and, more over, a smiling face when she needed one.

      “Back to the salt mine?” he asked, grinning at her.

      “I think I already miss the farm,” Julia answered.

      “And the farm, if it’s anything like this old house, misses you too I’m sure.” He nodded at her. “Good luck in there, ma’am,” he said, tipping his hat.

      “Thank you, Jenkins. Something tells me I’m going to need it.”

      He pulled the door open and motioned for her to enter.

      She looked in at that black abyss, the only thing that could be seen from outside of the sanctum, and thought about the past.

      The world had been black for her for too long before she left here. And just coming back here made her think it was coming back again.

      Still, she had a job to do. Whether she left it or not, she was part of this family. Part of this coven. And that didn’t leave her much of a choice.

      Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward in the whoosh of magic and wind that always came with breaching the sanctum.

      A bright flash accompanied the whoosh, and as her eyes refocused, she remembered all of the things she had left behind.

      The inner sanctum of the Fairweather coven—the Moon Coven, as they had been known to the natives of the new world when they landed here—was a spacious stone circle that turned with the lunar cycle.

      Though it was indoors, it held to no specific scenery. Aside from the shape and stone nature, the sanctum could, and often did, change its appearance at a whim.

      The one constant: it was always night.

      Tonight, Julia stepped into a moonlit garden that smelled of roses every bit as strongly as Cassandra ever had. Her entire family—the surviving ones, anyway—sat around an ancient wooden table. They looked to her as I appeared before them, and she knew why.

      The transfer could prove disorienting for those who weren’t accustomed to it. And, given that she hadn’t done it in well over a year, it was having a sickening effect.

      Cassandra stood from behind the table. “Are you okay, Julia?”

      “I’m fine.” She waved her off and somehow managed to keep down the cucumber sandwich she’d had for lunch. “I’m just not used to it yet.”

      Strange how she needed to readjust to something she had been doing since she was a child. It was almost as if her body was trying to keep her from this place. Unfortunately, she couldn’t afford to heed that feeling.

      Grandfather nodded from the head of the table. “You’ll adjust soon enough. Now take a seat.”

      The table, like the rest of the room, turned with the moon. So, as she approached it, she had to aim for where she knew her chair would be. Luckily, she had been doing that since she was a kid.

      “I’m so glad you decided to wash your hair,” Mother said from beside her, looking Julia over with that judging eye of hers. “Not that I was going to mention it, but it looked sort of ratty in the cab.”

      “I had been on a plane for six hours.”

      “And Moses was in the desert for forty years. That’s no reason to let your rough end drag,” she answered, shooting Julia a wink. “Remember what your mother always says. Act like someone’s always watching, because that’s the only way they ever will.”

      Julia sighed audibly. She had almost forgotten how exhausting her mother was.

      Uncle Jasper clasped his hands in front of him, resting his forearms on the table. “Father, if there are no more prodigal children to wait on, I for one would like to know what was important enough to get the entire coven together at a moment’s notice.”

      Julia almost asked where Cass’s mom was, but then she remembered. Even though Aunt Darien had been married to Jasper since well before Julia was born, she wasn’t blood. And no one without the blood was allowed inside the sanctum, even if they did happen to be family.

      Grandfather gave Jasper a withering look, betraying every bit of authority he held as the head of the Moon Coven.

      “I’ll speak when I’m damn well ready, son. Just as I always have. And I can promise you that I would not have been ready without that one.” He pointed to Julia. “Prodigal or not.”

      That should have filled her with pride. Instead, it only sent dread thrumming through her veins. Whatever was going on here, it was no doubt a big deal. And if they wanted Julia here, it could only mean they wanted something from her. Unfortunately, she just didn’t have it to give. Whatever it was.

      She was going to have to be polite to her grandfather about it though. He deserved at least that much.

      “Grandfather,” Julia said, her eyes almost watering at the sight of him. “You know I adore you, and that I would do and give anything for you and for this family. But I made it clear that I wasn’t back here for good. I’m here because you asked me to come, and I owe you that much.” She bit her lip. “I’m afraid that, beyond that, I’m not sure how much more use I can be to you.”

      Jasper rolled his eyes. “Surprise, surprise.”

      “Shut your fool mouth, Jasper,” Mother said, pursing her lips. “No one expects you to do more than you can. We all know you’re just here out of a sense of ceremony. Well, that and the open bar.”

      “Enough!” Grandfather said, standing and striking the wooden table in mid spin.

      As had been the case since Julia was a very young girl, when Grandfather spoke, everyone listened.

      Seconds after the room fell into silence, Grandfather looked at her. “I understand things have been difficult for you, and that perhaps you felt more at home in those barnyards or whatever hole in the Midwest you ran off to. But the truth is, that was not your home. This is.”

      Jasper chucked. “To be fair, Father, given that Celeste here married a cornfed roughnecker, that farm is her home. At least partly.”

      “Son—” Grandfather leaned in. “—unless you’re vying on spending the rest of this meeting without the use of your tongue, I suggest you keep it still.”

      Jasper leaned back, pressing his lips together.

      “As I was saying,” Grandfather continued. “This is your home, Julia. This coven is in your blood. And it’s good blood, Julia. It’s Fairweather blood. That isn’t the sort of thing you turn your back on, especially in times like these.”

      “Times like what, exactly?” Cassandra asked, her eyes darting from Julia to him.

      His expression darkened, and Julia knew what he was about to say would be grim. She never imagined it would be so ominous, though.  “I went to one of the oracles last week.”

      “An oracle?” Mother asked. “What one earth would possess you to visit one of those filthy gypsies?”

      “Because those filthy gypsies are the only beings in the world gifted with the Sight.” He closed his eyes a moment and sighed. “And they are never wrong,” he added, reopening his eyes. “Regardless of how much we wish they might be.”

      “You don’t need the Sight, Grandfather,” Cassandra said. “We make our own future, regardless of the whims of fate. We always have.”

      “Have I failed all of you so completely?” Grandfather asked, shaking his head.

      “What is it?” Julia asked. She knew better than to question either Grandfather or fate. Both could bite back. “What did she tell you?”

      “Many things,” he answered. “But the only thing of any weight—the reason I’ve gathered everyone tonight—is that I won’t live to see the New Year.”

      Julia’s heart might as well have dropped clear out of her chest, leaving her a hollow husk of a thing.

      “No,” she said. “That’s not…” She swallowed hard. “She lies.”

      “My dear, you know better than that,” Grandfather said.

      “This cannot stand,” Jasper said, despite Grandfather’s earlier warning. “We have to fight this.”

      “Have I really raised such a foolish boy? Would you fight death, Son? It is not evil. It does no wrong. What is happening to me is natural, and we cannot change the natural law.”

      Silence fell over the rom again, this time for an entirely different and much darker reason.

      “There is, of course, the matter of succession,” Grandfather continued. “As you know, the feud with the Blackwoods still rages. I had hoped to extinguish them in my lifetime, but that seems unlikely now. We need to look to the future of the coven, to ensure our survival.”

      “Our survival?” Julia asked, narrowing her eyes. Certainly he didn’t mean to imply that the Blackwoods could wipe out the Fairweathers. Moon Coven was too powerful for that. Besides, Roman was a Blackwood. And any line that could produce someone like him couldn’t be all bad.

      “The oracle spoke of dark times, of this feud ending and two lines becoming but one,” he said. “I won’t be alive to see it, but this feud ends with the extinction of one of us. I need to make sure that that isn’t us.”

      Jasper clenched his jaw. “What do you mean to do, Father?”

      “As you know, the succession must skip a generation, leaving you and your sister unable to inherit my role as head.”

      Cassandra sat up straighter. Everyone knew what was going to happen. This was hers. She had been training for it her entire life. And now she was about to watch all that training pay off.

      Julia leaned back, knowing she wouldn’t be the star of this show. And feeling just fine about that.

      “You’re going to name your successor today?” Cassandra asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

      “I am,” Grandfather said. “And I want it to be Julia.”

      Julia opened her mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. This was insane. She just got back. She hadn’t even been around for the last year and a half and had no idea what the political landscape was like. She didn’t have the training, and what was more, she didn’t care.

      This whole ‘us vs them’ thing with the Blackwoods had always struck her as more than a little petty. The way she saw it, she hadn’t started this feud, and she didn’t want any part of it. Especially when it meant going against Roman.

      Turned out she didn’t need to speak though, because before she could form a coherent sentence, Cassandra was expressing opinions of her own.

      She stood, scowling, her face far from the mask of composure Julia was used to. “You can’t be serious!”

      This sort of insolence didn’t sit well with Grandfather. Julia could tell from the look on his face and the fact that the table began turning a tick or two quicker.

      “Does this strike you as the sort of thing I might be inclined to joke about, Cassandra?” he asked with fervent eyes.

      One might think her reaction would be hurtful. She was, after all, insinuating that Julia wasn’t good enough to take the reins of the family business.

      But she wasn’t wrong.

      Cassandra had lived her entire life in pursuit of this goal. Sleepless nights, long evenings, more practice than Julia had ever dreamed imaginable; it all added up to one thing: Cassandra was the right person for this job.

      Julia stood, though her posture was far less confrontational than Cassandra’s. Gently, she offered, “Under normal circumstances, I would never question your decision making, Grandfather. But we’re in a tumultuous time. You said so yourself. Why would you choose me, a witch with less training and, frankly, less focus than your other option?”

      “Precisely because we live in such a time, Julia,” he answered. “The Blackwoods are mobilizing their forces. Word on the street is that their eldest son is even training in the dark magic of their ancestors.”

      “What?” Her heart dropped, but she bit back the pain, trying not to betray how much she really cared about this. “Roman is practicing dark magic?”

      Grandfather glared at her. She shouldn’t have used his given name. That implied at least some level of intimacy. Still, what could she do? Dark magic was the most dangerous energy in the entire world. Even those practiced in it could find themselves killed by the smallest misuse.

      The idea that Roman was putting himself at that sort of risk was enough to make her sick.

      “I mean, is he the oldest?” she added, trying to cover her tracks.

      “I believe so,” Grandfather said, eyes still narrowed. “And it’s more than a little troubling. The Blackwoods earned their name on death, destruction, and the anguish of others, primarily through the use of dark magic. If that is successfully reintroduced into their lineage, then we’ll need an equally potent rebuttal.” He looked at Julia. “You’ve always been a natural, Julia. The ancestors themselves even think so.”

      “The ancestors mumble. They could be saying anything. They could be telling me to tell you to pick Cassandra. Hell, they probably are. She’s infinitely more qualified than me.”

      “Qualifications aren’t the only things that matter,” he shot back, his face tight.

      “What about me?” Julia asked, her voice breaking. “What about what I want? Does that matter?” She took a deep breath. “When I was a little girl, you told me that I could be whatever I wanted. You said that I was born to be happy. What’s the use in having these abilities if you can’t use them to live the life you want? That’s what you told me.”

      “I remember what I said, Julia. But times are different now.”

      “I don’t want this, Grandfather.” Julia’s throat pinched with tears. “I know you think I’m strong enough, and maybe the ancestors do, too. But I’m not. You saw what happened to me last year. You watched me…fall apart.” She blinked away the stinging in her eyes. “I never thought I would be happy again after that, but I was. It took a while, but I finally came to be at peace with who I was, with what I had done. I know this might be disappointing to hear, and goddess knows it’s certainly disappointing to say. But I’m not right for this. And I don’t want to be.”

      He looked at her for a long moment before finally sitting back down. “If that is your wish, then I will comply with it.”

      Julia looked over at Cassandra, who was still scowling now, but had resigned back to sitting. At least there would be a person at the helm who wouldn’t drive the entire coven into the ground.

      “But you will stay here long enough to ensure the transition of power goes smoothly after my death,” Grandfather continued. “Personal wants aside, family business must be taken care of of above all things. It is our way, and we must abide by that.”

      “Yes, sir,” Julia answered, sitting herself.

      The rest of the meeting went on about property lines, magical supplies, and various importing. But Julia couldn’t focus on any of that.

      All she could think about was Roman. If he really was putting himself in danger, she needed to see him. And she needed to do it now.
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      Roman

      Roman splashed his face with cold water and, when that didn’t work, finally just ran his whole damn head under the sink.

      Tapping into that dark stuff always took it out of him, ever since the first time Dad forced it on him. The vodka probably didn’t help things, either.

      His head was spinning, his body hurt, and more than that, his heart felt like it was about to pack up and move out.

      And he knew why. It had nothing to do with dark magic and dry liquor and everything to do with a girl.

      God, that sounded pathetic, like he was some lovesick high school freshman and not one of the most sought after adult men in whole freaking state.

      He was Roman Blackwood. He was the badass warlock of Savannah. And even if he hadn’t been, he was still rich, sexy as hell, and better in bed than Egyptian cotton. So why the hell was he thinking about her so much?

      His phone rang. He didn’t even need to look at it to know who it was. It was 2:30 in the morning on a Saturday. It could only be one person.

      “Meredith,” he said, answering the phone and taking another swig of vodka. If he was gonna feel like crap, at least he could be drunk for it. “What’s up, sexy?”

      She purred on the other end, and he could practically see her there. She was sitting in her room, red hair and black lace as she had been roughly once a month for the last year or so.

      His mortal booty call. What could he say? He was a weak man.

      Like every weekend for the last two months, she hemmed and hawed her way into asking him to come over.

      More times than not, he said yes. After all, what did he have to lose?

      But tonight was different. He didn’t feel like the drive across town. He didn’t feel like making small talk long enough for Meredith to pretend that what they were doing was more than sex. And, as crazy as it sounded, he didn’t feel like sex. At least not with her.

      “Maybe next time, babe,” he said and hung up before she could answer.

      Tossing his phone on the counter, he thought about the night, and all the nights that had led up to it.

      He should have been living in the Blackwood mansion. That’s where Adam and the rest of the family were. But he had never been like the rest of the family and, more than that, he wanted his own space.

      This damn apartment was supposed to be a new beginning. After all, he bought it for her, because she liked the view.

      But she left, it ended, and now this place was a prison—a reminder of what he didn’t have, of what he would never have.

      The doorbell rang, and he bristled.

      “Who the hell?” he asked, killing the last of the vodka and walking to answer the door, not bothering to put a shirt on.

      “If this is pizza, I’m not interested,” he said, pulling the door open.

      His jaw tensed when he saw her. For the second time in a day, after a year and half of no contact, he was looking at Julia Fairweather. He wanted to scoop her into his arms. That feeling never really went away. Of course, he knew better than that.

      “What the hell do you want?” he asked before he could stop myself.

      She pushed him away before. It wouldn’t happen again.

      “I don’t want to be alone,” she said, looking up at me with those eyes…those eyes that he had never been able to look at without having his defenses wilt like a goddamn flower.

      But not tonight. Not anymore.

      “It’s a big city, Fairweather. None of us have to be alone unless we want to.” He winked. “Trust me on that.”

      All right. That was mean, but fuck it. Like a coward, she had left him. And when she finally came back, without so much as a call, she treated him like he didn’t matter.

      Maybe he didn’t. Maybe that was the thing. He was her Meredith.

      She blinked and looked down. “I just wanted to see you,” she said in a small voice.

      “That’s rich,” he said, leaning back against the wall. “Am I wrong, or did you not just tell me to stay the hell away from you?”

      She looked back up at him, and he wanted so much to grab her again, to kiss her and tell her how hard it had been not knowing where she was or if she was okay. But more than that, he didn’t want to be the pathetic person he felt like for wanting that. And he sure as hell didn’t want her to know he wanted it.

      “It’s been a hard night,” she answered.

      “It’s been a hard year,” he said. “But I’ve been getting through it.”

      “About that,” she answered. “There’s a reason I’m here.”

      “I bet,” he answered, moving closer to her. If he was her Meredith, he might as well get the perks out of it. “Why don’t you come inside?”

      “I can’t.” She looked down again. “Actually, maybe I should come in. This is probably better done away from prying eyes.”

      “That depends on your kink, I guess,” he answered, intentionally being crude.

      She didn’t answer. Following him into the living room, she said, “The place looks nice.”

      “Yeah… I made some changes.” He turned to her. “Got rid of some stuff.”

      “I figured you’d have moved back home after I left. You know, for your safety.”

      “I can take care of myself, Juju,” he answered, moving closer to her. “Besides, this whole place is lined with Himalayan salt and lilac petal. No magic works here.” He wiggled his fingers. “Except my own.” He put his palm against her stomach, mimicking the way she shocked him away from kissing her.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I wanted to talk to you about that.”

      “Is that what you wanted to do, Juju?” he asked, looping his fingers into the belt loops of her jeans and pulling her against his bare chest. “Did you come here to talk?”

      “Don’t call me that.” She looked up at me with those eyes again.

      “You never used to mind before,” he said, staring down at her with parted lips. “In fact, if I remember correctly, you used to like it.” He moved his fingers from her belt loops and slid his right hand under the bottom of her shirt, tracing the area above her hip. “I remember you liking a lot of stuff.”

      “Roman, we can’t,” she said, but there was no mistaking the want in her voice. It was as familiar as it was enticing, as intoxicating as it was mutual.

      “We can,” he said, his hands settling on her hips and tugging at the line of her panties. “And we’re going to.”

      He pulled higher closer and pressed his lips against hers. Like before, the world lit up. She rose against my chest, her breasts pressing against his bare skin, her nipples stiffening under her shirt. Even with all the alchol pumping through his system, his cock still stirred.

      Damn, he had missed this. Missed the taste of her. The feel of her, as though she was sculpted just for his pleasure.

      She pulled away opened her mouth, but she wasn’t going to use it for talking. He was going to make sure of that.

      I lifted her into my arms, bracing her ass and pushing her up against the wall. She arched her back and moaned, making me instantly hard.

      Her feet knotted together behind his back, and he pushed at her harder, his cock rubbing between her legs, over her pants.

      “Stay right there,” he muttered, backing away from her.

      Magic was great. Magic during sex was the best.

      His spell kept her in place, pressed against the wall, lifted into the air, and completely helpless to whatever he wanted to do to her. And more than anything, he wanted to punish her for pushing him away. For leaving him earlier today, for leaving him all those years ago.

      She would beg for him now.

      She breathed hard, her perfect breasts lifting and falling in rhythmic delight.

      Roman twitched his finger, and the top button of her shirt flew off. She gasped at first, but when she looked down at what had happened, she couldn’t hide that fiery blush. She wanted this every bit as much as he did. And he was going to make sure she knew it.

      He twitched my finger again, and the bottom button flew off. Another twitch for the top, and then again for the bottom. The last twitch opened her shirt fully, revealing her delicate breasts.

      He thought he was going to burst as he looked at her, helpless, panting, and soaking wet with anticipation. Those lips, those breasts, that gorgeous mound between her legs…he could do whatever he wanted with them. She wouldn’t stop him this time. Earlier she’d pushed him away because she knew she could not resist, but this time…it was too late. He already had her at the edge, and Julia never stepped back from the edge.

      He twitched his finger again, and every stich she was still wearing ripped off and fell in tattered shreds to the floor.

      He unbuttoned his jeans, pulling them down and revealing himself to her. He grinned as her blush deepened, as her breathing shifter heavier, as her gaze settled on his shaft.

      With another twitch of his finger, the magic forced her legs apart. He moved his fingers in the air, making her moan. He was connected with her now, so connected that he could make her feel him from where he stood.

      “Not like this,” she said, pleading.

      He grinned, remembering how much she “hated” when he teased her this way. “It’s embarrassing,” she would say.

      “Not like this?” he repeated, continuing to tease her. “I thought you liked the distance between us.”

      “Roman—”

      “Sorry, love. My house, my magic, my rules.”

      His fingers moved in the air, pushing the sensation deep inside of her. Three fingers worth—almost enough to mimic the width of his cock. Enough to remind her of what he could do to her in the bedroom.

      Her wet walls squeezed around his fingers, clenching even tighter as she trembled with pleasure.

      Enough to remind him of what she could to him as well. But he wasn’t going to let her know that.

      She mumbled something under her breath.

      “What did you say?” he asked, glaring up at her. “Juju.”

      “Take me,” she repeated. “Take me right now.”

      Her body glistened with sweat in the moonlight. Her breast, her pussy, her lips, her legs… He wanted them all, and he wanted them forever. But he would settle for tonight.

      “Take you how, Juju?”

      “Roman, please.”

      “Please what?”

      Her bottom lip trembled. He knew she hated this, which was exactly why she fucking loved it. “Fuck me,” she whispered.

      Good girl.

      He strolled over to her, letting his cock rub against the opening of her pussy. He pressed against her enough for his head to create pressure against that tight little entrance. “What do you want, Juju?”

      She whimpered.

      He leaned in, his lips brushing against her earlobe, his voice a low growl when he whispered. “Say it. Now, Julia. Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you…inside of me.”

      Perfect. Then they wanted the same thing—but as long as she’d been the one to beg for it, he wouldn’t have to feel bad about giving a pounding that she’d had coming to her for over a year and a half now.

      He nudged himself deeper, grinning as her body resisted it. She was tight. The way she got when it’d been too long. Which could only mean one thing: she hadn’t been with another man since she left.

      She still loved him.

      Roman went easy on her only for a moment, but then he drove his cock into her, freeing her from the magic and letting her weight fall against him. He wanted to feel her.  All of her. And he wanted her to know that what she was feeling was one hundred perfect.

      As she wrapped herself around him again, a sweat covered and glistening mess of passion and panting, he turned. Moving toward the bedroom, he forced the door open. He kissed, then bit her lip just hard enough to let her know he meant business.

      And then he tossed her onto the mattress, flipped her over, and spanked her hard, kissing the back of her neck before working himself back inside of her. She was as tight and eager as ever as she arched against his thrusting. The mattress muffled her moans as he held her still by her hair, grinding into her from behind, his hips slapping against her perfect ass.

      There was so much he wanted to say to her, but he wasn’t sure she wanted that. And he wasn’t about to put himself out there, to risk his heart saying how he felt. So instead, I gave her what she did want.

      And I gave it to her hard.

      Making love opened up too much room for getting hurt. Fucking was safe. Fucking would be enough to keep her around long enough for them to get back to what they had.

      She was on the cusp of orgasm. He could tell from the way her moans had shifted to a more desperate need.

      “Not yet,” he warned her.

      Not this time.

      Julia wasn’t like other women. Other women, it was the orgasms that kept them coming back. With Julia, it was unfinished business, and that was exactly why he wasn’t going to let her finish tonight.

      He sped up his thrusting to send himself over the edge, spilling hit hot fluids into her and smacking her ass again with another hard slap as he pulled out.

      She whimpered, turned back to him with hurt in her eyes, but didn’t have the guts to say anything about it. That’s a Fairweather for you.

      “Next time,” he promised.

      They both knew the mind-blowing orgasms he could deliver. And that’s how he could be sure tonight wouldn’t be the last he saw of her.

      He threw her one of his shirts to put on as a nightdress and climbed into bed next to her. She tucked herself under the blankets with him, and they both fell asleep in the silence. The way it used to be.

      Somehow, he was going to get that back. For good.

      [image: ]

      “I need to talk to you.” Her voice pulled him from the most peaceful sleep he had had in over a year.

      When he opened my eyes, Julia was already dressed and standing beside the window with her arms crossed over her chest.

      Roman groaned. “Come back to bed. You have too many clothes on.”

      She turned to glare at him. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “What? Last night?”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Hey, I only used magic for the sex—not to make you want it. That’s on you.” He sat up, rubbing the rest of the sleep out of his eyes. “So what’s this really about? I’m guessing it not about how I like my eggs.”

      “I remember how you like your eggs,” she said. “I need you to be serious.”

      She was gorgeous, with the moonlight beaming off her skin, dressed in a short blue dress that hugged her curves just right.

      “Where’d you get the dress?” he asked, throwing his hands behind his head and resting against the headboard. “Last I saw them, your clothes were in less than great condition.”

      He smiled, but she didn’t.

      “I must have left this here last year.” She shuffled. “It was still in the closet.”

      There was a coldness in her voice that hadn’t been there when they’d went to sleep. It was as if they were back on the cliffs, like all that passion never happened at all.

      “You know me. I never throw anything away,” Roman said, trying to sound as indifferent as possible. “You sure that’s the one you want. I’m sure there are other dresses in there, too. If I remember their owners correctly, some of them might even be your size.”

      She blinked, but again didn’t return to the softness of last night.

      “I’m fine,” she answered. “Besides, that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “I get it.” Roman scoffed, looking away. “You’re either going to tell me that you can’t live without me but you have to, or that you can’t live with me but you want to. We’ve been through both and, to tell you the truth, I’m not interested in going through it again.”

      But that wasn’t true. Even knowing how it ended, how much it hurt, if he had the chance to start things up with Julia again, he would jump at it.

      Of course, hell would find itself the victim of a very unlikely blizzard before he would ever admit that to her, not when her eyes stared at him so unfeeling and her mouth pursed itself so accusingly.

      “It’s not about that,” she answered. “We both know how this ends, Roman. We’re adults now. We don’t have to pretend we can change our worlds for each other.”

      Roman leaned forward, eyeing her all the way down. “What’s that supposed to mean, Juj-”

      “Don’t!” she said firmly. “My family had a coven meeting last night.”

      “The famous Fairweather get-togethers. Must have been a hell of a party. I’m sorry I missed it,” he said, letting a thin smile drape across his face.

      “I am, too, because you were the subject of one of the more spirited conversations.”

      The levity dropped out of the room. What in seven circles of hell were those has been bastards doing with his name in their mouths? They hated him. They more than proved that last year, and he had the scars to prove it.

      “I don’t know whether to be honored or disgusted.” Roman glanced at the floor and then back up at her.

      “Are you practicing dark magic?” she asked, setting her jaw.

      He pulled the covers back, standing up to confront her.

      She balked a little, probably because he was completely naked. But it wasn’t anything she had seen before.

      She spun away, sharking her head and blinking hard.

      “Oh, hide your blushing eyes,” Roman scoffed. “You’re not exactly virginal.”

      She turned back, awkwardness replaced by anger.

      “Are you practicing dark magic?” she repeated, louder now.

      “Is that your business?” he asked, glaring down at her.

      “It sure as hell is!” Her eyebrows pulled lower over her eyes. “I care about you.”

      “Is that right?” He chuckled harshly. “Don’t you mean you care about my dick? Because I haven’t seen where you’ve had much use for the rest of me.”

      “Don’t be crass,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “Seems like you’ve got foolproof plan for that.” He crossed his arms over his bare chest. “Because the last time I got hurt, you sure as shit were nowhere to be found.” He traced his back molars with his tongue. “And I’ll be as crass as I fucking want to. This is my house, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Is that what the lease says?” she asked me daringly.

      “It does now,” he shot back. “Didn’t think you’d mind.”

      “This is beside the point.” She huffed. “You know how dangerous that dark stuff is, Roman. You saw what it did to your grandfather.”

      He bristled. In that moment, he hated that she knew everything about him, even though there’d been a time he’d loved exactly that.

      “What I know is that my family has a rich and storied history with that magic—history that they’ve lost in the last few generations. That’s the only reason a coven like yours would ever have a chance of competing with my family.”

      “This isn’t about my family,” she said, glaring at me.

      “The hell it isn’t. Your family is the only reason we’re not together right now.”

      “My people are not the only ones who would have disapproved of our relationship.”

      “But they’re the only ones who had the power to stop it,” he said, heat rising into his face. “Look around, Julia. I’m gone. I’m not with them anymore. I’m living the life we planned for ourselves. The only difference is that you were too much of a coward to do it with me.”

      “Is that what you think?” She narrowed those eyes at him. “Are you really that short-sighted, or are you just stupid?”

      “You have no idea what my life has been like!”

      “I know enough about it to know that you’ve let your family turn you into some dark magic guinea pig. And it’s dangerous.”

      “Or maybe that was the other way around,” he said, once again being purposefully nasty. “Maybe this is who I am. Maybe it was you who I let turn me into somebody else.”

      “We both know better than that,” she said.

      “The only thing I know is that I can’t trust you,” he spit back. “You came here with ulterior motives. Are you working for your family? Are they afraid of me? Because they should be.”

      For a long moment, she stared at me, breathing heavy and weighing something between her eyes.

      “What happened to you,” she said, near breathlessly.

      “I grew up,” he said. “Finally started seeing the world for what it was, and the people in it for what they really wanted. You should try it sometime.”

      “Maybe I should,” Julia said. “Because I obviously haven’t been making the best decisions lately.”

      “You and me both, Juju,” he answered.

      “I just wanted—”

      “I know what you wanted,” he said. “You wanted to come in here, after being gone for eighteen fucking months, and tell me what to do with my life. You thought I would be so happy to see you that I would be such a goddamn puppy dog, that I’d leap at the scraps you gave me and do whatever you wanted so long as you promised to drop in every once in a while. Are you even staying here, Julia? Are you back for good, or did you just drop by to send my life into ruin again?”

      “I—I can’t be here,” she said. “It’s not good for me.”

      “That’s what I thought,” he answered disgustedly, looking down at his bare feet. “Get out.”

      “Roman, you need to listen to me. If you don’t—”

      “I said GET OUT!”

      “Roman!” she screamed back, matching my tone. “I will not be ignored! This is too important. If you don’t listen to me, I don’t know what will become of you.”

      “Whatever,” he muttered, opening the dresser drawer and pulling out a bottle of dragon fruit shavings.

      He opened it, letting it fall to the floor and mix with the Himalayan salt and lilac surrounding the room.

      Julia looked down at it, her eyes widening. “Roman, don’t you dare.”

      “Exile,” he said softly.

      Julia’s body lifted from the floor and flew through the open bedroom door.

      As she was deposited out into the hallway, she continued screaming at me.

      “Roman, listen to me!”

      Her body continued out the front door, and then the door shut in her face.

      That was it. He was done. Whatever he thought they had once had was gone.
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      Julia

      Julia shuddered as the door slammed shut in her face. Had this really happened?

      The thoughts in her head whipped past. She thought about knocking on the door, or knocking the stupid thing down. But she knew better. That was an exiling spell. Even if she banged so hard it woke the neighbors, Roman wouldn’t hear it. Even if she took a battering ram to that door and splintered it into a thousand tiny shards of wood, she still wouldn’t be able to enter the doorway. Not until Roman decided she could.

      At the moment, that didn’t seem likely to happen anytime soon.

      She shook her head and turned toward the stairwell, thankful that she at least hadn’t brought a purse that would be lost within that room. Whether or not another piece of her would be left within those walls was yet to be seen.

      She marched down the stairs with frustrated steps. Nothing between Roman and Julia had ever been simple. How could it be when they came from families who had hated each other since before either of them were even born, and when that hatred ran so deep that it ended things even before they begun?

      But for everything they’d been through, for all the odds against them, she never thought Roman would hate her. Was it all inevitable?

      The heat between them, the sex that was perhaps the best of her life, their romantic and layered history—could it all really be torn apart by one idealistic explosion?

      Julia pushed out into the open air and took a deep breath. The magic he was dabbling in was the baddest of bad news. It might have been his family’s legacy, but she remembered the conversations Roman and she used to have about it, when he would tell her how stupid his ancestors must have been to even consider tapping into something so dark and deadly.

      And here he was, doing it himself. If Cassandra could be believed—and she always could—he was even going as far as competing in those awful black magic competitions.

      Julia bristled, and not just from the cold seeping into her clammy skin. The neighbors across the street whistled at her, and a chemical smell drifted down the street from the corner ahead.

      She blinked and took the hard look around at the neighborhood she must have been blind to before. Roman and she had been so excited to score this place. It was the first step toward what should have been their lives together. But things didn’t turn out the way they were supposed to. Walking through this decaying alley that smelled of sewage and smoke, Julia wondered if anything ever did.

      “Hey there, pretty lady.”

      Suddenly aware of just how alone she was, Julia shook her head and hurried her step.

      “I’m talking to you,” the voice said, and this time, it sounded as though it was in front of her.

      She froze. Here she was, a waif of a girl in the middle of a dark alley in a bad neighborhood in the dead of night all by herself. Unsure if she should continue forward or turn back. And what if she did? Where would she go? Not to Roman’s apartment.

      The situation would be cliché if she were just any woman. But Julia wasn’t just any woman. Not by a long shot.

      Grandfather had been right. She had always been a natural with the magic. Back in the day, there wasn’t a single instant where she hadn’t been able to defend herself. But back in the day was a long time ago, and she had spent the last eighteen months pretending she was a normal person. Could she muster enough energy to light a candle, let alone fight off a guy or two?

      Maybe not, but she did have one shot. Her name carried some weight in these parts, and her reputation would have no doubt preceded her. Hopefully that would be enough to send these goons running.

      “Trust me, you don’t want to do this,” she said, setting her jaw. “I’m assuming you don’t recognize my face because, if you did, there’s no way you’d be stupid enough to harass me.” She cleared my throat. Time for the money line. “So let me introduce myself. My name is—”

      “Julia Fairweather,” two voices said in unison. “You’ll fetch quite the price.”

      She shuddered. There was something intrinsically creepy about the way they did that.

      A man appeared in front of her, walking out from the darkness. He was tall, with pale skin and black eyes that matched his hair. There was a strange, strung out air about him. Great. A magical junkie. She knew she smelled something wrong. That meant that not only was he a warlock, but he was a desperate one. She couldn’t think of anything more dangerous.

      Julia sensed a presence behind her and spun around. A second warlock, exactly like the first one.

      “Twins,” she muttered.

      She hated twin warlocks, especially twin warlocks who undoubtedly wanted to dispose of her and sell her power for cheap mystical thrills.

      “If you’re completely still, this will only hurt a lot,” the twins said, again in unison.

      Julia tensed. This wasn’t going to work. Not only was she criminally out of practice, but she was panicking. There was no way she would be able to muster the focus necessary to put these losers in their place.

      She could run, but the truth was, she probably wouldn’t get very far. And, if she did, the only place to go was Roman’s apartment. And even if he was inclined to help her out, he wouldn’t be able to hear her shouts.

      She would have to go all or nothing and hope that if her own personal attributes weren’t enough to get these guys shaking, maybe the rest of her family’s might be.

      “Do you have any idea what the Fairweathers are capable of?” she asked, her hands balled into fists. “We practically run this city. If my family found out that you even considered doing something to me, they’d turn your skin inside out.”

      “Then we’ll have to make sure they never find out,” one of the twins said as they bridged the gap to her on each side. “How will we do that Brother?”

      The other one chimed in now. “I can think of a few different ways. Most of them involve hatchets, though. Do you have a hatchet?”

      This was it. She was about to become the victims of some very tweaked-out magic junkies. All she could do was hold her ground. If she was going to go down, then she was at least going to keep her pride intact.

      The twins reached for her, their bodies moving in tandem in what had to be the creepiest thing she had ever seen. That was the thing with twin warlocks. They, and their magic, were an endless reflection of one another.

      That’s it!

      She remembered exactly what she needed to do to defeat them. So she braced herself, preparing to dodge their first magical attack. If she could cause them to miss her and hit one another instead, their negative energy would feed into each other until they stopped the spell. That would give her enough time to get away.

      That was if they missed. If they hit each other instead. But she had to try.

      A loud screeching noise filled the air. It wasn’t unsettling, painful, or even necessarily bothersome, but the apparently the twins felt differently about that.

      Their hands shot to their ears as they crumbled to the ground. They screamed, still in unison, as blood poured from their ears.

      Another figure appeared from the dark—a muscular man with burnt auburn hair and blue eyes that popped even in the dark. He could have been dangerous. He was, in essence, also in this dark alley. For all she knew, he was fighting these junkies for the right to kill her himself.

      But somehow, she didn’t sense that. Something about the way he moved put her at ease. Something in his face, in the way his eyes flickered up at her and the concern reflecting in them, told her this guy was different.

      The twins splayed unconscious on the ground, and the noise stopped.

      The man with the red hair looked up at her, a sigh of relief passing his parted lips.

      “Are you all right there, ma’am?” he asked, his voice colored with the deepest, thickest southern accent Julia had ever heard. “I know you might be a little confused about what you just seen. ‘Fraid to say, there are things in this world that simply ain’t what you might—”

      “I had that,” she said, scowling. “I was waiting for them to make a move.”

      The man’s eyebrows rose along with the corners of his lips. “Were you now? Didn’t look so from where I stood.”

      “Looks can be deceiving,” she muttered. “You’re not the only witch in this town, you know. I’m a witch, too.”

      He blinked. “Well, suppose technically it’s warlock. But no use in siftin’ through grain when the hay’s already been baled. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Julia chuckled. She didn’t mean to. She was tired. She was scared. And, more than that, she was heartbroken. But she wasn’t dead, and that was down to this guy, pride or not.

      He smiled, a bright thing that seemed to light up the dark alley with ease.

      “Name’s Paris Wheeler, and it sure is nice to meet you, even if it is under less than perfect circumstances,” he said, offering her his hand.

      Though she was still a little hesitant, she took it. He shook her hand firmly, biting his lower lip.

      “Julia. Julia Fairweather,” she offered. “Paris is an interesting name.”

      “For a man, you mean,” he said, her hand still in his. “It’s all right. It’s hardly the first time I’ve got that reaction. I’m named after the city.”

      “The city of lights,” Julia said, nearly stumbling over the two unconscious assailants at their feet at she stepped closer. “I’ve always wanted to go there.”

      “Oh, Lord, no.” He shook his head. “Paris, Texas. It’s where my momma is from. Where I was conceived, I think. Not that that’s conversation I’m supposed to be havin’ in mixed company. You’ll have to forgive me. I’m afraid you’ve got me all flustered.”

      “I’m sorry,” Julia answered.

      “Don’t be,” Paris said. “It’s not an entirely unwelcome sensation if I may be so bold.”

      “You may,” Julia said, again chuckling. “Is everybody from Texas so chivalrous?”

      “Could be. Kinda doubt it, though.” He shrugged. “Not that I would know. Me myself, I’m from a bit farther down.”

      “I can tell,” she said, listening to the way his voice twanged. “Listen, I appreciate what you did out here. Really. Sorry if it didn’t sound like it earlier, but I’m sure you can understand my skepticism over a strange helping me after what these two strangers were trying to do.”

      “It’s no trouble at all. If my granddaddy would have seen me walking by a woman in trouble and not offering my hand, he’d have tanned my hide six ways from Sunday.” He shrugged. “So, in all honesty, it was just as much for me as you. Guess I oughta be thanking you, too.”

      Julia hoped the dark would hide her sure blush.

      “So, Fairweather, huh?” Paris asked. “My papa’s here to talk business with them actually. It’s what’s got me walking through downtown at this God-forsaken hour. We just landed.” His hand was still in mine. “What’s got you running back and forth like this?”

      “A mistake,” she mumbled.

      “I know how that goes. May I take you home?” He cleared his throat and looked toward his feet. “I mean, to your home. Can we go to your house? Dang it.” His turn to blush. “What I’m trying to say, rather unsuccessfully, is that I’d like to walk you home if you’d let me. Just to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “But this city is always buzzing. I’m just going to get a cab.” She pointed to the end of the alleyway, toward the undoubtedly busy city street. “I’ll be fine.”

      “All right, then,” he said. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      “I’m sure you will,” Julia answered, looking down at our still joined hands. “Now if you’ll just…”

      “Of course,” he said, pulling his hand away so that the cool air hit Julia’s hand fresh again. “Look at me. I don’t know what I’m doing. You got me all flustered.” He looked at her again, biting his lip as he tucked his hands into his pockets and strolled a couple steps back. “I wonder why that is.”

      “No idea.” Julia smiled. She looked down at the magic junkies still at their feet. “I’ll take care of the rest.”

      She was already planning what to do with the bodies. She wasn’t inclined to help them. After all, she hadn’t been the one to kill them, and she felt no moral responsibility to mourn people who wanted her dead themselves.

      Paris nodded. “I’m sure you will.”

      “See you around, Paris Wheeler,” she added when she sensed he was still standing there.

      “Sure do hope so, Julia Fairweather,” he said, then he grinned at her before turning and walking away.
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      Julia crashed into bed nearly the instant her head hit the pillow. The ancestors were speaking to her, mumbling about something she couldn’t quite make out.

      No real surprise there.

      Still, she didn’t need them. Her mind was loud enough even without the words of all the Fairweather witches that had come before.

      Thoughts of Roman ran through her head on an endless ticker. Even in her sleep, she saw him: his lips, his eyes, his hands as they roamed her body,  pushing all her buttons with the ease of someone who had put them there in the first place.

      She woke in a heap of sweat and frustration. Her entire body ached—not only from the push and pull of passion, but also from nearly being attacked in the street.

      She had been so foolish, being out there on her own. But that was the effect Roman always had on her. He brought out her reckless side, made her do things she otherwise would never even consider.

      Part of her always knew that would be the death of her. Of course, the other part of her knew it as the only way she could ever truly be alive.

      A light knock sounded on her door and, before she could manage even a sluggish response, it opened.

      She had forgotten about that—how privacy was more an illusion than an actual constitution. Doors, locks, even beds, were all up for grabs here. Julia had lived the vast majority of her life in this very room, surrounded by these very things, trapped within these four walls, and still she didn’t feel as if they were really hers.

      Julia expected Jenkins to brush through the doorway. His easy eyes and happy demeanor would be a welcome sight after all the recent drama.

      Instead, her Grandfather—leader of the Fairweather Moon Coven himself—strode into the room.

      “What’s wrong?” Julia asked, stiffening in bed as her heart dropped straight down to her gut. Her breaths shallowed. If her grandfather had taken the time out of his day to wake her, then something was definitely amiss.

      “Relax, Julia. I can feel your uneasiness from halfway across the manor.” He shook his head. “If something was wrong, I wouldn’t be waking you with such gentle hands. And I certainly wouldn’t have knocked.” He pursed his lips. “Even if it is midafternoon.”

      “Oh,” Julia answered, reaching over and tapping at her phone. The screen lit up. 3:27 PM. God, she had nearly slept the entire day away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

      “No need to apologize,” Grandfather answered. “Even witches suffer from jetlag. That being said, there’s some business that needs to be attended to. And you’re needed in the dining room.”

      “The dining room?” Julia asked, sitting up straighter in her bed.

      “We have company—people in need of a warm welcome.” He cleared his throat. “From you specifically.”

      “From me?” Concern rose in her chest. “May I ask why?”

      “You may,” he answered. “Just as I may refuse to answer, at least for the moment. There are things at play here, Julia. Things that have been building since well before your return.”

      “Grandfather, I—”

      “That’ll be enough, child. I’ve spoken. Bottom line is you don’t need to know why right now. You just need to do as you’re asked. Now make yourself presentable and meet me in the dining room in ten minutes.”

      Julia scrunched her nose and imagined the state of her skin and hair. “Ten minutes isn’t a very long time to get ready.”

      “Think of it as a chance to brush up on your magic.”

      Grandfather turned and marched through the door, which closed itself gently behind him.

      Julia used every minute of those ten minutes to comb the knots out of her hair and slide into a blue and white sundress that she had left here when she trekked out to Iowa (for good reason). She could have been ready much sooner, but those ten minutes had been intended more as mental preparation than physical, and going through actions of getting ready was cathartic.

      Luckily, she had a few extra pomegranate seeds in her suitcase and she wasn’t particularly stressed, at least not in the life threatening way of last night, so she managed to use them to brighter her appearance near instantly, sending a soft sheen through her dark hair and whitening her teeth just enough to look natural.

      A little glamour, that was all.

      Leaving her bedroom, Julia made her way to the dining room, again ignoring the voices of the ancestors, who still hadn’t seen fit to tell her anything she could actually process.

      One of these days, she would either hear them outright or get them to shut up once and for all. That day, unfortunately, didn’t look as though it was going to be today, not with them yammering on like Sunday afternoon gossips under the hairdresser’s heating lamps.

      Thankfully, the dining room was nothing like the inner sanctum. First of all, it was a stalwart room, not changing with the seasons and the whims of the witches the way the sanctum always had. Secondly, no outward signs of magic were evident within those walls, which meant no spinning chairs, no floating candelabras, and no shooting stars dancing across the rooftop.

      This was an ordinary dining room, almost as though she was back in Iowa, cooking beef stew and settling in at that kitchen table as the sun went down.

      Of course, she wasn’t. The company told her all she needed to know about that.

      As she sat at the long wooden dining room table, her presence announced by Jenkins, who looked concerningly tired, she caught sight of her grandfather.

      He looked much fresher than he had just ten minutes ago, his hair brushed back with a fresh suit on.

      It seemed Julia wasn’t the only one hoarding pomegranate seeds. Well, she had learned from the best.

      Beside grandfather sat a short, rounded man. He was bald, save for a light dusting of gray hair at his temples, and sported a matching mustache. He laughed heartily as Julia entered, his protruding gut shaking as he bounced back and forth.

      “That’s a hell of a punchline, Fairweather!” he said, slapping Grandfather on the back.

      Julia winced. She had never seen anyone treat her grandfather like this, as though they were equals.

      Jenkins placed a large bowl of split pea soup—Julia’s favorite—in front of her.

      “A little early for dinner, isn’t it?” Julia asked, looking up at the butler.

      “It’s not an early dinner,” Grandfather said, not bothering to look over at her. “It’s late lunch. Our guests have been traveling and their internal clocks have seen better days.”

      “Of course,” Julia said, her years of dinner parties and formal events kicking in. It was socialite training. Just the sight of a dinner napkin and crystal stemware straightened her back and brought out her best behavior. “Do forgive me. I’ve been a little off myself lately. I’ve been traveling myself as well, and I’m still a bit out of sorts,” she said, nodding at the rotund man. “My name is Julia Fairweather, and it’s absolutely delightful to meet you.”

      “Oh, I know all about you, sweetheart,” the large man said in a southern accent the likes of which Julia had only heard one other time in her life. “And I have got to say, you don’t disappoint in the flesh.”

      “Um, thank you, I suppose,” Julia answered, shifting uncomfortably as the man eyed her.

      “This is Oscar Wheeler,” Grandfather said, motioning toward the man. “He’s the head of the most prestigious coven in Louisiana. He’s going to be our guest for the foreseeable future.”

      Foreseeable future?

      The words struck Julia more than a little funny. Grandfather didn’t accept guests for the day, let alone for an indeterminate amount of time. He was much too cautious for that. Too cautious and too crotchety. She would never say that, though. The rules of etiquette deemed it too rude. Besides, there was a much more pressing question laying on her mind, a question she could ask in good faith.

      “I’m sorry. Did my grandfather say your last name was Wheeler?” Julia asked, looking over at Oscar.

      “Fraid so,” a voice said from behind her.

      She turned to find Paris—red hair, bright smile, and easy aura—marching toward her. His hands were stuffed in his pockets, and he was dressed in formalwear, making Julia feel even more underdressed than she already did.

      “Paris,” Julia said, instinctively standing, even though historically, that would go the other way around. “You’re here.”

      “He certainly is,” Oscar said, from the other side of the table. “Y’all have already rubbed elbows. Now if that ain’t the good kind of omen, I don’t know what is.” He slapped grandfather on the back again.

      “He saved my life last night,” Julia answered, looking at the ginger man.

      “I’m sure you could have handled yourself,” Paris answered. “I just never pass up the chance to help out a pretty lady. Call it the gentleman’s curse.”

      “Mah boy’s told us all about what happened last night,” Mr. Wheeler said, an animated cigar away from being a full-fledged cartoon character. “And I, for one, am sure glad you two already know that you get along so well. It takes a load off the old mind.”

      Julia’s brow furrowed. Huh?

      “Agreed,” Grandfather said, but Julia noted the uneasy tone of voice. “Julia, there’s something we need to tell you. Something that will effect things going forward in a very significant manner.”

      Julia’s brow furrowed. “What’s going on?”

      Paris settled beside her, closer than she imagined he might.

      That didn’t sit well with her.

      “You’re aware of the changes that have taken place since you left here, as well as the tenuous nature of the magical landscape.”

      “You’re talking about Roman?” Julia asked. “About the dark magic?”

      “Well, that’s a small part of it.” Grandfather cleared his throat and stood himself. Julia’s heart sped. “The struggle for power has never been more real here, Julia. The truth is, the Blackwoods are closer to regaining control of our areas than I would ever admit outside of this room. And, with recent developments, it’s come to my attention I need to work harder to shore up our defenses as well as our hold on the future.”

      “What are you saying?” Julia asked, feeling as though ants were crawling under her skin.

      “You made your intentions clear yesterday, Julia. You are not interested in running this coven and, to that end, I agree with you. You may have been my first choice, but I have no interest in giving my life’s work away to someone who doesn’t want it.”

      “Grandfather, that’s—”

      “It’s perfectly fine, Julia. I’m not punishing you. I understand. But now it’s time for you to understand. You, too, Paris,” Grandfather said, looking over at him. “There is much to be lost in the future, but there is much to be gained as well. So long as we do it together.”

      “Together…how?” Julia asked, her pulse racing.

      “I might accept your indifference toward the leadership of this coven, but I cannot accept you turning your back on this family. At a different time, maybe. But we cannot afford it anymore. We’re calling in our chips, Oscar and I,” Grandfather started. “The world is changing, and the only way to survive it is together. The Wheelers are here because our covens are to be joined, Julia. Joined by marriage. Turn,” he said, motioning to Paris. “Turn, Julia, and face your betrothed.”
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      Roman

      Roman swigged his coffee with the intensity and flare of someone who had read Catcher in the Rye one too many times. It had been a week since that night, since he had to forcibly remove Julia Fairweather from his life and pretend it didn’t hurt like hell.

      It did, though. It stung like an open wound. It threatened to encompass him to the point of definition, and all he could do was pretend that wasn’t the case and hope that stuck.

      Holden Caulfield would have definitely understood that.

      “There’s nothing worse than that, you know,” Adam said, snapping his fingers in front of his older brother’s face.

      Roman balked, pulling backward and revisiting the situation at hand.

      “What are you blathering about?” Roman asked, taking another drink of coffee. It was black and cold, the opposite of the milky sweet concoctions Julia used to funnel like water back when they were together. Maybe that was why he liked it so much. It didn’t remind him of her.

      Except that it did. Everything reminded him of her. Everything was measured against her. The way she made his coffee; coffee the opposite of the way she made it. It was like every damn thing in the world—every piece of furniture, every scone in the window of a coffee shop, every girl who walked by flaunting herself at him—was a road that led right to her.

      Julia Fairweather was everywhere, so much so that Roman couldn’t keep his mind off her long enough to have a conversation. And he didn’t know how to stop it.

      “Have you been listening to anything I’ve been saying?” Adam asked him, eyebrows arched. “Don’t even pretend. I know you haven’t.”

      “Was it important?” Roman asked, not putting too much stock in his little brother’s disappointed face. He’d get over it.

      “Not really,” Adam admitted, tilting his head and taking a bite of his cheese Danish—another thing that reminded Roman of Julia.

      Damnit, that woman was everywhere.

      “Father thinks there’s an alliance to be made with the Romani.”

      “Gypsies?” Roman asked, almost snorting. “That’s new. Last I checked, Father didn’t see fit to let their sir names pass over his tongue, let alone keep their company.”

      “Perhaps that’s because they’re filthy abusers of magic who can’t be trusted,” Adam answered, picking up a napkin and dabbing the sides of his mouth with it.

      “Who isn’t?” Roman scoffed. “But you’re just proving my point. I doubt they’ve changed hundreds of years of tradition overnight. They are who they are. If father thinks he’s better than them—”

      “He is better than them, Roman. There’s no thinking to it. And, as the heir apparent to the most powerful coven in Savannah, you should know that.” Adam shook his head. “But there’s no denying that things have taken a turn in the last few days. With those swamp rat witches from the Louisiana coven showing up and making their own alliance with the Fairweathers, I guess Father thinks it important to expand our reach as well.”

      “What are you talking about?” Roman asked, sliding the iced coffee away from him and swallowing hard. “What Louisiana coven?”

      “You really have been out of it, haven’t you?” Adam asked, a sly smile creeping up at the ends of his lips. He glared at his older brother for a long time, long enough that Roman began to feel more than a little uneasy. “You don’t know, do you?” Slowly, the smile dissipated. “My God. You actually don’t.”

      “Don’t know what?” Roman answered, narrowing his dark eyes. “Spit it out, Adam.”

      “I don’t want to say,” Adam said, sitting back in his chair and averting his eyes.

      “Adam, tell me,” Roman said through gritted teeth. They had played this little game since they were kids, with Adam afraid to tell his brother anything that might irk his temper.

      “No, I don’t think I will,” he said, standing. His hands went to his pockets nervously.

      “Adam, do you remember what I did to you the night you stole my Camaro and wrapped it around a telephone pole because you were busy getting a blow job from Kelly Moman?”

      The color drained from his face, but he nodded in a way that let Roman know that his little brother remembered every painful instant of that night. “Good. Sit you ass down and tell me what’s going on, or I swear I will make that seem like a vacation.”

      “Fine.” He sighed, reseating himself. “But just remember. I’m only the messenger. And even the Greeks don’t harm messengers. It’s tacky. Its just—it’s just not done.”

      “Stop quoting 300 and tell me,” Roman commanded.

      “The alliance between the Fairweathers and the Wheeler coven—that’s the swamp rat Louisiana group I was talking about earlier—it’s going to be insured.”

      “Insured?” Roman asked, tapping his fingers against the table. “How do you insure an alliance?”

      “The same way alliances have been insured since the beginning of time. You mix the families. You arrange a marriage.”

      Roman’s throat tightened. The air became a thick and almost inconsumable thing.

      “Who?” he stammered, trying to keep himself steady.

      “Oh, brother,” Adam said sympathetically. “You know who.”

      He did. The moment Adam said arranged marriage, the pit in Roman’s stomach had nearly opened up so wide it could swallow him whole. But he had to cling to hope that he was wrong.

      “Say it,” Roman commanded.

      “Don’t make me,” Adam asked.

      “Do it,” Roman said. He needed to hear it out loud. That was the only way it would be real.

      Adam’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “Julia Fairweather is to marry Paris Wheeler.”
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      He hadn’t taken any of his frustration out on Adam. After all, even Greeks didn’t harm the messenger. But it did have to go somewhere, and the way he figured it, the gas pedal was as good an option as any.

      “What the fuck kind of name is Paris?” Roman muttered to himself, blowing past stop signs in a fury. Heat rose higher in his cheeks with each passing moment.

      Paris Wheeler? The name itself sounded like a joke. What was he, some spoiled socialite with a reality show and drinking problem? Surely Julia was too smart for something like this. Even if her goddamn grandfather wanted to parcel her out like a cow at the auction, she would know better than to go along with it.

      After all, she was leaving. She told Roman as much. She was heading back to Iowa, to that pig farm where her maternal grandmother lived, far away from the back and forth of witchy politics and the things it robbed you of. That’s what mattered to her. God knows it mattered to her more than he had all those months ago.

      She wouldn’t stay. No. If she wouldn’t stay for him, she certainly wouldn’t stay for them. Roman knew that much.

      Didn’t he?

      How much did he know about anything? He thought he had put this behind him, that Julia was nothing more than a footnote in the greater story of him—an appendage someone would mention when they spoke of his ascent to the throne of power atop Savannah’s witch world.

      But she wasn’t. Though he would never admit it in her presence, she was a part of him. He could sooner cut off his own hand, gauge out his own eyes, than be rid of her.

      And a part of him liked it that way.

      He blasted through his fifth stop sign, the best of Metallica blaring on the radio, when he felt it.

      By the time Roman realized his back right tire had given way to something on the road, it was way too late to stop.

      A loud popping was accompanied by a wave of movement. Almost as though it was being controlled by a third party, the car Roman was driving—the very car that Adam had wrapped around that telephone pole all those years ago—tumbled violently.

      Going head over wheels, Roman was flung around the cab, smashing against the roof hard. Blood filled his mouth as the flipping continued. White spots dotted his vision and then overtook it completely. As the car finally slowed to a stop, the cab filled with the fumes of smoke, gas, and burnt rubber.

      His body, limp and sore as he lay there, was every bit as wrecked as his car.

      Breathing hard and fast, he turned himself over. Glass crunched under his elbows as he pulled himself from the shell of his car.

      His chest felt heavy, as though liquid was filling it. He coughed hard, trying to clear himself of what obstruction was in the way. But it was no use. He still felt heavy, still felt broken.

      When he finally pulled himself from the car, a rush of cool air from outside rushed over him.

      He didn’t have the heart to look at his car. It was undoubtedly destroyed, ripped apart much worse than Adam could have even done. He could use magic to fix it, but what a waste of energy that would be.

      So he turned around again, lying flat on his back and looking up at the sky. It was darker than he remembered it being when he left his brother. Though perhaps, that was just his eyes darkening.

      He had kept that damn car for too long now anyway. It had too many memories attached to it, too many moments that made him think of her.

      Maybe a new one was just what he needed, assuming he survived this after all.

      To that end, he reached into his pocket. His arm bristled with pain as he dug around in there. If he remembered correctly, there was a lotus blossom tucked in there somewhere. It wasn’t a miracle drug but, with the right incantation, it would serve as a hell of a healing potion.

      He pulled it out of his pocket and, using all the energy he had to look down, he sighed heavily. The bulb was broken. The damn thing was useless.

      “Don’t take it too hard,” a voice from above sounded. “You’re going to need a lot more than that if you’re looking to pull through this.”

      Startled, Roman looked up. Standing over him was a girl with long red hair that hung down in waves. Her green eyes seemed to glow as they peered down onto him and her lips curled up at the ends.

      She was gorgeous, but still, he could see it all over her. It was in the curved nature of her face, in the unique nature of her features, in the three inked circles that dotted her neck.

      “Romani,” Roman said weakly, putting it together.

      “Sure am,” the woman said, looking down at him. “And you ought to thank your lucky stars for that. Well, that and the fact that the Crawley wants words with you. Otherwise, you’d be a puddle on the floor.” She looked him up and down. “A pretty puddle, but a puddle all the same.”

      Roman opened his mouth to speak, but a wave of fatigue washed over him. The darkness and pain pulled at him swiftly and, looking into those glowing green eyes and the quickly darkening sky past them, he fell off into sleep.
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      Roman woke slowly, and then all at once. Pain ripped through his body even before his eyes fluttered open, reminding him of the accident that had just rocked him.

      When his eyes finally did open, they settled on an old wooden ceiling lit my ambient fire light.

      Roman opened his mouth, preparing to speak. But he could only cough as the dryness in his throat stung him.

      “Go slow,” a voice said from above him.

      He didn’t need to see her to tell who she was. It only made sense as the flame haired Romani girl came into his line of sight, wearing a thin white dress and the same three circles across her neck.

      “Where am I?” Roman asked, swallowing as he tried to coat his throat with moisture.

      “The Village,” the woman answered sharply. “The same place you’ve been for the last three days.”

      “Three days?” Roman asked in a near whisper. “You brought me out to the Village, to the woods, for three days? I can’t be gone for three days.”

      “In that case, you should have said something about it before you were,” she said, sitting on a small chair beside the bed Roman found himself lying in. It wasn’t a comfortable thing, at least not in comparison to the down mattresses Roman was used to resting on.

      “Sit up,” the woman said, lifting Roman’s head roughly and propping the pillow up beneath it. As Roman winced, readjusting himself in the new position, he took a look around.

      He was in a one-room shack, a wooden box where the kitchen, bedroom, and living quarters were all one cramped hodgepodge. He thought about where the bathroom might be, but didn’t dare ask.

      Small wooden statues dotted all the flat surfaces—animals and humanoids that Roman didn’t recognize. Candles flickered at the room’s four corners.

      “My family,” Roman said, stifling another cough. “They’re probably losing their minds by now.”

      “Could be,” the woman said, shrugging. “We don’t hear much about town all the way out here.” She handed Roman a cup. “Drink this.”

      He hesitated at the strange warmth radiating from the cup.

      “Listen,” he said. “While I’m no stranger to waking up in a strange girl’s bed, I don’t make a habit of drinking the strange liquids they give me.”

      “Whatever you want.” The woman jerked the cup out of Roman’s hand and dumped it into the sink, which was so close to the bed that she didn’t even have to leave her seat. “Though, you should probably keep in mind that it’s the only thing that’s stopped your lung from collapsing.”

      Roman’s stomach turned as he watched it slide down the drain, a dark red liquid that seemed to come out in clumps. It made sense. Even with magic, things were easier to fix than people.

      Roman’s mouth twisted disgustedly. “What the hell is that?”

      “Fifty year old boar’s blood,” she answered as though it was the most normal thing in the world. “Enchanted and spiked with a little bit of nutmeg for flavor.”

      “You fed that to me?” Roman asked, finally getting a bit of fire in his voice. “How dare you? That’s disgusting.”

      “That’s what the nutmeg was for,” she said through clenched teeth. “And I dared because you were rapping your fingers on death’s door. I figured you’d rather be disgusted than deceased. Was I wrong?”

      “It’s not that,” Roman said, though his stomach was turning at the idea of having actually ingested that stuff. “Blood magic is death magic. Witches don’t use death magic.”

      She stood and opened the cupboards overhead. “Maybe that’s why the lot of you are so damn weak.”

      “I could be excommunicated from my coven for that,” Roman shot back.

      “Only if they find out. You planning on issuing a press release?” she asked, looking back over her shoulder at him.

      Though he was still dizzy and tired, a part of Roman couldn’t help but notice the way this woman’s dress rode up her legs as she reached for something in the cupboard.

      “I’m Clara,” she said. “Not that you asked.”  She turned, two cups in hand. Opening the refrigerator, she plopped a pitcher of a dark liquid in front of Roman.

      “What the hell is that?” Roman repeated. “Pureed tongue of a giraffe? An orphan’s eyeballs?”

      “It’s iced tea,” Clara snarled, glaring at him. “And really, there’s no need to thank me for saving your life. No need at all.”

      “Right,” Roman blinked. “You’re right. Thank you.”

      “No,” she answered. “I meant it. I didn’t do it for you. I don’t give two shits about witches or warlocks, especially spoiled coven heirs who think they hold private property rights to every pussy in three counties.” She grinned. “Look at that. I guess we do hear some things out here after all.”

      Roman set his jaw, again readjusting himself.

      “Well, then, if I may be so bold as to ask, why did you save me?”

      “It’s like I told you before,” Clara said. “The Crawley wants words with you.”

      “What is a Crawley?” Roman asked, folding his arms over his chest.

      “It’s not a what. It’s a who. A she, more precisely. And she’s asked for you twice already. Trust me when I saw she won’t ask a third time.”

      “Well, then.” Roman balked. “Who am I to keep a lady waiting? Bring her to me.”

      “Oh, she doesn’t come to you, warlock,” Clara said, chuckling. “You go to her.”

      “If I could walk, that might be doable, but—”

      “You can walk,” Clara said. “Thank the boar’s blood for that. But you can’t walk to the Crawley anyway. Not with where she is.”

      “Really?” Roman asked, rolling his eyes. “Damn gypsies,” he muttered. But he would play along. For now. “Fine then. If I can’t walk to this bitch, then how, pray tell, am I supposed to get to her?”

      “Like this.”

      Clara leaned in and pressed her lips firmly against Roman’s, and the world fell away. In an instant, Roman was standing out in the middle of the woods. It was nighttime and a full, huge moon sat high in the sky above him. Across from him, rocking back in forth in a wooden chair beside a line of trees, sat an old woman.

      She had white hair, dark skin, and white pupil-less eyes. Her lips were pursed together, and she had a long shawl draped across her shoulders, covering her frail body.

      “There you are,” she said, lifting a decrepit hand and motioning for Roman to come forward. “Come closer and let me get a feel for you.”

      “You’re the Crawley, I presume,” Roman said, hesitantly walking toward her.

      “Where have you taken me?”

      “Come on now.” She laughed, showcasing a toothless grin. “I’m just an old blind woman. How on earth am I supposed to tell you where we are? Wherever you think you deserve to be, I’d imagine.”

      “We’re in the woods,” Roman answered.

      “That’s disappointingly unoriginal,” the Crawley answered. “But I suppose the pretty ones don’t have to be creative.”

      “I thought you were blind.”

      “I am.”

      “But you just said—” He shook his head. No, he wasn’t going to get sucked into an argument of logics with a gypsy. That would be plain stupid. “Enough of the games, gypsy. Tell me what you want with me.”

      “Oh, I do believe that question needs to be reexamined and flipped around. It’s you who is searching for something from me.”

      Roman narrowed his eyes. “You asked for me.”

      “What is it about men—particularly the powerful ones? You have the entire world at the palm of your hands, and none of you can keep from lying to yourselves. Is it so hard to have everything? Is that why you do it?”

      Roman’s hands curled into fists at his side. “I’m not lying to myself!”

      “Your heart tells me different, boy,” the Crawley answered. “It calls to me every night, wakes me from my sleep to show me all its pain.” She swallowed. “It begs for my assistance. It yearns for it.”

      “You’re lying,” Roman said, a low edge to his tone. You know nothing about me.”

      “I know that you’re one of two. That your heart is nothing but one half of a bigger piece. That you’ll never know a moment’s peace until you’ve sorted that out.” She blinked her vacant eyes at him.  “And I know something else, Roman Blackwood. You are cursed. The both of you. Death follows you like a scorned lover. It wants you back, and death always gets what it wants. That’s why she tried to kill herself. That’s why she tried to take her own life.”

      Roman’s heart dropped. Julia’s suicide attempt last year was something he never allowed to sit on his mind for too long, and hearing this woman discuss it as though it was up for public discussion sickened him.

      Still, it didn’t prove anything.

      “So you heard gossip about Julia. Everyone has.”

      “Perhaps, but others do not tell me the secrets of your heart. You do that yourself. Otherwise, how would I know of your own flirtation with death?”

      “Wh-what do you mean?” Roman asked.

      “After she left, you stood at the top of a tall building that stunk of fish and wine. You stared up at the moon, thinking of her. And you thought about jumping.”

      “I-I never—” He shook his head. “How did you…when I never told anyone.”

      “You didn’t have to. Your heart did. It screams to me.” She glared up at Roman and, even though he knew she couldn’t see him, he still felt naked. “You are broken, one half of a whole. But the whole can never be joined. You are destined for hurt and pain. You are destined for emptiness and death.” She leaned forward.  “But you don’t have to be. I am the Crawley, the Romani god of justice and balance. I can help you make it right. I can help heal your heart and change your fate. I can move the stars for you, bid them into a more favorable alliance. I can fix you, Roman Blackwood. And I will. You just have to do something for me first.”

      His heart raced as he listened to her lay everything he was feeling out in front of him, as she made sense of all the pain that had put him into a vice grip for the last two years. Everything could be made right.

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked.

      And there was nothing she could have said that he would have said no to.
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      Julia

      As she entered the restaurant, Julia took a deep breath, trying not to let her nervousness show. The last week had been one of the strangest of her life, which said a lot given how odd her existence had been up to this point.

      She had gone to a dress fitting, met with a wedding planner, an even been presented to the higher ranking members of the Louisiana coven. Thankfully, her duties had kept her away from Paris for the most part.

      It wasn’t that he was a bad guy. He seemed sweet enough and, after all, he had saved her life. But that didn’t mean she was comfortable with the idea of marrying him.

      Not when she barely knew him.

      Not when he wasn’t Roman.

      Julia waved at her betrothed from across the room. He had a wine glass in front of him—red. And one for her. He didn’t know her well enough to know that she only drank white, yet another reason they shouldn’t be getting married. Still, she plastered on her best smile and made her way to him, lest she upset her grandfather.

      As she neared, Paris stood, shuffling around the table to pull her chair out for her. He was obviously on his best behavior, dressed in the Louisiana coven’s finest with his hair brushed out of his face.

      She had to stifle a groan, and she knew why.

      This reversal of fortune meant a number of things. It meant she would never get back to Iowa, back to the life she had built over the last eighteen months. It meant that her family finally had a use for her. And, more than that, it meant that her relationship was Roman was truly, irrevocably dead.

      She had been a fool to think otherwise anyway. Given the way things ended with him last week, perhaps it was time for Julia to finally realize how hopeless a future with the Blackwood heir was.

      “You’re looking better than mile high corn cobs,” Paris said as Julia sat down, circling to the other side of the table and sitting across from her.

      He didn’t look so bad himself. She picked up the menu and pretended to leaf through it.  His red hair was brushed out of his eyes, and he wore a black blazer that hugged his shoulders just right. He was more than cute. He was actually really attractive in the right light. But being attracted to the person your family told you to be attracted to was sort of like eating your vegetables and enjoying it—a nice surprise, but nothing you would ever admit to.

      “Thanks,” Julia said, deciding on the fish and placing the menu on the table. She found him staring at her, light eyes flickering against the candlelight. “You-you look very nice yourself.”

      “I appreciate it.” He smiled. “I’m mighty glad you noticed. Seeing as how I’m in my church clothes and all.”

      Julia found herself laughing against her better judgement. It wasn’t that Paris was necessarily funny. But he was charming and so bright that it was hard not to get caught up in it.

      “I’m happy to finally get to spend some time with you,” he continued, his tone settling a little. “I was starting to think we weren’t going to come face to face again until we hitched at the altar.” He shrugged. “That would have been awkward.”

      Instinctively, Julia shuddered. She didn’t mean to, but there was no helping it.

      The flash of hurt that passed through his eyes pained her.

      “I’m sorry,” she answered, sighing. “It’s just—”

      “No, I get it.” He pressed his lips together. “It’s not exactly a comfortable situation. I mean, I for one thought they stopped doing this sort of thing in the 19th century.”

      “Right!” Julie exclaimed, leaning across the table. “It’s like, when did I wake up in colonial times?”

      He chuckled again, which put her at ease.

      “Not even colonial.” He grinned. “This is like something out of the dark ages.” He shook his head. “It’s like, where’s the guillotine and outdated medicine?”

      Julia raised an eyebrow, and Paris’ hands went up and eyes went wide.

      “Not that I’m comparing you to that stuff. I’m sure you’re finer than Grandma’s homemade wine,” he said. “It’s not the way I figured my life was gonna go, but there’s certainly worse things.”

      He was leaning forward too now, so that they were almost meeting across the flame of the candle.

      “I don’t want to give you the wrong idea. I never gave much thought to who I was going to marry. But if I had, if I was the type of guy who thought about that sort of thing a lot, I sure can’t imagine I’d have came up with anybody better than you.”

      A blush crept up her cheeks, but she pushed it down. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Maybe I like being ridiculous,” he said.

      “You don’t even know me,” she said, eyeing the red wine.

      “Then teach me.” He raised his eyebrows, as if to challenge her. “Tell me everything there is to know about you.” A smile spread across his face. “I promise I won’t lose interest.”

      “I don’t think that’s a promise you can keep,” Julia said.

      “Try me,” Paris said, the Deep South really shining in his voice. “Wait. You’re not one of those ‘tiny house’ people are you? Cause that might be a deal breaker.” He laughed. “There’s no way in God’s green earth that I could sleep with my face so close to the ceiling.”

      Julia grinned, shaking her head. “I guess we’ll have to settle for high ceilings then.”

      “Sounds like a dream,” he murmured.

      The next two hours flew by, with Julia talking, Paris talking, and then Julia talking some more. He was a good listener, this guy. He nodded at all the right parts, shook his head when appropriate, and even added some color commentary to really seal the deal.

      Before too long, Julia found herself at ease. So much so that she actually downed half a glass of that bitter red wine.

      And she didn’t even mind it too much.

      Still, in the back of her mind somewhere, something felt off. Maybe it was fact that things with Roman had been so difficult, but this all seemed so suspiciously easy.

      Being with Roman had been an obstacle course. Everyday brought a new challenge, a new hoop to jump through. And here she was with Paris. He was kind and sweet. It was effortless and, to her absolute astonishment, there was actually some warmth between them. It wasn’t like with Roman—being with him was fire and ice. But there was some definite chemistry between Julia and Paris. Enough for warmth to bloom in her stomach and her cheeks. And that added an entirely new level to this.

      What was wrong with her? Was Julia so messed up that smooth sailings came off as suspicious?

      She shook her head and pushed that thought out of her mind, but it wouldn’t stay gone forever.

      [image: ]

      It turned out, Julia couldn’t have been more right. Later than night, long after Paris had taken her home, planting a chaste kiss on her cheek, Julia found herself unable to sleep.

      This feeling kept gnawing at her gut and these doubts began to pool up inside of her mind. Not to mention the damn ancestors, who must have been having a hell of a party judging by the amount of whispering and mumbling they were doing in Julia’s ear.

      She tried her best to lay there, hoping that a few breathing exercises might lull her into sleep. Thinking about the things she learned from her therapist last fall, she tried to make herself feel better. These thoughts, the way she felt insecure and uneasy, they were nothing more than self-sabotage, as far as Dr. Winters had told her.

      Still, self-sabotaging or not, she couldn’t shake them. And, after a few more hours of stressing, Julia decided she couldn’t take it anymore.

      Pulling herself out of bed, she did what she had always done when life got the better of her. She went to the one person who knew everything about her, the one person in her family she could trust with anything.

      “Cassandra?” Julia said quietly, knocking lightly on her cousin’s door.

      When she didn’t answer, Julia decided to burst in anyhow. Is was late, after all. Cassandra was probably sleeping and, even if she wasn’t, there were no secrets between the two.

      When she pushed through the door, Julia found her cousin sitting cross legged on her bed, her eyes closed and her hands splayed out in a way that Julia recognized.

      Cassandra was projecting herself through the astral plane.

      Julia was about to turn around and go, knowing that there was nothing worse than interrupting a witch or warlock mid-projection, but Cassandra’s eyes flipped open and her body relaxed.

      Wherever she had come from, she was back.

      “Jules,” she said, smiling. “Have you been watching me?”

      “I just got here,” she said, plopping down on the bed beside Cassandra like they used to when they were little girls growing up beside each other. “Where are you coming back from?”

      “Venice,” Cassandra said wistfully, throwing herself back on the bed. “It’s midday over there. I was in this little café, and the entire place smelled like fresh bread.”

      “I’m jealous,” Julia admitted, picking at her freshly painted fingernails.

      “That’s a first,” Cassandra said, looking up at Julia. “You being jealous of me.”

      Julia narrowed her eyes. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You know exactly what it means.” She sat up on the bed. “Perfect little Julia. Nobody could ever compete.”

      “I wasn’t so perfect last year,” she said, staring back down at her hands, at the scars that ran vertically down her wrists.

      “You weren’t yourself,” Cassandra said. “Besides, you could come with me anytime you want. How about next time we hop over to Switzerland or Ireland? I know how much you wanted to see those old castles.”

      “You really have no idea how amazing you are, do you?” Julia asked, shaking her head. “I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to. The sheer amount of focus and concentration it takes is unheard of, let alone the finesse I’d need to hold myself in that state.” Julia let out an sigh. “I’m not the witch you are, Cassandra. That’s why you were the right choice to take over as coven leader.”

      “Tell that to Grandfather.” She scoffed. “He was dying to hand the reigns over to you.”

      “Grandfather just missed me. That’s all. He saw that I was back and got excited. I think he was just trying to come up with a reason for me to stick around honestly. You’re the one who put the work in. You’re the one who’s actually prepared for this. It should have never been a question.”

      “That’s kind of you to say,” Cassandra said, her eyes flickering down to the bedspread.

      “It’s the truth.” Julia took Cassandra’s hand in hers. “He means well, but Grandfather doesn’t understand. He wants me to be someone I’m not.”

      Cassandra stared deep into Julia’s eyes. “That means more than you’re letting on.”

      Damn. Her cousin knew her way too well.

      “It’s this whole Paris thing,” Julia said, shuffling uncomfortably against the bed. “I just…I have a bad feeling about it, and I can’t shake it.”

      Cassandra pulled away, her eyes darkening. “Don’t do this again, Julia.”

      “Do what?” Julia asked.

      Casandra shook her head. “This is the same garbage you pulled last time, the same thing that happened when Grandfather offered you an apprenticeship.”

      “That was different.” Julia’s voice spiked upward.

      “Really, Jules? Because it sounds really similar to me. Bad feelings, second thoughts; it’s like a watching a repeat from a year and a half ago. And I’m not about to watch history repeat itself.”

      “It won’t,” Julia said. “I promise. You said it yourself. I wasn’t me back then.”

      “Right.” Cassandra leaned forward again. “But I don’t want a take a chance of seeing that person rear her head again. You’re so strong, Julia. You’re so amazing, but here you are. For the first time in forever, the family needs you. I know it isn’t convenient, and I know it isn’t the way you ever thought your life would go. But I’ve researched these people, Jules. Paris especially. I know you might not want to hear it, but Paris Wheeler is a good man.”

      “But my intuition is telling me—”

      Cassandra placed her finger to Julia’s lips, silencing her. “No, Julia,” she said, looking at her sadly. “That’s not your intuition. That’s feelings for another man that you shouldn’t have. You have to let go.”

      “I don’t think it’s that.”

      “Of course not,” Cassandra said, rolling her eyes. “Listen, Jules. Paris stands to inherit the entire Louisiana territory when his father passes on. You might not think you’re capable of leading this coven, but that doesn’t mean you can’t help shape the future of that one. It’s purpose, Julia. It’s you helping people. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”

      “You’re right,” Julia answered softly. “I know you’re right. I’m just nervous.”

      “That’s normal. You just got back. You’re only now just starting to readjust to real life. Who could blame you for having cold feet? The important thing is not to let it overtake you, don’t forget who you are, and most importantly, don’t repeat the mistakes of the past.”

      Julia blinked hard.

      “You haven’t seen him, have you, Julia?” Cassandra asked, her tone free of levity. “Please tell that you haven’t seen Roman Blackwood.”

      Julia shuddered. It all came crashing back to her. Roman’s touch, his hands against her skin, the way it felt when he was inside of her.

      Still, she knew what happened when she was with him. She knew how utterly impossible the idea of a future with the heir of her family’s lifelong rival coven was.

      It was an insane thought and, if there was anything Julia didn’t need to be classified as at this present moment, it was insane.

      She had never lied to Cassandra before. Even when she was in the throes of her relationship with Roman the first time around, Cassandra had been an oasis of truth in a sea of misgivings.

      But how could she be truthful now? So much had changed. Cassandra was about to become leader of this coven. Julia would answer to her. Not to mention she would be a married woman soon as well.

      It all seemed so crazy.

      “Answer me, Julia,” Cassandra commanded as though she was already in charge. And maybe, in some ways, she was.

      So Julia swallowed hard, bit her lip, and answered.

      “Of course not, Cassandra. Don’t be ridiculous.”
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      Roman

      Clara stopped at the edge of the tree line.

      “This is as far as I can take you,” she said.

      She had been walking with Roman for what felt like forever and, now that they were finally back to civilization, it seemed she had reached the limits of her kindness.

      “I never asked you to come,” Roman spit back, staring at the highway, more specifically at the spot where his car had done at least three backflips, leaving him just shy of paralyzed. The fact that he was up and walking now without even the hint of a scratch was a testament to the potency of Romani magic. Not that Roman was in much of a mood for gratitude.

      “The woods can be treacherous and nearly impossible to traverse on your own,” Clara said. “People have died trying to escape it.”

      Roman sneered. “And I’m sure you guys had absolutely nothing to do with that.”

      “The same nothing that allowed your miraculous recovery, I’m sure,” Clara said. “Are you clear on your mission?”

      “Crystal,” Roman answered, remembering the strange thing the old woman requested when he agreed to submit to her will.

      “Good. I wouldn’t have been much help otherwise.”

      “You’re not a great help now,” he said. “Though I imagine I’d be less than on top of things if I had an old woman living inside of me, too.”

      “The Crawley lives in all of us, warlock. And if she came to you as an old woman, it’s because that’s what you needed to see. Let me guess, you were in these woods, too.”

      Roman didn’t answer.

      Clara rolled her eyes. “Typical. I pity you. If the Crawley has use of you, it means you’re in a hell of a situation.”

      Julia flashed across Roman’s mind. The way she felt in his arms, the peace that settled over him as he listened to her breath beside of him, the way his heart felt as if it was time bomb ready to explode anytime she wasn’t around.

      “That’s none of your business,” he mumbled.

      “I guess you’re right about that.” Clara looked over at him with crossed arms and pursed lips. “The only thing that matters to me should be the only thing that matters to you right now—doing what the Crawley asked. After that, the rest will fall into place.”

      “How will I find you afterward?” Roman asked, ready to leave this conversation behind.

      “You won’t,” Clara said. “In fact, I’d be surprised if we ever laid eyes on each other again. But the Crawley will get ahold of you. After all, she has her ways.”

      Roman turned to question the woman, but when he looked, she was gone. Nothing but leaves and branches stood where she had once been.

      “I hate gypsies,” Roman muttered.

      Then he walked away from those damned woods.

      [image: ]

      Roman nursed coffee for the rest of the day, waiting for the sun to set and resisting the urge to call his family. He had been missing for days now, and they were undoubtedly worried. But he had a mission to complete—one that would take up the entire night. To that end, he figured it was better to keep the family in the dark about what was going on…just for one more day.

      Of course, his family weren’t the only people he wanted to call. There wasn’t an entire minute that went by that didn’t have a thought of Julia in it. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last waking moment that wasn’t at least tinted with her presence, with the pain associated with being apart from her. After tonight, if the Crawley could be trusted, all of that would change.

      But could the Crawley be trusted? Roman’s father had always warned him about the gypsies.

      “They didn’t get that reputation for nothing,” he would always say.

      But even Father was thinking of joining forces with them now; Adam had said as much. And if Father could deal with it, then so could Roman.

      As the sun set low against the river, Roman steadied himself. Finishing what had to be his seventh cup of coffee, he tossed the cup into a nearby trash can and thought about the night ahead.

      Once he was certain the coast was clear, Roman snuck back into his apartment and ransacked it for supplies.

      Rose petal, cinnamon sticks, money grass, and tulip—all the essentials.

      Stuffing them into a backpack, he slipped back out and headed for the street.

      Punching up an Uber, he tapped his foot against the pavement impatiently, glaring up at the cloud-filled sky. A storm was coming. He tried not to take it as an omen.

      A car pulled to a stop in front of him, and he jumped in.

      “Roman Blackwood!” said a voice from the driver’s seat. “How about that!”

      Roman looked up, meeting the man’s eyes in the rearview.

      “I’m Scott Parker. We went to high school together. This is so weird. You know what. I gave a ride to another of our classmates like a week ago. I think you know her, J—”

      “I don’t care,” Roman said, and he blew crushed rose petal into the air around Scott, who shut up instantly. “Take me to 35th and Vine,” Roman said, remembering the address the Crawley gave him. “Drop me off, leave, and don’t put it in your report.”

      “Okay,” Scott answered flatly. “People around here are so weird.”

      When they pulled up to the address, Roman balked. The Crawley hadn’t told him where he was going—only that he was supposed to break in, steal an urn, and bring it back to her.

      Right now, though, he was looking at a boat. And not just any boat. A boat with a cursive ‘F’ across the side.

      “The Fairweathers,” he muttered. “This bitch wants me to steal from the Fairweathers!”

      There would be extensive magical defenses. This wouldn’t be an easy steal. It wouldn’t be an easy anything.

      Roman sat there, considering what he was about to do. If he was caught, this would be the tipping point that sent the two covens into a full-fledged war.

      He thought about directing Scott to turn around, charming him to forget all of it and leaving him a handsome tip for his trouble, but then he thought about Julia.

      If what the Crawley said was true, then Roman wasn’t the only one in danger. He had lived through what Julia did eighteen months ago, and it was the hardest thing he had ever done. Watching her slit her wrists, seeing her bleed out all over the floor, and then pretending it wasn’t killing him in front of his family was the most difficult endeavor he’d ever survived.

      Doing it again would be impossible.

      “There’s been a change of plans, Scott,” Roman said, digging into his bag. Pulling out a handful of gray mirror like stones, he said, “I want you to put one of these every two hundred feet along the pier. After that, you can go.”

      “Okay,” Scott said.

      Throwing a few hundreds down on the front seat of Scott’s car, he grabbed his bag and made his way toward the boat.

      After dipping his hands into his pockets to coat his fingers with dander root, he touched the zinc chain of his necklace and whispered, “Conceal.”

      That would make him effectively invisible to any monitoring systems.

      Magical ones, however, would be a harder nut to crack.

      Scott’s car crunched over broken glass as he pulled away, which meant the stones were in place and it was time to do this.

      Keeping low to the ground, Roman snuck up the side of the boat and crawled onto the deck. With the storm coming, the open upper deck was empty.

      Roman muttered an incantation, hoping against hope that it would be enough to shield him from any Fairweather magic that might be put in place to keep intruders out. Then he cast another spell, using the lilac in his bag, to pinpoint the location of the object he desired.

      Closing his eyes, he saw it. The urn was on the bottom floor, at the top of a high shelf. And surrounded with crackling magic.

      Of course. This wasn’t going to be easy, but nothing worth anything ever was.

      Stepping forward, Roman eyed the door leading into the lower decks. Thinking of Julia and all that securing this favor would mean, he reached for the knob.

      Before his hand touched the damn thing, he heard a loud rumbling.

      He pulled his hand back, but it was too late. He had tripped a magical wire, and nothing was going to stop it now.

      Before he could move, a bolt of lightning leapt from the sky, striking him where he stood.

      Roman flew backward, electricity searing through his body.

      “Really?” he muttered, lying on the upper deck with his body smoking. “Fucking lighting! Are you kidding me?”

      Normally, something like that would have sidelined him at least for the night, but he still had the Romani healing magics in his system. As he sat up, Roman felt a surge of energy coarse through him, healing his wounds and filling him with power.

      He stood, new rage pulsing through him like a second heartbeat.

      Throwing his hands forward, he used the power in his system to burst open any barriers between him and the urn.

      The doors flew open, tearing from their hinges. A loud alarm echoed throughout both the ship and its surrounding area.

      Roman rushed through the open door and down the stairs, finding the doors to the lower levels open as well. This was one good spell.

      He pushed into the lower deck, finding a pair of guards readying themselves by drawing counterclockwise circles around themselves.

      Roman growled lowly. If those fuckers finished those circles, it would make them untouchable. It would also allow them to work whatever magic they wanted on him without the threat of retaliation.

      Not today.

      Thinking of the mirror stones Scott placed along the pier, he murmured another incantation. “Ignite.”

      The stones exploded one by one, knocking out the pier and rocking the boat violently as it pulled out into the river.

      The guards stumbled, leaving the safety of their unfinished circles.

      Roman knocked the both of them out with a simple concussive spell. He watched them fall to the floor and then rushed down to the room he saw in his vision.

      Catching site of the urn, he ran to the end of the room and reached for it.

      Like the front door, another sound warned Roman of impending doom. This was nothing as harmless as a rumble or lightning, though.

      The low whistle and high creaking could only mean one thing.

      “A displacement,” Roman mumbled, bracing himself.

      A displacement was the equivalent of a magical H bomb. It would tear this ship apart, saving the urn from Roman, and then, if left unchecked, it would spread outward, attacking the family line of the perpetrator. In this case, that meant the Blackwood line.

      Roman had really fucked up this time.

      Roman jerked back, watching the bright green swirl that signaled the start of the displacement take shape in the air.

      It sucked the urn into it.

      “Fuck!” Roman yelled.

      He dove after it, but it was no use. It was gone. The displacement would move the urn to another safe house. But that wasn’t the worst of it. It wouldn’t stop there. It would never stop, not unless it was forced to.

      Roman pulled out his phone, running toward the top level.

      “Adam!” he yelled as soon as his brother picked up the phone.

      “Roman? Jesus! Where have you been?”

      “No time,” he said. “There’s a displacement in one of the Fairweather storage boats. I need you to help me fix it before it reaches the city and starts taking out our family line. I can’t do it by myself.”

      “I’m passing by the pier now. Which one are you…oh my God!”

      As Roman threw himself on the upper deck, two guards from earlier stumbled to their feet and started charging toward him.

      Roman jumped into the river, swimming as hard as he could against the current.

      There was Adam, off in the distance, his eyes wide and his face pale. The displacement must have been huge by now, but Roman didn’t dare stop to look at it.

      Instead, he reached into his mind and shouted out for his brother. Adam answered in the way only warlocks who shared the same coven could.

      Together, they called on ancient magic as Roman continued to swim against the river.

      The storm had started, beating rain down on the brothers as they pulled at everything they could to close the breach.

      It wasn’t working. Nothing was working!

      Roman stumbled out of the water and onto the short, trying to get eyes on his brother. His chanting had died down. Roman tried to make up for it, but the displacement was still growing.

      Fuck it.

      He shut his brother out and took out, this time channeling dark magic. The displacement stopped growing, but he couldn’t tell if it was dying down. He glanced around, still unable to get eyes on his brother. If they could work two spells at once, maybe that might be enough.

      But he couldn’t divide his mental energy looking for his brother right now. He pushed more magic into the dark, let it take everything from him. Everything the gypsies had imbued in him, everything he had already had in himself. The time to meter out magic was gone. If he didn’t stop this soon, it wasn’t going to end.

      Finally, the displacement started to retract. Slowly at first, but then sucking in on itself until it was gone.

      Roman dropped to his knees and sucked in gasping breaths of icy air that stung his lungs. Rain beat down on his back and shoulders, and the sand scraped at his forehead.

      All that for nothing.

      He took another calming breath and reconnected with his brother’s psyche.

      “Adam. I know I screwed up, but I need—”

      He was cut off by the rumbling again, loud and angry.

      His eyes went wide as a bolt of lightning reached out from the tumultuous sky again. This time, though, it didn’t come for him. Roman ran to where the lightning had struck.

      No.

      His steps slowed as his gaze fell on the spot. Landed on his brother.

      Absorbing the scene before his eyes, he picked up into a run again, a mantra of no, no, no ticking through his head, beating in his heart.

      The bolt had torn into his Adam, and Roman screamed, collapsing next to his brother’s lifeless body. The rain continued to fall without apology. Without sympathy. It continued to spit from the sky as though its drops weren’t pelting against death itself.

      Adam’s shirt had been torn open by the force of the lightning, and etched across his chest—a signature of the heathens who would use this magic to kill him—was one word.

      Fairweather.
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      Julia

      Julia spent the rest of that night tossing and turning. Sleep didn’t come easily and, when it did, it was plagued by horrible nightmares of a green glowing light and lightning.

      When the morning finally came, blissfully relieving her of the burden of resting, it came with a bang.

      She felt him only a little at first, like a memory gently nudging her from sleep with an easy hand. Then, and all at once, that hand became a shove, almost knocking her out of bed as it shook her awake.

      It was familiar—as familiar as the voice inside her head. In fact, there were days when she thought they were one in the same.

      “Roman,” she said, sitting up in bed.

      But why was she feeling him, and what was the tint of horror that surrounded his aura as she took it in.

      Julia got out of bed and rubbed the sleep from her eyes, moving toward the window and trying to beat back the building sense of dread that was starting to pool inside her heart.

      She pulled the curtains open. It didn’t matter. Whatever was causing this sensation had already happened. This was no premonition. Whatever it was couldn’t be stopped.

      But when she saw him, her breath caught in her throat.

      Roman stood on the steps of her family’s home, dripping wet, hands balled into fists at his sides and eyes trained on Julia.

      “Jesus…” she muttered, flinging the curtains closed again. “No! No, no, no!”

      What the hell was he doing here? Was he insane? He knew better than this. Just being here was enough to set her family on edge. If they ever found out the truth about their past relationship, they would likely string him up and watch him flail in the wind.

      The only chance she had—the only thing she could do if I wanted to stop this—was to get down there and get him the hell away before anyone else saw him.

      She threw on her robe, even though he had seen it all by now, and ran down the stairs.

      Thankfully, the common area was empty as she rushed through it and yanked the door open before running onto the porch.

      Roman was out in the yard, pacing back in forth in full view of anyone who might think to pass by.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Julia asked. “And why are you wet?”

      “You’re not the one I want to see,” he said, his jaw set and his teeth ground together in a way that scared the hell out of her.

      “Roman, what happened?” She moved off the steps, her heart fluttering wildly.

      “You either need to go back inside or leave this place altogether,” he said, gaze averted and hands shaking.

      Tension inside of her reached a near boiling point. She needed to know what was going on, and she needed to know now.

      “Roman, you know better than this.” She closed the distance between them. “I’m not sure what’s pushed you to think this of all things is a good idea, but you know what this could mean for the treaty. You know what could happen.”

      “It’s already happened!” he screamed, his face red and worn.

      Julia pulled back. She had seen Roman in just about every possible mood and manner. But this—this raw anger and unbridled rage—this was something new. She didn’t want to even imagine what might be responsible for bringing it out in him.

      “They killed him, Julia,” he said through his teeth. “Your fucking family killed my brother!”

      Julia’s heart dropped out of her chest. The entire world fell away.

      “Adam’s gone?” she murmured. “That’s—that’s not possible, Roman. You’re mistaken somehow. My family would never—” She swallowed hard. “There’s a treaty.”

      “Yeah, well, they shit on that treaty, Julia,” he said, his tone darker now, energy crackling around him. “And I’m about to repay the favor.”

      Julia gasped. This sort of power—this vulgar display of ability—would mean war.

      “Roman, don’t do this,” she said, pleading. “My entire family is here. There are probably people from the Louisiana coven here, too. You can’t take all of them on by yourself. It’s a death sentence.” She took a deep breath, struggling to find the right words. “I’m not sure what happened and, if Adam really is dead, there aren’t words for how sorry I am about that. But this isn’t the way, Roman. You can’t face two covens by yourself.”

      “Who says I’m by myself?” he asked flatly. His hands spread at his sides. A whiff of burning shot through the air, and a low laying fog settled over the yard. When it lifted, Roman was accompanied by at least a dozen members of the Blackwood coven.

      Oh God. This is happening. Right now.

      “Please don’t,” Julia whispered. “I’m begging you, Roman. For me, please stop.”

      “Get out of my way,” he said, without even a hint of softness in his voice.

      “Do as he says, Julia,” Cassandra’s voice sounded from behind her.

      Julia spun to find the majority of her coven, as well as a few choice members of the Louisiana sect—Paris included—gathered on the front steps.

      Julia froze. There was no way this would end well. Not now that everyone knew what was going on.

      “This has been coming for a long time,” Cassandra said, flanked by witches as though she had already taken up the mantle as coven leader.

      “I don’t want you. Bring me the old man.” He pointed to the house behind Cass. “I’m cutting off his goddamn head today.”

      “The ‘old man’ is taking care of business that’ll ensure your second rate family is driven out of this city forever.” She pursed her lips. “If you want a head, you’re going to have to take mine.”

      He centered his focus on her. “As you wish.”

      “No!” Julia said, stepping between them.

      Why was this happening? Cassandra knew the truth about Roman, and Roman knew that she did. These were the two people Julia cared about most in this world and they were ready to kill each other.

      Cassandra tipped her chin, snubbing Roman with a glare. “Your brother’s death is on your head, Blackwood!”

      God, Roman was right. Adam was dead, and Cassandra knew about it.

      “You broke into our property. You tried to steal our relic. You know the risks involved in that.” She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “The only regret I have about it is that it took Adam instead of you.”

      Roman growled. “I’m about to give you a chance to fix your mistake.”

      Julia felt a hand beside her own. Looking over, she saw him.

      Paris was beside her, standing guard as though she was his property. As his promised fiancé, that was in the eyes of some technically true.

      “Is this him?” Roman asked, his eyes flickering over to the red head. “Is this your intended?”

      Paris stepped in front of her. “Stay away from her.”

      “That’s rich.” He snorted, his gaze trained on Paris. “Tell your family to leave here, and mine won’t destroy them, swamp rat.”

      “This little lady is about to be my wife,” Paris said unflinchingly. “Her family is my family. And if you’re looking for somebody to intimidate, I’m sorry to inform you that you’re on the wrong piece of land, asshole.”

      Paris crackled with energy now, too. Someone was going to die. There was no way around.

      Except maybe one. But neither Paris or Roman were going to like it.

      Throwing her free hand to her side, Julia sent a prayer out and hoped for the best.

      She had energy. That much was true. But she needed more. With Paris’ hand in her own, she did the only thing she could.

      She took his power.

      Weeds sprouted from the ground, forming a line that separated the covens from each other. They twisted and stretched into the sky, weaving and knotting together to form a wall.

      “Hibiscus root,” Cassandra spit, knowing what it meant.

      The wall formed now could be crossed by neither of the covens. Hibiscus was deadly to witches, and barriers made of it could only be broken by the witch who created them.

      It was a last ditch effort, and it was a dangerous one.

      “This isn’t over!” Roman screamed from behind the wall. “You’ll all burn for what you did to him!”

      Julia swallowed hard, tearing up from the hurt on his face. She pulled Paris’ arm over her shoulder, helping to get him toward the porch. She had taken a lot out of him without warning. Hopefully he could forgive her for that.

      The look Cassandra shot her as she climbed the steps may as well have been dipped in acid.

      “They were outnumbered,” she said, looking to Julia. “We could have ended this today.”

      Julia scoffed, moving past her with Paris in tow.

      Cass grabbed her arm. “We will talk about this!”

      Julia pulled away. “No, we won’t. Because I can promise you, you do not want to hear what I would have to say.”

      Julia was going to talk. She knew that much to be true. It just wasn’t going to be with Cassandra.
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      As April climbed the last stair into the old treehouse, Julia helped pull her the rest of the way inside.

      “Thank you for meeting me,” Julia said.

      They’d built this together when they were younger and it had stood for all this time, just like their friendship. And, like their friendship, the treehouse stood in secret.

      April nodded. “Of course. You act like this wasn’t my favorite place in the whole world or something.”

      Julia gave the girl a hug, then held her at arm’s length to give her a look in the eyes. “Did anyone follow you?”

      “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “By this time, I should know how to lose a tail, especially when that tail was ordered by my father.”

      Julia pressed her lips together and gave a curt nod, trying to keep the tears at bay. “I’m sorry to hear about your brother.”

      “So was I,” she answered. “And I’m sorry about Roman. He’s understandably a mess, but he shouldn’t have come to your house like that.”

      “It’s not my house,” Julia said. “It hasn’t been for a long time.”

      “How many times have we met like this over the years?” April looked out the small carved hole in the treehouse that served as a window. “Did you ever imagine we would still have to do this when we were grown?”

      “This goddamn feud, April. It has to stop.”

      “You know the first time I ever heard about the feud?” April turned to Julia. “It was the same day I met you, actually. I told my brother that I had made a new friend, that she was the coolest girl I’d ever met. And then Roman looked at you and told me that you were a Fairweather, and that I wasn’t allowed to have anything to do with you.”

      Julia grinned. “Good thing you didn’t listen to him.”

      “Good thing for him, too,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “My brother can be stubborn, even when things are going good. But he loves you. You know that, don’t you?”

      “April, don’t.”

      “I most certainly will,” she shot back. “Because it’s true. He loves you. Whether he admits it or not, he does. I know things look bad now. I have to put my baby brother in the ground, that’s how bad they are. But don’t give up on Roman, and don’t give up on being happy. Something good has to come out of all of this.”

      “It’s not in the stars for us, April,” Julia said, stretching her legs out in front of her. “Literally. You’re the one who did our chart, remember?”

      “Eh, what did I know then?” April asked, waving her hand. “I was a child. I didn’t know anything. And, even if that was true, I’ve seen the way you feel about each other, and I don’t give a flying fuck what the stars have to say about that.” She sighed, leaning back against the wall of the treehouse. “He’s my brother, Julia. I want him to be happy. And, whether he would ever say this to you or not, there is no happiness for him without you.”

      “And what do you want me to do about that?”

      “I want you to do the same thing you want to do.” Julia pursed her lips. “Don’t get married. Not unless it’s to him.”

      Julia swallowed hard. “I wish it could be that way, April,” she said quietly, looking out at those stars and wondering what they would have to say for themselves now. “More than anything, I wish it could.”
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      Roman

      Roman had been alone in that supply closet for two hours before anyone came in. Rustling up roots, plants, herbs, and the few dark objects his family had managed to keep safe through the trials and the aftermath of them; it wasn’t necessary. The Blackwoods had people to do that, magical servants who had trained their entire lives for this sort of thing.

      But he couldn’t just sit there in that living room with the rest of them. They were talking about everything that happened, blaming the Fairweathers, and making a plan of attack.

      He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t be that calm, that focused. His brother was dead. He died helping him. It was Roman’s fault, but he wouldn’t let it end that way.

      The Fairweathers would pay for what happened to his brother. They would burn before the next full moon. And nothing would stop it.

      Roman froze when the door creaked open. If this was Father, Roman was going to gauge his own eyes out. He could not take one more conversation about the direction of their family now that Adam was gone, about how everything was on Roman’s shoulders now.

      “Are you okay?”

      April’s voice relaxed Roman’s nerves a fraction.

      “No,” he said, going back to collecting items. “And you shouldn’t be, either.”

      “I’m not,” she answered, and Roman could hear the tears in her voice. His little sister—she was going through hell. They all were, and it was on him.

      He had caused this, and he couldn’t fix it. But he would die and go straight to hell before he gave up without avenging it.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Preparing.” He continued sorting through the items, his back still his sister. He couldn’t face her. “You should join me.”

      “Preparing for what? War?”

      “Damn straight,” he said. Finally, he turned to her, feeling the white hot rage as it passed into his face. “And not just any war, April. The war. The one that’s going to end this fucking useless feud once and for all. Those Fairweather fuckers want lighting. I’ll bring lightning and so much worse. They’ll pray for death by the time I’m finished with them. I’ll end their damn bloodline! I’ll wipe the earth of any trace of them!”

      He breathed, finally breathed.

      “Roman, stop this,” April answered softly, reaching out to touch his arm. But he flinched away. “You’re not thinking clearly. This is all happening so fast. And those damn gypsies…I think they messed with your head.”

      He ground his teeth together. “I am my own man, April.”

      “I know you are. You always have been. But this is an extraordinary circumstance. And I think that we need to slow down, maybe consider our options.”

      “Our options?” He balked. “You’re fucking joking, I hope? We don’t have any options. There’s only one thing left to do. We end this now.”

      “You’re not yourself,” she said. “I don’t blame you. I don’t feel right, either. How could we? But you and I are two completely different things. You’re the heir to this coven, and if you go popping off at the mouth, then the rest of us don’t have any option but to follow. So please, just think.”

      “I am thinking,” he shot back, enough hurt passing through his eyes to blind him. “For the first time in my entire life, I can see things the way they are. I thought things could work out, that this feud didn’t have to swallow us up in it, but I was wrong. I was dead wrong. And honestly, April, I can’t see how you’re not agreeing with me.” He shook his head. “They killed him. They killed Adam. He’s dead! Don’t you get that?”

      “Of course I get it.” April stepped closer. “Don’t you think this hurts me, too? I remember when he was born, Roman. I remember when they brought him home from the hospital, when he was baptized into the fold.” Tears flooded his little sister’s cheeks, and a sharp pang ripped through Roman’s chest. “I’m dying inside, Roman. I’m dying.”

      “Then what the hell are you talking about?” Roman asked, steeling himself, even if only outwardly. He watched his sister, the tears streaming down her face. He wanted to scoop her up into his arms and tell her things would be okay. But he couldn’t. If he stopped, if he slowed down, if he showed even that little bit of softness, he knew without doubt that it would kill him, too. “You should be here with me. We should be planning our retaliation.”

      “You’re just not thinking,” she said, and Roman’s anger started edging toward a tipping point.

      “You keep saying that, April, and it’s no more true than the first time!” His hands curled into fists at his side. “I am sure as shit thinking, I assure you. I’m thinking about the fact that my brother is gone, and that my sister isn’t on my side.”

      “Of course I’m on your side,” she said, sighing. “I’m on your side even when you’re not. Have you even thought about her, Roman? Have you thought about Julia at all?”

      He blinked hard. “Shut up, April,” he said. “This doesn’t have anything to do with her.”

      “You’re declaring war on her coven, Roman. Her family. How on earth could it not have anything to do with her?”

      “Because she isn’t part of that coven,” he answered gruffly. “She left it almost two years ago. And if she goes through with marrying that ginger dickhead, then she’ll be part of the Louisiana Coven, not the Moon Coven.”

      “The Louisiana Coven has ties with the Moon Coven, Roman. They would be forced to come to their defense. And even if they didn’t, it’s still her family. Do you really think she would ever look at you the same if you hurt them?”

      “I’m not doing anything to her family that they haven’t done to mine.”

      “But she didn’t do it to you, Roman. That’s the point.” April crossed her arms. Roman hated when April crossed her arms, because it always happened right when she knew she was right and when she knew he knew it, too. “I told her, and I’ll tell you. You’re never going to be happy without each other. It’s just not going to happen.”

      Roman’s eyes narrowed. “When?”

      “When what?”

      “When did you talk to her, April? She just got back in town.”

      “I…”

      “April, don’t you dare lie to me.”

      “Last night,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the door she’d come in. “It wasn’t like that, though. I just wanted to make sure she was—”

      “Our brother wasn’t even cold!” he screamed.

      “She loved him, too, Roman. You know she did,” April said, facing Roman once more. “And now she’s going to be blamed with the rest of them.”

      “She won’t,” he said, steeling himself. “You shouldn’t have gone there. You shouldn’t have talked to her at all, let alone last night. But she won’t be hurt.” Roman nodded firmly. “Whatever happens, I’ll take care of Julia Fairweather.”

      “Yeah,” April said, her tone deflating. “I hope you’re right. Because honestly, I don’t see that one going over well with the rest of our coven.”
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      Julia

      Julia fidgeted nervously as the lady stuck another pin into her dress. At least the woman actually hit cloth this time and not Julia’s leg again.

      She bit her bottom lip, unable to really put into words how wrong all of this felt.

      First of all, this dress—it was a joke. A long white thing with tapered flowers and fluffy lace, it certainly wasn’t something she ever imagined she would be getting married in. But it had belonged to Paris’ mother and, given that she was dead and all, Julia didn’t feel like she could really protest too much.

      “Don’t focus so much on the legs,” Julia’s mother said, looking her daughter up and down. “They’re not much to look at anyway. And besides, we have got to do something about that waistline.”

      Julia blew a stray strand of hair from her lips. “My mother, ladies and gentlemen.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that. If I don’t tell you these things, then you won’t know them. And wouldn’t you rather it be me criticizing you than the guests?” She scrunched her nose. “Witches can be real bitches, you know.”

      “Right,” she answered, looking out the window. Everything seemed so surreal. It had been just days ago that Roman had stood there, cursing her family, vowing revenge. The bulbs of the plant she’d forced up were still hanging in the air. She turned back to her mother. “It just doesn’t seem right.”

      “What’s that, dear? Your hair? No, I agree, but don’t worry. I have a spell that’ll make it look at least fifty percent less drab.” She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe I should up the potency.”

      “Not that, Mother.” Inwardly, Julia groaned. “There’s a war going on—a literal war. Adam Blackwood is dead. The customary mourning period hasn’t even passed. And here we are, planning a lavish wedding and celebration. It seems wrong. Wasteful.”

      “It’s only wasteful if you don’t enjoy it, my dear.”

      “Then it’s definitely going to be wasteful…”

      Her mother moved forward, looking down at the seamstress, who was still working on the ugly dress.

      “Leave us,” she ordered.

      She glared at the back of the older woman’s head as she scurried out of the room and closed the door behind her.

      “How completely spoiled are you?” Julia’s mother crossed her arms and strolled in a slow circle around where Julia sat. “Was it your father’s family? Did life on that ranch make you forget what it was like to have real responsibilities?”

      “It was a farm,” Julia muttered. “And there was a hell of a lot more responsibility there than ever will be here. I worked. I had chores. It mattered where I was and what I did. Look at you. You sleep until noon and spend your entire day drinking martinis and gossiping about people.”  Julia stood, stepping in closer to her Mother. “If anyone is spoiled, it’s you.”

      “Are you under the assumption that I was in love with your father?” Julia’s mother asked. “Your father was a political advantage. The mortals had a coalition back then. They were rich in dark artifacts and unspoken history. But they were starting to grow wary and untrusting of our coven’s growing influence. My marriage to him quelled those fears.”

      Julia swallowed hard. She had never really thought much about her parents’ relationship with each other. “And where are they now?” she asked. “I’ve never heard of any human coalition.”

      “Well.” Julia’s mother smiled. “Let’s just say they were right to be wary. The point is, we all do things we don’t want to do, things we’re sure we can’t.” She touched her hair. Not to fix anything, but more as a matter of show. “The truth is, we can force ourselves to do anything so long as we stop caring. And look on the bright side. You got a good one.” She gave her daughter a wink. “I’d love to get a piece of that ginger snap.”

      “Mother!”

      Julia’s mother just shrugged, a playful grin tipping up the corners of her lips. “There’s no reason a mother in law can’t look, dear. It’s not like I’m dead or anything.”
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      The next few days were long and fraught with tension. Though preparations for the wedding were in full swing, the threat of war hung heavy. And yet her mother did not so much as pause.

      Daffodils are white roses?

      Chocolate cake, or vanilla? Both?

      Chicken or duck? Lemon bridesmaids dresses or burgundy.

      Should they choose the food before the dress or the dress before the food. They should go together. Duck with the Burgundy dresses and white roses, vanilla cake…or Chicken with the lemon dresses and chocolate cake.

      Julia, mind heavy with worry, let her mother decide on all the wedding arrangement. She had more important things to focus on. Such as the ancestors, who were still speaking to her in nonsensical whispers. Maybe it might be nice to know what they had to say about all this.

      She pursed her lips as she folded another shirt into a moving box. It didn’t matter what the ancestors had to say. After the wedding, she would be forced to live with Paris’s coven, and her ancestors didn’t whisper through the walls at his place.

      Julia flopped down on her bed and stared up at the ceiling.

      Did the dead Blackwood ancestors talk to their coven as well? And, if so, was Adam’s voice now whispering to some poor soul alongside them?

      Thinking on this, she closed her eyes. She’d meant to get back up again, but stress was the strongest sleep aid, and she found herself pulled under as if by spell.

      She should have dreamt of her fiancé. But dreams have a mind of their own, so of course she dreamt of Roman. Of his hands on her body, his lips against her mouth, the nibble of his teeth on her neck, the pinch of his fingers around her nipple.

      This was not the touch of the enemy.

      But the screams that woke her in the dead of night told her otherwise.

      The screaming wasn’t from inside her coven’s home, though. She didn’t find out until the next morning what had happened.

      It was one of the Fairweather’s safe houses. One they used to conduct business, one that Grandfather assured his business associates was hidden by impenetrable magic. It had been attacked. The wooden walls had turned to stone, as did everything inside.

      Thankfully, no one died. But one of Grandfather’s lower level employees did end up with a stone hand out of it. Unfortunately, that was only the beginning. In the nights to follow, there were more attacks. None, however, haunted her as much as the last one.

      The lake house that Julia had spent much of her youth in burst into chrono flames—a fire that could not be put out until it ran its course. The lake house burned for days. No water—rain, snow, no incantation—could stop it.

      She watched it burn and, with it, her hope for peace.
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      Paris’ father set his silverware down a little too roughly at the dinner table. “This is getting out of hand,” he said evenly. “Now, I’m not the kind of man to tell another man what kind of meat to roast over his fire, but I think I’ve got to throw my two cents in here.” He picked up the pork chop they were having for dinner with his bare hands and bit off a huge chunk. Chewing it openmouthed, he added, “These Blackwood folks are bad news. We need to stick a branding iron up their asses and get this damn nonsense over with!”

      Paris shot Julia an apologetic glance from across the table. He, like her, seemed more than a little uneasy about the way their respective parents seemed to be handling this.

      Julia shot him a similar look, one meant to tell him that the apology wasn’t necessary.

      “While I wouldn’t necessarily disagree with you, Mr. Wheeler, I have to ask that you refrain from that sort of language in mixed company,” Grandfather said, shuffling in his chair. “It’s a matter of propriety.”

      Mr. Wheeler scoffed through a mouthful of pork. “They’ve all heard worse, Fairweather. If y’all don’t get your act together, they’ll be living through it too.” He looked squarely at Julia. “And, if that happens, then a branding iron in the ass will be the least of your problems.”

      Paris stood quickly and looked at Julia. “Let’s go!” he said abruptly. Then he smiled nervously. “I mean, let’s take a walk?”

      “Great idea,” Julia said, rising opposite of him. The two met at the end of the table, and Julia let him take her hand.

      “Have fun, you two,” Grandfather said. “And be careful.”

      Julia nodded. “We won’t leave the grounds,” she promised before they continued outside.

      They walked around for almost an entire minute before Julia pulled her hand away from Paris’. He looked at her just then, but there wasn’t much hurt in his eyes. Maybe he understood. Maybe he had someone back home, too, someone he was less than happy about leaving behind.

      But that was duty for you.

      Whatever the reason, Julia was happy that she was at least marrying someone who wasn’t intent on pushing her faster than she was comfortable with.

      “I know things might seem hard now,” Paris started, swallowing hard. “But it won’t always be. You just—you have to keep something in mind while all of this is happening.”

      “That we have to stay strong. That it’s important to our way of life. That we have to hold tightly to what our forefathers built for us,” Julia recited, rolling her eyes. “I appreciate it, Paris. But I’ve heard it all before.”

      “They’ll all be dead soon,” he answered flatly.

      Julia tilted her head curiously. “What’s that?”

      “That’s what I was going to say,” he answered. “We’re the future, Julia. You, me, Cassandra, even Roman—we’re going to be around long after the old guard is dead and gone. If we want this feud ended, if we want a different way of life, then it’s up to us to make it.” He pushed his shoe against the paved walkway and blew out a low breath. “Not to sound like a fortune cookie or anything, but the future belongs to us.”

      Julia blinked, then paused. It felt as though a weight had lifted off her back. She had never thought of it that way, like the feud was something that could be ended, like her life was something she could own and shape the way she wanted and saw fit.

      “You know,” she said softly. “You might be—”

      Julia felt the strong push of energy as it swept past her and knocked into Paris, pitching him off his feet. He landed on his back with a thud, and Julia knelt to help him.

      “My God.” She gasped. “What happened?”

      “Get away from him.”

      Julia heard the voice as clear as day. Though, even if it hadn’t been clear, she’d have still recognized it. “Roman, what are you doing here?”

      Her heart broke as she took him in. He looked tired and worn. And more than that, he looked sad. Broken.

      “You know better than this,” she said, blinking back tears.

      He was on Fairweather property again, and there was no way she could save him twice. “I used to,” he said. “Now do what I said, and get away from him.”

      “He didn’t do anything,” Julia said, fury building in her chest. She was angry at him. Not for the war or for the feud, but for throwing away everything they ever had by choosing those two things over their history together. “This isn’t his fault.”

      “Wasn’t Adam’s fault, either,” Roman said, energy pooling around his hands. “That didn’t stop it.”

      Her throat closed in as she tried to find the words she thought might stay his hand. All she had was, “I’m begging you not to do this, Roman. Please.”

      “You don’t have to fight for me, Darlin’,” Paris said, sitting upright. “I’m a Louisiana boy. I can do plenty of that myself.”

      Paris twisted his hand, and the energy around Roman doubled.

      Roman’s eyes went wide.

      “Yeah,” Paris said, winking at the other warlock. “Neat little trick I learned in the swamps. Wanna see another?”

      He twisted his hand again, and Roman started sinking into the earth.

      Roman closed his eyes, whispered something Julia couldn’t hear, and the earth startled cracking around him.

      “Awe, don’t do that,” Paris said. “You’ll mess up the roses.”

      He twisted his hand again, and Roman started sinking faster.

      “Th—” Roman started, but Paris twisted his hand, catching the breath in Roman’s throat.

      “I’ve heard just about enough of that.” He leered at Roman. “Now you listen to me. The way I see it, you and me got no beef. Let’s not start making trouble where we don’t have to.”

      Julia lunged forward to stop Paris, but he stuck out his arm to stop her, never taking his eyes off Roman.

      “What’s going on between our folks don’t have to affect us,” Paris continued. “If you see it different, then I’ll kindly remind you that you’re the way halfway in the ground right now.”

      He walked closer. Roman’s breath sputtered.

      “Get your ass out of here, and don’t come back,” Paris said.

      He twisted his hand again and the earth spit Roman back out, pushing him toward the outer gates.

      “This is an act of kindness, Roman. You only got it because it seems like my girl didn’t want to see you die.” He sneered as the gates slammed shut with Roman on the other side. “That won’t stop me twice.”
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      Roman

      April’s glare burned into Roman from across the room. “For God’s sake, Roman. Keep the sage on.”

      He was bruised with a cut lip and a swollen eye. But that wasn’t the worst of his injuries. He was also angry, embarrassed, and whether he wanted to admit it or not, more than a little sad.

      “I’m not interested in the Goddamn sage, April,” he said, tossing the plant to the ground.

      “Well, you should be.” She marched over with clenched teeth and scooped it back up. “It’s the only thing that’s going to promote healing fast enough for you to hide your little excursion from the rest of the coven.”

      She pressed it back against his swollen eye and stood there.

      “Who says I want to hide it?” he asked, daring her to disagree with him.

      “I say it.” She shook her head. “I mean, seriously. What possessed you? You didn’t have approval from Father and, what’s more, you got your ass kicked. So yeah, if I were you, I’d want to keep that under wraps.”

      Roman scoffed, averting his gaze, and batted the sage away. “Adam is dead,” he said flatly. “What was I supposed to do?”

      April crushed the sage in her hand and let it fall back to the floor. “That’s not what this is about, and you know it.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, narrowing the eye that wasn’t swollen shut at her. Thankfully, it was the one he could still see out of.

      “Adam was killed by the Fairweathers. You didn’t attack a Fairweather.”

      “That swamp rat might as well be a Fairweather,” he muttered. “He’s joining them. He’ll pay like the rest of them do.”

      “What is he going to pay for exactly, Roman?” April asked. “Because he had nothing to do with Adam’s death, and he sure as hell had nothing to do with this ridiculous feud. So, the way I see it, you want him to pay for the fact that he’s marrying Julia. And the sooner you admit the way you feel about that, the better off all of us will be.”

      Roman thundered to his feet. Pain shot through him, but he tried not to wince. “Don’t tell me how I feel, April.”

      “I wouldn’t have to if you’d just tell yourself,” she said. “Do you really think this is helping anything? What about making yourself miserable is doing anybody any good?” Gently, she brushed her brother’s arm with her hand. “Do you think Adam would want this? Do you think he’d want you to live the rest of your life in pain, being less than you can be?”

      “Don’t you dare,” he said, blinking back moisture. “Adam would want me to avenge him! That’s what he would want!”

      “At what cost?” she asked. Her voice was almost steady, but her heard the tremble in the start of it. “You’re going to give your entire life for this? Because that’s what almost happened today.”

      “Don’t be dramatic.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” she said. “You let pride and all that garbage get on the way of the things that matter.” She took a deep breath. “None of us know how this Godforsaken feud started, but I’d bet dollars to dandelions that it had to do with two men who wouldn’t bend even an inch. And look at all the chaos it’s brought. Look at all the lives it’s ruined. Adam wasn’t the first, but he could be the last. If we just let this all go. And then you’d get to live the life you wanted, Roman. Wouldn’t that be nice? Wouldn’t that be the best way to honor our brother?”

      “You want me to let it go?” His face twisted even more than it already was. “You want me to let go of our brother’s death? You want me to crawl over there to the Fairweathers and tell them that all is forgiven? You want me to beg them to stop this? Tell them that we were wrong? That we’re scared little bitches? That we don't value our dead? Our family? Because that’s what they would think, April! That’s what everyone in three counties would think!”

      April sighed. “You’re missing the point,” she said. “You’re just missing the damn point.”

      “You’re the one missing the point,” he said, his face getting hotter by the moment. “But I don’t know why I expected anything else. You’ve always been soft. It was cute once upon a time, but were in war now. And this nonsense has to stop.”

      He stepped closer, his hands shaking at his side from all the hurt and anger. “You think there’s a way out of this that doesn’t involve blood? That makes you the idiot, April. Not me. If you think there’s any way in this world or the next that Julia and I could end up as anything other than the worst of enemies, then that makes you the biggest fool on the planet.” His hands squeezed into fists, trying to absorb the tension. Those words hurt him more than they hurt his sister. “And even if it didn’t, she’s marrying someone else.”

      April’s arms went slack at her sides, her usual ‘tell’ of exasperation. “Because she has to, Roman. Come on! You know this.”

      “You know better than that, April. You saw that girl lose her mind. You watched what she did to protect herself. No one can force Julia Fairweather to do anything. If she’s marrying that man, it’s because part of her wants to. And we both know what that means for me.”

      April put her hand on Roman’s arm again. “What is meant to happen will always happen, Roman. We all have to believe that. Especially now.”

      He yanked his arm away. “Don’t.” He narrowed his eyes, shaking his head. “Don’t quote Mom to me. If that was true, she’d still be here. And so would Adam. There is no meant to be. There’s only what is and what we make. And, whether you like it or not, what I’m going to make is going to set those sons of bitches on fire.”
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      Julia

      Julia laid her head against the pillow. Even though it was late, she was anything but tired. Her mind had been racing, pushing through all the craziness that had happened today.

      Watching Paris and Roman go at it was like watching her heart be pulled apart right before her eyes.

      But wasn’t that what all of this felt like anyway?

      Everything that had happened since she came back to this Godforsaken city seemed bent on convincing her to leave again.

      Still, she knew she couldn’t. Even if she wanted to, even if every fiber of her being pulled her back to Iowa, she couldn’t now. She couldn’t forget about Roman, not after giving in to him again. And she couldn’t up and leave Paris. He was a good man, and her grandfather was right when he told her she had a duty to her coven.

      Even if that was true, though—even if she was destined to be shackled to this Louisiana warlock for the rest of her life—that didn’t mean she could just stand by and watch Roman get himself killed.

      And that was exactly what was going to happen if he kept on with this nonsense.

      Adam had died. So yes, she understood why he felt as if he needed to do something—even something dark and drastic and wrong. But Paris had almost put him in the ground today, and she doubted she would be able to stop him from doing it should the opportunity arise again.

      She had to get through to him somehow. She had to see him, talk to him. But right now, going anywhere near a Blackwood witch—especially Roman—would be as foolish as anything Roman had done.

      No. She had to reach him a different way. The way they used to when they were kids and sneaking out of the house at night wasn’t an option.

      That was why she ingested the sea kelp. Why she was laying here now, eyes closed but still awake, trying to fall into that magical space between sleeping and consciousness.

      After blowing out a small, slow breath, she mumbled the familiar incantation. Just saying the words made her body tingle all over with excitement and anxiety.

      It wasn’t as though astral projection were all that uncommon. Even humans had done it before. But for her kind of witch, it was something different. Something that became someone how more real, scarier, thrilling.

      When she was certain the spell had taken hold—when she felt the air around her shift and her body tilt upright—she opened her eyes.

      And there he was. Standing in his room, wearing boxers and nothing else.

      He blinked at her, those dark eyes accessing things. “Your timing is terrible,” he muttered. “You never really did get the hang of that spell.”

      She couldn’t help but smile. He was right. She’d probably been standing there with her eyes closed for a few minutes already, and he watching her, waiting to see when she would realize she wasn’t home anymore.

      Well, not really. Her body was still there, but her being was here. Where it was meant to be—with Roman.

      “It’s been awhile since we’ve done this,” he continued. “I assumed you’d used the last of the sea kelp.”

      “Not yet,” she said, trying to find strength in her voice. To say she felt outside of herself would be an understatement, and it always took a moment for her to really find her voice.

      “I tried to contact you right after you moved, you know,” he said, standing as still as a statue. “Adam had some extra kelp hidden in his room. I must have tried every night for two months before I finally gave up.”

      “I know,” she said quietly, her face reddening. She knew Roman would try to get in touch with her. That was why she took the steps necessary to make sure he was unable to do that. “It’s just, back then, I wasn’t really—”

      “Accepting calls,” he cut in. “Even from me. I get it.” He looked off to the side and then back at her. “Lucky for you, I am. At least for the night.”

      As his dark gaze drank her in, the words froze in her throat.

      Roman closed the distance between them, his body glistening in the candlelight flickering about his room. “So?” he whispered huskily, looking down into her eyes, “what can I do for you?”

      Her body warmed, starting in her stomach and spreading down over and between her thighs. She couldn’t think straight when he was this close, especially with her subconscious trying to work with the spell to keep the connection that had her there.

      She stepped back, trying to shake the haze of arousal that was winding around her like a heavy fog.

      “We need to talk,” she said, her voice wavering.

      “Is that what we need?” He looked her up and down, something dangerously exciting flickering in his eyes. “You should leave. This was a mistake. I never should have let you in.”

      “W-what?”

      “You heard me,” Roman said. His tone was almost aggressive, but he took her wrists gently into his hands, facing her palms up and staring into them as if all the answers in the world might be found the lifeline that ran through her skin. “We don’t have anything to say to each other,” he whispered. “We can’t.”

      “Really?” she asked, her breath catching in her chest. “That’s strange, because I have a lot to say to you.”

      “No you don’t, Julia.” His thumbs pressed against soft spot of her wrist, and her pulse thudded softly. “You’re a McConnell. I’m a Blackwood.”

      “You’re you, and I’m me. Why is that news?” she asked. “And, in case you’ve forgotten, we had these last names when we started things before.”

      “And look at how that turned out.” Roman dropped my hands and stepped back. “You tried to kill yourself, and I…I…”

      “You what?” Julia asked, looking up at him.

      “I wasn’t in a good place.”

      “And what about now? Are you in a good place now?”

      “Now doesn’t matter.” He scoffed. “Adam is dead, you’re getting married to another man, and we’re at war with each other’s families for the thousandth time in our lifetimes. None of it matters.”.”

      “No we are not. You and I are not at war,” she said.

      Instinctively, her hand came up to his arm. It was meant to comfort him, but all it did was remind her how small she was compared to him, and how their attraction seemed to change the energy in the air between them every time they touched. It stole her breath. It made her body ache. It made her want to forget everything and just kiss him and get lost in that kiss until everything else around them disappeared.

      But they’d spent years doing that, and the thing is, nothing ever really disappeared. It just went on around them while they hid from the truth. While they escaped in any way they knew how.

      Roman closed his eyes and sighed with relief, as though that touch was oxygen and he had been holding his breath for as long as he could remember.

      “I’m so sorry about everything that happened,” Julia said. “If I could go back in time, if I could have fixed it…” She blinked moisture from her eyes. “Adam was—”

      “He loved you, too,” Roman answered, his eyes still closed.

      Julia’s hand moved down Roman’s arm and rested in his palm.

      Roman opened his eyes and met her gaze. “You know I can’t let this go, right?”

      “I wasn’t going to ask you to.”

      “Weren’t you?” he countered. “Isn’t that why you came here tonight?”

      “No,” she said, looking him over. “I came to make sure you were okay.” She swallowed hard. “Are you?”

      “How could I be?” he asked, without breaking eye contact. “Are you?”

      Her mouth twisted with the churning in her gut. “No. I don’t think I am.”

      “I haven’t dreamed,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I haven’t dreamed since you left me. I think I was just waiting for you, waiting for you to come back to me.”

      “It’s wasn’t your fault. You know that, don’t you?” She couldn’t keep the tears from spilling onto her cheeks now. “I wanted to stay here. I wanted to stay with you. All I’ve ever wanted—”

      He pulled her into his body, pressing her tear-soaked face against his chest and holding her there. “I know, baby. Don’t cry.”

      “Can’t we just be us?” She hiccupped against him and tried to catch her breath. “Just for one night, can’t we be us?”

      “We can try.”

      He paused a moment, as if trying to read her expression and figure out if she really wanted this.

      She did. More than anything.

      Roman pushed against her and his lips dove to meet hers and her body rose as they made contact. His hands went to her face, and hers wrapped around his neck as a small moan passed from her mouth into his.

      Her pulse raced, her skin heated, and her legs tensed as her lips searched his, finding everything she’d been missing for so long. His hands explored her body as though he’d already conquered every inch of her, as if he knew this terrain as well as he knew himself, and Julia knew that was true.

      His hands tore down her blouse, ripping at the fabric until it split in half. Her breasts, aching for his touch, heaved with every needy breath. She needed him instantly. She needed him five minutes ago. She needed him a lifetime ago, every moment she was gone, every moment she stayed away. When she was with him, she didn’t know why she’d ever even tried. Why had she resisted this? This was inevitable. They were inevitable.

      But natural disasters were inevitable, too. That was why she had stayed away. Right now, though, those fears could wait.

      His hardening cock nudged against the inside of her thigh, and he shifted his weight so that his thick shaft rubbed underneath her nightdress. So close to where she wanted him to be. Her nipples hardened and the ache between her legs gave way to moisture, to desire that she could not walk away from until she was satiated.

      She whimpered against his lips, a silent plea for him to give himself to her. She’d been ready for this since the night she came back into town, and a panic started in her chest at the idea he would pull away again. She couldn’t handle the thought of that.

      Roman laid her down on the bed, pulled off his boxers, and climbed between her legs. He swept a loose hair from her face and stared down into her eyes.

      “You’re trembling,” he murmured, smirking a little. “Are you nervous?”

      She pouted, but didn’t respond.

      He tilted his head to the side, trailing a finger down her collarbone and then over to her nipple. “Well, you should be.”

      His lips traveled down her neck, moved to her chest, and encircled her pert nipple, the flick of his tongue sending sparks through her body. She pressed her teeth into her lip to hold back a moan.

      Some part of her was already ready to beg him to fuck her. But that would almost ensure he would wait longer. He loved to make her suffer with need—something she’d learned as early as their first night together, and something he’d reinforced with her over the years.

      That had always been part of who he was, in and out of the bedroom. Roman lived to be needed. Once, it had been enough for Julia to need him. But she’d left. Which meant all he had left was his family.

      Now she was back—and what would that mean, exactly? That she would break his heart, and her own, once again?

      Her muscles tensed, her pulse sped even more, and the torrent of moisture forming between her legs threatened to overflow as Roman’s fingers found their way under her panties.

      He teased her with his index and ring finger tracing her lower lips until finally she couldn’t hold back anymore and another begging whimper escaped. Roman grinned, then slipped his finger between her folds and nudged at her entrance until her hips swerved and her moans became more pleading.

      As Roman’s fingers entered her completely, her cheeks burned all the way to her ears, and when he kissed her again, she wrapped her arms around his neck and sank her fingernails into his back. He chuckled, working inside of her until her muscles began to tense. Her lips moved from his mouth to his jaw and then up to his ear, and she sank her teeth into his earlobe until he gave her a warning growl.

      He was hot and tasted of salt. She had missed that.

      She could feel him shuffling and knew he was sliding off his boxers with his free hands. His lips moved back up her neck and, removing his fingers from her, he rested them on her ass and hoisted her up.

      She felt the rush of movement and then a slam he drove her into the wall of his room.

      “God, I want you, Julia,” he muttered against her as he started to push his thick shaft into her, stretching her until she whimpered again, this time for a feeling somewhere between pain and pleasure. “I need you.”

      And that was where her heart broke as he rocked his body into hers. He needed her. Her mind could hardly process that as he brought her to the brink of orgasm and held her there, making her feel physically desperate and spiritually whole all at the same time.

      She clenched around him, but it didn’t slow his momentum as he thrust into her hard and fast.  His tenderness dissipated, and the love making turned into him fucking away all of his pent up rage, all his hostility and frustration; he was letting go of it now, unloading it on her.

      With her orgasm, her legs went weak, but despite the rapid sap of energy, she tied them them around his back and rode his thrusts as though her body had been made for his and his alone, using every last bit of energy she had just to stay until he finished.

      When he was done, she slackened in his embrace.

      “I…I…” she started breathlessly.

      He laid her on the bed and climbed on beside her so her could look down at her, his face just inches from hers. “So do I.”

      “I can’t stay, Roman,” she said, her chest aching with the truth of it. She couldn’t stay tonight, and she couldn’t stay with him. Not forever.

      He pressed his lips together. “I know.”

      “We can’t—” she started, but the magic faded, pulling her away.

      She gasped, her eyes flying open, shocking her back into her body.

      We can’t keep doing this. That was what she was going to say. And he was going to say, “But we will, Julia. We always will.” And then she was going to feel better.

      She pulled her knees up to her chest in her bed.

      Was he still there, in his dreams, or had he awoken, too? Did he know what she was doing to say?

      Did it even matter?

      She flopped down on her pillow again and pulled her comforter up to her ears. Something clattered to the floor, and she inched closer to the edge of the bed to look down.

      On the floor was a vial filled with purple liquid and a small piece of paper attached.

      She eased half over the side of the bed and lifted it, then righted herself on the bed to inspect the package.

      The note accompanying the vial was covered in Roman’s recognizable scrawl.

      “This is going to get bad,” the note read. “It doesn’t have to for you, though. Take this when the time is right—you’ll know when.”

      She slammed her fist against the bed, the comforter swallowing her tiny hand and deafening her thud.

      She’d wasted that visit. She should have talked to him. Or stayed longer. Fought harder to keep the enchantment going. She shook her head. No, that was an excuse. She never should have slept with him to begin with. She should have said what she needed to say—whatever that was. Whatever would stop him from continuing down his dangerous path.

      Instead, she’d let him get to her. Let him distract her.

      She looked at the note again, but the words had changed.

      “No matter what happens, Julia, know that I love you.”

      As she read the words, they disappeared from the page. She crumbled the note in her hands and let it drop to the floor, then tucked the vial into nightstand drawer.

      Julia stared up at her bedroom ceiling. “I love you, too, Roman. And that’s why I have to stop you.”
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      Roman

      Roman woke with a jolt. The ache in his body, the sweetest kind he had ever experienced, reminded him of how he had spent the night.

      Looking over, he noticed the candles he’d lit were nearly melted down. Good. That meant the potion he had sent to Julia would be potent enough to work.

      He sat up, flashes of the woman he loved rushing through his brain. Though he was alone, he couldn’t help but smile. She had been everything he remembered. Her touch had been like water after a year in the desert. It had been wrong, sure. But he knew that when he started.

      Hell, he knew it before he started. From the first moment he saw her, standing there beside April, he knew that opening himself up to Julia would be nothing but trouble. He also knew there was nothing he could do to stop himself.

      The connection was too strong. The urge was too primal. It was as if she was a piece of him and—just like survival instinct—he knew he had to keep her safe regardless of the cost.

      Roman dressed, throwing on a black t-shirt and a pair of loose-fitting jeans. He had promised Julia that, for the night, they would forget the struggle pulling them apart.

      The night was over, though. The bliss that came with being with her would have to be resigned to memory, replaced by the cool and calculating business of war.

      Scooping some of the still-liquid wax from the pool that once was his bedside candle, he placed it into a small container and left the room.

      Roman made his way out of the house as a silent blur, forgoing the customary breakfast at which his family would be ruminating on battle tactics.

      Though he was all in, he wasn’t up to it this morning. Seeing Julia last night had changed things. Though it didn’t quell his need for vengeance, it did give him a new perspective on what the cost of such things might be.

      To that end, he made his way toward the far western end of the property.

      It was where his mother was buried and where Adam would soon be laid beside her.

      When he was a child, Roman used to come here and talk to the woman. She never spoke back, of course. The magic that bridged the gap between this world and the next had been lost for so long that most magic practitioners swore it never existed in the first place. And necromancy had been outlawed centuries ago.

      The way Roman Blackwood spoke to his mother was something far more human than that. He would sit there, legs crossed, staring at her gravestone. He would speak and then let his mind race, wondering what his mother might say had she actually survived this long.

      He hadn’t done that in years though. Something about growing up, about hardening, made the whole thing seem ridiculous.

      But today, with his brother gone and his life in shambles, it didn’t seem so childish.

      In fact, it felt downright necessary.

      Roman settled in front of his mother’s marker. He knew more of the world than to think that any part of her that mattered was in the ground. But the part that he knew—her loving eyes, her velvet touch, the strong yet sensitive way that she made the whole world bend until it felt safe—that was all there, buried six feet underground.

      He blinked hard, careful not to glance at the freshly turned earth that would mark his brother’s final resting place.

      He wasn’t ready for Adam to become someone he ‘talked to’ right yet.

      “It’s been awhile,” Roman said, staring at the stone slab. “I’m sorry about that. Things got complicated.”

      He sat in silence, long enough to imagine her forgiving him. And then he continued.

      “I’m so angry, Mom,” he said, looking away from the stone. “I know that I have to be strong, that you raised me to be strong. But it’s hard. Everything I have is gone. The only thing that makes any sense is her.”

      He swallowed hard.

      “They’re going to kill her. Even if I wanted to stop it, it wouldn’t save any of them.” Roman ran his hand against the long grass, realizing how unkempt this spot had become in the last few years. “But she doesn’t deserve that and, honest to God, I don’t know that I’d survive myself if she didn’t. So I gave her the Slumber.” He sighed heavily. “I know it’s dangerous, and I know it’s outlawed. And I know—” He scoffed. “God, I know it’s a family secret and the last person I should be giving that potion to is a Fairweather. But I don’t see what other choice I have. The only way they won’t kill her is if they think she’s dead, and that potion is the only way to make it look that way.”

      For a long moment, he closed his eyes. Then he looked down at the wax drippings in his hand. “And when it’s over, I’ll use this to wake her up again.” He shook his head. “But does it work, Mom? Does the spell really work? Adam used to say it was a myth, that no one comes back from the slumber, but you always said…you swore…it was the realest magic this world had ever seen.”

      Roman squeezed his eyes shut, stopping the tears before they could form.

      “It better work,” he said to the grave. “Because I’ve forgiven you for a lot of things. I even forgave you for leaving us. But I don’t think I could ever forgive you if you lied to me about this.”

      He waited another moment, as if this time—just this one—she might reach across from the afterlife and let him know, once and for all, if there was any coming back after they drank the Slumber.

      “Dad said that’s how you went. That you took the Slumber and never woke up again and that’s why it’s outlawed now. I’d come here, to this spot, even night for a year with fresh wax dropping, certain you would wake up. Certain you would come back.” He cleared his throat. “It took me years to let go of that dream. But I never doubted you. I never for a minute thought you had lied about that potion. That’s how I knew someone had taken you from us. But now…”

      Roman removed the container of wax drippings from his pocket. “But now I’m not sure. Now that it matters—now that her life is really on the line—I just can’t help but doubt you.”

      He began to dig small hole beside her grave. “Just in case, though,” he said, “I’m going to do it just the way you said. For the Slumber to take effect, this has to be near something I love just as much as I love her.” He blinked more tears out of his eyes. “There’s only one thing in this whole world, Mom. So I’m going to let you keep this for me until I need it again.”

      Pushing dirt back over it, he whispered, “Keep her safe for me, okay?” He swallowed hard, unsure of what the future might bring. “I’ll see you soon.”
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      Julia

      

      News spread quickly around the coven. Though just three nights ago had been one of the best of Julia’s life, today was quickly shaping up to be one of the worst.

      Her mother brought it to her. Though she looked detached—and even a little tipsy—Julia could tell that the news was taking its toll on her.

      Aria Fairweather was a near institution in Savannah. She had served the Fairweather coven faithfully for over thirty years, going so far as to take the lead during the great wars.

      And now she was dead. The words fell sloppily from her mother’s mouth.

      “That’s not possible,” Julia stammered.

      But her mother just tipped a little to the side, frowning. A wave of anger rushed through Julia. How could her mother have so little respect for the dead? Couldn’t she sober up at least for this?

      But as Julia studied the older woman’s face, she realized what was underneath. Aria had had practically raised Julia’s mother. Many were the nights that Julia fell asleep to one story or another centering on Aria’s escapades with her mother.

      No, Julia couldn’t fall her now. Her mother couldn’t survive being sober for this.

      Julia soothed herself, pushing aside her own feelings so she could focus on her mother. She guided the older woman to sit on the edge of the sofa, then sat beside her and wrapped her arm around her mother’s shoulders.

      “How did it happen?” Julia asked, her voice measurably lower.

      Julia’s mother looked up, meeting her daughter with glassy eyes.

      “They found her this morning.” She hiccupped. “Her flesh had been turned to stone. They tried to undo it, but she just crumbled. Like dust.”

      She lifted the drink to her lips, but Julia eased the flask away from her mother’s mouth.

      "Scattered in the wind,” her mother said. “That’s what’s left of her.”

      Julia’s heart sank. How was that possible? Aria was one of the oldest and most powerful witches in North America. She was second only to Grandfather in terms of sheer magical talent in the Fairweather line. And Grandfather was second to no one in any line.

      “I don’t understand,” Julia said, shaking her head and remembering all the times she’d spoken to Aria. She had always been kind and understanding. The old woman held a special place in her heart for Julia, because she too knew what it was like to hear the infuriatingly indecipherable voices of the ancestors.

      God, Aria would be one of those voices now, too. The thought was almost too much for Julia to bear.

      “She wasn’t hurting anyone,” Julia said, swallowing hard. “They had already moved her out to pasture. She was a goddamn figurehead, for Christ’s sake!”

      Her jaw locked up, anger flushing through her system. If only she had been there, if only Julia would have spent the night at home—really at home, in body and mind and spirit—then maybe she would have heard something. Would have been able to save the woman.

      But no, she couldn’t be bothered to do something like that. Instead, she’d spent her time—

      Julia froze. What had she been doing?

      Panic set in on Julia’s mind quickly because, for the first time since she’d ran away to Iowa, Julia couldn’t account for a stretch of time.

      “Excuse me, Mother,” she said, trying to keep her voice and expression steady and flat.

      “They’re having a meeting in half an hour,” Julia’s mother said, turning and stumbling toward her room. “They want you there, though I can’t imagine why.”

      Brushing off her mother’s halfhearted insult, she rushed into her room. She could barely feel the doorknob in her hand as she shut the door tight behind her. Could barely feel the wood against her spine as she leaned her back into the door.

      Julia was number, her breaths coming quick and shallow and painful.

      This wasn’t happening again. God, it couldn’t be happening again.

      The last time this happened—the last time Julia blacked out and couldn’t remember large stretches of time—it was the precursor to the darkest time in her life.

      Cassandra had blamed Roman for it.

      “If he’s not poisoning your mind on purpose, then it’s a result of the way you feel about him. Either way, it’s not good.”

      That was what she’d say. And, though Julia was loathed to admit it, the facts did play out on Cassandra’s side.

      The blackouts came more and more frequent as Roman and Julia’s relationship got more and more serious. And, as that happened, Julia found herself waking up in some strange places.

      And here she was again, once more with Roman, once more trying to piece together lost time.

      And now one of her favorite people in the world was dead, murdered at the same time Julia had her first blackout in over a year.

      She couldn’t have had anything to do with it.

      Could she?

      [image: ]

      As Julia stepped into the sacred room, she was struck still by the sight of their company. For the first time, Grandfather had brough choice pieces oft the Louisiana coven into the sacred room.

      But they weren’t of the blood. Just how desperate was Grandfather for this to work anyway?

      “You’re late, Julia,” he barked.

      In her mind, she scrambled for her chair, but it took a moment for her body to catch up. All eyes on her as she sank into her usual seat. She clenched her jaw, trying to keep her gaze trained on Grandfather, though she desperately wanted to scan every face in the room to see who all was here from the Paris’ coven.

      Grandfather wasn’t sitting as he usually did. Instead, he paced around the table.

      “This is unacceptable,” he said. His voice was even. Low. Steady. But it wasn’t calm. It was the worst of Grandfather’s tones—the one that came when he was too angry to yell.

      Julia’s gaze found Paris, with the moon shining above them and the table circling to match its movements. His expression was pure sympathy, and Julia’s chest ached at the moments she could remember.

      Three nights ago, amidst planning to marry another man—this man sitting before her—she had slept with the enemy. She might not love him, but it was her duty to be with him; to honor him was to honor her family.

      But Roman was the exception to every rule. Julia would never betray her family…except for when it came to him.

      She snapped her gaze away from Paris and tried to re-center her attention on the coven meeting. Paris’ father was instructing Grandfather to calm down.

      “Yer actin’ like you ain’t never been in a brawl before,” the man said.

      Grandfather slammed his fist on the table. “Brawl? This is war! And we’re losing!”

      “You sure as shit are with that attitude,” Paris’ father said.

      “Father,” Paris said, letting his deep southern accent lay heavy on his voice. “Let’s take a minute. These folks just lost somebody real close to them. Maybe we oughta respect that.” He nodded, looking over at Julia. “Give them a chance to mourn.”

      “I got nothing but respect for the dead, Boy,” Paris’ father hissed at him. “But if we sit back and let them mourn, then they ain’t ever going to stop mourning, and they sure as shit ain’t gonna be able to stand against what’s comin’.” He leaned forward, leveling his gaze at Grandfather. “Now, I know that I’m just a guest here. Marriage or not, I get that. But I know a thing or two about tussles. You drew first blood. You did that when you killed the boy.”

      “Adam?” Cassandra’s nose wrinkled, and her lips curled. “He paid the price for his brother’s intrusion onto Fairweather property. That was a property security spell set before we ever knew who would step foot there. It wasn’t personal.”

      “You’re speaking out of turn, little lady,” Paris’ father said, turning to Cassandra.

      “I beg your pardon, sir,” Cassandra started, “but I will lead this coven one day.”

      “That day is not today,” Grandfather said, glaring over at her. “Sit down.”

      Cassandra balked at Grandfather, staring like a hurt child before gathering herself and sitting back down in a huff.

      “Mr. Wheeler may have a point,” Grandfather said. “Though we’ve suffered an immeasurable setback, we’re not defeated. We need to circle our wagons, shore our defenses.”

      “Attaboy!” Mr. Wheeler practically howled. “And I can help you do it. I’ve got an army of bayou witches ready and willing to lay their lives down for me at the slightest word. You won’t ever have to worry about what happened last night ever happening again. I can promise you that or my name’s not branded on my belt.  I can have them here at a moment’s notice, protect you from asshole to appetite. And I will, the instant after my son’s wedding.”

      “The wedding?” Julia asked before she could stop herself. “You’re going to wait until after the wedding?”

      “Well now, I’ve got constitutes, too, Ms. Fairweather. I have to justify putting our boys on the front line. They’d do it gladly for family and, once you’re family, they’ll gladly do it for you.” He looked to Grandfather. “What do you say?”

      Julia’s heart was in her throat. Here she was, unsure of whether or not she had anything to do with Aria’s death, with Roman’s kiss still fresh in her memory, and sitting next to the man she was going to have to marry.

      But how soon?

      “Fine,” Grandfather said. “Move the wedding up. We’ll have it this weekend.”

      “This weekend?” Julia was really having a hard time keeping her mouth shut about all of this. “I mean—what I mean is, it’s a big thing, Grandfather. Do you really think we can pull a wedding worthy of these to families together in a week? Especially so close to our loss?”

      Did anyone but her see how inappropriate it was to move up a wedding so close to Aria’s death? Surely this was a bad omen, or something? At the very least, it would shadow the closure of a great woman in their family—a woman who deserved to be honored and mourned. But Julia couldn’t say that. Guilt trips wouldn’t go over well with Grandfather.

      Cassandra sighed. “We don’t have a choice, Julia,” she said. “If we don’t get our act together, then this won’t end with Aria. We could all end up dead. And what if, God forbid, Grandfather is next? If he dies without finishing the transfer of power, the entire coven could cease to exist.” She nodded firmly. “It has to be this weekend.”

      “And it will,” Mr. Wheeler said, smiling over at Julia. “Congratulations.”
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      Roman

      In the days that had passed since his night with Julia, Roman had begun to feel things again. Though he was still lost in the fog of despair that came with Adam’s death, he was finally starting to imagine the possibility of a life outside of that.

      He knew enough about himself to know that Julia had more than a little to do with that. Just being with her, feeling her touch, kissing her lips, it had lit a fire inside of him that promised to one day forge a new light inside of him. She had been a balm, set out to heal his fractured soul.

      But she couldn’t heal him. He knew that. And he knew that it was foolish to allow himself to think that way.

      She was engaged. She would soon be married to that dumbass bumpkin and, even if she managed to somehow get out of it—if that was even something she wanted—she would still be a Fairweather.

      Though the possibility of feeling better was now more than a laughable proposition to Roman, he knew the wounds that now existed between the families would never mend. He wouldn't allow it to, not with his brother rotting in the ground.

      Roman was halfway through his fifth crossword puzzle of the morning (something about the simplicity of it made him feel better) when his door burst open.

      He grimaced. He had been staying at the family manor ever since Adam’s death. His father told him it would be safer, but he didn’t really give a damn about that. The only reason he was here was to keep the family together, to keep them close by.

      And now he was beginning to regret it.

      April fumed in the doorway, hesitating for just a second and then charging him.

      “Tell me you didn’t!” she screamed, her eyes all bugged out and crazy. “Just tell me, Roman. Good God, just tell me you’re not responsible for this!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Roman asked, standing up. He had never really seen his sister this way, way past the edge with no hint of turning around. It set his body on edge.

      April took a long, deep breath, as if trying to calm herself. She blinked hard and the words came slow, like she couldn’t believe she was saying them.

      “Did you do it, Roman? Did you kill that woman?”

      Roman jerked. Narrowing his eyes, he asked the only question he could come up with in his given shocked state. “What women, April? Who died?”

      Julia flashed through his mind, and then a splash of the unimaginable pain he knew without a doubt would cripple him if the next words that came out of his sister’s mouth was her name.

      Let her leave. Let her go to Iowa, or marry that idiot. Let him never see her again. Just let her live.

      “Aria Fairweather, Roman. She was murdered last night. And I would bet—”

      He held up his hand. “Don’t, April. You’re a terrible gambler. And that is one you will lose.”

      Roman collapsed into his seat with the relief that it wasn’t Julia. Who the fuck was Aria Fairweather? He didn’t care. So long as it wasn’t Julia, every one of those sons of bitches could drown, or burn, or disappear from the face of the earth. He didn’t give a damn.

      April crossed her arms. “Well, you don’t look so torn up about it.”

      “I don’t see why I should,” Roman answered. “I don’t see where it concerns me. Who was she anyway?”

      April looked at him as though he was joking. “Are you kidding me, Roman? She’s practically the matriarch of the entire Fairweather coven. She’s the one who built the Moon Temple. You can’t seriously be at war with these people and not know that!”

      “Great. Who gives a damn? Send flowers.” Roman sat picked his crossword puzzle back up.

      “Hey!” April yelled, ripping the paper from her brother’s hand. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but this whole detached thing is not okay.”

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked, standing up again and huffing. “Some old bitch died. She probably deserved it.”

      “You don’t mean that,” April said, shaking her head. “And you never answered my question.”

      Roman moved toward his sister, eyeing her up and down and setting his jaw.

      “What question?” he asked, his voice flat and hard.

      “You know what question,” April said, matching her brother’s tone.

      “Ask me again, April,” he said. “Ask me if I killed some defenseless old woman.” His hands balled into fists at his side. “As if you don’t know me. As if I’m some common thug. Go ahead!” he screamed. “Ask me again!”

      “Lower your voice,” she commanded, daring to hold his stare. “Do you think I wanted to come in here? Do you think this is something I’m comfortable with? I would give anything to be able to believe in you the way I used to. But I can’t, Roman. You’ve done too much. I’ve seen too much. My brother—the brother I knew—he’d never let hate take him over like this. He’d never allow himself to turn into this thing, this shadow. And he sure as hell wouldn’t turn his back on the one person who believed in him.”

      “I haven’t turned my back on you,” he answered.

      “I’m not talking about me!” She threw her hands up, then let them flop to her sides. “God, how stupid are you? She loves you! She loves you, and she’s practically begging you to come and save her.”

      Roman looked away.

      “All she has to do is ask.”

      “We don’t always use our words to say things, Roman. And we can’t always admit what we want, even to ourselves.”

      He shook his head. “She’s engaged.” He thought about the other night, about the passion and the heat. And about how it was probably the last time it would ever happen between them. “She belongs to someone else. If she wants to change that, then it’s on her.”

      “She doesn’t belong to anybody,” April said. “And, if you’re not willing to fight for her, even a little, then maybe you don’t deserve her.”

      “I didn’t kill that woman, April,” Roman said, blinking hard.

      “Fine,” she said, though he couldn’t tell whether she believed it or not.

      God, how far had they fallen?

      “You know,” she started, tears forming in her eyes. “I used to look at the two of you and it made me believe. I believed in love, in happiness. Looking at the two of you, I knew that no matter what garbage we were surrounded with, everything was going to be okay. It had to be, because the two of you were together. And the world couldn’t be that bad.” She nodded her head. “But now, I look at you and I’m not sure what I see anymore. Maybe I was right the first time. Maybe your stars are just too far off.”

      She turned and headed toward the door.

      “April, I—”

      “Don’t,” she said, not breaking stride. “I don’t even know what to say to you. I hardly even recognize you anymore.”
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      Julia

      Julia paced back and forth. She shouldn’t have done this. She knew that the instant she hung up the phone. Meeting Roman was too dangerous, especially now. If anyone saw them together, it would undoubtedly lead to even more destruction, even more heartbreak. They would be better off to leave each other alone.

      But she couldn’t do that.

      Julia hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him, about that night in his apartment, about that night in their dreams. He was a part of her and, like it or not, being without him was like being without water. She had no idea how she managed for so long back in Iowa. But, Paris or not, she couldn’t handle being without Roman again. At least not tonight.

      She was a nervous wreck as she looked out the window. This safe house was cloaked and, as far as she knew, neither Fairweather nor Blackwood magic could pierce it.

      Wheeler magic might be something different, but she had told Paris she was going to get a pedicure, and there was no reason he would come looking for her. Especially not here.

      This sweet shop had been one of Julia’s favorite places as a child. She used to stay in it for hours at a time, snapping up free samples, sniffing sweet aromas, and watching the tourists as they milled in and out.

      Savanah was a melting pot of people during busy seasons, and Julia used to pretend she was all of them.

      When this place closed down, Julia felt as if she was losing a piece of herself. But she found a way to repurpose the old building.

      After she and Roman got together, Julia took him here. She wanted him to know this part of her. And, in a strange way, it became their place.

      This building that had given her so much joy as a child then stood for a different kind of joy as she got older. And, standing here now, wondering whether or not Roman would actually show up, she hoped to regain that joy.

      Of course, all of that depended on his answer to a one particular question.

      As the door opened, Julia’s heart jumped. She turned quickly, elated to see him standing there.

      Roman wore a black collared shirt, tight blue jeans, and a smirk on his lips that made Julia melt. Why was he always so damn good looking?

      “You came,” she said lightly, only now realizing how afraid she was that he wouldn’t show.

      “Of course I came,” he said, closing the door and walking toward her. “You asked me to.”

      “I wanted to see you.” She walked toward him as well, quickly bridging the gap between them.

      “Obviously,” he answered. “What about?”

      She bristled at his curtness but soldiered on. Maybe he was upset about something. Or, more likely, everything. Maybe she needed to remind him of a time much less emotionally charged.

      “I remember when I didn’t need a reason to want to see you,” she said, looking him up and down.

      “And I remember a time when your left ring finger was bare.” He cleared his throat. “Things change, Mrs. Wheeler.”

      “Don’t call me that.” Julia balked, surprised at how quickly and sharply the breath caught in her throat.

      “Why not?” He looked away from her and ran his finger along the edge of an old wooden table. “That’ll be your name soon enough.”

      “You know what that’s about,” she answered, swallowing hard. “I have to marry him. It’s not my choice.”

      “The hell it isn’t,” he muttered.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Care to repeat that a little louder?”

      “You heard me,” he answered, turning back to her. “I’m through giving you a free pass. You can say all you want about duty and family and all that shit. But the truth is, you’re a grown woman, Julia. And, if you wanted, you could do whatever you wanted.”

      Julia couldn’t believe her ears. Roman had been all for this. He understood what she was doing this for, and he didn’t blame her for it.

      Until now.

      “You know that’s not true. You can’t hold me to that standard.”

      “Why not?” he asked, scoffing loudly. “I hold myself to it. When we were together, I wanted to leave with you. I begged you to go. We could have been together. Fuck the feud. Fuck our families. Fuck all of it. But you couldn’t handle it. They were more important to you than I was. And then…oh, and then…” he said bitterly, shaking his head. “The icing on the cake. You left anyway. Without me.”

      Julia couldn’t stop herself. She reared back and slapped him across the face. It was the first time she had ever struck him, and the first time she’d ever wanted to.

      “Don’t you dare!” Tears swelled in her eyes. “You have no idea what I went through. You have no idea what you meant to me!”

      “Meant?” he asked, shaking his head and touching two his reddened cheek as if the sting were nothing more than an afterthought. “See, that’s the difference between you and me, Julia. For me, it still isn’t over.”

      He turned and walked toward the door.

      “Did you kill her?” Julia asked to his back.

      “Jesus,” he muttered, stopping where he stood.

      “Aria,” she said. “The woman who was like a grandmother to me. I’m sure you remember her.”

      He spun around, marching back toward her quickly.

      He stopped inches from her face, looking at her like he had never seen her before.

      “Look at me, Julia. Look at me, and tell me what you think.” He blinked hard. “Did I kill her, Julia? Could I kill her?”

      Tears pooled in her eyes.

      “Of course not,” she said, looking him square in the face.

      He seemed relieved as he released a deep breath.

      Leaning in and cradling the back of her head in his hand, he kissed her on the cheek. “Goodbye, Julia Fairweather.”

      He pulled away, but she grabbed his hand, stopping him.

      “Don’t do this,” he said, looking at the door instead of her. “Just let me go.”

      She held tightly to his hand. “No.”

      “Just let me go, Julia,” he said, but he didn’t try to move.

      “Look at me,” she said. “Look at me and tell me that you want to leave, that you want me to let you go.” She pursed her lips. “If you do that, I’ll—”

      “Goddamn it,” he screamed, whipping around toward her. “What the hell are you trying to do to me?”

      She stepped back, letting go of his hand. But he advanced on her.

      “Do you think this is easy for me? I already let you go, woman. And it nearly killed me. I was on a rooftop. I was going to jump off a fucking building. That’s how bad off I was when you left.” He shook his head.

      She was against the wall now, her palms pressed against the cool metal.

      Still, he didn’t stop. He was right on her, his body pressed against hers.

      “But I pulled myself together. I made a life for myself. It wasn’t a great one or even a good one, and God knows I thought about you every second of it. But at least I wasn’t on the ledge anymore.”

      He looked her up and down.

      “Now here you are, back in town like the most fuckable tornado in the world. And still, you’re not mine.”

      “I’m not anybody’s,” she said, her voice trembling along with her body.

      “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong,” he answered. He grabbed her hands and pinned them against the wall over her head. “In the end you’ll belong to somebody. If not me, him.”

      He moved his hand, but hers remained magically pinned to the wall. Once again, she was helpless against his desires. And once again, her body ached to fulfill his every wish.

      “So what is it, Mrs. Wheeler?” he asked, running his hands over her shirt and cupping her breasts. They perked up at his touch, her nipples hardening, standing at attention. “Who do you belong to?”

      She breathed heavy, sweat trickling down her spine.

      “Tell me,” he said. He rested his palm flat against her stomach and moved it down the front of her jeans. Ignoring the boundary of her panties, he slid his fingers into her, moistening her as he drove his index and middle fingers past her entry point.

      She threw her head back, biting her lip and feeling a rush of heat titillate her body.

      She tightened around his fingers, sending even more shockwaves of pleasure through her.

      Still, he asked the question.

      “Who do you belong to?”

      Silence. She should just answer him; it wasn’t as if she didn’t know. But not answering him had always been part of their game. What made them…well, them.

      He removed his fingers from her and yanked her jeans and panties down before literally tearing her shirt from her body.

      Buttons flew everywhere, exposing her perky breasts and aroused nipples.

      He looked at her hungrily, but there was something else in his glare; an anger that she knew he was having trouble controlling.

      “Who do you belong to?” he asked again, his voice nearing a growl.

      Throwing himself against her, he slid his tongue across her skin, flicking her nipples until they were so pert and hard that they hurt.

      Then, when she felt as though she would pop, he moved away, kissing her stomach all the way to her naval.

      He moved down her body, sliding his tongue across her lower lips. They engorged at his touch. His tongue flickered around them as she got wetter in response.

      As moisture begin to soak her skin between her legs, she felt a hint of embarrassment. But it was assuaged as his tongue darted against her clit and his fingers massaged between her legs.

      He pushed her lips apart with his hand, driving deeper into her and causing her to clench and release in pleasure. His face nuzzled between her legs, his lips teasing, tongue flicking with a steady beat and pressure that kept her right on the edge.

      She felt herself nearing climax, and she ached for that sweet release. But he must have known it to, because he pulled away from her, leaving her frustrated and begging for it.

      He stood, removing his shirt pants, and boxers.

      His thick, hard cock twitched, and in that moment, there was nothing more than she wanted than the connection and release that came with being with him.

      But there was that question, the question he was still asking.

      “Who do you belong to?”

      A different kind of heat passed through her, an anger that mixed with the passion.

      She pulled at the magic he’d placed on her hands, releasing them.

      She pushed toward him, naked, vulnerable, and as aroused as she had ever been in her life.

      “Me!” she said, slamming into him. “I belong to me.”

      The two knocked into a table. He landed on his back, pulling her with him so that she came down to straddle over him. He pulled her body down, guiding himself into her as he did, and she moaned loudly as he thrust into her.

      She ran hands through his hair, pulling hard at it and jerking his head backward.

      He clutched at her ass, pushing him toward her and working himself deeper. Without notice, he stood and slammed her again the wall, pinning her there with his body. Soon, they were sliding up it, floating in the air with the wall to brace them.

      She swayed her hips, moving against him faster, her clit rubbing against pelvis as his cock rocked into her. They rose higher off the ground.

      Suddenly, he flipped her hard toward the middle of the room and mounted her with nothing but open air beneath her. Her hair hung in loose tendrils as Roman pumped in and out, penetrating her all over again with every stroke.

      She looked up at him, at that face that had held so many of her dreams. He was looking at her, too. The anger, the passion—it was as evident as ever as they floated so high that they pressed against the ceiling.

      And then, just like that, he pushed off the ceiling and sent them back toward the ground. All the magic melted away, and in that moment, it was just them. Unfiltered, no magic necessary, Roman thrusting into her until finally she rocketed over the edge and into an orgasm that made her entire body shiver.

      Only he could bring both the woman and the witch in her out like this.

      Roman climaxed as well, spilling his seed inside of her and, for the first time, kissing her mouth. He rolled off of her and they both stared up at the ceiling ofr a long time before Roman tilted his head to face her.

      “You might say otherwise, Julia Fairweather. You might even marry someone else. But you are mine.”

      His hand moved down to her pussy, his fingers grazing against her all-too-sensitive pussy. “This is mine.” He kissed her again. “And you will always belong to me.”
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      Roman

      Roman spent the rest of that day with his head spinning. The idea that Julia believed in him gave him strength. Even if April might have believed he was capable of doing something like murdering that Aria woman, Julia didn’t.

      And that meant everything.

      April might have given up on him and Julia. But they hadn’t given up on each other, and that was all that mattered.

      He toured the streets of Savannah, looking at the people and places that lined River Street for what might have been the first time in years. This place had always been his home and, like one is known to do, he had begun to neglect it.

      This place, with all the beauty of the old South, had become run-of-the-mill to Roman. When Julia had left it, it was as though she had taken all the light with her.

      But now she was back and, with her, everything that made this place special, everything that made it sparkle.

      The sun began to set, hanging low over the river. Crowds were beginning to firm on the streets. Savanah had always had a hell of a nightlife, and he had always been part of it more or less. Roman was never one to turn down a stiff drink and a loose woman. Even when he had been with Julia before, he could have been found guilty of allowing his eye to wander a time or two.

      Now however, things were different. He felt secure and content—as if no other person in the world mattered but her.

      And along with that clarity came another realization: He had to keep her safe.

      This feud had gone on too long. That was for sure. But it wasn’t the feud that worried him. Blood feuds between coves were a dime a dozen. They usually simmered under the surface with nothing more than hard feelings and discouraging looks to show for themselves. But this feud had erupted into war.  And it was a war that Roman felt responsible for.

      If he hadn’t gone to the gypsies, if only the Crawley hadn’t given him that horrible task—if only he hadn’t accepted it—perhaps Adam would still be alive. Perhaps the entire world wouldn’t be on this downward spiral. Perhaps the promise of happiness wouldn’t seem like a cruel joke.

      Roman stooped at a Greek place, the one he used to sneak off to with Julia. He loved their gyros, buy he hadn’t been there in over a year. Something about the place made it feel as if he was betraying her. Now that she was back, now that he knew for sure that she wanted him, the place practically called his name.

      He ordered a gyro without onion and took a seat. He could still taste her on his lips feel her on his fingertips. She was everything to him. But she had made no promises; technically, she was still engaged to another man.  He was ready to admit that to himself now. And damn of he didn’t like the freedom that came with that admission.

      As he dug into the sandwich, dipping the loose meat into a cup of extra sauce, his mind went to work.

      Something wasn’t quite adding up for him. Something about the death of Aria Fairweather felt off. He just couldn’t quite put his finger on what it might be.

      If it hadn’t been him that offed the old witch (and it hadn’t), then who did? It couldn’t have been anyone in the Blackwood coven. He’d have known if it was. His father would have brought him into the conversation if he was planning on a hit that big.

      That left the possibility of a rogue witch within their ranks, someone who went out of turn to make a name for themselves. Somehow, Roman doubted that. His father was a hard ass—one of the worst the coven had ever seen. No one would have the stones to risk pissing him off and, if they did, they certainly wouldn’t do it now. This was war, and everyone knew that, in wartime, you take orders.

      There was also the chance that this was unrelated—that Aria had made an enemy or two in her long life and one of them had finally decided to come calling.

      Though that was more likely, he still didn’t believe it. The coincidence was too big.

      Perhaps some assassin or far off coven leader decided to take the opportunity to frame the Blackwoods for such a high profile killing. After all, who better to pin a murder on than the people your target is currently at war with?

      But even that line of thinking took Roman’s father out of the equation. Anyone who wanted to frame his family for something would pay with their life and the lives of their loved ones. Everyone knew that.

      And besides, it still didn’t feel right.

      Roman couldn’t shake the feeling that this was connected somehow, like the murderer was hiding right under his nose.

      But who?

      Another possibility dawned on him as he finished the sandwich.

      He may have started all of this, but he wasn’t the only reason it was happening. Things had changed quickly when Julia returned. The landscape was already shifting, and there had been no bigger shift than those bayou bastards coming up from Louisiana to stick their troublesome noses into Savanah witch business. So what if they had something to do with it?

      Even thinking it, Roman knew it was a reach. He thought about what April would say to him. She would tell him that he was just upset Julia was engaged to marry one of them. That was why he was laying blame on the Louisiana coven without even a shred of evidence.

      And maybe she was right. His sister was smart, after all. And Roman was too close to this to be able to think his way around it rationally. He knew that. But he also knew his gut, and he knew when it was trying to tell him something…like it was right now.

      Those backwater witches had something to do with this. He couldn’t prove it yet, but that’s what evidence was for.

      He was just going to have to get some.

      [image: ]

      Common sense told Roman that the Wheelers were likely staying in one of the secondary Fairweather estates. There was a small chance that they would be in the manor, but Roman didn’t want to think about Julia and Paris living in such close quarters. Not yet—not ever.

      Besides, times were dangerous, and Roman doubted Julia’s grandfather would allow guests as prestigious as the Wheelers to wake and sleep in harm’s way. No, they would be as safe and sound as a time like this would allow. And they would also be in the lap of luxury.

      Knowing this made finding them relatively easy.

      The Fairweathers had three estates in Savannah in addition to the houseboat that Roman had singlehandedly destroyed. The nicest of them was Crescent House. It was well over a hundred years old and—while a few miles away from town in Hardeeville—it was almost comparable with the family manor in terms of size, stature, and luxury.

      This is where the Wheelers were. Roman had no doubt.

      He pulled to a stop a quarter of a mile away from the house. Using the baking soda, fresh cut violets, and duck liver he brought in his backpack, he cast a shielding spell.

      It was simple magic. Clean, but effective. It would do the job of allowing him to fly under the radar as he watched the Wheelers from a distance.

      He pulled up to Crescent House, his new car under the shield of the spell and parked across the street. He had an unobstructed view of the estate and—with the magic in place—he didn’t have to worry about being seen. This was an old-fashioned stake out, just like in the movies his grandfather used to watch with him when he was a kid.

      The characters in those movies always had a partner though—a sidekick to help pass the time. Roman had no one like that anymore. His family wouldn’t approve of this action, he lost most of his friends when he started dabbling in dark magic, and it wasn’t as if he could take Julia along for this. No. He was on his own here. Luckily, he’d remembered to pack an iPad and a Snicker bar along with the magical supplies.

      Crescent House looked quiet now. All that was left to do was wait.

      And wait he did.

      Roman was halfway through the second season of Breaking Bad when he noticed the first signs of life. He had been there for hours now, so long that he wished he had brought another candy bar.

      The sun was long set and Walter White was in the middle of yet another bad decision when he saw a man walking to one of the cars lining the driveway.

      He couldn’t see the man’s face, only that red Wheeler hair as the man strode to the car. Still, Roman could tell from his basic build that this was Paris. It was hard to forget the way someone looked after they had almost killed you.

      Roman weighed his options as Paris cranked up the engine and pulled away. Even if this did have something to do with the Wheelers, Roman doubted Paris was involved. He stunk too much of simplicity for that. Still, Roman had been here for a while now, and if he didn’t take this opportunity, the house might be quiet for the rest of the night.

      He couldn’t take that risk. Even if following Paris turned out to be a dead end, at least he’d know that. And hell, he could grab a taco afterward or something. So the night wouldn’t be a total loss.

      Roman set out after his woman’s future husband, keeping more than a few car lengths between them. Now that he was on the move, the spell that had kept him shielded would be lifted.

      He followed Paris all the way back into the heart of Savanah. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Roman wondered if the boy was on his way to meet Julia. Perhaps what Roman was spying on was the beginnings of a date.

      That was one way to turn him into a full-fledged stalker.

      Roman breathed a heavy sigh of relief as Paris took a left on Abercon, moving away from Fairweather Manor.

      When the man parked and walked toward a coffee shop, Roman followed. He knew better than to get too close, though. The coffee shop was small and, even if he could pass the both of them being there off as some far-fetched coincidence, there was always the chance that Paris would want to continue the fight they’d started the other day.

      While Roman was itching for a chance to redeem himself, making sure Paris wasn’t involved in anything shady took top priority tonight.

      Luckily, there was an outdoor café across the street from the coffee shop, and there was enough foot traffic tonight that Roman could be reasonably comfortable that he wouldn’t be spotted.

      Even better was the fact that roses sat in vases at every one of the tables in the shop. As Paris sat down in front of one, Roman ordered a glass of water and wedge of lime.

      Using that, the rose would basically be a microphone, broadcasting everything Paris said and reverberating it off the water in the glass.

      Of course, Paris would actually have to be meeting someone for that to work.

      As it was, that didn’t seem to be the case. And, while having your nose buried in Catcher in the Rye for three hours at a crowded coffee shop made you the worst kind of pretentious douchebag, it didn’t make you a liar or a murderer.

      Roman was about to leave when he saw her walk in.

      It wasn’t the Fairweather he expected, but that didn’t stop Roman from furrowing his eyebrows when he saw Cassandra step through the door.

      She looked around, hesitating in the doorway, before crossing the café floor and seating herself across from Paris.

      Were they having an affair right under Julia’s nose?

      A spike of rage ran through Roman. To think that Paris could do something like that. He had her—actually had her—and what did he do about it? Snuck off with a cousin of hers that couldn’t hold a candle to Julia’s beauty or intellect.

      Roman thought about rushing in there, kicking Paris’ ass once and for all, exposing Cassandra as the slutty turncoat she was, and taking Julia somewhere far away from the people who would hurt her like this.

      But he still had no proof. All the pair had done so far was meet for coffee. He needed to wait a little longer. After that, Roman Blackwood would do what he had to.

      “Amplify,” Roman whispered and listened as the rose transmitted the sounds of the conversation going on across the street right to him.

      Cassandra shuffled uncomfortably in her seat, brushing hair out of her eyes.

      “Were you followed?” Paris asked, taking a sip of coffee and looking around the room.

      No, Roman thought. But you were.

      “Do I look like a child, Wheeler?” Cassandra scoffed. “No one followed me.”

      “Just making sure,” Paris drawled. “No need to get so defensive.”

      “Really?” Cassandra leaned across the table. “I would think that, after the shit you just pulled, you’d have repentance on your mind.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “Roman, that Blackwood scum,” Cassandra barked.

      Roman bristled at the mention of his name. Did Cassandra know he was here? Had she caught sight of him as she entered the shop and, if so, what was she going to do about it?

      “What about him?” Paris asked. “He’s no concern. I came pretty close to putting his ass six feet under.” He took another drink. “Right alongside that brother of his.”

      Heat flashed through Roman’s face. Paris Wheeler would pay for that.

      “But you didn’t,” Cassandra said. “You had a chance to take him out, and you didn’t take it.”

      “Because Julia was standing right there,” Paris said. “I couldn’t exactly kill her lover with her in front of me. I’d have a hard time getting her to trust me after that.”

      “You wouldn’t have needed her to trust you after that,” Cassandra growled. “How many times do I have to tell you? The longer the two of them are even in the same world together, the worse off we are.”

      “You’re being dramatic.” Paris waved her off, which seemed to irk Cassandra to no end. Paris continued, “You told me yourself—Julia doesn’t even want to lead the coven, and God knows that mess of a Blackwood man isn’t in any position to. They’re the past.” He leaned forward. “We’re the future.”

      Cassandra slammed her fist against the table. Paris reeled back, and a couple at a nearby table gasped. Several of the café’s patron’s glared at them, but Cassandra’s scowling face never lifted from Paris. She muttered something and, in a whiff of magic, they went on about their business as if nothing had happened.

      Lucky for Roman, he was far enough away not to be affected.

      “Calm down,” Paris said through gritted teeth. “If you wanted him dead, you should have been clearer about it. As far as I knew, you just wanted my help killing off some family members standing in your way and making it look like the Blackwoods did it. Is that not good enough anymore?”

      “Are you really that stupid?” Cassandra threw her arms in the air and then let her hands fall to her sides. “Julia talks to the fucking ancestors, Paris—and they’ve seen every thing we’ve done over the last few years. The only reason you’re here is to distract her now that she’s back in town! Now throw Roman in the mix: He’s the heir apparent—not only to his family’s fortune, but to the dark magic that the Blackwoods used to ravage Savannah in the first place. There aren’t two more dangerous people in the world to us than them. But they’re not dangerous when they’re not together.”

      Cassandra looked around again, swallowing hard. “They think being together makes them strong, but they couldn’t be more wrong. It pulls their focus. It gives them pause. It leads them to believe there’s something more important than power.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Paris asked. “If being together gets them out of your hair, then why not let them be together? Why have me get engaged to her at all?”

      “Because there are different kinds of strength,” she said, clicking her tongue. “And, while being together at this moment in their lives doesn’t necessarily bring out the best in either of them, there’s no way for me to be sure that will continue. They’re insanely powerful as individuals. If they manage to actually get their shit together as a couple, nothing in this witchy world will be able to stop them.”

      “Lucky for you that I’m here,” Paris said, taking another swig of coffee.

      “That’s not enough.” Cassandra took his coffee from him and set it aside. “You’re blowing it.”

      “I’m killing it. What the hell are you talking about?”

      “She’s not convinced,” Cassandra said. “You asked why I engineered an engagement between the two of you. It was so that you could seduce her, take her mind off that Blackwood boy just enough to throw her off guard. I figured a man who wished to rule the pieces of the Blackwood coven that was to be left behind in my wake could do at least that.” She scoffed. “I couldn’t have been more wrong.”

      “This isn’t an issue, Cassandra,” Paris said, his eyes driving into her seriously.

      “The hell it isn’t.” She crossed her arms and leaned forward, resting her forearms on the table. “She’s pulling away from you. Heck, you never had her in the first place! And when she finally decides that your ginger ass isn’t what she wants and isn’t something she’s capable of going through with, she’s going to run straight to him. We can’t risk that.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Paris asked. “You want me to kill Roman Blackwood?”

      “That would only solve half the problem, and it might light a fire under Julia that would drive her to want to take the reins after all. I can’t have that. Julia taking over would mean the end for us, and we’ve worked way too hard to let that happen.”

      Paris’ face paled. “What are you saying, then?”

      “You know what I want, Paris. No. It isn’t even what I want. It’s what I need. What we both need. As soon as the marriage is final, you have to kill Julia.”
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      Julia

      Julia stood in a corner, looking out the window. She should have been looking at herself in the mirror. Anytime she’d thought about this day as a little girl, she had always been looking at her own reflection.

      Her wedding dress was gorgeous. Her mother and her exquisite taste made sure of that. But as it turned out, that didn’t matter to Julia.

      For reasons she couldn’t quite put her finger on, Julia felt sick.

      No, that wasn’t true. She could put her finger on the reasons just fine. She knew exactly why she was feeling like this and exactly what she needed to do to put an end to it. But she couldn’t do it and, because of that, she didn’t want to admit the truth to herself anytime soon.

      When Grandfather informed her that the wedding was being moved up to today, a chill ran through her body. She liked Paris. He was a good guy. He might even be a great guy. He was kind, and handsome, and they even seemed to have the same sense of humor. Heck, she would go as far as to say there was a bit of sexual tension between her and the Louisiana warlock.

      But Paris wasn’t him. He wasn’t Roman.

      She shuddered as she stared at the garden, the bright sun casting the day in a golden hue. It was a perfect day to be married…assuming that was what you wanted.

      Julia heard the door swing open and, without even turning, she knew it was her mother.

      None of the men would dare come bursting in on a bride as she readied herself, and Cassandra would have the common decency to at least knock first.

      But Julia’s mother didn’t bother. She felt an ownership over this day, over what he daughter was doing to both protect her coven and set herself up for the rest of her life.

      It was no more than she had even wanted for her daughter, and Julia knew that. That was why she wouldn’t turn to meet her.

      “My daughter,” she said, and Julia could hear the smile in her voice.

      She could also hear the vodka.

      “Really mother?” she asked, still looking out the window. “You couldn’t even wait until after the ceremony?”

      “You know what they say,” her mother said. “It’s never too early to start celebrating something wonderful.”

      “Who says that?” Julia asked.

      Her mother shuffled toward her, and in addition to hearing it in her voice, Julia could now smell the drink on her mother’s clothes: sweet and sour like cheap candies.

      “Something tells me you might need one, too,” she said, settling beside Julia. “A head start, I mean.”

      Julia shook her head. “I’m not drinking today.”

      “That’s not the sort of head start I meant,” she answered, chuckling bitterly. “You look like you’re a notion or two away from heels meeting pavement.”

      “You think I’m going to run?” Julia asked, finally turning to her mother. The woman was worn and tired in a way that couldn’t been completely attributed to the alcohol.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” her mother said, shaking her head. “But no. I don’t think you’re going to run. Not really. You seem different than you did last year. More—”

      “Defeated?” Julia supplied.

      “I was going to say mature.” Her mom clicked her tongue. “I don’t suppose there’s much of a difference between the two, is there?”

      Julia’s mother marched to a nearby counter and poured two glasses of scotch. Picking up the glasses, she walked back over to her daughter.

      “Mother, I told you I’m not drinking today.”

      “I know what you said, sweetheart, but I also know what you need.” She shoved the glass into Julia’s hands, nearly spilling it all over the wedding dress. “Listen to your mother.”

      Julia did as she was told and sipped at the liquor. It was smooth in the best way, but didn’t do much to lift her spirits.

      “Have I ever told you about the day I married your father?” Julia’s mother asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Julia answered, committing to the whole ‘head start’ idea and taking another sip.

      “That’s because I respect you too much to lie to you, and no one should have to hear horrible things about the day their parents were married.”

      Julia looked over at her mother, her eyebrows arching the way only her mother could provoke.

      “You’re far from the only Fairweather woman to give of herself for the good of the family. The whole idea might as well be branded across our rears at birth.” She shrugged, then took another swig of her drink. “Covens are like kingdoms sometimes, and no queen comes out of her kingdom unscathed. We’re property to them, chess pieces and all that. I’m sure you’ve heard about it in history class.”

      “I’ve lived with it,” Julia muttered. “I always knew this was a possibility, Mother. I just never thought it would—”

      “Happen to you?” she asked. “Neither did I. The whole thing seems of a different time, doesn’t it? But it isn’t. It’s right now, sweetheart. It’s your life and it’s the only one you get. And yes, it isn’t fair. And yes, you could run away if you really wanted to. I won’t even try to stop you. But you won’t. You’ll march down that aisle, marry that scrumptious little ginger with the ass made of marble, and make the best life that you can with him.” She pursed her lips, swirling her drink with an empty gaze. “And when you have a daughter and you get the urge to you tell her what it was like for you the day you got married.” She looked over at Julia. “You won’t.”

      Julia looked her mother up and down, focusing on the creases on her face: the sad, sad creases. How much longer until her face started wrinkling like that, before the weight of this life she was about to sign up for began to tear her down, slumping her over the way Grandmother was slumped, forcing a glass into her hand?

      “Good of you to stop by, Mother,” Julia said, motioning toward the door.

      Julia’s mother stared at her, but didn’t seem surprised at her daughter’s eagerness to be rid of her.

      “Anything for my girl,” she answered. She finished off her drink, grabbed the glass from Julia’s hand, finished that one as well, and marched out the door.

      When the door closed with more force than necessary, Julia barely startled. She slumped against the window, catching sight of herself in the mirror.

      There she was, all dressed up in white and diamonds. Beautiful, with her hair pulled back and her makeup just right. But she didn’t look like herself. She couldn’t exactly put herself in herself. It was as though she was looking at a stranger, and that made her more than a little worried.

      The last time she felt this way, the last time she felt this out of place in her own skin, she was on the cusp of something horrible.

      Her mental break had savaged her. It had taken everything from her—her very identity. And here she was, very likely going through the same damn thing all over again.

      Her breaths came heavy and labored. Would this be it? Would this moment—losing Roman, giving herself away to a man she didn’t want to marry—push her over the edge…again?

      “No,” Julia said firmly to her reflection.

      This woman—this beautiful woman in the mirror—it was her. She was strong. Strong enough to do what she had to, what her mother had done before her, and what the ancestors asked of her with their muffled riddles.

      And she would look like a million bucks doing it.

      [image: ]

      The music started playing way too soon. It felt as if she had just been in that room, staring out the window and wishing things were different. And now she was here, listening to the wedding march with her grandfather by her side.

      Julia looked over at the man. For all the weariness showcased on her mother’s face, Grandfather seemed to radiate youthful energy. Was it a spell or just good living that kept the old man impervious to the ravages of time?

      Maybe he was just happy.

      As she looked at him, Julia couldn’t help but think of everything that had happened, of everything that brought her back here.

      Grandfather was to die soon. The oracle said as much. But ‘soon’ could mean any number of things. Perhaps Julia would have a child or two before her grandfather kicked the proverbial bucket. Or maybe he wouldn’t make it to the end of the altar with her. Either way, it would seem too soon.

      Julia swallowed hard. This was such a strange life, such a strange family. Here she was, being forced to marry someone against her will. And, at the same time, she was riddled with fear that the very same person who was making her do it would soon leave her life forever.

      Family was a hell of a thing. It had the ability to break you and rebuild you. And, more times than not, it did both.

      “Are you ready, my darling?” Grandfather asked, extending his arm to her.

      “As ready as I can be,” she said, taking it.

      The old man smiled. “Have I told you how proud of you I am, Julia?”

      She blinked hard. “No, Grandfather. I don’t believe you have.”

      “How unforgivable of me,” he said as the double doors swung open.

      The pair stepped out into the courtyard, the sun beaming down as if it approved of this entire mess and wanted to make sure everyone in attendance knew as much.

      The idea to have the ceremony at the Covington family home was born more out of necessity than anything else. Moving a wedding up was tough business, and it turned out that even witchcraft wasn’t enough to force your way into a venue during the city’s wedding season.

      Still, Julia had to admit that this was beautiful—more stunning than she had even imagined as a little girl.

      As her family, along with the Wheeler coven, turned back to catch a glimpse of her, it took all Julia could do not to cry out.

      What she would say, she didn’t know. The only thing she knew for sure was that she was filled with emotion, and she had no idea what to do with it.

      “I am, you know,” Grandfather said as they took their first steps toward the rose-accented altar. “Proud of you, I mean.”

      Petals fell from flowers and magically lay underfoot of Julia as she stepped in tune with the song.

      It would have been absolutely perfect if the man she was walking toward happened to be someone else.

      But he wasn’t.

      He was Paris Wheeler, the flame-kissed Southern gentleman who had saved her life as well as her future.

      There were worse things she could do than tie herself to a good guy, but, whatever they were, she couldn’t quite think of them right now.

      Her chest tightened and her breath seemed to shallow out.

      “Did you hear me, my darling girl?” Grandfather asked. “I am so very proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Grandfather,” Julia said, though she wondered how proud of her he would be if he knew that she still held the potion Roman gave her on her person. It sat tucked her in her bosom, like a reminder of the man she should be marrying.

      And maybe that was the only reason it was there at all.

      Julia looked up at Paris. His entire body seemed to be smiling somehow as she neared him.

      In stark contrast to the way she always thought she would feel as she neared the end of her wedding march, Julia deflated.

      But deflation was not defeat. She could do this. She would do this. She would make her family proud, strengthen her coven, and be the witch part of her always knew she would have to become. She would put away childish things. She would put away love, at least the all-consuming variety. And maybe, just maybe, she would find something worthy of herself while doing it.

      A girl could dream, right?

      Her feet reached the last step before the altar. She turned to Grandfather, handed him her bouquet, and turned back to face Paris again.

      She didn’t know what her face looked like, but she hoped it betrayed none of the hesitation that had colored her up until this moment. Paris was sweet and kind. And besides, someone deserved to have a nice wedding day out of all this.

      He reached for her hand, and she offered it to him, but he didn’t grab it. There just wasn’t time.

      In an instant that shook Julia to her core, the earth ruptured.

      Like a child throwing a tantrum or a long simmering revenge finally being cut loose, the world itself broke and crackled underfoot.

      Julia staggered backward as screams and cries filled the air.

      Was this an earthquake?

      In Georgia?

      Suddenly, and with as much ferocity as the shaking, the sky rumbled.

      No. This wasn’t an earthquake. It wasn’t a tsunami or even a storm. Bile rose in Julia’s throat as the realization of what was going on settled onto her. This was a spell. Dark magic. And it had Roman Blackwood written all over it.

      The clouds thickened above them and then, in what had to be the most terrifying visual of her entire life, Julia watched as fire rained from the sky above.

      “My God…” she mumbled as the balls of flame struck the earth, the chairs, the altar, and even some of the people.

      Fire burst through the area, destroying everything it touched.

      She winced as pained screams split through the air from the mouths of loved ones who had come to witness what was supposed to be a joyous occasion.

      She couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. There was nothing left to do. This was too much. It was too hard.

      And it was never going to stop.

      Her eyes drifted upward just as a ball of fire rocketed right toward her. There may have been time to move. Maybe not. It didn’t matter. None of this mattered. They had lived in the feud, and now they would die in it. Adam Blackwood knew that. Aria Fairweather knew that. And soon she would know it, too.

      The fire was almost on her. Julia took a deep breath and tried her best to make peace within herself. She as unsuccessful, of course. But she got the feeling that most people were when faced with their end. It was hard, she mused, to boil everything down to one sentiment. Life wasn’t like that and, as it turned out, death wasn’t, either.

      The fireball twisted in midair, changing direction and striking a nearby empty chair.

      Julia looked behind her to find Roman standing near the back. He was joined by every Blackwood Julia could think of, save April. His hand was outstretched, obviously guiding the fireball away from her.

      Her heart jumped at the sight of him, but broke for the loss of everything else.

      “Run,” he mouthed.

      She turned in a slow circle. Everything was in chaos. The earth was still shaking. The house she grew up in was crumbling at her feet. Her wedding dress was ruined, and the man she loved was responsible for so much of it.

      Run? She couldn’t run from this. If she did, none of this would ever end, not without a sacrifice equal on both sides. Nothing less than blood and death would put an end to this, and there was only one person who was connected to all three of the covens here today.

      Her.

      Julia reached into her shirt, pulled out the bottle Roman gave her, and popped open the lid. She pushed it against her lips and tilted it upright, letting the sour nectar run down her throat.

      If it did its job—if it made her appear to be dead—then maybe that would be enough. Maybe her perceived loss would be enough to bring about a halt to all of this. And, even if they ended up burying her in the ground, even if she never saw the sunlight again, that would make it all worth it.

      Roman fought his way toward her as the bottle fell from her lips. She tossed it away. No one but Roman was looking at her through the chaos, but she couldn’t afford to be found with it. Her death needed to look natural—like an accident.

      Like a tragedy.

      He was close now, though he wouldn’t make it. Her legs were too weak for that. Her eyes were too heavy.

      “I love you,” she whispered as he broke through the last of the fighting.

      But before he could reach her—before he could answer—the world went black.
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      Roman

      The attack was last minute and more than a little haphazard. Convincing his father that now was the time to strike, while the Fairweather and Wheeler covens were all crammed together in their stronghold, hadn’t been an easy sell for Roman.

      In the end, he appealed to his father’s sense of vanity. He knew that the older man was of the impression that the Blackwoods were far and away more powerful than any competitor. Jumping off that point, having all of their common enemies shuffled into the same place like cattle made it easier for them to be picked off all at once.

      Roman told his father that it was the most logistically reasonable thing to do. It was a good idea in terms of both war strategy and common sense.

      At least, that was the lie he was trying to sell.

      In truth, the reason Roman wanted to attack now was much more personal, much more relatable.

      What he had heard back in the city shook his entire world. Knowing that Cassandra was in on this and, worse than that, that she planned to have Julia executed right after the wedding, was enough to send Roman on a full-tilt rage.

      He needed to be smarter about it than that, though. He couldn’t just go in there, powers at the ready. He would have been blown to bits before he got close enough to Julia to even warn her.

      He could have called. He could have even invaded her dream again like he did before. But things were different now, and he wasn’t sure what sort of eyes Cassandra had on her more talented cousin.

      Roman had heard tell of witches who could gleam the very thoughts from another person’s mind. If that was the case, then Julia even knowing about this would put her in danger. No. It would be better to do it this way, to get in and extract her. And hey, if Cassandra and Paris got their asses handed to them in the process, then so be it.

      Truth be told, this wasn’t even about the Fairweathers anymore. Sure, it was for Roman’s father and the rest of his family. But he hadn’t told them the truth about what was going on. Even April didn’t know the extent of what Roman had heard that night. There was little need to put anyone, his sister included, in more danger than they already were.

      Roman had learned from what Paris and Cassandra said, though, and perhaps more importantly, from what they hadn’t. Cass was obviously the one in charge. Her demeanor and the way she chastised Paris like a tepid schoolboy said as much.

      But her family wasn’t involved. She was clearly planning to take over, and who knows who she might exterminate in the process.

      She would’ve been helpless on her own, though. If Roman had to guess, she must have reached out to the Louisiana coven herself. Bringing them in would give her firepower, and having Paris in her pocket would give her the leverage she needed to make sure things went her way. She was saving her magic as a last resort because for a weak witch like herself, there was no way she would have enough pull with her family otherwise.

      A new coven in town—especially one with ties to the Fairweathers—would also set Roman’s family on edge. It was a perfect plan. Roman just needed to make sure it didn’t succeed.

      The runes protecting the Fairweather manor were strong. They had been for centuries. But he knew more than he had ever shared about this plot of land. Sneaking in and out of it to visit his former girlfriend afforded Roman an insider’s perspective on the security of this place.

      There was a time when Julia had even given him a mystical key of sorts. It was a long time ago, but Roman was willing to bet that when the doors are this old, people are loathed to change the locks.

      He got in easily, ushering his crew alongside him.

      Father was so pleased that he didn’t even ask how Roman had found his way past the mystical sensors. One by one, the Blackwood coven filtered in, bringing hell along with them.

      Father naturally assumed this would be payback for what happened to Adam and, in part, he was right. But what Roman was holding back from telling him, what he would never be able to tell him, was that this was also about Julia.

      Roman caught sight of her just before hell broke loose.

      She wore a white dress that made her look like a perfectly sung song. Her hair was swept up, leaving her neck bare and framing her face. She was not only the most beautiful bride he had even seen, she was the most beautiful thing bar none.

      Fire exploded through the grounds. It was a warning shot, the only that the Fairweather/Wheeler party would get.

      Then the earth shook.

      The action was as fast and furious as one might expect from three covens going to war in the space of an acre.

      Magic flew like insults, deadly and deliberate.

      What they didn’t expect, and what Roman thought was a nice little touch, was the fire shower.

      It was an old spell, strong magic that had been lost to all but the most ardent users of dark magic. Luckily for him, Father had pressed him into just those corners, and as the flaming rain fell, targeting the Blackwood’s foes, Roman couldn’t help but feel more than a little accomplished.

      He had been made to feel so low for practicing the darker arts. They were dangerous. They were consuming. In many parts of the world, they were banned. But here and now, with his plan blossoming in its full glory, he realized that dark didn’t have to mean bad.

      This magic, however taboo, however frowned upon, was going to help him save the woman he loved. It was going to expose the liars in these covens and light a fire that would cleanse them all of the stench of mistruths.

      Perhaps it would even bring about enough commonality and understanding to end this feud once and for all. And wouldn’t that be a hell of a story to tell his grandchildren.

      Of course, for that to happen, things were going to have to get a lot less combustible.

      Julia stumbled back into his line of site as a bolt of fire careened toward her.

      That wasn’t right, of course. It wasn’t supposed to target her. It was only meant for his enemies—for the people who would do the Blackwoods harm. But Julia did have Fairweather blood, and maybe that was enough to classify her as the opposition.

      In any event, Roman was having none of it.

      Gathering himself, he used his personal energy to redirect the fireball. It shifted away from her, landing someplace inconsequential.

      He stared at her for a long moment after that, trying to read her face. But Julia’s features were a mask. Foolishly, Roman thought she would be happy to see him—Dustin Hoffman at the end of The Graduate beating against glass and ready to whisk Mrs. Robinson’s daughter away from a union that obviously wasn’t a fit for her.

      Instead, what he saw on her face was shock, sadness, and then resolve.

      But of course, she didn’t know the truth yet. She likely saw this as another ill-advised show of force. Once she found out that her would-be groom was conspiring with her cousin to put her head on a metaphorical spike, she would think differently.

      This would blow the lid off everything. It would change it all. Cassandra would undoubtedly be disinherited after this, possibly even exiled. There would be no other way. And that would leave the seat of power to Julia.

      Sure, she had told Roman on more than one occasion she didn’t want that, but she would grow into her destiny. She would learn to love her crown and, with it, the power to make rules for the coven she oversaw.

      With her at the helm, things would be different. And once Father seceded his position to Roman, they would both be in charge. They would put an end to this foolish nonsense once and for all. And maybe, someday down the road, they might even be together.

      And that would be an even better story for the grandkids.

      “Run!” he told her, trying to scream over the chaos.

      But she didn’t. She held her ground.

      What was she doing? This was dangerous, perhaps as dangerous as things had been since all of this started. She needed to get away, to get herself to safety. After all, without her, what did any of this matter? She was the only thing that made sense anymore, the only thing that—

      A crackle of electricity whizzed by Roman, singing his ear and drawing blood.

      One of the warlocks from the Louisiana coven—a gangly tall man with a wispy mustache and a stupid expression on his face—ran toward him. He was definitely an idiot by the look of him, but even a stupid man could kill you if he landed a good enough hit.

      Roman reared back, once again gathering energy. He had a stone in his pocket—a piece of onyx with enough mineral energy to keep him going for at least another hour of good battle.

      Twisting the energy around him, he thickened the air around the man, stopping him in his tracks. He then redirected it, sending the man flying out of his way.

      He rushed toward Julia, who was still just standing there.

      What on earth was she doing?

      Another man, one he didn’t recognize, came at him with plant magic, threatening to wrap him up in a thorn vine.

      Pressing the onyx against his palm, he sent a wave into the plant that made it wither on the vine. Kicking the man hard in the gut, he sent him stumbling backward.

      Turning back to Julia, he saw something shimmering in her hands. It was small and dark. A bottle.

      The breath caught in his throat. It wasn’t just any bottle. It was the bottle. The one he had given her before everything had changed, before he knew the truth of what was going on. At the time, he’d thought it would save her life. Now, though, he feared it would do the opposite.

      Paris and Cassandra wanted her dead. Incapacitating her, making her look and seem dead, might be enough to do the trick of convincing them to back off. But it also might leave her defenseless at the most dangerous time imaginable.

      There were other plays here, things that made more sense. Roman needed to get to her before she could take the damn potion, before it was too late.

      Another man rushed him.

      Would this garbage never stop?

      Without even employing his magic, Roman took him out, sending an elbow into his face and knocking out at least two of the warlock’s teeth.

      He darted faster toward Julia, but it was too late.

      She had already drank it. The bottle was falling empty to the ground at her feet. Her eyes were closing, and she was toppling over sideways.

      “No!” He kept running at her as she crumpled onto herself, the folds of her dress bunching up around her.

      His heart dropped, but his mind scrambled for some sort of plan.

      This would be okay. He would get to her, scoop her up, and take her somewhere until this whole thing died down. He would find a way to bring her out of this.

      He would murder both Paris and Casandra with his bare hands if that’s what it took to keep Julia safe. He would never stop fighting, never stop trying, never stop loving her.

      He would do everything in his power to make this right, and he—

      A force, blunt and debilitating, hit hard against the back of his head.

      Roman cursed under his breath. He tried to fight it, but he knew better. For all his fervor, for all his plans, he knew that this blow would take him down.

      He fell to his knees, trying to crawl toward her. If he could just get to her then maybe he could keep her safe.

      Another blow struck the back of his head.

      He couldn’t crawl anymore. Instead, he reached into his pocket, rubbing the onyx stone.

      “Take me to her,” he mumbled.

      A third blow struck him. Blood and metal flooded his mouth, and his vision went dark.
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      Julia

      The pain in her heart was gone. The hurt that had colored everything about her since the instant she had been pulled away from Roman had finally been lifted. The world was all right. She was all right.

      And she was gone.

      “Where are we?” asked a voice from behind her.

      She didn’t need to turn around to recognize it. She knew it in her soul.

      Turning, she saw Roman. He was dressed plainly in a navy blue tee, a pair of jeans, and a baseball cap.

      He looked a bit ridiculous, actually, but maybe that was the point. Roman hadn’t dressed like that since they were kids, since the days when they first got together. And here he was, as old as he was today and looking every bit like the guy she’d fallen for all those years ago.

      “We’re in Iowa,” she said, looking around. “It’s the farm I moved to after I left Savannah.”

      A wide smile birthed across her face as she looked around. There was the old barn her grandmother had helped her own father build nearly a hundred years ago. There was the farmhouse-two stories of good, honest wood covered in white paint and blue trimmings. And there was the corn, shooting up toward Heaven in near endless rows as far as the eye could see.

      It had been so simple here, so damn easy. She remembered how it felt when she came here after nearly losing her mind. She found herself again on this land, discovering pieces of her that she never knew existed.

      Though it wasn’t home, though it would never be home, she loved this place.

      And apparently part of her wished she had stayed.

      “I hope you’re okay,” she said, looking at what she assumed was the walking talking personification of Roman.

      Her mind had built him, no doubt. Placing him here in these surroundings, the one piece of the puzzle that real life had been missing.

      “I’m better now,” he answered, moving toward her. “But I’m not sure how long that will last.”

      “No,” she said, smiling wide. “I meant the real you, the actual person still in the land of the living.”

      He looked down at the ground and then back up at her. Even here, in this dream world, the sight of him took her breath away.

      “This is me, Julia,” he said, shaking his head. “This is the real me. I watched you take the potion. I tried to stop you, but I was too late. So I pulled the magic off an onyx stone. I thought it would give me the strength to get to you, to your body. Instead, I guess it brought me here.”

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?” she asked, her eyes widening. “My God, it’s actually you.” She collided with him, hugging him and digging her face into his chest. “Thank God.”

      “Listen to me, Julia,” Roman said, pulling her away from him. “You-you need to get up.”

      “What?” She bit her lip and shook her head. “No. No, I don’t. This was the plan. Faking my death will put an end to this killing. It’s what’s needed. It’s what’s necessary.”

      “Not anymore,” Roman said, rubbing his hands down her arms and resting them just above her elbows.

      “What are you talking about?” Julia asked. Shadows from above drew her gaze, and she saw the clear sky was now beginning to cloud up.  “This was your idea, Roman. Remember? You’re the one who gave me the potion.”

      “Because I thought it would keep you safe.” He blinked hard. “I thought this would take you out of the game. I figured this potion would keep you in stasis until I could get to you. But that was before I knew the truth.”

      “The truth?” Julia asked, backing away from him. “What is the truth, Roman?”

      He stared deeply into her eyes. “Do you trust me, Julia?”

      “Why do you ask?” Her lips pursed. “What’s going on, Roman?”

      “Because you’re not going to like what I’m about to tell you.” He advanced on her again. “Because it’s awful and insane and it’s going to change everything you think you know about your family. And I need to know that you trust me when I tell it to you.”

      A sense of dread washed over her, and she didn’t know if it was because she dreaded what he  might reveal or whether she feared it wouldn’t be true—that the man she loved might be lying to her. But no sooner did she have that thought that she knew the answer. Whatever he was about to say was big, and it was the truth.

      “Go on, then,” she said, her voice cracking at the end. “Just say it.”

      “Julia…”

      “I trust you,” she said. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. I wouldn’t have taken that potion in the first place?” She let him advance on her, this time taking his hands in her own. “I trust you with my life. Now tell me what’s going on.”

      “They’re trying to kill you,” Roman said flatly.

      Julia looked him up and down, her heart racing.

      “What?” she asked. “Who?”

      “Paris and Cassandra,” he said. “They’re working together. I heard them talking at a coffeehouse. They said—”

      “No.” Just moved a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. “Oh, Roman. No. You must be mistaken. There’s…there’s no way—”

      “I know it’s hard for you to hear this,” Roman said. “But I was there. Paris said—”

      “Forget Paris,” Julia shouted. Thunder cracked overhead. “I barely even know him. Who knows what that son of a bitch is up to? But Cass is family.”

      “Julia…” Roman started.

      “She knew,” Julia snapped. “She knew about us the entire time we were together, and she didn’t say a word. Now, if she wanted me dead, then why wouldn’t she use that to get to me? Why let that slide?”

      “I don’t know,” Roman said, spreading his hands. “She’s…a lot more calculated than that. She wants power. She wants to be ruler of the Moon Coven.”

      “She’s already going to be,” Julia screamed. “Grandfather gave it to her!”

      “Did he?” Roman asked, staring into her soul. “Or did you?”

      She pressed her lips together and looked away. He was wrong. Cass didn’t have anything to do with whatever he thought was going on.

      He took a deep breath and continued. “Listen baby, I know what I heard. She said that your grandfather wanted to give the power to you, that the ancestors speak to you and you alone.”

      “I can’t even understand what they’re saying,” Julia said, as though that would explain things. She shook her head, surprised to find tears streaming down her face.

      “She said she’d never be secure as head so long as you were around. She tasked Paris with killing you. But she said it couldn’t happen until after the wedding. She was really adamant about that part. I don’t know why.”

      “We’re communal covens,” Julia said, choking back tears. “Our powers are naturally combined after a top tier union. It would—it would have given them both twice the power they came into things with. It also means that Paris would be able to hear the ancestors, too.”

      “Those sons of bitches,” Roman said through gritted teeth. He moved closer to her and grabbed her arms. “This is why I need you to get up, baby. They’ll kill you.”

      “They already think I’m dead,” she said.

      “They won’t take the chance. They’ll want to be sure about it.”

      “They want the power,” she answered. “Paris and I never got through the ceremony.”

      “They won’t care about that anymore,” Roman said, and she knew he was right. “They won’t miss this opportunity. Trust me, Julia. If you don’t get up, those two are going to make sure you never can.”

      Julia was unable to keep the tears in check anymore. She sobbed uncontrollably, shaking as she melted into Roman’s arms.

      “I’m sorry this is happening,” he whispered against her hair. “Being betrayed is hard.”

      “I was finally here.” She hiccupped through her tears. “I thought it was finally over, Roman. I’m so tired. And I was finally here, where I wanted to be. And you were here, too.” She sniffled. “I just wanted to rest. I wanted to stay here with you and forget about the rest of it.”

      “You’d never truly get any rest here,” Roman said, brushing hair out of her eyes. “You never really did before, did you? That’s why you came back. To much left undone, and now, too much at stake. You’re not that girl. I know you, Julia Fairweather. You’re the strongest girl in the world.”

      “My track record would disagree.”

      “Uh-uh,” he said, caressing the side of her arm. “I shouldn’t have let you go. That’s as much my fault. But I’m stronger now, too, and I am never, ever letting go of you again.” He looked down at Julia and squeezed her arms again. “We’re never losing each other again. Fuck the feud. Fuck the families. I’ve got you, and you’ve got me. Nothing else matters. So wake up baby. Wake up and kick some ass.”

      He leaned in and pressed his lips hard against hers.

      Julia’s entire body lit up and the clouds above released a torrent of the heaviest rains she had ever felt.

      She pulled her lips away from his, away from where they belonged and whispered, “Okay.”
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      Julia snapped back into the world of the living, aching a little as she realized what she had left behind.

      Still, she took solace in the fact that Roman had probably woken, too. And he was safe, which meant he had actually managed to live through the nonsense of earlier.

      Everything was clear in her mind. Julia remembered all that Roman had told her, and her mind was spinning with the revelations.

      The fact that Cassandra and Paris were actively working toward Julia’s demise sent spikes of pain into her heart. But it also set her mind to working.

      Things had been going on under the surface ever since Julia came back, and she needed to get to the bottom of it. Now that she knew what was going on, she could work to stop it. But she needed to be careful. Cass was obviously a force to be reckoned with, and Julia didn’t want to tip her hand too early. She needed every advantage she could get, including the element of surprise.

      Julia saw that she had been moved to her bedroom, still wearing her wedding dress. The ruffles of her dress bunched as she sat up but fell back down as she stood.

      There was no noise coming through the walls, which likely meant that the brunt of the battle was over. But how long had she been unconscious? Had they thought she was dead and, if so, why move her into her room?

      Julia pushed those questions out of her mind. There were so many more necessary questions to consider right now, so many more pressing matters.

      She moved toward the door, surprised at how loopy she was, at how much her head was spinning.

      She had to move past this. There was so much more at stake than she had ever imagined. She yearned for the times when she thought the only thing that mattered was her relationship with Roman. She certainly knew better than that now.

      If Cassandra was allowed to take over the Moon Coven, she would become one of the most powerful witches in all of the world.  And, given that Julia had idea what her true motives were, that couldn’t be allowed to happen.

      Julia didn’t want to be head of her family. The Moon Coven had always looked like a burden to her, something that held her back from the things she really wanted in her life and the person she was capable of being. But none of that mattered now. The world was at stake. Her family’s legacy was at stake. Everything she knew and had ever known to be true was at stake.

      She didn’t want to be a leader but, like it or not, she was one. She had no choice.

      No sooner had this realization dawned on her that the voices of the ancestors chimed back to life in her ears. They were louder this time, clearer. For the first time in forever, Julia could make out the words as they whispered.

      And they were cheering her on.

      Words of encouragement bounced around her head, facilitated by the most powerful leaders the Moon Coven had ever known. And more than that, they gave her their spells. One at a time, and sometimes all at once, they told her their hard-earned secrets. The spells and magic they had spent years and years perfecting were now piped into Julia’s consciousness.

      They were hers. And finally, it all made sense. The ancestors knew. They must have known. They must have looked at Cassandra and seen the truth that had alluded Julia for who knew how many years. They must have seen inside Cass’s heart and knew how lacking it had always been, how cold and hard she was on the inside.

      Julia had always been the ancestors’ choice. The voices were proof enough of that, and now that Julia was finally through ignoring them, they would provide her with enough firepower to undo her mistakes of weakness and indifference.

      If she was lucky.

      Julia steeled herself and started out of the room. She was a Fairweather, a damn good witch in the greatest line the world had even seen. It wasn’t going to end like this. She would make damn sure of that.

      She walked into the common area. It was full of witches from both covens, all of them milling around. The defeat that colored them was palpable. This had been a hell of a fight, a hell of a battle. And it was clear that not all of them had made it out alive.

      She shuddered, thinking of the costs of this fight. Still, Mother, Grandfather, and Uncle Jasper all seemed to be intact, sitting around the main dining room table.

      Paris and Cassandra also seemed to have made it out in one piece. That didn’t surprise Julia. In her experience, that sort of evil had to be taken down in a much more meticulous manner.

      But now was not the time, Even with the ancestors filling her head with spells, Cassandra was a formidable opponent. And this place was full of witches who very likely had nothing to do with this nonsense. Throwing them into another fight, especially another fight Julia wasn’t sure she could win, wasn’t in anyone’s best interest.

      Instead, she plastered on the sort of tapered-down smile one wears while trying to make the best of things during a crisis.

      “You’re awake,” Cassandra said, eyeing Julia as she strode in, wedding dress and all. “Thank God.”

      It took all Julia could do not to launch toward the bitch. Instead, she nodded, tapering her voice as she responded. “Yeah,” she answered. “I must have hit my head or something.”

      “No. It was more than that,” Cassandra said. “Your heart was still. Your breath was silent. We thought you were dead, and we would have truly believed it if Grandfather hadn’t managed to sense how strong your aura still was.” Cassandra pursed her lips. “I saw the Blackwood boy around you. I think he was the one who cast the spell. He must have been trying to kill you. Guess we don’t always know people the way we think we do.”

      Was she really doing this? Was she trying to paint Roman as a traitorous killer when she had been the cause of all of this?

      Julia’s blood boiled. “Oh, I think that’s an understatement, Cassandra. Were the casualties severe?”

      “Always, my dear,” Grandfather said, motioning for Julia to come and sit.

      Hesitantly, she made her way to the table.

      They had no idea. They really thought Cassandra and Paris were victims in all of this. That couldn’t be allowed to go on, but outing them publicly with so little to go on would only make things worse and risk the lives of anyone nearby. Enough had died for this.

      “We should send these people home,” Julia said, sitting between Grandfather and her mother. “If it’s safe to do so, I mean.”

      “No, no,” Cassandra said, peering at Julia from across the table. “That’s really unnecessary. After all, they came here for a wedding, and that’s what we should give them.”

      “What?” Julia’s hands balled into fists on the table. “You’re not serious. Certainly you don’t expect us to go through with a wedding after everything that’s happened?”

      “I absolutely do.” Cassandra used a tone that said she thought Julia was the crazy one. “This wedding is happening for a reason. We need to solidify this bond. It’ll make us stronger. It’ll steel us from any future attacks from the Blackwoods.”

      “It didn’t steel us now,” Julia answered. “Every witch in the Northern hemisphere is here, and they still handed our asses to us.”

      Cassandra leaned across the table, pretense falling from her face a little.  “You’re not making any sense, Julia,” she said. “Perhaps the stress is starting to get to you. Like it did last year.”

      “That’s enough,” Grandfather said, glaring at Cass.

      “It definitely is not enough,” Cassandra spit back, in an unheard of show of disrespect to the coven’s sitting head—not to mention her own blood.

      Grandfather reared back, ready to undoubtedly give her the scolding of a lifetime.

      “Don’t even start,” Cassandra said. “This is about the future, Grandfather. A future that you have no part to play in. This is what’s necessary for the coven, for us to survive. And, should you decide to let your bleeding heart and soft spot for Julia give you unwarranted and destructive pause, I’ll have to override you.”

      “Are you insane?” Julia asked, standing to her feet. “You don’t run this coven yet, and if you keep flapping your mouth like this, you never will.” She leaned across the table herself now. “So let me make this easy for you. I am not getting married today. I perhaps am not getting married ever.” She looked over at Paris. “At least not to him. And you can prop me up on that altar all you want, but we both know that, without my true consent, no magical bonds can be forged.” She slammed her palms down on the table. “That’s it!”

      “Is it?” Cassandra asked, standing and letting her eyes go dark. “Is that it, Cousin Julia? Because I don’t think it is.”

      “Don’t test me,” Julia warned, the voices of the ancestors blaring in her ears.

      “Oh, I would never. Who would ever test the perfect Julia Fairweather? The girl who is always loved, who is always forgiven?” She shook her head. “I’m not testing you at all.”

      Cassandra twisted her hand, and Julia’s mother began to glow, going stiff as a board.

      “Cassandra, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Julia said, looking over at her mother and lunging toward the woman.

      “Cassandra!” Uncle Jasper yelled. “Stop this right—”

      Cassandra twisted her hand again, and Jasper fell unconscious.

      “This is how it’s going to work, Julia,” Cassandra said, glaring at her. “And if the old man does anything to stop it,” she said, looking over at Grandfather, “I’ll kill half the people in this room. What I’ve placed on your mother is called a ticking paradox. Twenty-four hours from the instant she began to glow, the paradox will kill her. Unless, of course, I stop it, which won’t happen until after I see you walk down the aisle and give your true consent to marry Paris. Oh, yes,” she said, snapping her fingers. “It’s going to hurt like a bitch until you do.”

      Julia’s mother screamed as she crumpled to the floor.

      “Cassandra! Stop this!” Julia yelled.

      “You stop it, Julia,” she shot back. “You’re the only one who can.” She began toward the door. “Twenty-four hours, Juju. Don’t make me wait too long.”

      Cassandra swept out the door, effortless and breezy.

      “There has to be a way to undo this,” Julia said, looking up at Grandfather, who had made his way to the floor beside his daughter.

      “The paradox is unbreakable, my dear,” he answered. “I’m afraid she’s right. She placed it. Only she can take it away.”

      Julia’s eyes filled with tears. Looking at her mother, at the pain she was in, she knew what she needed to do.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, kissing her mother’s forehead. “But I’ll fix it. I swear I’ll fix it.”
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      Julia ran to the only place she knew, to the only family he had left.

      It must have seemed strange to the Blackwoods when the bride whose wedding they had just ruined came rushing to them for asylum with tears in her eyes.

      Even if they hadn’t just taken part in destroying half of her family’s ancestral home and ripping apart what was supposed to be one of the most pivotal moments of her coven’s existence, she was still the enemy. She was still a Fairweather and, even in the best of times, it would have been enough to deny her entry.

      Her entry was not denied, though. Instead, she found a family almost in as much shambles as her own.

      “Still in her gown,” Roman’s father said as he caught sight of Julia. The man looked worn and defeated as he nursed a cup of coffee along with several members of the Blackwood coven at their kitchen table. “Have you come for revenge or just to gloat?”

      “Gloat?” Julia asked, narrowing her eyes.

      Before the old man had a chance to answer, April rushed up through the back kitchen entrance.

      As she neared Julia, her father spoke up. “Be careful, darling. She looks like a woman at the end of her rope. Those can be quite dangerous.”

      “You have no idea,” Julia answered in a low, flat voice.

      The ancestors had quieted themselves, as they did anytime he was outside the walls of her home. But she still felt them and, more than that, she still remembered everything they said. She knew the spell to rip this place inside out. She knew the incantation that would leave these people unable to speak for the rest of their natural born lives. She could do anything she wanted, anything but save her mother from the agony she was now going through. Magic wouldn’t do that. At least not her own. No. In order to procure that favor, she was going to have to give something else, something much more valuable.

      But she couldn’t do that without seeing him first. It wouldn’t be right.

      “It’s fine, Father,” April said, looping her arm through Julia’s. “There are a lot of things about this world that scare me, but this woman is definitely not one of them.”

      She gave her father a curt nod and pulled Julia away from the kitchen.

      “I think those are the most words me and your father have even exchanged,” Julia said, grinning at April.

      “Lucky,” her friend answered. “Are you okay? Is your family all right? I didn’t know that was going to happen. I swear, if I did, I’d have warned you guys.”

      “I know that, and I’m not mad. Whether they knew it or not, your family was stopping me from making a huge mistake. They were saving my family’s coven.”

      “Explain,” April demanded as they whipped back and forth through winding hallways.

      When Julia was finished with her longwinded explanation, she saw that April’s mouth had fell open.

      “Okay. So that’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.” She ran her hands through her hair and blinked a few times, as if still taking it all in. “Not that it surprises me too much. I never liked Cassandra. Even as a kid, she gave me bad vibes. Wouldn’t share her play dough and all that.”

      “All that matters now is stopping her.”

      “Oh my God,” April said, looking over at Julia with sadness in her eyes. “You’re going to do it, aren’t you? You’re going to marry that putz.”

      “Come on, April. You know it’s not that simple.”

      “Of course it is,” she said. “And maybe it should be. You’re going to sacrifice yourself to save your mother’s life.”

      “And you’re going to tell me that she wouldn’t want me doing that?” Julia asked.

      “No,” April answered, shaking her head. “I mean, no offense, but that’s probably exactly what your mother would want you to do. But people don’t get to decide who sacrifices what. Keep that in mind, okay?”

      They settled in front of a door at the end of the hallway. April pushed it open.

      Immediately, Julia saw him. Roman lay in bed with covers up to his shoulders and sweat running from his brow.

      “He never woke up,” Julia whispered, swallowing tears.

      “They found him beside you,” April said. “But you’re awake now. I mean, that spells hope for him, too, right?”

      She didn’t sound so sure, and Julia wasn’t, either.

      They entered the room and, the closer they got, the paler Roman looked.

      “He should have been up by now,” Julie said quietly. “What happened to him?”

      “Did he give you a bottle?” April asked, looking from her brother to his true love. “We found a bottle beside you guys and there was traces of a powerful sedative potion in there.”

      “Yeah, but I’m the one who drank it. It doesn’t have anything to do with him.”

      “Except maybe it does,” April said. “The potion is too powerful to be broken, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be transferred. He took it from you, Julia. That’s the reason you’re awake right now.” April blinked hard. “It’s also the reason he’s not.”

      “What?” Julia asked, her heart plummeting. “But I thought—”

      April sighed. “Julia.” She stopped, blinked back tears. She shook her head as if she didn’t want to say the next part. But she did. “Julie, that potion…it’s what killed my mom.”

      Julia stumbled a few steps back. Stay calm. She couldn’t freak out now. That wouldn’t fix anything. Lucky for her, that was exactly how she was wired. She had a way of freaking out about the small stuff, but keeping it together when disaster struck.

      But this…this was more than a disaster.

      “What do we do?” Julia asked, trying to keep her voice steady, if not for April’s sake than for her own.

      “Nothing we can do,” April said, placing a soothing hand on Julia’s shoulder. “It has to run its course.” She bit her lip. “For about fifty years.”

      “What?” Julia nearly shouted. “That can’t be right!”

      “But he’s alive,” April said, offering a small smile. “I mean, a lot of people don’t even live through it, so that’s a good thing.”

      Noting about this sounded like a good thing. As she sighed, sinking against the bedroom wall, a thought sparked in her mind. Something one of the ancestors said, whispered into her ear back at the manor.

      “I might be able to help,” she said, a smile almost touching her lips. She hurried back to Roman’s side and climbed in bed next to him, shut her eyes, and spit off a spell to send her into an immediate dream state, hoping she would find him.

      And if she did, and if he couldn’t come back with her, then she would sleep forever by his side.
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      Roman

      The instant Julia left him, so did the field. Iowa melted away into the background, taking its kind skies and kinder sceneries with it. Replacing it was something much less inviting, something much less open and warm.

      “This place,” Roman said, staring off the edge of a roof…the same roof he nearly jumped from right after Julia left.

      And now she had left again. She had done what he asked of her. Of course, he hadn’t told her that he wouldn’t be able to follow. To do that would be to seal her fate.

      There was no way that woman was leaving without him. He knew that like he knew his own name, like he knew his brother’s face.

      And she had to go, damn it. She had to save herself, save her family and her coven. She had to do what was right. And if he got left behind, then that was what happened.

      The spell was a lengthy one—fifty years and not a day less. She would be old and gray when he saw her again, if she hadn’t already passed into the great beyond by then.

      Maybe he would look her up. Maybe he would look her granddaughter up— one she would obviously have had with anybody other than that ginger bastard.

      Maybe she already had. Maybe days and months and years had passed with him standing at this cliff. It was hard to tell. He was living in a moment now, the worst moment of his life. And he would never leave it, not for fifty damned years.

      And, if that was all, Roman figured he might be able to make it, even if all he could do was think of her every instant until the minute his eyes opened up back in the land of the living

      The loop wasn’t what he’d expected, though. He didn’t just stand there, awash in the grief he had felt so strongly after Julia left. He actually did what he hadn’t had the nerve to do back when then.

      Roman took a deep breath and, like he had over a dozen times now, he leapt off the building.

      He didn’t mean it. Not really. Why would he? Julia loved him. He wasn’t empty. He wasn’t alone. At least, not in his heart.

      It was just a compulsion, like making moves in a dream.

      Only this dream hurt like hell.

      He smashed against the pavement, every bone in his body breaking, his teeth smashing against the ground and his nose crushing into shards.

      His stomach churned in sickening twists, and the agony was too much to take. Just when he thought he was going to pass out, the world shifted, and he was back atop the roof.

      And this is how it would be, fifty years of unending torment. And somehow, for her, it was worth it.

      “Jesus Christ…”

      He heard her voice behind him and whipped around.

      It was Julia. She stood there, hands at her mouth in shock, eyebrows furrowed together.

      “I…I watched you jump,” she said, barely keeping the tears from her voice.

      Was it her? Could it actually be her? Certainly she wasn’t foolish enough to dip back into the dream to try and pull him out. Surely she would be to busy and have too much sense to do that.

      Unless, of course, years had already passed. But she looked the same, even still wearing that wedding dress.

      No, it was her. She was here.

      God, no.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, unable to move from the edge of the building. “You have to get out of here.”

      “You jumped off the building,” she repeated, horrified. “You…you jumped.”

      He sighed. “It is what it is, Julia. When I transferred the spell over, it turned on me. I always knew that was a possibility. Where it left you in your best moments, it put me in my worst. And this is where I’ll stay. There’s no way around it.” He swallowed hard. “That’s why you have to go. This is hard enough without having to watch you watch me go through it.”

      Julia blew out a thin breath and opened her hands at her sides. “I have to marry him, Roman,” she said. “I have to marry Paris.”

      “Is that…” Roman shook his head. “How much time has passed, Julia? Has that not resolved itself yet?”

      “It’s only been a few hours.”

      Hours? Roman’s heart sank. It had felt like years, and it had only been hours. This was never going to end.

      “Tell me what happened,” he said, still unable to bridge the gap between them. “But do it quickly. I’m usually not up here for much longer before…before I’m not anymore.”

      He watched Julia’s face twist. The thought of him being hurt obviously hurt her, too. And, in the midst of all this, that made him feel a little better.

      “Cassandra put a spell on my mother. She’s in agony, and no one can undo it except Cassandra. If I don’t marry Paris…my mother will be dead in a day’s time.” She ran hands through that gorgeous hair. “So, I need you to wake up, baby. Because I’m scared, and I don’t know what to do. And I really, really need you with me. Because whenever I don’t know what I’m going to do, I find you and you make it better. So wake up, Roman. Wake up and make it better.”

      His heart shattered into countless jagged pieces. If only he could do what she needed him to; he would give anything to have that power.

      But he didn’t. He had made his choice, as painful as it was. And he couldn’t change it now, regardless of how much he wished to do so.

      “I can’t,” he said, and he could feel the pull of the pavement. It was calling to him, urging him to jump and meet it.

      He held off as best he could. Who knew if she would be here when things reset? And, if nothing else, just seeing her for as long as he could was something worth fighting for.

      “I want to, Juju. More than anything, I want to give you what you need. But this is what my life is now. There’s no way around it.”

      “Except there is,” she said, stepping closer. “The ancestors—I can understand them now. And they told me that, if I tied myself to you, I could bring you out of this.”

      “Or you could doom yourself to this, tie yourself to me in an endless loop of hell,” he answered, shaking his head. “I love you too much to let you try.”

      “I love you too much to give a damn about what you want,” she shot back. “We don’t get to pick what sacrifices people make for us, Roman. We just don’t.”

      “I do,” he answered. “At least here.”

      “Roman—”

      “You can’t tie yourself to me without my compliance,” he continued. “The dark magic coursing through me makes sure of that. It’s impenetrable. No one gets in unless I say so. And baby, for your own good, I don’t say so.”

      “Don’t fight me on this, Roman Blackwood,” she said, more pleading than he was comfortable with in her voice.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said firmly. “No fighting, baby. None at all.”

      “Roman, you can’t just—”

      Wind howled around them, carrying a voice. “Leave the boy be.”

      He recognized the tone before he even saw the originator standing behind Julie, and it sent shivers through his body.

      The Crawley.

      She rocked in the same old chair, knitting on the same old scarf. Her eyes were still as white as her hair, and her face was as wrinkled as it had been back in the woods.

      “He’s made up his mind, young lady. I think we both know he’s not the type to change it.” A toothless grin spread across her face. “But there are other ways, other ways to get what we need.”

      “Get away from her!” Roman said, still unable to move and feeling the urge to jump stronger than ever. “Julia, don’t listen to her!”

      “Who…who is this?” Julia asked, looking from Roman to the Crawley and back again.

      “Just an old woman, Ms. Fairweather. An old woman who knows what it means to hurt,” she said. She set her knitting in her lap and stared at Julia. “I’ve seen a lot of love in my lifetime, but I can honestly say that I’ve never seen anything like the one that exists between the two of you. Hearts that beat in twain and all that.  But you’re cursed, the both of you. Your stars are in conflict with your souls. And we all know how that turns out. It would do this old woman’s heart good to set things right for you, to give you a way to undo all the hurt and pain.”

      “Julia, listen to me! Wake up! Wake up right now!” Roman shouted.

      Julia’s eyes glazed over. “This is…this woman…”

      “Is a Romani demon or something,” Roman said. “Honest to God, I haven’t figured it out.”

      “What’s there to figure out?” asked the Crawley. “I’m a woman with a soft spot for young lovers and a specific set of skills.  Let’s not make more of it than what it is.”

      “Can you do it though?” Julia asked. “Can you fix this?”

      “Julia don’t,” Roman shouted.

      “My mother is in pain.”

      “She’s dying, yes. But she doesn’t have to be. And he’s stuck here, but that doesn’t have to be, either,” the Crawley lied. “I can fix it all, and I’ll be happy to.” She grinned again. “For a price.”

      “A price?” Julia asked.

      “Just a favor. Nothing much. Why, if I had the power to do it myself, I would. But the magic works in the barter, you see. I can’t give unless I get. I’m afraid that’s the way it is.”

      “She’s lying to you, Julia,” Roman said through his teeth.

      “Probably,” Julia said, still looking at her. “But what choice do I have. I can’t lose my mother, I can’t lose the coven, and I won’t lose you.” She turned back to the Crawley. “So yes. If you can do what you say you can, then whatever the price is, I’ll pay it.”

      “Julia!” Roman screamed, but she wasn’t listening. She just walked straight to the Crawley.

      “Let’s talk, Ms. Fairweather,” the Crawley said, staring right at Roman with blind, vacant eyes.

      He called helplessly after Julia not to go through with it.

      But she did.

      In the blind of an eye, both she and the Crawley were gone.

      And then the compulsion hit it’s hardest, and Roman jumped off the building again.
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      Julia

      Julia woke again, but not on the bed beside Roman. Instead, she was running full-tilt through the woods.

      Her feet were bare. The trail of her dress drug against the forest floor, staining the white with brown and green.

      Sweat ran down her face, and her lungs burned as she struggled to catch her breath.

      How long had she been running like this? And where the hell was she going?

      All that had just happened slammed against her brain like a sixteen-wheeler hitting a wall at full speed.

      Roman was suffering. He was in pain, just like Mother. And Julia had to put a stop to it.

      It was about more than marrying Paris now. Even if she did that, Cassandra either wouldn’t have the power or would refuse to help Roman out of the situation he had found himself in.

      No. He hadn’t found himself in it. He had thrown himself into it face first in a wild attempt to help Julia fix what she had done.

      And for what. In the end, Julia would just be trading her life for her mother’s. Cassandra wanted her dead, and she would be foolish to think anything that had happened was going to change that now.

      She had to fix things for Roman, though. Otherwise, he would suffer through fifty years of constant agony and turmoil.

      The only one who could save him from that fate—if she was even telling the truth—was the powerful old woman Julia had met in Roman’s dream.

      Of course, she had no idea whether it was true or not. The look on Roman’s face said that he recognized her, that she was the sort of being that was to be feared and taken seriously.

      And she had forced her way into Roman’s head, something Julia had only managed to do with the help of the whispering ancestors.

      True or not, possible or not, this was a chance. And it was the only one Julia had. Except now she didn’t know what she was doing or where that woman was.

      Julia kept running, farther and farther into the woods. Though she could have stopped herself, there was an impulse pounding through her veins, driving her forward and pushing her deeper into the wilderness.

      Suddenly, the woman appeared in front of Julia. She was knitting some seemingly never-ending blanket, rocking back and forth in her chair.

      Julia pulled to a stop, her lungs near bursting at the strain.

      “Good to see you again, Ms. Fairweather,” the old woman said, directing her toothy grin right at Julia. “I didn’t expect you so soon, but then again, I guess love can be a hell of a motivator.”

      Julia breathed hard and heavy. Sweat pooled on her forehead and glistened across her arms. “I didn’t…I didn’t know I was on the way.”

      The old woman tilted her head. “I suppose the subconscious can be more powerful than we give it credit for.” She started rocking again. “But so can the heart.”

      “You said you can help me,” Julia pressed.

      “Of course I can, Ms. Fairweather. I’m the Crawley, don’t you know.”

      “Actually, I didn’t know,” Julia answered. “But I also have no idea what that means. So if you could just tell me what needs to happen to free Roman from that pocket of hell, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “And if I was a better woman, maybe your appreciation would be enough for me. Unfortunately, that’s not the case.” The Crawley smacked her gums, producing a sickeningly wet sound from her mouth. “You’ve got a really specific skill set, Ms. Fairweather. And, given your connection to those that came before, I think you might be able to succeed where others have failed.”

      “Tell me what you need,” she said, pushing back the thought that, if he were here, Roman would still be begging her not to do this.

      She couldn’t think about that now though. All she needed to motivate her was the fact that the two people she cared about most in the world were in the worst pain imaginable and, if she couldn’t stop it, she would never see ether of them again after today.

      So yes, if Roman disagreed with this, Julia was okay with that. So long as he was here to do it.

      “There’s something I need,” the woman said. “A bobble, a trinket. It’s not much, but it’s important to me.”

      Julia narrowed her eyes. Many had failed to get a trinket? “What is it?”

      “Something that was taken from me a long time ago, something I won’t be able to rest without.” The Crawley nodded. “Your boyfriend almost had it before, but he didn’t take into consideration just how much his opposition was willing to do to keep it safe.”

      “That’s what Roman was after when Adam died, wasn’t it? The trinket, whatever it is you’re looking for, it was on one of my family’s boats.”

      “Was being the operative word, Ms. Fairweather,” said the Crawley. “Your boyfriend triggered a failsafe that whisked my property away.”

      “And threatened to take out half the city with it,” Julia shot back.

      “Witches are far too thorough for the likes of a plain old woman like me.”

      Julia winced. She might not know too much about what she was involved in right now, but all she had to do was look at the Crawley to know she was anything but a plain old woman.

      “The point is, that’s not where it is anymore,” the Crawley finished.

      “So where is it?” Julia asked.

      “On a different plain,” the Crawley sad simply. “One that can only be accessed by someone with your blood and the knowhow to use it correctly.”  The rocking chair stopped short and, though she had no pupils to speak of, Julia could have sworn the old woman’s eyes were trained on her soul. “There is a secret room within the energy that binds your family to each other. In the power that ignites your blood, there are bindings. And, within those bindings, lies a door. Only a Fairweather with enough finesse and ability may travel to that room. And only one with the grace of the saints on her side may actually unlock it. Do you think you’re that person, Julia Fairweather?”

      And there it was, the reason Roman didn’t want her to come here. He’d warned her that the Crawley would ask something of her, that she would require something major.

      But what Julia needed was major, perhaps the most major favor she had ever needed. So why not give something to get it? It only seemed fair.

      Julia leaned forward on the balls of her feet. Anger and resentment blossomed in her chest, along with a healthy dose of pride. “No offense, Crawley, but I sort of have to be, don’t I?”

      The Crawley unleashed a toothless smile. “There’s that fire we need.”

      “How do I get there?” Julia asked, marching toward the old woman.

      “The only way you get anywhere of importance,” the Crawley said in a singsong voice. “The quickest route available.”

      The old woman pointed to the ground, and the chair began rocking again.

      Knowing she wanted her to sit, Julia pulled up the end of her ruined wedding dress and slumped to the ground.

      “Go to the place you need to, Ms. Fairweather,” the Crawley said, knitting away.

      “I can’t,” she said. “You haven’t told me how.”

      “I told you that it was your place, that only you could get there? How in seven deadly sins would you expect me to be able to give you directions to a place I’ve never be able to find?”

      “But if you can’t—”

      “The subconscious, Ms. Fairweather; as I told you, it’s a powerful thing. And it’ll take you where you need to go. Especially with all you’ve got at stake. Just close your eyes and let it happen.”

      Not knowing what else to do, Julia did as the old woman asked. She closed her eyes and opened her mind up to all she had to lose.

      There was Roman, jumping off that building over and over again for the next half century. There was Mother, slowly dying in agonizing pain under the merciless thumb of someone Julia would have considered her best friend just hours ago.

      That was all she needed.

      A whoosh of energy crackled around her. Though she didn’t open her eyes, she could feel the world melt away beneath her.

      The blood rushed from all her appendages, leaving them cold and detached. A shiver ran down her spine, causing her to shudder and cry out. And, when her eyes flung open, she found herself in a place she had never been before.

      She stood, taking it all in as she spun around.

      The cave stretched out in every direction as far as the eye could see. Though it should have been dark, the entire place was illuminated by a light Julia couldn’t see the source of.

      It didn’t matter, though. That wasn’t what struck her. What really made this place stand out, what made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, was how at home she felt.

      It was as though she had been born here, like this had been one of her old playrooms in a past life she couldn’t remember. But it hadn’t been. She had never been here. She had never even been anywhere like this place.

      Julia hated enclosed places. She liked the open air and the sky visible above her. That was part of the reason Iowa clicked with her the way it had.

      But she couldn’t deny it. This place scratched an itch in her she didn’t even know she had.

      And then she heard them.

      The ancestors had never been this loud or clear. Even when they had become audible, they didn’t sound like this.

      It was as though they were around her now, surrounding her like friends, like family. No longer were they distant voices in her head. She could feel them, their energy and their scents.

      And they were pushing her forward, telling her that what she was looking for was just around the next corner.

      As she rounded it, still amazed at how warm and inviting this cave was, she saw it.

      Lit even brighter than the rest of this place, an urn sat on a counter pressed up against the wall.

      This was it. This was what The Crawley wanted. For whatever reason, this was important to her, important enough to do the impossible and release Roman from the hell he was now enduring.

      Not about to let it slip through her fingers, Julia rushed toward the stupid thing, but the air got thicker and thicker as she approached. Damn it. Whoever put this thing here—likely Cassandra—had spelled it so that getting to it would be damn near impossible.

      She didn’t count on Julia Fairweather, though.

      “Enough!” Julia screamed, listening to a spell the ancestors spoken plainly to her mind.

      The air thinned to normal, and Julia rushed toward the urn. As she reached for it, she could feel a foreign energy radiating off it. It was troubling, but she couldn’t afford to think about that or let it stop her.

      Her hand touched the urn, and a shock of power flowed through her. Her mind’s eye opened, and she saw everything that had led her here.

      The urn was filled with the ashes of a Romani woman who had been born over two hundred years ago. The power flowing through her made her strong but not immortal. And, when she died, there were camp wars fought over her remains and the power they contained. For decades, this very urn was battled for, moved back and forth. Until last year, when Cassandra got ahold of it.

      That woman was the Crawley and, unless she was probably laid to rest, she would never be able to sleep.

      “She just wants to move on,” Julia said to herself.

      But the visions weren’t over. She saw Cassandra, the venom in her voice and the temper in her face that Julia had somehow missed. She never knew how jealous her cousin had been of her, how threatened she was. She watched as Cassandra sabotaged her at every turn and, in the end, she watched as she cursed her with madness.

      Julia gasped as she realized what had happened.

      When she lost her mind last year—when she tried to end it all after losing Roman—that wasn’t her own mind’s fragility screwing with her. It was Cassandra. It was a spell meant to make Julia look unfit to lead the Moon Coven. It was an act of war and a surgical cut in a chess game Julia had no idea she was playing.

      She grabbed the urn and pulled it close to her.

      She knew she was playing now. And she wasn’t about to lose.
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      Roman

      It happened over and over again. Jumping, failing, crashing, the excruciating, shattering pain. It crushed everything in him.

      Time was lost. For all he knew, Julia had been gone for days now, maybe weeks or months.

      She had walked away with The Crawley, despite his warnings not to go.

      Worry settled across his shoulders, weighing him down in a way unlike the rest of this hellish place was capable of. Somehow, worry about Julia was stronger, rawer, and more real than any of the hardships he was forced to endure here.

      It hurt more; it lingered in a way the physical pain never did.

      Though he was sure she hadn’t meant to, Julia coming here had made things worse. It reminded him of what he had to lose…and that he had already lost it.

      His teeth ground together as everything reset again.

      He was back at the top of that damned building, his body put back together after being smashed in the pavement below for what felt like the millionth time. Would this never end?

      Julia flitted through his mind again—that same memory of her standing next to that old woman and falling for her shit.

      She went to try and save him, but that old bitch was the reason he was there in the first place. Taking her up on her offer sent Roman down a path that led him to where he stood now, to where he would soon fall.

      Maybe Julia would end up in her own private purgatory after this. Maybe, in trying to be his salvation, she would be her own downfall.

      Maybe she already had and was suffering in much the same way Roman was at this very moment.

      Roman braced himself, because he knew the fall was coming. It had been long enough, and soon, he would tumble through the air and finish with that awful crash.

      “Fifty years,” he told himself, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. “Just fifty god damn years.”

      How crazy could someone go in fifty years? Maybe he would lose himself to some blissful mental break. Maybe he would go completely insane and come to as some old man, drooling all over himself in a mental institution somewhere.

      That would be lucky indeed.

      He braced himself again, but something was different.

      He hadn’t fallen. He was still on the roof. Why hadn’t he been forced to jump yet? What fresh hell was he about to be subjected to next?

      Roman opened his eyes.

      He wasn’t on the roof anymore. The night sky didn’t sit above him, mocking him with the constellations he and Julia used to look at during the best nights of his life.

      Instead, he was in a cave. The air was warm, but he felt out of place, as if he didn’t belong. As if there was something trying to push him out.

      He blinked hard, confused but relieved. Though he had no idea where he was, Roman didn’t really care. After all, wherever it was, it had to be better than that damn roof, that damn agony.

      Something swirled above him, and a darkness began to spread in his system. He could feel it, whatever this was. Wherever this was.

      He blinked again, and he was in another room—a lighter place with glowing ceilings and noise threatening to blow out his eardrums.

      He wasn’t welcome here; that’s what the noise was telling him. He had to leave. He couldn’t stay, and he shouldn’t have come in the first place.

      But that didn’t matter to Roman, because there in front of him, with her arms wrapped around something, stood Julia.

      She looked the same. Thank God, not that much time had passed. He hadn’t missed her life. He hadn’t missed his own.

      She looked tired, though, and more than a little worn. Her face was pale and wet with sweat. Her eyes were terrified and directed away from Roman—to someplace beyond him.

      He tried to turn, to see whatever it was that was causing her such distress, but he couldn’t. Whatever had brought him here was keeping him pinned on her.

      Julia swallowed hard. “I…I should have known it would be you,” she said, her teeth grinding together. “It won’t matter. It’s too late now!”

      Roman looked closer and, when she saw what it was that was cradled in Julia’s arms, he shuddered.

      It was that thing—the urn that the Crawley had sent him after back in the boat. The Crawley was still after it, and despite his efforts to stop Julia, she was now involved.

      A bright green glow started to radiate from the urn. It burned; he could feel Julia’s pain, feel her agony. It was his own. It was worse than his own, because it hurt her, too.

      She tried to throw it away, but the urn refused to move. It had caught her now, and it wasn’t letting go. Her body trembled, then quaked, her entire body smoking under the horrible glow of the urn.

      Roman stumbled forward, then fell to his knees, the pain about to burst out of his chest as he watched her die—as he watched the only thing that mattered in his entire life melt away like a lit candle.

      She fell to the ground. Her glassy eyes landed, unblinking, on Roman. The world around him shimmered and flickered.

      Realization rushed in like a blast of arctic air. He had heard tell of it during his studies. The dark magic was strong and ted to gypsy lore.

      Sometimes, though it had been lost to the ages, practitioners of dark magic could catch glimpses of the future, same as the gypsies. Premonitions, they were called. And, to hear of them, the person experiencing the phenomenon could feel everything that went on during one—could feel the hurt, the air, the stone, time itself.

      And that was what Roman had just experienced. Julia’s death hadn’t happened yet—but it would if he didn’t do something to change the trajectory of their timeline.

      He had to save her.

      But, in order to do that, he had to wake the fuck up.

      Roman screamed, and with that scream, was returned to the rooftop.

      Again, he stood atop the building, waiting to jump.

      But roman was done waiting. He wouldn’t just let things happen to him anymore. Roman was going to take this into his own hands.

      He set his jaw and jumped off the building, literally diving toward the pavement like an Olympian rushing toward a pool. Fear played no part in this as he neared the ground below and the splat that he would no doubt become if he was wrong about this.

      With eyes open and trained on the ground, Roman watched the earth drop away. Instead of hitting the city street, Roman dove into nothingness.

      A bright white light appeared at the edge of that nothingness, and Roman pushed toward it with the fury of a gladiator. He knew what he needed to do, and nothing short of the forces of Heaven would be able to keep him from his charge.

      He dipped into the white light and, with a jolt, Roman woke up.

      A woman’s voice sounded from right beside his ear. “Ahh!”

      Roman looked over, his neck stiff and his head swimming and foggy. April sat beside him, a cool washcloth in her hand. Her eyes were wide and her lips trembled.

      “You…you’re awake,” she said, staring at him. “You’re not supposed to be awake. Father tried everything. He’s got people coming from the four corners trying to wake you up. They all told him it was impossible.”

      Roman threw off the covers and jumped out of bed. “People have been saying that about me for years,” he mumbled. “You think they would know better by now.”

      His legs wobbled, and his tired knees threatened to buckle beneath him, but he managed to stay standing. He might not feel up to moving right yet, but he didn’t have a choice. She needed him…right now. And he would rather be dead than fail her again.

      His loyalty was clear now—clearer than it had ever been. It wasn’t to his family or himself. It wasn’t ever for his sister, though he loved her almost more nearly anyone in the world.

      Anyone but Julie. That was who his loyalty belonged to. She was his everything, and no one as taking her away from him ever again.

      April grabbed him by the shoulders. “You need to lie down,” she said, starting to guide him back toward the bed. “I’ll get Father and the medics. They won’t know what to make of you.”

      He shook away from her. “I’m fine. I have to go.”

      April’s eyes went from wide to narrow. “Roman, what the hell is going on?”

      “You can’t,” he said, struggling to catch his breath. “You can’t get Father or the medics. You can’t get anyone. You can’t tell anyone I’m awake. They’d want me to stay. They’d want me to rest or to evaluate the way I broke the spell or something else that won’t help me right now.”

      April tilted her head, her eyebrows pulling together. “You’re not making any sense.”

      “She’s in trouble, April,” he said. “I can’t explain how I know, but Julia’s going to die if I don’t get to her right now. And I know she’s a Fairweather and our stars don’t match up—”

      “Fuck the stars,” April said. “Go.”

      Roman blanched. He had never heard his little sister use that language before. “Did you just say—”

      “Fuck. The. Stars,” she repeated. Her eyes bore into his. “That’s your girl right there. Do what you need to do. I’ll cover for you. Go get your girl, Big Brother. Do what makes you happy.”

      A smile spread across Roman’s face. He hadn’t thought about that in so long—about being happy.

      He gave his little sister a nod, and then darted out the back way to get to Julia.

      Please don’t let me be too late.
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      Julia

      The urn in Julia’s hands radiated a sickening energy. She was still in the cave, still in this place that was so near and dear to her ancestors. And now she knew the truth of why the artifact was so important to the old woman. Not because she wanted to steal the power that it provided, but because she was the power that it provided.

      The Crawley’s ashes were in the urn, which was presently wrapped in Julia’s arms and pressed against her chest. And the fact that Cassandra would use such a thing—something so sacred and personal—to garner more power was a testament to just how wrong about her Julia had always been.

      She was a loon—a power hungry mad woman who would stop at nothing to get the control she wanted.

      It broke Julia’s heart and made her feel as foolish as she ever had before. Cassandra had always been this way. The urn showed her as much. It gave her a glimpse of the truth and let her see just how long this festering jealousy had been going on.

      And that was the worst part. The woman had felt this way since they were children, since the first time Julia bested her at something. She had always been so insecure and Julia, for her part, had always been so naïve about it.

      Maybe if she hadn’t been so useless. Maybe if she would have opened her eyes and not been so blind about what was going on all around her, she might have been able to stop some of this. But she hadn’t. She had been so wrapped up in Roman, so consumed by anger at what she thought she could never have, that she let the locally born snake freely slither around her backyard.

      And now the snake had taken over, and she didn’t know if she would actually be able to put a stop to that.

      A pinch started at her chest, right above where the urn sat. It was slow to build, just a minor inconvenience at first, but it built rapidly. It dug its way into her, began to siphon her magic, draining her and funneling every spark of who she was into the urn.

      Her body trembled. Weakened.

      What was happening? What sort of tricky magic was this? She took a deep breath, trying to push the urn away from herself.

      It wouldn’t go anywhere.

      It was stuck there, stalwart as it attempted to suck Julia dry of every drop of physical and magical energy she had, of everything the ancestors had taught and given to her.

      She blinked hard, unsure of what to do, unsure how to stop the dribble of pain that had now turned into a full blown tidal wave.

      Her breaths came short and shallow and then, in front of her appeared The Crawley.

      The old woman rocked back and forth in her chair, looking at Julia with disdain written plainly on her face.

      “What?” Julia gasped. “What’s happening?”

      “The only thing that could have happened,” the old woman said.

      But, as she spoke, her voice morphed. It changed, grew strong, grew younger, grew more familiar. And then, her body began to shift as well. Instead of the old woman, she became something else. Her wrinkled skin tightened, her gray hair gained bounce and color, and her blank, vacant eyes filled in with pupils that Julia recognized immediately.

      The Crawley was not the Crawley, and she never had been.

      She was no gypsy. She was a witch.

      Cassandra sat in front of Julia now, with a smile that would make the devil shiver.

      “I’m beating you,” Cassandra said, standing to meet her cousin. “That’s what’s happening, you pathetic excuse for a witch.”

      “You?” Julia asked, confused and in pain. “How is that possible?”

      “That’s a good question,” Cassandra said, sneering at Julia. “I guess we could begin with your complete and utter inaptitude.” She rolled her eyes. “When you think about it, that’s the only reason any of this could have ever come to pass.”

      “You need to stop this,” Julia growled, still burning, still in pain.

      “Oh, I can’t do that,” Cassandra said, grinning even wider somehow. “Well, I mean, technically I could, but if I let you go, then you wouldn’t realize how goddamn responsible for all of this you actually are.”

      She strolled toward Julia, pursing her lips smugly. Looking Julia up and down, she laughed. “You know, this is even better than I hoped. I’d only been trying to steal Roman’s magic. But he screwed that up, and now look! I get yours instead.”

      The urn pulsated in Julia’s hands, burning right through her, its energy pulling at her own, siphoning her magic and channeling it into the vessel.

      “You know,” Cassandra said, pausing as she neared her cousin as if the urn might somehow pull her in as well, “all of this could have been avoided, if only you’d have been half the witch I am.” She turned and paced the other way. “Or if our idiot grandfather would have known enough to see through the fog of your charms.”

      “He was going to do it, Cass,” Julia said, trying like hell to pull away from the magic that was rushing through her and hollowing her out from the inside. “Grandfather was going to give it all to you.”

      “A hollow gesture, and one he’d never go through with.” She slammed her palm against the wall and the entire place shook. “He would never have actually passed you over, not with the ancestors whispering in your ears like you’re something special.” She snorted bitterly. “But you’re not, are you?” she asked, turning back to Julia. “You’re a whore who can’t keep her goddamn legs closed to our enemies.”

      She slammed the wall again, and the wall shook even harder. “What sort of leader would you make, sucking a Blackwood cock while you give them all of our secrets? Was I supposed to just sit back and let that happen? Was I expected to let you ruin the coven my family helped build?” She shook her head and pointed her finger at Julies. “Fuck no! And if Grandfather can’t see that he’s made a mistake, then I’ll kill his decrepit ass, too. Then they’ll all be gone. And I’ll lead everything.”

      “Everything?” Julia asked, trying not to burst into tears as the urn weakened her past the point of integrity.

      “That’s what the urn is for, Juju. You’re stupid little fiancé thinks we’re in this together. And we will be, right up until I can usurp him. And once I funnel your magic into his urn and restore the Crawley to life, she’ll work for me, too. I’ll have the Louisiana Coven, the Moon Coven, and the Romani. With that, I’ll crush the Blackwoods and take their dark magics for myself. I’ll be the most powerful being in the world, Julia. And it’ll all be because of you.”

      “I-I wouldn’t…” But she couldn’t even finish her sentence. The urn had stolen too much, made her too weak to speak.

      “Well, that’s the thing Juju. I really don’t give a free flying fuck what you would or wouldn’t do. If you wouldn’t have had your head so far up Roman Blackwood’s ass all these years, maybe you’d have seen this coming. Maybe you could have even stopped it.” She nodded at her cousin. “But you didn’t. Like some moron from a romance novel, you were blinded by love. You thought it was the most important thing. Which is exactly why you’re not fit to lead our coven. Wanna know what is the most important thing in the world, Juju? The thing you overlooked? Power. You had it, you wasted it, and once I’ve stripped you clean of everything inside that troublesome little body of yours, I’ll put it to good use.”

      She settled in front of Julia, grinning like a hyena. “And the best part is, there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”
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      Roman

      Ever since he woke, Roman had been feeling her. Her pain. Her fear. Her guilt and her self-loathing. But, more important than that, he felt her location.

      She was out in these woods somewhere. He knew it. The pull of her was getting stronger and stronger—but so was her pain. It had already started. The thing that Roman had the premonition about, the thing that would soon kill Julia, was already in play.

      He had to move faster. He had to act smarter. He needed to find her before it was too late. If he didn’t—if she died—then all of this would have been for nothing. His life would have been for nothing. And the idea of continuing to live it with her gone—really, really gone—seemed as worthless a thing as he could ever consider.

      Roman kept running. Though his lungs burned and his body begged for relief, he ran on. He refused to stop He refused to even give an inch. He was getting closer, but her essence was fading faster than her presence was growing closer.

      He felt her pulsating through him. Her taste, her scent, the way she moved—it was real to him now. She was close, and he would find her.

      A loud cracking noise sounded from overhead. Roman looked up to find a tree branch coming right for his head.

      He dove forward, slamming against the ground and narrowly missing the branch. Or, so he thought.

      Pain rushed through his leg. He turned to find a large branch on top of his left foot, pinning him to the ground.

      “Damnit!” Roman tried to free himself by pulling at his leg, but it was useless. He couldn’t get leverage from this position to move the branch, and it was too heavy to slip out from under.

      He couldn’t afford this, to be slowed down, so he kept pulling while looking around for any alternative—anything that might actually work.

      Instead, he saw her.

      A few hundred yards off in the distance, Julia sat cross legged on the ground. Her eyes were closed, and her body was rigid.

      And there across from her, sitting in a very similar position, was Cassandra.

      It was happening now. And it was Cassandra. Of course it was. That image of Julia dying in front of him, it was going to happen because of that bitch.

      Roman leaned up, throwing both hands against the bark. It was no use. He still couldn’t get it from this position. His breath caught in his throat, and he yanked his leg harder.

      He closed his eyes and felt around for the tree’s energy. Thinking back, he remembered that green kid from the docks, the one who struggled to light those sticks on fire.

      Roman felt so much like that kid now, lost and in way over his head.

      But he wasn’t a kid, and he wasn’t green. He was Roman Blackwood. He grew up at the feet of masters. The dark arts ran through his veins.

      And he had love on his side, goddamn it!

      He forced himself to quell his panic and focus on his energy. Slowing down was the last thing he wanted to do, but he needed a moment, just a moment, to focus on his energy.

      Trembling with restraint, he waited until finally a the fallen wood, but before he could bolt to his feet, a familiar voice called from above him.

      “Impressive,” Paris said from one of the trees above. He cracked down to the ground, power sparking around him. His eyes were near black with energy. “I’m afraid it ain’t going to be near enough, though.”

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get the hell away from me, hayseed,” Roman said, standing up.

      Pain flared through his foot, but he pushed through it. There was no time to think about that now. She was right there, right in front of him. She was in trouble, going to die, and the only thing separating him from saving her was this idiot.

      “Pretend I don’t know what’s good for me, city mouse,” Paris said, grinning at him like a possessed creature. He floated up, feet lifting from the ground. “Because me and ol’ Cass here have got big plans, and Imma be damned if I let my fiancé’s boy toy get in the way.”

      “You mean the fiancé you’re actively trying to kill?” Roman asked, circling the warlock and looking for an opening to strike.

      “Details, details,” Paris said, arching an eyebrow. “But don’t worry, Blackwood. I’ll let you have her corpse when we’re done. I figure it’s the least we can do.”

      “How about, instead of that, I promise to kill you quickly? How does that sound?”

      “Like delusions of grandeur.” Paris chuckled. “But hell, what do I know? I’m just a Grade A warlock badass with enough pent up energy to blow a hole in that handsome face of yours.” His licked his teeth. “Hey, there’s an idea! I’ll mess that pretty mug up a little bit. Let’s see how the ladies like you after that.”

      Paris blasted a stream of energy toward Roman.

      His aching foot and the pain radiating from Julia nearly trapped him in place, but he narrowly jumped out of the way. The power struck a tree behind Roman and turned the damn thing to stone.

      Okay, so this wasn’t going to be nearly as easy as Roman thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          27

        

      

    

    
      Julia

      Julia ached more than she ever thought imaginable. The urn was burning through her, taking her energy as its own in an effort to wake a strange Romani woman known as the Crawley. Julia was about to unwillingly help Cassandra cement rule over all the witches in Savannah. And for someone like Cassandra, that likely wouldn’t be good enough. She would never stop.

      Julia knew that hunger. She knew the way Cass got when she was on a roll. Savannah would soon look like small potatoes. She would go for Georgia, then the Southeast. Maybe she’d try to rule America altogether. And what then? Would Cassandra try to slam a Wiccan iron fist down on the world as a whole?

      And this is where all of it would start: with Julia’s failure, with her death.

      Maybe Cassandra was right. Maybe all of this could have been avoided if Julia had just kept her eyes open, kept vigilant the way Grandfather had always taught her to.

      What would he think of Julia now, as he watched his own daughter die, helpless to stop it? Certainly the old man was flabbergasted, amazed at the shambles his family was now in.

      “You have to stop this,” Julia said weakly. The energy was too much. It was searing her, reaching into her and taking everything away.

      Cassandra scoffed. “Do I, Juju? I have to stop this? And why would I do that when I’m so close to having everything I ever wanted? When Savannah is teetering on the edge of a knife and only I can control which way it falls?” She looked Julia up and down, disgust plain on her face. “I am a heartbeat away from complete power, from no one ever being able to tell me what to do ever again. Never again will I feel second best. Never again will I look at you and see anything other than a joke and a failure—the woman who let her heart and libido blind her so much that she let her entire coven crumble around her. You’re the past, Julia. You’re the past, and I’m the future. So no. I don’t think that I have to stop this.”

      Julia took a deep breath, closing her eyes and listening to the voices in her head. “I wasn’t talking to you, Cass.”

      The ancestors roared into her head, pushing through the pain and the fear, breaking past the ringing in her ears and the taste of blood that had permeated her mouth.

      She listened as they gave her pieces of a spell unlike any she’d ever heard before. This magic didn’t require elements or herbs. It didn’t even require words and emotion.

      She just had to tap into what they were handing her. The ancestor were giving Julia a gift. All she needed was to accept it.

      She opened her eyes as the ancestors’ spell went into effect.

      A pulse of energy, running concurrently with her heartbeat, shot out from Julia and passed through the room. A blinding light accompanied it and, when it passed, the urn fell away from her, clanging against the ground below.

      She felt her power rush back to her and gasped as the energy pumped back through her veins. She felt free now, whole in a way she never realized could be taken away.

      And more than that, she felt determined.

      “Don’t make me do this to you,” Julia said. Her voice was strong again, but her heart was breaking. Cassandra had been her best friend, the closest thing she’d ever have to a sister. Reality simply could not wash away years of memories and emotion.

      “Don’t worry, Juju,” Cassandra said, power floating around her in bright red waves. “You’re not going to do anything to me. I promise.”

      Cassandra clapped her hands together and hands jutted from the walls. They grabbed Julia’s arms and legs, holding her in place.

      There had been a time when this would have made Julia panic. That time, however, had long since passed. She wasn’t the squeamish girl who refused to listen to the dead people whispering in her ears. She was the girl that had been through hell and came riding out the other side with Satan’s scepter as a trophy.

      She had been through worse than a couple ass grabbing walls. When she was done though, they wouldn’t be able to say the same.

      She closed her eyes and whispered an ancient incantation. Julia’s entire body went electric.

      The hands jerked away, retreating back into the walls and freeing her.

      “Impressive,” Cassandra said. “But parlor tricks won’t save you.”

      “What about a tornado?” Julia asked.

      “What?” Cassandra answered.

      “A tornado,” Julia repeated. “Will that save me? Because there’s one behind you.”

      No sooner had the words left Julia’s mouth that a swirling twister formed behind Julia’s back. It was swift and terrible and it sucked the wicked witch up like some postmodern ironic twist on the Wizard of Oz.

      Julia winced as she heard her cousin howl inside the twister. Still, she knew it was necessary. Evil had to be stopped, regardless of the cost.

      Julia breathed a touch easier but it would prove premature.

      From inside the tornado, she heard another cry from Cassandra. This, however, was a single word: “Thicken!”

      The winds slowed, grinding to a halt as they formed a still, glasslike structure around Cassandra.

      Julia’s eyes went wide as Cassandra punched the glass, shattering it.

      The pieces floated in midair, obviously under Cassandra’s control. Julia turned away to shield herself as the glass shards flew toward her. The first of the shards drove into her back, causing her to stumble forward.

      They came faster after that, a torrent of sharp hell unleashed on her. Small cuts became large divots in her flesh, and she tasted blood strong and metallic in her mouth.

      So this was it. After all she had been through and overcame, this was how Julia would die.
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      Roman

      The stone piece of the tree snapped in half. With the bottom half still wood, it didn’t surprise Roman that it wasn’t able to support its new weight.

      Still, for the second time in just a few moments, Roman saw a tree falling toward him. This one, however, would crush if he didn’t move his ass fast enough.

      He rolled, whispering an incantation as he did.

      The grass was full of chlorine and, long ago, his father had taught him to use that to make himself invisible.

      It would take a lot but, lucky for Roman, he had to roll a long way.

      He pulled at the grass as the stone trunk shattered into a thousand pieces just shy of where he lay.

      Paris stood over him, power still crackling around him. “You should get comfortable down there,” he snarled. “Because you ain’t never getting’ back up!”

      He blasted another bolt of energy at Roman who spun again, this time uttering an enchantment. Pulling at the elements covering him, he bent the light around himself.

      Paris blinked hard as he looked around. Obviously, the incantation had worked. Using his newfound invisibility, Roman rushed toward Julia. He had come here to save her, and nothing short of that would be a victory.

      Let Paris scream and shoot stone magic until his red hair turned blue. None of that mattered. He was going to save his girl.

      As he neared Julia, his heart sped faster. Sweat gleamed off her forehead, and a pained expression marred her features. She was hurting, perhaps even dying.

      Roman reached for his love as he neared her, but a jolt of energy knocked him flat on his ass.

      “Fuck!” he screamed as the power shot through him. She was spelled. The jolt shook his concentration, and the bend of light around him fell away.

      Paris’s attention snapped toward him. “Thought you could run?” he asked, starting toward him. “Or is that considered hiding? I can’t ever get the straight of that.”

      Paris shot another bolt of energy at Roman. The damn Louisiana boy was right: there was no use running anymore, and there was sure as shit no sense hiding.

      This was happening now, right this instant. Julia needed him, and if he had to beat Paris to death with his bare hands to get to her, then that was what he would do.

      Roman threw his hands out, ready to take the brunt of whatever Paris had to throw at him. The Louisiana warlock was strong. Roman knew that firsthand.

      But as he braced himself, the dark magic of his family bubbled up in his gut. It wrapped around him, lighting up his insides with a fire unlike any he’d ever known and seeping out of his pores.

      Paris’ magic struck hard, knocking Roman backward but not harming him. The dark magic hard formed a barrier. Wrapped him up and provided a shell against the other man’s onslaught.

      Tapping into the anger that had been simmering within him for the last eighteen months, Roman fought back.

      Energy swirled around him, lifting him off the ground and holding him steady. He could feel everything now, including the magic that surrounded Julia. It was strong, fatal even in the right doses. Too powerful for even the likes of Paris.

      Cassandra had undoubtedly created this. Which meant that, even if he did take Paris out, the barrier between him and Julia would still be up.

      Paris screamed something at Roman that he didn’t care to understand. The red-headed man’s next energy blast was as futile as it was short-lived.

      Roman snatched him up, using his dark magic to hold the man still. Then, with rage slamming hard against his brain, he threw Paris toward Julia.

      He wanted her. Well, now he was going to get her.

      When Paris knocked into Julia, he got caught up in the electric energy surrounding her body. It shook him violently. He tried to move, but Roman wouldn’t allow it, holding him in place while the failsafe Cassandra put in place toasted him.

      The dark magic dulled all of Roman’s senses. There was nothing but magic. No feel. No sound. Paris’ face twisted, his skin turning red, his mouth wide open.

      He was screaming. Though Romance couldn’t hear it, it still rattled him. Paris was far from his favorite person, but to watch someone in such pain was torturous to Roman’s soul.

      Still, it needed to be done. Roman squeezed his eyes shut and turned his face away. Julia was priority number one, and using Paris was the only way to save her.

      When Roman sensed calm, he turned his gaze back to Paris. It was over. The Louisiana boy was quiet. Still. Slowly Roman’s senses filtered back in, and he watched as the energy around Julia popped and disintegrated.

      Finally, he dropped Paris, leaving him unconscious on the ground below.

      After all he had done to Julia and all he planned to do to his own coven, Paris deserved to die. But that was not Roman’s decision to make. It was no more his choice to play god than it was Cassandra’s, and he wasn’t about to become anything like the person he hated most right now.

      Rushing to Julia’s side, Roman wasted no time putting his hands on her shoulders, trying to connect with her however possible. Wherever she was, he needed to follow.

      Roman would have to meet her in her psyche. The same at they did in dreams—only this wasn’t a dream. It was life or death.

      He sat on the ground between Cassandra and Julia. Taking his lover’s hand in his own, he leaned in and brushed her cheek with a kiss.

      “Hold on,” he said. “I’m coming for you, Juju.”

      [image: ]

      Romance closed his eyes. He knew where he had travelled before his eyes even opened. He felt the same opposing force, the same push that urged him to leave this place.

      He wouldn’t leave, though—not without Julia.

      He opened his eyes to utter chaos.

      Cassandra stood there, lit with energy hair flailing in powered tentacles. Her skin was so full of magic that it had taken on a greenish hue. Her hands stretched in front of her, directing a tidal wave of what looked like rain toward Julia.

      But this rain was tearing at Julia’s flesh. It was forcing blood from her beautiful body as she lay face-first on the ground.

      Glass.

      This wasn’t what the premonition had showed, and it wasn’t how things were going to end, either.

      Roman screamed, unleashing the rage inside of him. It tore through the air toward Cassandra, white hot flames spewing right at her face.

      She turned, raising a hand and extinguishing the flames. “Good of you to join us, Blackwood,” she said. Her voice sounded different. Gravelly. Possessed. “Did you come to see your girlfriend die? Because, if so, you’re just in time.”

      “I came to put an end to this,” Roman said, dark magic flowing freely through him. “And an end to your terror.”

      “Well, look at that.” She grinned wide. “And here I thought it was just Julia who had turned into a useless moron. Looks like that’s catching, isn’t it?”

      She twisted her hand and Roman’s leg snapped, sending him crashing to the ground. He ground his teeth against the pain; his time jumping from roof tops had prepared him for such agony. This was nothing by comparison. But Julia, on the other hand—the glass shards were still ravaging her body. She needed him and, pain or not, he couldn’t let her down.

      Taking a deep breath, he pulled himself back up, using the dark magic to mend his bones.

      “It’s really a shame,” Cassandra said, shaking her head. “You two could have been something really special. Separately, of course. You could have run the greatest covens in the entire world. But you let love make you weak. You let your heart be your downfall.”

      She twisted her hand again, and his other leg snapped.

      He fell back to the ground, wincing at the pain and trying to gather more energy to heal himself once more. How was Cassandra regenerating her power so quickly?

      She settled over him. “I was going to let you watch her die but, come to think of it, it would hurt her a lot more the other way around. And really, she’s the one I want to ruin. So, for what remains in the rest of your worthless, short life, I want you remember what I said. I’m not the reason you’re dying, Roman Blackwood. I’m not the one who made you too weak to stop this. She did that. You’re dying because of her.”

      A bright flame of energy formed at her palm, and Roman knew without a doubt that this would be his death.

      “I’m dying for her,” Roman answered weakly, then he muttered the darkest spell he knew. One that would send whatever Cassandra was about to do right back her. He would die, sure. But so would she.

      Cassandra shrugged. “At least you’ll die reasonably happy. Let me know how that works out for you.”

      The flame grew bigger and brighter. Roman could feel the mass of heat around him, threating to burn him alive.

      Cassandra reared her hand back one more time.

      Roman took a deep breath, readying himself for an agonizing death. Julia’s face flashed through his mind. This was for her.

      Suddenly, Cassandra’s eyes went wide. Her face went pale, and the flame dissipated.

      Roman gaped. As the energy left her, he could see a large shard of glass jutting through Cassandra’s chest.

      He looked past her.

      Julia stood there, cut within an inch of her life. She was ragged and tired and probably should have been dead. But she wasn’t. She was full of life and power. And the glass was still and lifeless on the ground, all but the large piece piercing Cassandra’s chest.

      Cassandra turned slowly. “You fucking idiot. You’ll pay for that.”

      “I already have,” Julia said. “I paid with my mind and my time, and the year and a half you stole from me.”

      Cassandra formed another flame, but in a blink of Julia’s eyes, the power left her cousin.

      “Don’t bother,” she said.

      Blinking again, Cassandra was sent flying back toward the wall. She grunted as she hit, the force of it pushing the glass back out of her.

      “I wanted to believe you, Cass. I really did. Even after all of this, I wanted to believe that there was a piece of the person I knew still in there. But I was wrong. I’ve seen the future, and you’ll never stop, will you?”

      Julia didn’t wait for an answer. “So I have to stop this for you. For all of us.” She flew toward Cassandra, who was twisting and trying in vain to free herself. “Please believe me, this isn’t what I wanted. You said this was our fault, that our love made us weak, that our hearts would be the death of us. But that’s not true, Cass. Love is reason I’m standing here. It’s not the power or the ancestors or even Grandfather’s favor. I was never better than you, Cass. That’s not why I’m stronger. Love is the reason.”

      She closed her eyes, as if what came next would haunt her forever. “It wasn’t me who was blinded by love, Cass, but you who was blinded by hate. And my heart never made me weak, cousin. But yours did.”

      Julia lifted her hand and, in a moment that took the breath from Roman’s body, he watched Cassandra’s heart pull out of her chest and fly across the room, landing in Julia’s hand.

      The woman let out a loud sigh and dropped it to the floor below.

      “I’m sorry,” Julia whispered. “But it’s over now. It’s finally over.”

      Julia blinked hard again, and the power left her. She walked over to Roman, looking him up and down.

      He thought she would heal him for a second, but instead, she lay down next to him, took his hand, kissed his cheek, and said, “Let’s go home.”
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      Julia

      It took a lot of explaining for Roman to finally understand that what Julia did hadn’t killed Cassandra. Of course, him waking up with both his legs intake went a long way in making that case.

      In truth, she’d have never done something like that to her cousin, regardless of how much the woman might have deserved it. She wasn’t a killer.

      They had been in an astral place, where things like broken bones and torn out hearts symbolized other things. The power transfer would have been permanent and the pain was real—but the death was only symbolic of the loss of power.

      When Julia implanted a spell that one of the ancestors gave her, it stripped Cassandra of her abilities for now and for all time. In the astral world, that apparently looked like having your heart ripped from your chest.

      The real pain, however, didn’t begin until the three of them returned to the flesh world. Waking up next to her now powerless cousin and watching her come to terms with the consequences of what she had done tugged at her heart.

      Cass deserved nothing less, though, and she and Paris were both exiled by the Southeastern Council.

      Traditionally, their crimes were punishable by death and, without words spoken by Julia, Roman, Grandfather, and various other members of the Louisiana and Blackwood covens, they likely would be gone from this world forever.

      Instead, they were sent to a province in Canada, abolished of any ties to magic, their memories erased.

      She could walk past Cassandra and Paris and neither of them would bat an eye. Perhaps she’d do that one day. But that day was not today. Today was a different sort of occasion, a much happier one.

      It had been six months since they took down Paris and Cassandra—three months since they watched them be banished, and two months since the night Roman got down on one knee and asked Julia to become his wife.

      At first, she was afraid of how her family would respond. It wouldn’t have stopped her, of course. She was a grown ass woman and, after all she had been through, she was going to live her life the way she wanted. Feuds be damned.

      They surprised her, though. As it turned out, stopping a dual takeover and saving the witch world earned you a lot of points as far as the both covens were concerned.

      And, when Grandfather told her he would be honored for her to host her wedding and invite all her new inlaws to the ceremony, she actually believed him.

      The wedding went as weddings go. The bride was draped in the same dress her mother tried to gift her during her failed wedding to Paris. Somehow, it looked much better on her today. The groom was, as grooms were, nervous and fidgety as he watched his bride move down the aisle.

      The vows were of the ancient variety, spoken during the genesis of the coven clans and just as beautiful coming from the pair’s lips.

      And the party, as anyone who’s ever seen a Blackwood party can tell you, was as badass as the stories would lead you to believe.

      As it wound down, with Julia’s hand pressed firmly in Roman’s—the place it was meant to be, the place it would now always be—Grandfather stood and gave a toast.

      “A few months ago,” the old man said, looking around the room. “A gypsy told me that I was going to die soon.”

      Julia gasped. It was an admission that she never thought she’d hear her grandfather give in mixed company. Though, perhaps the company wasn’t quite as mixed as it had once been.

      “Understandably, it shook me a little. Not because I’m afraid to die. On the contrary, death is maybe the one adventure I’ve never partaken in and, as anyone who knows me can tell you, I’ve never been one to shy away from an adventure. No, I’m ready to die if that’s what fate allows. What upset me—what frightened me even—was the idea that my family would not be ready for me to move on, even if I was.”

      He looked over at Julia. “We’ve been through a lot, this girl and me. I was supposed to teach her things—how to be a witch, how to be a grownup, how to be a worthwhile person. That’s the funny thing about life, though. It takes you in places you never expect. And, in the end, it was Julia who taught me. This woman—this beautiful, perfect woman—taught me to be strong. She taught me to be smart. She taught me to be kind, brave, gracious, merciful, and most of all, she taught me to be honest.”

      He cleared his throat, and Julia could have sworn she saw tears in his eyes. “You see, my Julia has never been afraid of the truth. Even when the truth was inconvenient, even when it was hard and scary. She always ran toward it. She let it give her life. And the truth is, there’s never been anyone for her but Roman Blackwood.”

      

      He looked over at Roman. “I didn’t know much about you, son. Mostly because I wouldn’t let myself. I suppose I was afraid that, if I got to know too much about you, I’d end up liking you. And, by God, that’s exactly what happened, so I guess my feelings were justified.” He grinned. “I see what my granddaughter sees in you, son. You’re strong and fair. You don’t let people push you around and you stand up for what’s right. I never thought I’d say this, but I the Blackwoods raised you right.”

      Laughter erupted through the room.

      Grandfather cleared his throat, lifting his champagne flute a little higher. “Love completes us all, if we let it. It makes us stronger. And that’s what we are now. We’re stronger because we’re together. “

      He laughed out loud. “And you want to know something? I’m not afraid to die anymore, because I know without doubt or question, that we’re all going to be okay. And that’s why I’m not giving my power to Julia.”

      He moved toward the pair, taking their hands. “I’m giving it to both of you, to the union that is your love. Because I know, and boy how I know, that there’s no safer place for it. Nothing is stronger than the both of you. So be strong, my children. If you can, be happy. And, for the love of God, Son—kiss the damn bride already!”

      And, like a good groom, Roman did just that.

      
        The End
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      Ember has a little problem. . .fairies want her dead.

      Ember spends her Friday nights lurking in the bad parts of town, killing fairies. It’s either that, or become a victim to their flesh-eating hunger.

      Then she meets Remy, a fae who, despite getting on her nerves, isn’t evil. He tells her that a shadow has been consuming his world, changing its inhabitants and letting destructive beasts into his city. He is searching for his brother who went missing during the catastrophe.

      When a team of mercenaries come for Ember, she has little choice but to join Remy in his quest. Together, they decide to bait a trap. What they find reveals the destruction of the fae world means the end of the human world, too–and it’s Ember’s fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          1

        

      

    

    
      While all of my friends are partying on a Friday night, I'm out hunting fairies. It's not like I'm stalking  Tinkerbell. They're evil, they're coming for me, and they won't stop unless I kill them first. So far, I've taken out about a dozen. I don't know how many are left, but I won't feel safe until they're gone. Every last one of them.

      I slink around the side of Pink Boutique, a raunchy two-story strip club, check that my holstered baton is still at my hip, then swing myself up and over the chain length fence blocking off the back lot. The fence catches my jacket on the way down and tears across the shoulder. I land in a crouch among a pile of trash bags, crates full of junk, and—judging by the stench—more than a few dead animals. Just one of the several glamorous locations where the fae hang out. This place, full of rusted out cars and bad decisions, has been their hot spot since the get-go.

      The fae I had scoped inside is on her way out here. She hadn't seen me spying on her in the club, or that I had watched her pick her boy toy from the dance floor and lead him toward the back exit. Catching them by surprise is really the only upper hand I have. That, and sage oil.

      The back door creaks open, letting out thudding music and the smell of sweat that mingles into the already delicate potpourri in the cool air making me want to vomit. She steps out into the glare of the single light mounted on the broken down pergola, catching her long platinum hair and doing nothing to reveal her dark, nearly invisible, eyes.

      She giggles and slaps girly-like at her new plaything, but his eyes are riveted to her breasts about to explode from her tight red top. Of course, he doesn't acknowledge the black wisps behind her. When I first ran into the fae, I had thought the wisps were a black aura and I had just manifested psychic abilities, but I put it together piece by piece. The wisps are wings. He doesn't notice them, not because her boobs are that great, but because no one can see the fae for what they are. No one, that is, but me. And I have no idea why.

      I hold my breath, steadying myself so I don't make any noise. They continue their low conversation that I can't make out, but judging by the way she flips her hair and tilts her head back, she's really working it. Nights with the fae generally end with either a drug deal, violent sex, or murder. Sometimes, all of the above.

      My hand goes to the baton at my side, and I wait, calculating my moves. As best as I can, anyway. Before the fae invaded my life, I wasn't much of a sporty person, let alone Artemis incarnate. I've had to learn fast, and I still prefer when there aren't any bystanders. Not only to minimize collateral damage, but also because I don't like to rope any other people into this craziness. I don't know how to explain what is happening when I barely understand it—but sometimes I'm left with few choices. Usually, I just tell them they were drugged and hallucinating wildly and to drink a lot of OJ in the morning to clear their system. I don't think they really buy it, though.

      Her beautiful face starts to contort. My heart revs up.

      He takes a step back. I pull the baton, shake it open, and charge. She should turn to me as I dash over the garbage. She should be distracted into fighting me.

      But she launches after him as she finishes transforming.

      His scream is cut off before it finishes developing as her claws smash through his sternum. His eyes go wide. He drops to the ground. His muscular wad of heart is ripped from his chest, arteries and all, with a sickening crunch and wet tearing sound.

      She holds it up, beaming as she turns toward me. She knew damn well I was there the whole time. Her distorted features are not the least bit scared of me as I swing the baton at her. It cracks against her skull. Then her ugly expression lights up with realization—the baton is covered in sage oil—and horror. She falls over, leaving nothing behind except the amount of ashes from a small campfire.

      I holster the baton and run, beseeching any plausible deity that no other fae are on my trail. Sometimes, I make a clean escape. Other times, not so much.

      I catch two dark, winged silhouettes pounding toward me.

      This would be one of those other times.

      Terror ices my skin, but I don't slow down. At the end of the block, I half-skid around the corner and keep running, looking for a place to hide.

      The baton bounces against my hip as I pick up ny pace. There's a bottle of sage in my pocket, but I try to keep to one fight a night. I'm just an average twenty-five year old, after all, not some Buffy of the fae. I can't slay all night and still look great in the morning.

      I'm not sure I can slay all night and still be alive in the morning.

      I need to stop to reapply the sage oil so it's potent enough to work if I'm forced to confront these two, but slowing down is probably the worst idea. I like my heart in my chest cavity, right where nature intended.

      Without any real direction, I hop off the sidewalk, down a slope, sliding on the gravel, and tear across a dark parking lot of a dying strip mall. A look back reveals the silhouettes chasing me are gone. I barely slow as I cross the parking lot. A car idles in the far corner, two dudes making out on the trunk. They pull apart as I pass, but the only thing I care about is if they have wings—and they don't.

      Where the hell are my pursuers? They couldn't have given up that easily.

      I steal a glance skyward. I've never actually seen the fae fly, despite seemingly equipped for such activity, but I'm at a lost where they could have gone. It's dark out, but they aren't invisible. I should hear footsteps. Something. Anything.

      But it's silent.

      I cut through a dark breezeway in the strip mall, turn into the courtyard bouncing around the sounds of a single water fountain, and weave through benches and trees. Going home would be ideal, but so far, the fae don't seem to know where I live, and I would like to keep it that way.

      I duck around a turn, heading out of the center. My face meets the ground. Wide, sharp pains streak up my skull. I'm jerked up to my knees by my arms. A bag drops over my head. I try to pull away, but I'm held tight, and then lifted up. My legs drag across the ground as I kick and try to flail from the hold. I attempt to scream, but every breath I suck in just pulls the bag to my mouth. It barely puffs away with each exhale. Panic doubles up; I'm caught, and I can't breathe.

      I'm shoved hard and land on something soft. A door slams shut. I sit straight up, yanking the bag off my head. My lungs fill with air as I orientate myself: I'm in the middle row of a station wagon, with a wire grate blocking the front seat welded into place. It's very DIY.

      Two men sit in the front. The driver's dark hair is nearly covered by a tan and purple panama hat. The glow from the headlights reveals a splattering of deep pockmarks across his face and a slight crook in his nose. He's whistling Pink Shoelaces, the joke not lost on me, totally at ease. The man in the passenger seat has a wild mess of red curls and freckles on top of freckles. He's grooming his fingernails with his teeth.

      Both men have wisps of black wings trailing from them.

      My fingers wrap through the grate and I shake it, though I have no idea what I would do if it happened to loosen.

      I amp up my faux fierceness by screaming, “Let me the fuck out!”

      “No,” the red-head says so simply, I feel, briefly, like a lunatic. I'm the only one stirred up.

      Except, I'm trapped in a modified station wagon by two evil fae. Perhaps I'm not over-reacting.

      I touch my baton with one hand, ascertaining it's still there, but I see no possible way to use it yet. Even if I could get some sage oil through the grate holes, would it be enough to kill them? I always use it on my baton so the strike keeps them down long enough for the sage to work.

      I've never done it any other way, and it's not like there's a lot of people I could ask for effective fae-murdering techniques. I had only figured out the sage oil from an older woman who ran a New Age store downtown. She said it got rid of evil entities, and I couldn't think of anything more fitting. Turns out, it worked.

      The men in the front of the station wagon don't acknowledge my existence any further. With nothing left to argue—clearly they're not going to let me go even if I say please—I turn my attention to the doors. They're locked, but even if they respond to the unlock switch, what am I going to do from there? Jump out of a moving vehicle? Maybe that works in the movies, but right now, that is more terrifying than the fae holding me captive. The road is hard and my face is soft, and we're going at least 75 mph in the dead of night. I have no desire to jump. Even an hour into the drive, I still haven't convinced myself to try any brave maneuvers.

      Killing the headlights, the driver takes a fast turn, tires screeching, and pummels us into absolute darkness. A second later, the station wagon halts. I slam forward into the grate hard enough I probably now look like a waffle.

      The men jump out and come around to either side of the station wagon. The red-head yanks open the door, reaches in, and pulls me out by the neck of my jacket and shirt. I choke a little as he twists into his hold and drags me across the darkness. My feet stumble over dry leaves, and I make out the tall silhouettes of enormous trees.

      An alcove of trees. Finally, the fae do something stereotypical. Within the alcove isn't a charming house, though. Instead, a lit up warehouse stands in the center.

      And that's exactly where they're taking me.

      I scream, loud enough to hurt my lungs and throat. I keep screaming. The red-head drags me toward the building, Panama Hat right behind us.

      If there's anyone around to hear my terrified wailing, no one comes to my rescue as I'm pulled inside. Damp dust and the stench of mold hit me in the face. I'm thrown into a small room.

      The door is slammed shut and bolted, leaving me in absolute darkness.

      [image: ]

      I wait, breath still, for any sound, any indication of what is coming, but my room is silent. Beyond my door, the occasional soft tapping of footsteps indicate I'm not alone. If the men are speaking, I cannot hear them.

      My room is the most absolute darkness I have ever experienced. No matter how my eyes strain for light, they can't catch even a glimmer. Neither can they adjust enough to make out the slightest indication of my surroundings.

      I reach out to explore the room with my fingers, but my hand rams into a wall. I reach the other direction to the opposite side and discover I'm basically in a closet. Panic fires up again, but I resist beating my fists on the door. I need to stay collected, be prepared to make a run for it.

      Something creaks. I straighten up and listen. Nothing.

      “Hello?” I whisper.

      No response, but eyes are staring at me. I can feel them. I turn from one side to the other, trying to find the source, but my back is inches from the far wall, and my feet are touching the door. No one else could even fit in this room.

      I pull my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around them, and try to remember how to breathe.

      The door is jerked open with a screech. Light hits me in the face, and my hands go up to shield my eyes. Before I can adjust to the sudden impact, the red-haired guy leans down, grabs my shirt, and yanks me to my feet.

      I grasp at the door frame to brace myself, but manage to grab nothing. Despite my gasping protests, he hauls me down a lit corridor of dank walls speckled with black mold. My lungs take in the heavy air, and I suppress the coughs tightening my chest.

      The corridor opens into a wide room, with a metal rusty table to one side and a chair with straps right smack in the middle.

      I suddenly regret every interaction with the fae. How could I be stupid enough to think they wouldn't retaliate? That I would go unpunished for slinking around their lairs and offing them with sage oil?

      Sage.

      My heart perks up. I have a bottle of sage oil in my back pocket. If I can find a way to get to it, to douse them with it, I should be able to escape.

      Easier said than done, though, as he drops me down in the chair and starts fastening my wrists to the arms and my ankles to the legs. I scream as I pull against the restraints, the chair scooting a little across the dirty cement floor, but nothing else comes of it. My screaming mixes with tears streaming down my cheeks, and eventually I dissolve into terrified sobs.

      I didn't want any of this.

      “What is your name?” the red-haired man asks, standing in front of me, blocking the bright light in a way that creates a frightening silhouette.

      I'm crying too hard to speak, my body limp, my head hanging so I don't have to meet his eyes. He grabs the top of my hair, wrenches my head back, and brings his face close to mine.

      “What is your fuckin' name?” Spittle flicks onto my cheeks. “Answer me!”

      My eyes are bleary with tears, and I try to blink some clarity into them as I find my resolve.

      He slaps me across the face.

      I stutter a breath. “Ember.”

      “Good girl,” he says with a sneer. “Now your mama wants me to give you something, so hold still.”

      He snickers at his own joke, letting go of my hair and crossing the room to the table.

      What did he mean by that? A few hours ago, Mom was tucked into bed in the little apartment we share with my best friend in the shithole part of town. I want to ask him how he knows my mama—what did he do to her?—but I don't want to show any sign of weakness. More than I have already, anyway. And letting him know I'm worried seems like just such a giveaway.

      So I keep my mouth shut as he fumbles around with some items on the table. I can't make out what they are, then he turns around with a syringe in his hand. I scream and flail against the straps again.

      He raises the syringe, and the needle is all but glimmering like it's out of a cheesy B-rated horror movie. Or maybe I'm imagining it. I have never been afraid of getting an injection—until now. With some kind of demented relish, he saunters over to me, smiles, then jabs me in the arm.

      I open my mouth to protest, but no words come out. The world turns gray, then darker. I force my mind forward, into reality. Resist submerging below the line of consciousness.

      Then I black out.
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      When I wake up, I know immediately where I left off. Terror seizes me from making any move. I try to will myself back to sleep, afraid of beginning a mental assessment of what is wrong with my body. But as my mind forces me to run through it, anyway, I find I actually feel just fine. Maybe even better than I have in days. Except the whole absolute terror issue, of course.

      Certain my body is intact and unviolated, I take in the rest of my surroundings as much as I can without moving too much. I'm on my back on a thin cot in a small, dimly lit room. The place smells familiarly dank, and there are no windows, so I assume I'm still in the warehouse.

      A bent door stands across the room from me. I could make myself get up and try it, but I'm positive it's locked. This won't end so easily. I'm afraid to try and fail, and accidentally alert the men that I'm awake.

      I go to roll onto my side, but something hard in my pocket catches my attention.

      The bottle of sage oil.

      I work it out of my pocket and hold the bottle up in the dim overhead light to see through the brown glass. I have about half left. I can stretch this to last for two more fae. . .I hope.

      Footsteps pound toward my room, and I know the men are coming for me. If I don't try to escape now, I may not have another opportunity. Who knows what is next on their agenda. Or what they are anticipating to happen from the drug they had injected me with.

      I sit up and, with shaking hands, hurriedly pour the sage oil in one palm. I recap the bottle between my knees and rub the oil on my hands like it's lotion. The earthy scent of sage wafts up to my nostrils. I hope they don't detect it before I can get it on them.

      With trembling fingers, I return the bottle to my pocket, then lay out on the bed, on my back, just as they had left me. I need them to get close. Close enough I can slap oil on them and run. And hope there's no other fae slinking around this warehouse, or I'm pixie dust.

      The door clicks as it is unlocked from the outside and creaks open. The red-haired man steps in, then halts. His gaze darts around the room, then lands on me, and his lip pulls into a sneer.

      My heart kicks up speed. He can smell the sage oil. My plan is ruined. He's not going to get close enough to me to put the oil on him, and he's probably going to punish me for trying to escape.

      Trying. I haven't even tried yet. This really is my only chance, because they're already onto the plan. I can tell by how he waits in the doorway, contemplating, uncertain, but unwilling to risk moving.

      I launch from the bed, arms outstretched, and lunge at him. His expression mirrors my own surprise. He puts his hands up to block. I duck under his attempt, pop up right in front of him, face-to-face—and slam my palms onto either of his cheeks. He rears back, growling, but I hold tight. It's like the beginning of an ugly kiss.

      His face distorts, jaw elongating and forehead forming ridges. Long, sharp teeth jut from his thickening lips. He gnashes at me. I pull back without letting go, even as his skin texture turns thick and sticky.

      He wedges his hand between us and shoves against my chest. I stumble away, my grip sliding off him. He raises his hand and strikes at me. I grab his wrist, making contact with his flesh. Just as his other hand—twisting into a claw—comes at me, ready to gut me, I shove my free palm against his ugly snout.

      He crumbles into ash.

      That took way more effort than I anticipated.

      Another pair of footsteps pound down the hallway. Panama Hat heard the ruckus, no doubt.

      I pull the bottle back out of my pocket to reapply for the next attack. My fingers slip, and the bottle shatters on the floor.

      I gasp, dropping to my knees next to the pile of ashes, and grind my hands in the oil, glass and all. The shards tear up my palms, and blood tints the ground, but I don't care. This was my only hope. And now it's gone.

      Choking down despair, I scramble across the room to the bed, remove my baton and swing it open, and take a stance. Panama Hat barrels through the door, sending up puffs of ashes of his companion. Gross.

      “What the fuck?” He halts, briefly surveying the room. Then he charges after me.

      I pull back and swing. He attempts to veer away. The baton catches him in the side of the head, right under the hat. He stumbles to the left, then forward. He blinks a few times. It's not quite like having sage oil, but this will have to do. I lean in, bringing the baton down right in the middle of his skull.

      His lips pull up so far, his full gums are revealed. Then his face starts stretching and changing like putty. Somehow, his hat stays in place, which makes his transformation even stranger. His lips fade into nothing, exposing cheek bones. His eyes widen, his brow ridge thickening. I take a step back, afraid to run as he keeps his gaze locked on me. The second I make a move to escape, he's going to tear my limbs from their sockets.

      His shoulders hunch, and his fingers jut out and twist. The sounds of cracking and popping ricochets around the room; it's his bones reshaping.

      My stomach clenches. I can't see or hear any more of this—it's almost like watching a body rapidly decompose while still alive. Running is a bad idea, but staying is no longer an option. So I close the baton and take off. He lunges for me. I duck under his gnarled arms.

      Out the door, I turn down the hallway and keep going. His footsteps thud right behind me, but I'm unwilling to look back. I zigzag through corridors, bouncing off walls, throwing open doors, looking for some escape.

      His fingers snatch my hair, jerking back my head. I yelp, both from surprise and the sharp pain. I try to twist around to counter him, as futile as that might be, but can barely move.

      In the end, I was killed by fairies.

      Anger rushes through my veins, fear morphing into rage. I never wanted to hunt them. Didn't even know they existed until one of them, some young guy with spiked up hair, tried to rob a convenience store I was at. Everything I've done to them has been in defense.

      Yet they get to win. They get to kill me, get to take me away from Mom and Cassia.

      Fuck that.

      In a fluid motion, I pull the baton, shake it open, and ram it straight into his gut. He wheezes, doubling over and letting go of my hair. I crack the baton over his back. He collapses to his knees. His hat doesn't move. Without any sage oil left, I have no means of killing him, so I turn and flee. Tucking the baton against me, I search for a door leading outside.

      I turn the corner and find myself in another large chamber, windows along one wall. Without hesitating, I dart across the room and slam my baton into the pane. The glass rattles, and I hit it again. Cracks spread out from the point of impact.

      I halt to listen; Panama Hat hurries down the hallway toward this room. He sounds like he's made of two tons of metal and rage. My heart accelerates, and I step away from the window, pull back the baton, and swing hard. Glass shatters, leaving sharp points that I knock free before tossing the baton  to the dark ground outside. I scramble over the window ledge, landing awkwardly and twisting my ankle. My fingers scrabble for the baton, and then I take off through the clearing.

      Something crunches behind me. Panama Hat, no doubt. I've really pissed off the fae.

      Clearly.

      If I make it out of this alive, I'm giving up the war—for good.

      I dart into the trees, ignoring the pang in my ankle. Twigs and branches scratch at me, and I shield my face with my arm. The baton catches on trunk after trunk, but I can't slow down long enough to holster it. I have no idea where I'm going, but far from here sounds like a pretty good idea.

      The trees go on long enough I worry I might be in an actual forest. A big one. With coyotes and bears and no path leading me back to civilization. I'm not sure how I would have wound up so far from home—I wasn't taken on that long of a drive—but anything feels possible right about now.

      Then the tree line breaks, and there's a dark road and sidewalk right in front of me. I pause only long enough to appreciate it and rest my weak ankle. Then I keep going. Panama Hat might not bother pursuing me out in public, since the fae like to keep their gross little faces hidden, but I'm not willing to bank on that.

      As I run, I try to grasp some clues about where they had taken me. I don't recognize the town, but I'm pretty certain I'm somewhere north of Phoenix. Getting home is going to be a problem, but having my neck cracked is a bigger issue. One thing at a time.

      I take deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves and figure out where to find safety. With a glance over my shoulder at the empty night behind me, I convince my legs to slow to a jog. It's not a difficult argument; my ankle is struggling not to collapse and my calves feel like they're about to tear open. Before long, I have to stop entirely, hunching over as my side throbs, my lungs gasp to catch up, and my heart bounce itself out of my chest, anyway.

      Somewhere to my left, a man shouts. Motorcycle engines rev up.

      This would be the time I should mind my own business, but at this point, strange bikers are better than the fae. I head toward the sound, passing through the parking lot of a closed convenience store, and rounding into the back. Down a slope, giving me a bird's-eye view, sits a small building. It's in desperate need for a new coat of paint, the shingles are torn up, and the single window is so dirty it might be more stable than the flimsy front door. Outside of the building sits a row of motorcycles. The noise of a few recent departures fades in the distance.

      These are all signs I should leave, quickly and quietly.

      But a motorcycle is two wheels and an engine more than I have, and I'm not going to be able to walk home anytime this century, so I make my way down the slope.

      A bunch of bikers just can't be worse than shifting evil faeries that want to mangle me. I hope.

      At the bottom of the slope, facing the club house, I holster my baton and try to act casual and not like I have rabid monkeys in my stomach screeching for me to stop. Slipping past the line of motorcycles, I creep up to the door, take a deep breath, and creak it open.

      Inside is no less than two dozen men, mostly big guys with beards and jackets and everything that makes them a stereotype, crowded around a pool table with a small black case resting on top. All eyes turn to me. My heart drops, but I force my mouth open to speak.

      A guy from the back—younger, with a black leather jacket and a faux hawk—meets my gaze. Then he snatches the case, bounds onto the pool table, jumps off the other side, and heads straight for me. As he shoves me out of the way, he mutters, “Thanks,” and disappears into the night.

      The men charge after him. I'm caught in the stampede. I throw my arms over my head, ducking down. I dart through the chaos and out of the way. The crowd disperses, covering the grounds, shouting, looking for the faux hawk guy who has disappeared.

      I stumble toward the line of motorcycles. No one has left their keys in the ignition, and the only skill I have is hitting things with my baton, so I don't even know where to start with hot wiring a bike. I'm still stuck, and now the bikers could be back any time. Who knows if I managed to piss them off, too.

      I scuttle outside, sitting on the ground to the side of the building, and turn my attention to the tender bruises forming along my upper arms and down my rib cage. I don't think anything is broken, but I'm definitely slowing down. If I don't find safety soon, my next run-in with the fae might be my last.

      Above me, something snaps. I look straight up at the roof of the building. Faux hawk guy is scampering across it, toward the front ledge. His gaze darts to me, and he freezes.

      A spark lights in my brain. I scramble to my feet, pointing. “It's you!”

      It's the guy from the convenience store. The one who started this whole mess.

      Wisps of black trail behind him.

      How did we wind up meeting again? No time for that. My only chance at answers to why the fae have been on my ass is darting off across the roof, away from me. He drops down to the ground on the other side. I race after him, rounding the corner as he takes the slope. I follow after, ankle and calves protesting the incline. He deftly reaches the top, doesn't even glance back at me as he makes his escape.

      One of the giant bikers appears in front of him. The biker grabs Faux Hawk by the front of his shirt, hefts him up, and actually throws him. Faux Hawk hits the ground, making an ugh sound, and slides across the leaves and broken branches. The biker stomps toward him.

      That's when I notice the biker has wisps of black behind him, too. I don't think they all did, but I bet he's not the only one.

      By trying to escape two fae, I managed to land in a nest of them. There should be a medal for that shit.

      The biker towers over him, and then reaches down. I scramble up the rest of the incline, grabbing my baton, and hit the biker right in the back of the head. He turns to me with a scowl. I hit him again...and again. His eyes roll back, and he hits the ground.

      Out cold.

      I grab Faux Hawk's arm, yanking him up, and together we run. Well, I hobble at a rapid pace. He reins in just enough to keep from leaving me in dust.

      “Where are we going?” he asks, acting like a dog that wants to run ahead and wishes everyone else would hurry up.

      “Phoenix,” I snap.

      I don't want this damn fae near me, but he's my only hope at understanding how to end this battle I accidentally got involved in. I'm willing to try to communicate with one of these beasts while they're lucid if that means I can make the crazy stop for good.

      Besides, if he becomes a problem, I'll just dump a bottle of sage oil on his head. When I have some again, anyway.

      “Um, Phoenix is a long ways. . .”  He slows, then comes to a halt. “Wouldn't it just be better to grab one of the bikes?” He points back in the direction of the club house.

      I skid to a stop, wheeling on him, ready to argue. My mouth slams shut.

      “Well, yeah, of course it is,” I say, as if I had meant that the whole time.

      He stares at me a silent moment, then he bursts into a grin and scoffs. “Whatever.”

      We circle around to the other side of the clubhouse—me stomping to make sure he knows how unamused I am, until my ankle collapses, then I'm back to hobbling—and make our way down the opposite incline.

      The bikers still haven't returned, and the fact they left their bikes behind makes me even more uncomfortable. Why wouldn't they take them? Is there something else I don't know about the fae?

      Probably a lot.

      I follow Faux Hawk over to his bike—or one he has keys for, anyway—and then halt. Most of me wants to decline the invitation for a ride, but the sensible part of me says I have no choices. No good ones, anyway.

      Gritting my teeth, I straddle behind him. We take off, and in no time, we're on the road to Phoenix.

      My arms around his waist, I keep my head ducked low to shield it from the rush of wind...and bugs. Riding without a helmet might also be a stupid idea, but hanging around the fae infestation is more so. I'll take my brains splattered on the asphalt over whatever the fae had in store for me.

      The bike jerks to the right and accelerates. My head snaps up as bright lights wash over us. A vehicle comes up to our rear.

      The lights go brighter, bigger. The sound of a large engine swallows the air. I stiffly turn, trying not to let go of Faux Hawk and fall. I nearly piss myself, instead; a semi is coming right at us. It lurches forward and barrels faster.

      “Oh, sweet baby Jesus,” I say, but my words are eaten by the wind.

      I might have ingested a small insect, too, but I'm more concerned with the semi about to run me over. Priorities.

      The bike changes lanes again. The semi sways, trailer swinging wide, and it's like a mythical serpent about to strike. Faux Hawk maneuvers us all over the road, the semi right behind, and my arms lock around him so tight I'm not sure he can even breathe.

      We come up on traffic, and the bike shoots forward then weaves among the cars. The semi doesn't stop, doesn't slow, just keeps coming at us. It crashes into a small vehicle two cars behind us. Honking blares, tires squeal. The semi pushes forward, shoving the crushed car like it's a plow pushing snow.

      I have no words, no real thoughts. I don't trust Faux Hawk can get us out of this situation, but I know I can't.

      Turning back again, I squint and strain to see inside the cab of the semi. All I can make out is black wisps slithering out of the driver side window. Not like I'm surprised it's more fae.

      The bike slides across traffic and takes the next exit. With the sound of metal on metal, the semi follows after, swiping another vehicle in the process. It bee-lines toward us. The bike passes the guard rail, then goes off the side of the road, tires landing in dry leaves. I'm jarred around as we head off-road, into the nothingness and away from the minimal light of traffic.

      Before I can decide if this was a great idea or a terrible one—it's such a fine line these days—a crash erupts behind us. I swing around, freeing one arm to shield my eyes as the semi bounces off the side of the road. It grinds toward us. It's not having a good time of it, but neither is the bike.

      Faux Hawk leans forward and speeds up. I catch a glimpse of the embankment up ahead, and press into him, burying my head into his sweaty back and shoulder. He takes us over the edge—the semi simply can't follow—and for a moment, we're airborne. Then the ground rushes up. I'm free of the bike, of him, of everything.

      Blackness hits me in the face.

      I wake up. My mouth is full of dirt, my lips caked with mud, and I can't feel my left arm. After a moment, I realize it's twisted under me. A second later, I'm screaming at the hot pain shooting through my body.

      “Get up,” Faux Hawk whispers, and he's rubbing his fingers together on one hand. “Get up and be quiet.”

      Easier said than done. All of it. I grit my teeth against the agony, but little cries escape me as I try to stand. My knees hurt, my ankles feel weak, and my left wrist is already visibly swelling.

      “What were you thinking?” I practically hiss at him.

      He puts his finger up to his lips to signal me to shut up, and I stop long enough to listen: people are running around on the ground no more than twenty feet above us.

      That's what he was thinking. These fae had no intentions of giving up the chase.

      But Faux Hawk is also a fae, and yet. . .I shake my head to clear the thoughts until I have time to work out what is going on, but all I really manage to do is aggravate the stiff muscles in my neck. He heads for a thicket of trees, staying close to the edge of the drop. I follow after him, limping. As I start to veer away, I realize that leaves me more exposed to the people above. This ain't Faux Hawk's first rodeo.

      Once in the safety of the trees, we can move faster. Well, theoretically. Every step sends flashes of pain like sugar plums dancing in my vision. I want to hurry. I want to get out of this place and find a way to get back on the road toward home, but as annoying as it is, I'm forced to walk slow and light.

      Faux Hawk stays several feet ahead of me, and I find myself growing irritated with him. Clearly, I'm injured. He could at least have the common decency to walk with me instead of always staying slightly ahead.

      Then I remember we're about even on the who-saved-whose-ass score card. I calm down and use my less-injured right arm to brace myself on the trees as I hurry along at snail pace.

      One agonizing step at a time, Faux Hawk leads me out of the trees, long past the fae pursuing us, I assume, and to a road where cars zoom by. I'm just relieved to stop walking for a moment. He starts thumbing for a ride, and I inwardly groan. The last thing I want to do right now is hitch hike. Scratch that; it's the second last thing I want do. The first is run into any number of the fae that seem to have some hard feelings against me. Since I have no better ideas on how to get us out of this mess, I keep my protests to myself.

      Cars go by. Some honk, a few slow down for the passenger to shout asinine slurs, but none of them stop to pick us up.

      I lean against the tree and don't bother trying to help catch us a ride. As torn up and dirty as I am, no one is going to be stopping even if I show some leg. So I let Faux Hawk do his thing, though he's not having any luck either.

      My gaze wanders over the black wisps from his upper back, a subtle indication of him not being exactly human. He's a fae, except he has yet to contort and try to rip out my internal organs. I'm not sure where to start in dissecting this situation.

      “What's your name?” I ask over the roar of traffic. Might as well get the basics out of the way.

      He looks at me, face scrunched up like he's uncertain he wants to answer. Finally, he says, “Remy.”

      “Ember,” I reply in truce, minding my manners.

      He nods in a way that says he couldn't care less if my name was Huckleberry Ramsbottom.

      “I'm not a fae,” I continue, then stop. That was the worst lead in of the century. No one would mistake me for a fae, so it just became obvious I was planning to pry about him. He doesn't say anything, doesn't acknowledge I had spoken, and I contemplate how to continue. “I haven't met a nice one before.”

      I realize how dumb it sounds after I said it. No wonder I don't go out of my way to be polite.

      “Who says I'm nice?” he asks casually as a beat-up blue car slows. The passenger window rolls down, and someone chucks a fountain drink at him. He jumps out of the way, then shouts, “Yeah, fuck you, too!”

      The car drives off, laughter streaming behind it.

      Remy wipes off the front of his pants. “God, I hate people.”

      “I like them more than faes,” I mumble.

      His head snaps up to glare at me. “I don't like those, either.”

      He starts to say more, but stops as another vehicle, a red truck with an extended cab, heads toward us. He sticks out his thumb, angry scowl in place.

      I'm about to tell him no one is going to pick us up if he looks like a serial killer, but then I shut my mouth as the truck slows to a stop.

      The driver leans over to roll down the passenger side window. “Where you headed?”

      “Phoenix,” I say, coming up behind Remy, careful to avoid the wisps of his wings, which probably makes me look a little awkward to the driver. No one else ever seems to notice the fae right in front of them; they look just like normal humans, I'm told. That makes it even easier to lure people to their death.

      “Hop in,” the driver says.

      I hesitate, but Remy is already pulling open the back door. “You first, Ember.”

      I glance at him sideways before sliding into the seat. Inside smells of old food, cigarette smoke, and cat piss, but people who have been kidnapped by fae and then run their own vehicle off the side of the road can't be choosers.

      Remy takes the front seat, and the driver glances in the rearview mirror before merging back into traffic.

      “What's a nice pair as yourselves doing out on a night like this?” he asks.

      I lean forward to correct him that Remy and I are not a pair, but Remy says, “My bike broke down, and her mom is in the hospital, so we're in a rush.”

      Who the hell is Remy? He's three steps ahead of every potentially deadly stranger, and I haven't even figured out financial aid paperwork for college.

      “Oh, well, then, what happened to your mama, missy?”

      I hate the tone he's using—something between condescending and creepy—but my options are few, so I play along. “Appendicitis, real bad. Any chance we can get there in a straight shot, or do you have to make any detours?”

      “Nah, we headin' straight to your mama,” the driver says. “How long ya'll been together?”

      “Two years,” Remy says without missing a beat.

      Why the hell would he let this guy think we're a couple?

      “Just proposed to her last week,” Remy embellishes, and I want to smack the back of his head. “Getting her ring when I get paid on Friday.”

      I roll my eyes and slump against the back seat, but the stench is just worse that way, so I rest my head against the cool window pane. Remy and the driver ramble away, but I tune them out as I watch the dark landscape pass by.

      I have so many questions. About the fae. About Panama Hat and his companion. About the bikers. About Remy. About everything. But none of it really matters at this moment, because I'm in too vulnerable of a position to start pushing buttons. Further, anyway. I've pushed some already. In hindsight, hunting the fae was probably not a great idea, but, well, they started it.

      No, Remy started it. He was the one in the convenience store that night. I had popped in to buy taquitos from the roller grill. Late night cravings will be the death of me. I didn't know what he was at the time; I just saw him with a gun aimed at the clerk and smacked him upside the head with my baton. It knocked him down long enough for the clerk to get the upper hand and call the police. He took off before anyone arrived. I didn't figure out the fae-thing or the benefit of sage oil until later.

      Not until they started showing up in my city by the dozens. Slinking along the sidewalks, giving me knowing side glances. They radiated something dark and nasty. I tried to ignore them, but they didn't go away. Finally, I set out to confront them.

      Instead of the showdown with the rehearsed strong-willed speech I planned to give, I discovered their true form. They were killing people in the shadows. My presence did little to deter them; they would laugh and rip flesh from a limb like a turkey leg while staring me in the eyes.

      It wasn't like I wanted to take on human flesh eating fae. Nothing heroic, no esteemed membership, no family curse. They had come to recognize me, and I just didn't want them creeping in through my bedroom window at night and ripping out my heart. Not so much to ask.

      Anger starts to course under my skin. How dare Remy put me in this situation! Not only was I happily fae-free until that night at the convenience store, but now that I've seen the crowd he runs with, I have no doubt he really is responsible for this mess.

      Which takes me back to: who is he, anyway?

      “Ember?” Remy says, breaking my thoughts. I look up at him as he stares at me, twisted in the front passenger seat. “Chuck says there's a bathroom coming up. Need it?”

      My gaze darts to the driver. Chuck.

      “No, let's just go home,” I say. “To the hospital. With my mom.”

      I don't want to be with these two a moment longer than necessary, and it is difficult to say which one bothers me more.

      Remy doesn't notice what must be clear outrage on my face, just rights himself in his seat and goes back to babbling with Chuck. Like they're long lost buddies.

      My stomach drops. Maybe they do know each other. Maybe this is some big ruse for a reason I can't imagine. Everything else to this point has been beyond my understanding, too. I need to get away from them for a few minutes. Have a silent moment to myself to go over this situation more thoroughly. Maybe I am falling for another trap, or maybe I'm paranoid.

      “Yeah, can we go ahead and stop?” I speak up from the back seat.

      Remy turns long enough to give me an angry glare, then plasters on a smile for Chuck.

      “Sure thing, missy,” Chuck says without a care in the world.

      He probably hasn't seen fae scavenge human corpses.

      I grow more uncomfortable with each second. I don't want to be here with Chuck and Remy any longer, but I also don't want to face the night alone, especially since Panama Hat is probably still on my ass. I really just want to get home, curl up with the covers over my head, and block out this entire night.

      Chuck takes the next exit, and in moments, we're pulling up to a small gas station.

      “Bathroom's 'round back,” he says with a nod. “I'm gonna step inside and get some coffee for the road.”

      He and Remy pile out, and I follow, less enthusiastically. Remy adjusts his jacket and disappears with Chuck inside the store. Relief spreads over me, thin and brief. I only have a few minutes to decide what to do.

      My head down, I hurry to the side of the building and dart inside the long empty bathroom. The tiles and walls are equally unclean, but at least there's no fae in here. The door doesn't latch, so I scoot the wastebasket against it to keep it from popping open, then I go to the sink, turn on the faucet, and stare at myself in the mirror.

      My black hair is frizzy, my brown eyes are bloodshot, and my clothes are dirty and torn. I look like I've been traveling by foot for months.

      Add a hot shower to the list of things I want to do. Hot shower, bed, and then give up the fae hunting forever. I'm never going to leave the apartment again after I get home.

      Home. I rub my hand over my face and try to will my brain into formulating a coherent strategy on the safest way to get there. I could try to get a plane or bus ticket, but even that requires me to escape these two and find my way to Flagstaff. The other option is to hitch hike alone, but that sounds like a bad idea. In fact, every option sounds like the worst choice, which leaves me with. . .

      The wastebasket scoots against the tile as the bathroom door opens. I see it in the mirror.

      I turn around and head for the door. “Occupied!”

      Chuck slips inside, pressing the door shut behind him.

      I halt in my step, heart kicking up. “Uh, I was just—”

      He lunges at me, grabbing me by the throat, and pushes me up against the wall. I expect his face to contort, but he has no wisps. He's not a fae. Just run-of-the-mill human scum.

      I grab at his wrists, scratching at his arms. His other hand goes to my pant. He yanks at the button and zipper. I try to call for help, but all that comes out is a strained screech. My nail claw at his face, but he turns his head to avoid the brunt of it.

      The door slams open. Remy barrels toward Chuck, swinging. Chuck's hold on me drops. My knees buckle, and I crash to the floor. I spring back up, going for my baton, but Remy already has Chuck down, kicking him in the face. I stare blankly, trying to catch up with what just happened.

      With a final bash, Remy turns, grabbing my arm, and hurries us out the door. “Fuck that guy!”

      “Where—where are we going?” I'm panting, unable to breathe, unable to see anything but a blur as Remy ushers me away. That's all I know; we're headed away.

      Then we're at Chuck's vehicle. Remy crams me into the passenger seat. He slams the door and goes around to the driver side, ducking inside. Keys jingle in his hands, then the engine starts. The truck swings out, onto the road.

      I'm silent, trying to sort through the rush of garbage in my brain. A single thought pushes to the forefront: Remy—a fae—saved me.

      I turn slightly to study him as he concentrates on the road, all faux hawk and ire, and I have no idea what to say.

      At length, I whisper, “Thank you.”

      He doesn't respond, and I'm not sure if he even heard me. I lower my head, staring at my hands on my lap.

      He's really not like the other fae, the ones I've been hunting. I'm not sure how or why, and I still know nothing about him besides his name. I'm not convinced he even wants to talk to me, but I'm sure my microaggressions haven't been helping.

      I take a deep breath and try to measure my voice. “How did you get hooked up with that gang back there?”

      “Long story,” he replies with a rush of breath. “I needed their help, but things went sour.”

      “Help with what?”

      He hesitates, scratching his cheek with his pointer finger. His hand drops back to the steering wheel. “My brother. Disaster struck while I was away, and he came up missing. I've been trying to find him, but I keep running into dead ends.”

      The worry creasing his face silences the rest of my questions. I had intended to find out everything I could from him, then ditch him as soon as we got back to the Valley. But I can't just leave him behind like that.

      Life had thrown me one good fae. Well, a relatively decent one. What sort of person would I be to abandon him? He's rare among his own kind, even though I'm not yet sure why, and he needs all the help he can get.

      Besides, the other fae—the darker ones—aren't going to leave me alone. As much as I want out of this, a part of me says that isn't even an option and never was.

      I wrap my arms around my torso and close my eyes, taking a deep breath.

      I'm not leaving the fae behind; I'm going in deeper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    

    
      When we pull up to my apartment complex, I stare at the windshield for a long, thoughtless moment before turning to Remy. On the drive back to Phoenix, I had determined he could crash at my place until we made a plan—about his brother, and my fae-dilemma. Now that we're here, I'm skeptical all over again.

      He's a fae. But a fae who has now helped me twice. . .and he's a point up on the saved-your-ass scorecard. I owe him one.

      Dammit.

      “Wanna come inside?” I try to sound casual and not at all like I'm suddenly afraid to bring him around my family.

      But I can't give it much more energy, anyway. For tonight, I have no battles left in me. I'm so worn and tired that even my eyelids hurt.

      Remy's scowl is undiluted as he steps out of the car. I follow suit, pulling my jacket tighter against the cool breeze, and then lead the way up the stairs to my third story abode. As I reach the door, I catch the living room light through the window. Someone is up. Probably Cassia.

      I fumble in my jacket for my keys, then unlock the door and step inside. Cassia and her third trimester baby belly is sitting on the couch, watching TV. She glances up and smiles, then her gaze darts to Remy. She wiggles her eyebrows at me.

      I try to look unamused, which isn't too difficult at this point. Remy is not on my to-do list at any point in this lifetime or the next.

      “Baby Madison throwing a party?” I point at her belly.

      “Feels like a rave,” Cassia says, rubbing her roundness. “I swear I can even hear the oomp, oomp, oomp.”

      “Well, tell her to keep it down,” I say with a forced grin as I pass by the back of the couch. “I need my beauty sleep.”

      I stop behind Cassia, lean down, and plant a kiss on the back of her head. She reaches up with her arm to pat my shoulder, turning to look at me.

      “Your mom's already out cold.”

      “Not anymore,” my mother says from the hallway.

      I turn to look at her, stepping in front of Remy—not to hide him, but to protect her if he suddenly develops an appetite for human flesh. He stands rigid, fists clenched at his side. I'm not sure what that is all about.

      “I got paged,” my mother continues, holding up her cellphone. “Heading into work.”

      She pauses to size up Remy. Normally, I would hope someone would recognize him for what he is. To verify that I'm not alone in this. I've been torn between wanting to tell my mom about the fae and not wanting to subject her to a new fantastic horror in the world, the latter winning, but not by much. Tonight, I'm glad they are all oblivious. I don't have it in me to explain what has consumed the last six months of my life. I can keep my secret a little longer.

      Her phone beeps a message, no doubt a reminder that the NICU staff is impatiently waiting for her. She sighs, fluffing her hair with one hand as she dips into the kitchen. Dishes clank around as she prepares a cup of coffee.

      I can barely make out as she recites the Serenity Prayer in a low voice. “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

      She has said it every day before work for as long as she has been with the hospital. It's like she's paying a life long debt to them for saving my life.

      My eyes burn, and I rub them while muttering, “I'm off to bed.”

      I shuffle toward the hallway, gesturing for Remy to follow me.

      “Good night, Ember,” Cassia calls. “Good night, strange handsome boy.”

      I can't help but chuckle.

      “That's my family,” I say to Remy as I open the door to my bedroom. “Cassia has been my best friend since I pushed her off a swing in third grade. It's a pretty good indicator how her dating life wound up going, too.”

      I gesture at my belly, though I'm pretty sure it doesn't convey that Cassia's baby daddy punched her in the face, and I had to make her come stay with us until she could get on her feet, literally and figuratively. Her health took a turn for the worse, and she's unlikely to move out anytime soon.

      I remove the baton and set it on the dresser to the left of the door, cluttered with empty vintage perfume bottles. They're mostly the cutesy thrift store finds. The shelves on the walls display my favorite delicate Egyptian bottles with pointed tops, hand-painted Oriental pieces, and beautiful Czech glass with filigree.

      The only bottle I hate is the little brown one full of sage oil.

      I bat at the fringe on the shade of the standing lamp while Remy takes a cursory look at the room. His shoulders relax a little. I want to be offended that he considers me a threat, but to be fair, he doesn't know me any better than I know him.

      I shut the door and cross the room to my bed cluttered with clean laundry, anticipating falling face-first into the mattress. My stiff bruised body requires a slow, steady descent. It's almost embarrassing. My muscles pinch and tingle and generally remind me of all the awful that has occurred tonight.

      Before I pass out, I turn to face Remy. “You can have the bed, being the guest and all.”

      Even as I say it, I don't want to actually move. Can't he shrink to pocket-size and sleep in a thimble or something? I try to push myself up, but he waves his hands at me and shrugs.

      “No matter,” he says. “I can take the floor.”

      I glance doubtfully at the thin carpet discolored with large stains, not wanting to sentence either of us to it. If I give him the bed, does that put a point ahead on the scorecard?

      I force myself up, sitting on the edge of the mattress, and rub my face, makeup be damned. I'm sure it was already smudged somewhere between watching a fae rip out a heart and getting assaulted in a restroom.

      “I'll just go crash in Cassia's room,” I say, staggering to my feet. “It'll be a slumber party like grade school all over again.”

      I start to head for the door. Remy blocks me with his shoulder, and my gaze drifts up his chest, to his lips set in a hard line, and then settles on his eyes. There's flames in them, an indicator of a distant bonfire in the deepest night. Heat races up my arms and converges at the base of my neck. I swallow hard and pull back.

      Silence surrounds us, even though I know Mom and Cassia are probably still being loud. The tension is sudden and knee-weakening.

      “Why?” he asks.

      I become a little light-headed with giddiness. Why did I bring him here? Why am I helping him find his brother? Why am I the nicest, sexiest woman he's ever met?

      “Why did you kill them?” he says evenly.

      The intensity drops to zero. I snap back, and the heat no longer reaches me.

      “Kill who?” I wrap my arms around me and stare at him head on, even though I can make a good guess on what he's talking about.

      “The fae. You've been killing them,” he says, and I can't make out how he feels about his theory at all.

      “Who says?” I counter, but the quiver in my voice is difficult to miss. I repeat, stronger, “Why would you think that?”

      “Who else would it be?”

      My brain reels, trying to make sense of the accusation. I push past him, catching a glimpse of the bottle of sage oil on the dresser. I pluck it up, stuffing it into my pocket, and hurry out the door.

      As I pass by the living room, I say over the noise of the infommercial on TV, “Cass, I'm crashing in your room tonight.”

      Cassia turns from where she's sitting on the couch to look at me, eyebrows wiggly again. I roll my eyes and make a pfft sound to indicate that some men are losers and the current one in tow is no exception. Like I want to explain to her that he's a fae, and he just accused me of killing his kind, and that he's entirely correct.

      In her room, I flip on the lights, shuffle through the mess of half-assembled baby furniture, stacks of clothes for miniature humans, and boxes of diapers to check the glass balcony doors are locked. Then I crawl onto the bed. With one hand, I jerk the unicorn-patterned blanket from under me and cocoon myself in it, enveloped in the scent of fresh laundry, before closing my eyes and allowing my brain to sort through the damage.

      I'm cut up, roughed up, and beaten up. And that's just on the outside. I don't feel safe, though I don't have enough concrete understanding of the situation to know what, exactly, I'm afraid of. Furthermore, I feel a little sick, both at the predicament but mostly at myself. The dark faes are demons, but Remy is not, and they are both the same. I have no idea how to reconcile this, so I let myself off the hook for now.

      Just as a drift into sleep, my mind screams, wake up!

      I fumble with the covers, forcing my way out of my self-imposed prison. As I flail for the door, stumbling over a baby walker, my lungs gasp for air.

      I have to tell Remy. Right now. Before I sleep, before I do anything. He would know who those men are. Those men who took me. The ones who injected me. The ones who are coming back for me.

      Of course they're coming back for me. They've probably been on my trail the whole time. How could I just let myself go to sleep like that? Those men hadn't been done with me, and I hurt one of them. No, I killed one of them.

      Did they know I had killed so many others of their kind? Is that the reason they took me? If they caught me again, what would they do? They're going to punish me for escaping. They're going to catch me again and punish me and. . .

      With thudding steps, I crash into my bedroom door, then shove it open.

      Remy looks up from where he's sitting on the edge of my bed. His eyes are wide, stricken. My panic drops. My gaze lowers to his arm, elbow rested on his knee and he leans forward with something in his opposite hand. A needle, posed to stab himself.

      I snap back to his eyes. “What?”

      An expression dark—and deadly—crosses his face. Then he jams the needle into his arm, and inhales as he shoots up something. . .blue? Like window cleaner.

      Is that the stuff those men had stuck into me, too?

      He pulls out the now-empty syringe and places it in a case sitting next to him on the bed. It's the little black one he had taken from the clubhouse when I had barged in.

      “What is that?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      Did he really have the audacity to shoot up in my house?

      I storm over to the bed, snatch up the case, stomp to my open window, and fling the whole mess down into courtyard. It lands with a soft thud. I spin around, crossing my arms, ready to decimate his argument.

      He just stares up at me, features soft and unchallenging.

      “You know, leaving used needles lying around is a safety hazard,” he says in such a calm voice, it infuriates me.

      Never mind that he's right.

      “Get out of my house!” I point to the door, looming over him. “You are not doing. . .that. . .sitting here in—”

      “It's my medication,” he interjects, simply.

      I halt, mouth open mid-rant.

      “Without it, things get bad.”

      I clamp my jaw shut to keep my heart inside where it belongs. He and I remain silent, not quite looking at each other but also not quite looking away.

      What kind of medication is he talking about? Is that a euphemism for something little fae children are warned about not taking from strangers? Or is it actually a necessity? Is it the same as what the men gave me? If so, why/

      The last point clings to my thoughts, enough that I have to fight back the urge to ask. A part of me is uncomfortable telling him the men injected me. Partly because I don't know for certain if it was the same blue kind, and partly because that would require telling him about the men, first.

      I still don't know who Remy is and until I do, I will continue to trust him as  much as I trust week-old takeout in the back of the fridge.

      At length, he stands up, brushes off the front of his legs, and crosses to the window. He leans far over the edge, pushing himself up on the sill, feet off the ground. Which is a little bit stupid since we're so far up. He drops back down and turns to me.

      “Can't see it.” He shrugs. “I don't expect it to do much to humans, and my kind. . .”

      “What about your kind?” I ask, even though I'd really rather pry about what impact it does or does not have on humans—just in case. But I don't know if it's the same drug I received and nothing has happened to me from it yet, so I push the second-most important topic. “Why would you take it?”

      He shakes his head. “Do you want me to leave or not?”

      “I want to know what that. . .that stuff. . .is,” I say harshly.

      I'm still not amused with his antics, even though I'm again uncertain which ones or why. The whole night is becoming a bit of a blur that I can no longer compute.

      “Just don't be alone with anyone who needs it,” he says.

      “Including you?”

      “Especially me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Cliché .”

      “So are shark warnings at the beach,” he says, sitting back on the edge of my bed, “but you still shouldn't go into the water.”

      “Oh, such a bad boy, right?” Even as I mock his attitude, I mentally stomp down the embarrassment at the attraction I had felt earlier. It had been brief, and it was long gone, but it shouldn't have happened, at all. “Forgive me if I don't swoon.” I start to head for the door, but then halt and look back at him. “Is there a reason I should let you sleep here?”

      “Yes,” he says, solemn.

      I narrow my eyes. “And why's that?”

      “Because I won't need it again for a while.” He nods toward the window. “If I ever stop taking it. . .run.”

      “You wouldn't be the first fae I've run from. It's sort of what. . .” My voice trails off. We both know I don't always make a clean escape. In my defense, they don't always let me, either. They may be his kind, but the wings are the only similarities between them I've found, so far. He hasn't contorted and turned savage. “It's that. It's the elixir. That's why you aren't ripping my throat out.”

      He nods, but his expression tightens, jaw clenching.

      “Why do you have a magical cure that others don't?” My tone is far more accusatory than I had meant to be—I'm certainly not in a position to be making judgment calls on who deserves fairyland medicine—but I also see nothing particularly special about him, except that he's maybe hiding a pair of nice abs.

      “Friend of the family,” he says indifferently, fingers rubbing together, but I get the distinct impression that he's trying to sound like it's a more casual occurrence than it actually is.

      Or maybe I'm just friggin' tired.

      I sigh, resigned. “Look, you can stay here. Tomorrow, we'll sort all this craziness out and figure out what to do.”

      And how to get rid of him in a way that won't trigger his apparently submerged evil side. Just knowing that he's one missed dose away from becoming like the other dark fae makes me want to cut him loose ASAP. Any brewing camaraderie has been washed down the drain.

      I leave without another word, check that Mom has made it off to work, and then return to Cassia's unoccupied bedroom. Body aching, I once again cocoon myself in the girly-girl blanket. The smell of fresh laundry relaxes me. With a deep breath, I close my eyes and will myself to fall asleep. Not like I need much coaxing. Today was almost an actual hell.

      Tomorrow will be better. It has to be.

      A little smile ticks on my face as I start to drift away.

      Something taps on the glass balcony doors. Then the pane shatters.

      I bolt upright, screaming.

      Men—no, fae—swarm into the room. They surround the bed. I kick off the covers, but the fae are on me. Even as they pull me down, restrain me, I realize they aren't shifting. No elongated faces, no razor claws. Do they pick and choose when to do that?

      I shove against their hold, body arcing as I twist to get away. The commotion kicks up. Between them, Cassia's shadow waddles in and out of my sight. There's an oomph. One of the fae goes down.

      She's swinging the baby walker like it's a weapon.  With obvious strain, face going red, she heaves it up again and slams it into the back of another fae's head. The walker cracks. The fae's face goes blank. Then he reels around on her. I expect him to change, but he doesn't—and he doesn't need to. She is no real match for him. He twists the broken walker from her grasp, throws it aside, and storms toward her.

      I buck against the men restraining me, yelling for her. He backhands her across the face. She stumbles and catches herself against the dresser. He lifts his arm again as she cowers. His arm is caught and yanked down. Remy grabs the fae by his hair and slams him face first into the dresser—repeatedly.

      Cassia looks at me, wide eyed. I scream for her to run—like she can actually run, but she has to get away. Remy is throwing elbows and punches, tearing through the swarm toward me.

      “No! Get Cassia out of here! Help Cassia!” Even as the words come out, I hate them because I know he will do the right thing and save her, leaving me alone with these...creatures.

      I grit my teeth, clenching my eyes shut, and wrench my body all the way over, breaking a hold on my leg. Just one hold, on one leg. I wrench again the other direction.

      I'm freed, even though it should have taken more effort. My eyes pop open. Remy yanks me up; he had gotten to me and beat down some of my captors. Cassia is still huddled by the dresser.

      Remy drags me from the bed, my hip hitting the floor. Pain shoots through my joint, but I scramble to stand. He's got me by the back of the shirt, forcing me out of the bedroom, as the men try to pull me back into their midst. I reach for Cassia, screaming nonsense. Words don't really mean anything right now, just sound.

      Remy shoves me forward, hard. My feet root to the dirty living room carpet like it's quick sand, and I'm sinking into the realization that he's taking me away from her. Leaving her alone.

      I swing my fist behind me, striking him in the stomach, rib cage. He doesn't seem to care as we emerge out the front door, into the cold night. I glance back. The fae are bumping around in the house, making their way out after us.

      I head across the balcony and down the stairs, Remy right behind. He doesn't give me an inch to turn back. In the parking lot, he shoves me into the passenger seat of the truck, then darts around the back. The front is being surrounded with fae; they're climbing up to the windshield.

      Remy hops into the driver side. He cranks the ignition, the engine rumbling alive, and throws the vehicle into reverse. Fae fall off the hood as the truck squeals into the street. He makes a wide turn, then slams it into drive, and hits the gas.

      “We left Cassia there!” I screech at him, beating his shoulder, then fumbling with the lock on the door. I didn't agree to driving off without her. “You fuckin' asshole!”

      “She's fine,” he says evenly.

      “Fine?” I snap around to glare at him. “I'd trade you for her any damn day!”

      He's unmoved. “Doesn't matter. They don't want either her or me.” He glances at me, his face scrunched up with imploring darkness. “How did you get the freakin' mercs onto you?”

      “The what?” My voice is little more than a whisper, but my mind is shouting back and forth about what he had said.

      I don't need to go back for her. She will be fine as long as I'm not around, and the evidence is there: they only came at her when she tried to free me from them doing martial arts with baby furniture.

      Still, I've never left her behind in my life. And I don't want to start now.

      “Those are our mercenaries,” Remy says. “They don't usually come into this world, but I guess if the portal is open, it widened their playing field. They're only sent when you've been very, very bad.”

      I'm not sure what he means by any of that, but my brain is more stuck on that I have mercenaries coming after me.

      “I didn't. . .” I hesitate, but there's no point in not throwing it all out there now. I've nothing to hide, because I don't know what I should or shouldn't know. Moreover, I don't know what he should or shouldn't know. “The only thing I've done that would possibly elicit interest from anyone is hunting the fae...well, the evil kind,” I add in a rush. “The ones who rip out hearts and eat appendages and—”

      “Alright!” He slams his hand on the steering wheel.

      I jerk forward, fingers going for the door lock again. “I was just pointing out that I didn't go around killing innocent people. I mean, they were doing bad things, and I just didn't want them to—”

      “I get it!” He shoots me the world's deadliest glare, then turns back to the road, taking a steadying breath. “It's a mess out here, Ember. Everything is just. . .gone. The way we were. Ever since the shadows, since the Order of Ice started.”

      “You ordered what?”

      He shakes his head. “It's this. . .group. . .run by someone from home, named Franjo. He's doing something to us, making us, well—” He chuckles softly. “—you've seen it.”

      I tighten my jaw to keep from bursting out with another tangent and stare into the night. Passengers in cars zoom by, a few pedestrians stroll down the sidewalk, groups stand around in parking lots—and I can't help but expect every one of them to shift into the dark fae. I want my baton back. But mostly, I want my life prior to this—prior to running into Remy for the first time when all of this started. When the fae became aware of my existence, for some reason.

      “What does Franjo want?”

      Remy shrugs, but his expression says he's searching his brain for the umpteenth time for that answer.

      Just as I'm about to prod him for more details, he says, “I don't know, but I think he has my brother.”

      “Franjo kidnapped your brother?” I sit forward, brain reeling to build a recognizable structure from the Lego pieces I've been handed. “Did he send those. . .mercenary guys. . .after him, too?”

      “No, not that I'm aware of. It's just. . .my brother left in the night, and that's where all the fae have been winding up. Rumor says, anyway.” Remy rubs one of his thumbs against the steering wheel.  “No one really knows anything for certain, because most of us are. . .gone.”

      I fall back against the seat, defeated and annoyed that I was momentarily led into thinking I finally had some kind of useful information.

      “So your brother ran away? Big deal.” I scan the night outside the car again, trying to pick out any nearby fae, though the car window is fogged up. “Kids leave home all the time.”

      He blows air like he's got something in his face, but I suspect he's just getting as irritated with me as I am of him, even though he's saved my ass once more. Dammit. I owe him one again.

      I try to soften my point by adding: “I mean, I even came up missing as a kid once, and I wasn't solicited in the Order of Ice, either.” I shrug. “I just got lost, and a few hours later, the search party found me.”

      “I don't think you get it, Ember,” he says in a tone that indicates I did not take the edge off my indifference at all. “We're disappearing en masse.”

      “Well, what the hell does this have to do with me?” Might as well go all-out with being an asshole. Besides, it's really the heart of the matter. To me, anyway.

      He doesn't reply. I turn back to the passenger window and press my hand against it to clear the condensation, as if it will also clear the fog over my brain enough to find the right questions.

      “I never saw the fae before, and now they're everywhere,” I say, at last. “What is here? What do they want?”

      I fear his answer like it's a living, breathing monster. If the dark fae really are here for me alone, then I've been fighting a losing battle. I cannot halt their advance forever.

      “They're convening,” he says.

      I open my mouth to ask what they are convening for as a chill creeps up my arms, like someone is watching me. Then I notice the icy draft through the window, and my gaze turns back to the fogged-over pane. The speckles of ice.

      I live in a desert.

      “You mean, the Order of Ice is convening here,” I say, and it's a different but equally scary monstrosity.

      “That would be the place,” he says. “Look, I don't know for sure why the mercenaries would be after you, but you've taken out a few of the turned fae, and since they seem to belong to Franjo. . .”

      “Then Franjo sent the mercenaries for me.”

      There is so much to say, so much to ask, so much to fear—but I can't voice any of it. The realization that I have somehow accidentally made a seemingly powerful enemy has made me dumb.

      Silence settles in the car, expands to fill it up until it's pushing against me, like I should be plastered to the door. The only way to make it go away, to get any relief, is to find my words again.

      So I ask meekly: “How do we stop him?”

      Remy scratches his forearm through his jacket. He doesn't seem to have an answer, and even if he did, I probably won't like it. I haven't liked any of his revelations so far, even though they aren't quite what I had thought they would be.

      I pull the bottle of sage oil from my pocket and hold it up. “I suppose this won't work on him?”

      Remy shrinks away from me. “Doesn't do anything on normal fae, just on ones who have been touched by the shadows. . .or the elixir is wearing off. . .”

      It takes me a minute to catch his hint: he doesn't want this stuff anywhere near him. I want to tell him to deal with it, but I'm just starting to make progress with him—and get some answers.

      So I place the bottle in the glove compartment, and then ask, “Do you even know where to find Franjo?”

      He shakes his head, but a sudden realization hits me square in the chest. Remy may not know where Franjo is hiding out, but I do.

      “He's at the Pink Boutique,” I say, and Remy gives me a questioning look. “It's a strip club. It's the nexus of fae activity around here.”

      “Who knows why the witches opened the portal to here, of all places,” he says, far too nonchalant. “Handy people, but there's nothing they won't do for the right price.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “Portals? And witches? There's not only fae, but witches, too? What about vampires? Werewolves? El Chupacabra?”

      “No, nothing like that,” he says, waving his hand in dismissal. “The witches are fae, they just hold the only real magic left.”

      When he goes silent, I say, “Care to elaborate?”

      “It's one of the biggest ways that humans and fae are different,” he says, and I resist pointing out that they can also shapeshift into demons and eat people. “Our bodies are magical vessels. It made us heartier in a lot of ways, able to do things other beings can't. Like we could contain magic, then pour it out as we needed it. But it's said most of our ancestors stopped using magic and in time they sort of forgot how to. The witches are the ones who didn't, and we rely on them to keep our world functioning.”

      I grunt, trying to hold back both a laugh and a whimper. “I think your witches have let you down.”

      He shoots me a look.

      I backpedal with, “I mean, it doesn't seem so safe now, with all of the dark fae and Order of Ice thing and. . .”

      He shakes his head. “Whatever. Anyway, that is the long and the short of it.”

      “Is Franjo a witch, then?”

      “No, not that I'm aware of. Not like I know the guy. Just hear his name time to time.” Remy stares so blankly at the road, I start to worry that he's fallen into a trance or died. Then he snaps back out of it and adds, “He got in trouble with the authorities a long time ago, but no one will say what or why. He broke a ward or something.”

      “Broke into a ward? Like a mental health ward?” I scowl deeply, exaggerated frown and all, trying to understand what any of this means.

      “No, protective wards that keep the city safe,” Remy says.

      “Oh,” I say. “Right, witches. Forgot.”

      I look out the windshield, trying to determine where we're going. “So, Mr. Magical Vessel, are you up for checking out the Pink Boutique to see if there's more going on there than I realized?”

      “Always down with checking out a strip club,” he says with a wink.

      I groan, more for show than actual annoyance. “I wouldn't get too worked up over it. It's got more evil fae than actual dancing ladies.”

      “What about dancing evil lady fae?”

      My brain dies at the thought, and I stare at him, trying to figure out how to reply. Then I realize he's laughing.

      “You're stupid,” I reply, but a chuckle slips out. I press my lips together to stifle it.

      “That's not very nice.” He doesn't sound like he means it, though.

      I allow a grin. “I'll show you not very nice.”

      His expression says oh?

      My grin fades into heat in my cheeks. Did I really just imply I would be...inappropriate...with him? From the corner of my eyes, I assess him on a different chart than I had previously allowed; maybe not entirely different. I've been accidentally scoping him out off and on since we've met—for the second time, anyway—but now I really try to plot him on the map. He's got the all-around bad-boy appeal going on, with the faux hawk and the black leather jacket. Probably has a tattoo or two underneath.

      But he's also just a bit on the skinny side, and his face lights up with pending jokes far too easily to be taken all that seriously. He's not a pretty boy; no manicured eyebrows or guyliner. If anything, I could see him throw down at a Dungeons and Dragons game just as easily as he actually threw down with the fuckhead attempting to undo my pants in the restroom.

      He doesn't fall too far on either side of Bad Boy Land or Dorkistan, but somewhere on their border. It's a bit difficult to pinpoint, but I like it.

      “It's the wings, isn't it?” he asks, catching me off guard until I realize I had been staring at him. So much for being discreet. “It's rare when humans can see them, ya know.”

      “I figured that out, since no one else has seemed to notice something is off, not until you—well, the others—shift and start tearing limbs from people like a rotisserie chicken.” I shrug, hoping I come off blasé, like I'm not impressed with either the gross deeds of his darker kind, or his stupid wispy wings. It just looks like he's got streams of smoke coming off his back. Hardly noticeable to anyone who isn't aware what they mean. Then it's disgusting. Or amazing. More and more, I find myself straddling the fence. I'd like to be straddling something else, though. “Do you know your way around this part of town?”

      “Pretty familiar,” he says, oblivious to the mental gymnastics happening inside my skull right now. “You ready to scope out Pink Boutique?”

      I sigh, slouching down in my seat and forcing my mind out of my pants. “No time like the present. I guess.”
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      Pink Boutique is lit up in neon and pouring out thudding dance music, the incessant hub of fae nightlife. I've witnessed terrible things going down in the back parking lot, which makes me jittery enough. But now they've apparently identified me and started a full-fledged retaliation, so this is the last place I should be. Unfortunately, following Remy into uncovering the Order of Ice is my only chance at never having to deal with the fae again. There's no going back at this point.

      I take a deep breath and reach for the glove compartment.

      Remy stills my hand. “We're just going in for a peek. Let's not get too rowdy.”

      I eye him for a long moment, but keep my mouth shut. Instead, I push open the door and step out into the night. Cold brushes over my hands and the back of my neck, crystallizing the fine hairs. Definitely something going on with the weather, and the more I think about it, the more I know it has  to do with the Order. I'm just not sure what, exactly.

      “If Franjo isn't a witch, why can I feel the Order of Ice?” I ask as Remy joins me on the way up the broken walkway to the front door.

      The door is heavy and painted green and looks like it should be guarding an ancient secret vault instead of a place where chicks show their boobies for moolah.

      He shoves his hands deep into his jacket pockets and somehow seems to shrink down inside of himself.

      “What do you mean feel them?” he asks, not looking at me.

      “It's cold here. Too cold. Unnaturally so.” I hesitate on what I just said. Is the weather actually that different, or has all the talk about global warming changed my perception on what is acceptable?

      Then I catch a glimmer on the eaves above and stare up at it until I believe what I'm seeing: an icicle.

      “I don't know,” he says, following my gaze but not seeming to understand the significance.

      So I point at the icicle and say, “We're in a desert, Remy.  It's hot as hell here. That thing should not exist. And yet. . .”

      “I don't really know much about the. . .new. .. fae,” he says. “The ones who. . .”

      “Eat human limbs like they're drumsticks from KFC?” I snap.

      He shoots me a dirty look. I realize they're his kind, but clearly, some of them are gruesome, and now they're forming a cult. I'm human, and I can call out when other humans are being dickholes. Why is it so damn difficult for him to call the dark fae what they are? They're monsters. We should be able to agree on that much.

      Crushing down my irritation at him, I shove open the door. Music and an icy breeze whoosh at me, followed by the smell of cigarettes, sweat, and despair. If I never had to inhale the same air as the habitués of this place again, I would probably gain ten years on my life.

      I step inside, the flat heel of my shoes making an oddly distinct echo under the cacophony. Remy pushes up on me as the door closes behind us, sealing in the stench and the cold that is actually a few degrees lower than outside. The hallway is illuminated with only a string of multicolored Christmas bulbs along the ceiling and the dingy smoky afterglow from the main room.

      I hold my breath as we walk into the light. My gaze slides about the crowd, taking in who is fae and who is their dinner guest. We are definitely outnumbered by the otherkin, but what is a girl with a fae in tow looking to infiltrate a cult supposed to do?

      Remy grabs my elbow and leads me through the clusters of people and fae-pretending-to-be-people toward the stage. I plop down on a chair at a nearby small metal table and stare up at the dancers.

      Three women with nearly invisible black wisps are wearing equally obvious thongs and bras. One is working the pole, another is bent over right up on the edge of the stage, shaking her ass, and the other seems to be on her first day—she is just standing with her legs twisted together, chewing on her fingernail. I find myself mesmerized by the jiggling butt cheeks of the woman in the front.

      “Aw, you the jealous type?” Remy says as he pulls up a chair across from me.

      I swivel around to throw him a glare, then halt. He's holding a mug of beer.

      “You really think a drink is a good idea at a time like this?” I whisper with an edge of annoyance.

      “I think a drink is an excellent idea at a time like this.” He grins, lifts the mug in a cheers at me, then chugs it.

      I grit my teeth and turn back to the stage, sliding down in my chair. “Not jealous, anyway. Just thinking. I don't really understand what the fae are doing. Do they need to feed on humans now, like vampires?”

      Remy finishes his drink, then thuds the mug back onto the table. He wipes his mouth with one hand, a deliberate action as thoughts race across his eyes averted toward nothing.

      “No,” he says at last, dropping his hand to the empty mug. “At least, I don't think so. One day, the portal opened and my kind just went sort of...ape shit.”

      “You keep mention this portal thing.” I sit upright, taking a cursory glance of the room to see if anyone appears interested in our conversation. No one seems to care about us, at all. “What kind of portal, exactly?”

      “Between our world and yours. Obviously we need some way to travel between the two.”

      “Obviously,” I say without having ever thought of it before. “What caused the portal to open?”

      He runs his thumb up and down the mug handle as he continues to grip it. “No one knows. It wasn't time for it to open. It just kinda. . .popped. . .”

      “What times does it normally open?”

      “Rarely, but in cycles with the moon,” he says, his eyes still averted.

      “My moon or yours?”

      His gaze shifts over to me, and a smile cracks his face. “It's the same one.”

      “How is that even—”

      “I don't know,” he interrupts.

      “Well, I thought the fae were supposed to be cute delightful little people that I could carry around in my pocket.” I give him a look to indicate that he is no such thing, and I'm unimpressed by it.

      His smile widens into a grin. “I got something else in my pocket.”

      “Yeah, and I bet it's cute and little,” I say, reaching over the table to turn his face toward the stage. “Focus on the girls you can pay to be interested in you.”

      “Geez, you humans really are assholes,” he says, underlined by a chuckle.

      I murmur, “At least we aren't cracking rib cages open to feast.”

      “It's not on purpose!” He stands, slamming his palms onto the table. The mug teeters then rights itself. “Someone is making them. . .”

      His voice trails off, and he looks past me. I turn to see what big-tittied woman has wrangled his interest this time. It's not a stripper, though, but a crowd of people flowing toward a secluded stairwell and upwards in a single-file drip. Wisps trail above and around them, and I can't make out an individual who isn't a fae.

      “What's going on?” I whisper, not like they could actually hear me with this much distance and noise between us.

      “It's gotta be the Order.” Remy grabs my arm, and I twist away.

      He nods toward the stairwell rapidly eating them, then heads across the room in long strides.

      I hurry to keep up with him, lagging a few steps behind, until I notice he's about to merge with the group. I pick up my pace and grab the back of his jacket.

      “Bad idea,” I say on a hiss.

      He slows to a halt, peering at me over his shoulder.

      I wave my free hand up and down my torso. “Pretty damn obvious I'm not a fae, ya think?”

      He gaze bolts to where my wings should be, then he turns to watch as the last of the Order disappears up the stairs. “Is there an attic or something in this place?”

      I shrug. “How should I know? Never even been upstairs before. Didn't occur to me there would be anything of interest. Can't we just sneak around and listen outside the door?”

      “Seems risky,” he says, then his expression lights up. “Got an idea.”

      He turns and heads toward the back of the bar, the way I had followed the fae with her victim the last time I was here. We slip out into the cool night—which is still somehow warmer than it is inside—and into the junky back lot. I turn in a slow circle, analyzing the night for any lurking creatures that would want to make my insides my outsides.

      “Boost me,” Remy says, and I look where he's staring: straight up the building to a darkened window.

      “First, you're like one and half my weight, so that—”

      Before I can finish, he grumbles and storms off to search among the trash.

      “Be careful of severed limbs,” I call after him. “Sometimes they twitch.”

      I don't know if they actually do, but I figured it's worth keeping him on his toes. He disappears behind one of the old cars and doesn't resurface. A few minutes passes, and there's still no sign of him.

      With a scowl, I tense and force myself to investigate. I don't want one of his own to turn on him all savage-like, but I also don't have any way to bash them down or keep them down now that I don't have my baton or sage oil. Still, against my better judgment, I stalk over to the car—only to find him hunched over, pushing at the rear bumper and wheezing.

      “I don't think that car has moved since 1957,” I say with a relieved sigh that he's just being an idiot and not getting his stupid brain eaten. “It certainly isn't going to drive unless you use your Tinkerbell magic.”

      He shoots me a look, standing back and folding his arms. “We actually do have one kind of magic, thank you very much.”

      An awkward grin creeps along my face. Is he being dirty?

      “The beacon,” he says.

      I sway a little in my spot. “Is that what the cool kids call it?”

      “It's a thing we do,” he says. “It shines a light in the sky and guides a lost person home.”

      All dirty thoughts fall away.

      “Why didn't you try it for your brother?” I ask, more seriously.

      “I did. It didn't work. But the beacon is a little tricky. It brings you to where you're supposed to be, not where you think you should be.” He looks puzzled, contemplative, and then goes back to huffing and puffing, trying to get that rusted, folded-in contraption to budge. “I need it to boost me up to those beams sticking out of the side.”

      I turn to scope out the back of the building. He's right; if he can get up to the attached pergola, he can probably reach the window. With an internal groan, I follow around the side of the car and join him at the back to start pushing. After a few serious shoves, I step away and fold my arms around myself.

      “It's not going to move.” My gaze scans the piles of junk, and then rests on one of the large trash cans. “This might work, though.”

      Remy pops up, apparently grateful for any other option than moving a half ton of dilapidated metal.

      I grab the trash can and pull it toward the building, the junk around the can clattering and banging. Remy stretches to see beyond the lot, into the nearby field and farther to the distant street, but no one is around to notice us. Smarter humans never venture back here, and the fae only come here to feed.

      He jogs after me as I pull the can up to the back door and flip it over, bottom side up. He eyeballs the setup, adjusts the location of the can by a couple of inches, and then climbs up on it. The bottom dents a little under his weight, but doesn't cave. Then he hops up and down, trying to grab the wooden beams still out of his reach. I expect the bin to collapse, but it struggles against the abuse.

      He halts, catching his breath.

      “It's missing a few inches,” he says down to me.

      “That's what she said.” I flash him a winning smile and head back to wrestle around the junk for something to stack on top of the can. I find a folding chair that seems to be stable enough and return to him with it.

      “Are you serious?” He groans as I unfold the chair and stack it on top of the bottom of the can. “Do I at least get a balancing stick?”

      “No, but I can sing circus music, if that helps.” I reach up and pat the seat of the chair. “Allez hop.”

      He manages to get one foot on the rim of the trash can and his other foot on the chair before it occurs to me I'm probably built more suited for this kind of acrobatics. I keep my mouth shut, because I don't envy his position at all. The chair scoots a little, and I put up my arms as if I'm going to be able to do anything if he falls. Which I'm not.

      The chair scoots again, right to the edge. I dart over and grab the legs and push back, stilling it as he settles his other foot onto the seat, then reaches for the pergola. I say a small prayer that no one busts us out here playing Jenga with the junk yard.

      With an oomph, Remy pushes himself up on the beams, then crawls over the edge. I try not to picture them cracking beneath him, superstitiously expecting it to happen now that I've thought it. Luckily, it doesn't, and he manages to inch his way over to the window. He lifts his hand to shield his eyes as he peers inside. A long moment later, he looks over the edge at me and gestures for me to follow him up.

      He's got to be out of his mind. I shake my head vigorously, til my hair is flopping in my face. He squints one eye at me, then turns back to the window to watch.

      To watch what, though? Irritation spreads through me. He didn't think to tell me what is going on beyond the glass pane?

      Stifling a growl, I lunge up onto the rim of the trash can, then teeter my way to the seat of the chair. I open my mouth to speak as I take a careful step forward. The chair collapses underneath me. I yelp as the stack crashes. My back hits the ground, knocking the air from my lungs. I scramble to stand as the door bursts open.

      Fae. Three of them.

      “What are you doing out here?” A female fae with wild curls rushes toward me.

      I roll away from her, stumbling as I stand. My hand goes for the baton before I remember I'm unarmed. She's on me and grabs the back of my hair. Her face is inches from mine.

      “What are you doing prowling around here again, little girl?” Her breath is rancid, and my mind races with the realization that the smell is probably human flesh and that she's seen me here before.

      I try not to glance upward at Remy and give away I'm not alone.

      “Just looking for. . .something to eat,” I stutter, then nearly gag at my choice of words.

      Not like I can tell her I was spying on the fae. Or trying to. Can I pull off the bit of a homeless girl? Probably not. How many options do I have now?

      That would be zero.

      The woman sneers, our noses nearly touching. “There is no food out here—for you.”

      Is she threatening me? Of course she is. I would like to run, but she's pulling my head taut by my hair. I struggle to remain looking anywhere but at Remy.

      Finding my voice, I say, “I'll just get going then, and not—”

      The beams snap. Everyone turns to look at Remy standing outside the window above us. His face is frozen in wide-eyed terror. The woman swivels back around to glare at me, her face already distorting. Her jaw cracks as it lengthens. Her eyes widen apart as the bridge of her nose stretches and protrudes.

      I scream and shove at her. She pulls back her free hand as it twists and mutates into something deadly. I scratch at her face, my skin twitching as I feel her goopy putty-like flesh between my fingers. She roars and gut punches me, letting go of my hair. I fall to my knees, forehead slamming into the ground. Pain circles in my stomach until I dry heave despite the snarling and thudding around me.

      I force myself upright as Remy lands on the ground. He charges my attacker. One of the other fae—a male with crooked, broken teeth—grabs him and swings him into the side of the building.

      I need to get back to the truck. Sage oil will set these asshats right.

      Demon fae woman comes at me again. I bolt past her, toward the back door. If I can disappear into the crowd and make it out the front, I can get the oil. It's a big if though, because that place is crawling with these monsters.

      I slam face first into something hard. I'm on the ground, and my vision goes in and out almost in time with the throbbing in my knees and hips. Someone tripped me.

      That's just low.

      I push myself up. Something catches me in the middle of my back. I'm down again, my ribs burning in a way I never thought possible.

      They're going to take me, and this time, they're going to kill me.

      I shove at the ground, but my body doesn't move. Pain shoots through my elbows, down to my fingers. I collapse in my spot. Clawed fingers dig into my hair, scratching at my scalp. I try to beat at the hold, but do little more than wave my hand around.

      Fiery sparks shoot through my skull as I'm dragged across the rock and into the dirt and dead grass. My hands scrape at the ground, trying to find purchase. All I manage to do is provide enough resistance to make her grip painfully tight. I let go and struggle to breathe through the agony, to find my voice to admit defeat so she'll let go. I'll walk anywhere she wants to take me, but I can't seem to catch enough air to say it.

      Just as I'm about to pass out, she releases my hair. My hunched shoulders drop to the ground. Relief floods my body, everywhere but my head—my scalp feels like a burning bruise. I want to stay where I am, fall asleep and wake up when this is over, but she's pattering around somewhere just out of my sight. With aching arms, I push to a sit and twist to look at her. She swoops in and yanks me up, slamming me back into the rusted car. Metal jabs into my lower back and ass.

      My head spins as I try to make sense of the situation: we're far away from the others, and  Remy is still occupied with fending off the other two fae. Maybe just one. I can't really see much around the gruesome face in mine.

      Cool air brushes between my breasts. I look down as her claw continues to pop off buttons of my shirt. My stomach flutters as she reaches the bottom, expecting her to set to work on my pants, but she doesn't. She uses her nasty deformed appendage to push back the jacket and shirt at my shoulders, and her wide, wild eyes settle on my chest.

      Oh, shit. I'm dinner.

      I shove back, hard—harder than I thought I had left in me. She stumbles, her claw catching me in the arm. I hiss in pain, slamming my hand over the wound.

      She turns to look at me. The black wisps behind her gather and twist, forming a framework of wings that flap slowly. Thick drool strings from her jagged teeth. I have no attack, just defense, and that's if I'm lucky.

      She lunges at me. I grab at her gross face with both hands, catching her head. She twists and tries to jerk free. I hold tight, straining to ram her into the car. She flails as I hold on like she's a bucking bull. My elbow slams into the car window. The glass doesn't shatter, but pain sears up my arm. Maybe I can smack her head into the window. Maybe just shove her inside.

      A little brain bulb lights up. I let go with one hand and slam my fist into the window, over and over. Nothing happens. She contours and bends, freeing herself of my hold entirely. As she comes at me, I slam into the glass with both hands. It won't give, not even a tiny crack. My palms are numb, my fingers itching and burning. She raises back her hand, ready to sink it into my chest and pull out my still-beating heart. I go for the car door handle. The first is stuck. I go for the second. She strikes at me. I grab her boney arm-like limb just as the door opens. I twist her arm-thing behind her, and shove with my entire body. She falls into the back seat of the car. I scramble out and slam the door shut.

      No idea what the plan is from here. I press my weight against the door as she screeches and bangs around inside. The other side of the car is too crumpled to be a functional exit. My gaze darts through the field, landing on Remy. He's jogging toward me. The other two fae are out cold on the ground. Or dead.

      “Get. . .the. . .oil,” Remy gasps, shooing me away from the car.

      I'm momentarily dumb, then I let him hold my captive fae hostage as I flee through the lot, toward the fence. No way I'm daring to go back inside the bar.

      Up and over the fence, I stumble, then fall. My face hits the asphalt, but I barely feel anything even as I stand up again. I hurry to our vehicle, yank open the door, and fumble with the glove compartment for the oil. The bottle gives me the faintest bit of hope. I return to Remy as quickly as my muscles will hoist me back over the fence. Staggering on my last reserve, I hold the oil out at him.

      He scowls and shakes his hands at me. “Just toss it all over the car, on the ground. She won't be able to get out and no one will be able to help her.”

      I'm not sure I understand the logic behind that, but I'm not eager to get close enough to douse her like normal.

      I nod, my throat swollen and burning, my head throbbing, my limbs weak. But I do as he said, dousing the vehicle and the surrounding ground with the rest of my oil. I don't want to be without it again, but I really don't want her to escape. Judging by how her face is pressed against the window pane as she screams and rages, baring wild teeth, she's going to make it her mission in life to find me, even if my heart is the last one she ever eats.

      As soon as the final drop of oil has been used, Remy grabs the bottom of my jacket and guides me toward the fence. If I had the energy to groan, I would. My body is simultaneously cold from the frigid night air, and hot from aches and pains. The last thing I want to do is hop the fence again, but now is not the time to be whiny. That can happen later. And it will happen later.

      I follow Remy over the barricade and head toward the truck, tossing the empty bottle to the side. It clinks when it hits the asphalt and then rolls into the darkness.

      “So we just leaving her there to die a slow death?” I hurry to catch up with him, despite how even my ankles and fingers hurt. “Not a big fan of the fae...well, ya know. . .but that's sort of brutal. . .”

      He stops at the driver side of our vehicle. “No, we're going to try to get some answers from her.”

      “She doesn't seem to be the talkative sort,” I say, rounding to the opposite side and dropping onto the passenger seat. Remy slides in behind the steering wheel. I wrap my arms across my stomach and shudder. “I'm not sure I want to be around when she gets out of her prison, anyway.”

      “We're going to try to fix her,” Remy says as he starts the ignition.

      I hesitate.

      “Kill her, you mean,” I say, even though we already missed an opportunity to do so.

      “Nope. At least, I hope not.”

      I stare at him, waiting for details, but he doesn't seem interested in providing any. Not even when I raise my eyebrow. Or huff.

      Irritated more at his vagueness than anything else, I grumble, “I'd rather just give her a sage oil bath and watch her turn to dust.”

      Darkness drops over his face in a scowl. “Well, you don't get your way on everything, got it?”

      “Excuse you?” I turn in my seat, bracing my hand against the center console. “I don't know where you get off thinking that I've gotten anything I want. I didn't ask for your freaky people so sneak around my city, all villain-like. I didn't ask for you to join me, either, and I certainly didn't ask to try to have tea with one of those monsters. So maybe you should—”

      “I want to give her the Penumbra elixir,” he says simply, cutting my words with a single swing.

      “Oh.” I shut my mouth.

      Is that all it would take? Just hold them down and inject them with the window cleaner looking stuff, and they go back to being nice?

      I glance at Remy. Well, less mean.

      “It's never been tried, that I know of,” he continues, and the little bit of hope brewing in my chest is washed away in a flood of pessimism.

      I collapse against the seat. “So you don't actually know if it will work or not. That's fantastic.”

      “We have to try,” he says quietly.

      Who knew a guy with a faux hawk would be taking the role of Superman?

      “I don't really want to try, if I'm being honest,” I say, but it comes out a lot softer than I had intended.

      “I know,” he replies.

      He reaches over and squeezes my hand.

      I don't pull away from his warmth, but when he relinquishes, I wrap my arms around my torso and try to shrink away into nothing. The idea that we have to subdue that raving creature long enough to shoot her up with a magical brew gives me goosebumps as it is. The realization that it may not work, and she may get the upper hand in the process, makes my limbs feel heavy and weak.

      But these monsters, these dark fae, aren't going away unless we make them.

      [image: ]

      I say nothing as Remy drives us outside of town, and I continue to say nothing as he turns us onto a bumpy dirt road. It's not until he pulls to a stop in a field of grass and small brush that I finally speak, though I don't even look at him, my gaze stuck on the wild around us.

      “You keep the elixir here?”

      “Not exactly,” he says, turning off the car and stepping out.

      I take a deep breath in exasperation, filling up with the unexpected scent of green, and then unbuckle and join him in the patch of wild. The only light is mounted on a single pole a few feet away, casting a yellow glaze that fades into the dark. My soles squeak on wet grass and bend twigs as I follow him farther into the property.

      Ahead stands a house with a tall tree growing straight through the top, the roof collapsed on one side. The branches form a canopy over the building, and it's as if the tree is wearing the house as a skirt. To the side stands a greenhouse, the glass grown over with the vines that seem to hold this entire place together. He probably keeps the elixir in there, out of sight. Or perhaps in a basement, locked in a vault.

      He heads around the house, and I scowl trying to make out where he is going. We circumvent the buildings and wind up in the backyard. I halt in my step to scope it out: green spreads in all directions, endlessly, like we aren't smack dab in the middle of the desert. Trees with slender trunks bend toward each other, as if old friends in conversation. The vines continue from the front, wrapping the property together as if it were the ribbon on a package.

      Remy continues into the greenery, lit by an unknown source. As we make our way deeper into the oasis, a dark form appears, resting against one of the trees. It's about seven feet tall, with long angled sides. In the middle of the front is a heavy wooden door.

      We head toward the hut. It is covered in a thin slathering of moss, but it seems fully intact. Remy reaches for the knob and yanks the door open. Inside, the hut is lit by an orange fire burning in a sconce on the far wall.

      He steps over the threshold, and I follow after, waving away the bit of dirt and dust that falls from the ceiling. Under the sconce is another heavy door. Without a word, Remy crosses the small room to the other side. I'm right behind him as he lets us through the exit.

      I take a few steps, then halt. The greenery is gone. I turn back and forth, absorbing my surroundings, uncertain how the world could have turned to black and ash in the few minutes we were inside the hut. What was once distinctly forest and houses looks like it had been hit with a bomb. Rubble, chaos. The sky is variegated grays, though it no longer seems to be night. It's like I'm inside an old black and white clip of the aftermath of war.

      “What...happened?” I turn to Remy, but I look past him, at the continued decimation in every direction. It makes me dizzy.

      “The shadows came, took our people, and then our people took our world.” He follows my gaze. “It's not all gone, but most of it. I'm not sure if it's coming back, either.”

      “What do you mean the shadows came?” I force myself to focus on him, to actually see him, like he's land in the distance keeping me from getting sick at sea.

      He points at the sky. “Blocked out the blue, blocked out the sunset.”

      “It looks like smog.”

      “It's worse. I don't know what it is, but it made. . .them.”

      “The evil fae?” I push, insisting he will say it eventually. He will call them as they are.

      He says nothing, but trudges forward, and it's as if his shoes are suddenly weights and he no longer has the will to walk. Can't really blame him. I don't know exactly how I got here—I suppose the hut was that portal he had mentioned—but I'm not excited to see the rest of this place. When he had said disaster struck while he was away, he hadn't been exaggerating.

      Part of me worries, too, what happens if the shadows reach me in the same way it touched the fae. Will I survive without the elixir? If not, will they give me some, or will they make me suffer as an outsider?

      A few people—fae—peek out from behind broken doors and shattered windows. Just little silhouettes, and then they are gone. Apparitions. There aren't many of them, even though the town seems like it used to house hundreds or more, but each motion makes me jump. My hand goes for where I usually keep my baton, but I'm still unarmed. My second instinct is to sidle up to Remy, but I halt. He's still one of them, and I don't know how he's going to act now that we're back in his own world.

      I could just turn around and go home through the portal, but then I would be right back where I started—literally. Instead, I tense up and follow a few feet behind him.

      As we make our way down the street, our path becomes increasingly full of debris, and we resort to pushing it aside with our hands: collapsed sides of buildings, overturned stands with rotted fruit, and fallen trees. I cough and choke, waving away dust, and reach for another board. It nearly disintegrates in my hands. This whole place feels like it's made of ash, like it will all fall apart with just a touch. It doesn't seem real.

      “Home sweet home, eh?” I say, helping Remy lift metal beams out of our way.

      He doesn't reply as he heaves the beam to the side. It clatters, and the sound carries down the street. It's like a lucid dream, except instead of being asleep and knowing that I just feel awake, I know I'm awake but I feel like I'm asleep.

      Across from us, a head with wild hair pops up from behind a pile of trash then drops back down. A boy. A very young one. Without thinking, I push past Remy and dart through the broken, cluttered street, over stacks of unidentifiable chaos, and jump down next to the pile.

      “Hello?” I stretch to see around the trash.

      The stench flicks at my nostrils, and I hold my breath. I inch around the garbage, but the little boy seems to stay just out of my sight.

      A hand grabs my shoulder. I gasp, sucking in the thick smell of moldy bread, rancid meat, and metallic bitterness that I hope isn't blood. My stomach heaves as I try to force out the smell and memory.

      “Let's go,” Remy says, taking my wrist.

      I twist away. “I thought there was a. . .He looked really little.”

      “A kid?” Remy shrugs. “You seem surprised.”

      I am surprised. Why wouldn't I be?

      Without a word, I let him lead me away, but I stare over my shoulder as I try to envision that tiny face contorting into something ready to kill me.

      The streets don't get any nicer or cleaner as we make our way. . .somewhere. I don't know exactly where we're headed, and I'm not sure I want to know. I only know we need more elixir, and Remy intends to get us some here. I hope they sell it at the fae grocery store, right next to the pixie dust and glittery unicorn poop cookies.

      There's a constant in the far distance, and it takes a while before I realize it's a wall, standing more than two stories tall. I expect it to end at some point, but it goes on either direction as far as I can see.

      As I catch up with Remy, who is far too at-home in this mess, I point at the structure. “What is that for?”

      “It divides the city,” he says, kicking a ball of dried brush out of his way. “Only witches can cross.”

      “Cross what?” I scowl, and he nods toward the distance. I ask, “The wall?”

      “Yeah, that thing.”

      I slow down, trying to study him, but he keeps moving right along. Is he avoiding saying this, too? Is the wall another part of this world we're not allowed to discuss?

      We turn the corner, and I halt to take in the scene. The shadows, specifically. They drape over the sky, obscuring light, and hang like curtains over the buildings, brushing the ground. Their movement is slow, waving, like caught in a perpetual breeze.

      Remy leads me to one of the few houses still standing among the rubble and knocks on the door. I step back and give the building a once-over: it has a dome top, small windows, and flat gray paint. On the sill is an herb garden, dried tendrils of long-withered plants flopped over the edge.

      The door opens, and my gaze rests on the small woman before us. She's wearing an enormous sapphire-colored headdress standing in three spikes that curl at the ends like elf shoes. Thin metal chains and small trinkets drape over it, forming a fringe around the edge of her face. Glittery makeup streaks out from her eyes and lips, and she's wrapped in a robe with flowing blue and white layers.

      Her skin is flawless, but stretched tight and thin over high cheek bones. The long twists of her hair are light brown with strands of either blonde or gray, though it appears to be neither. I can't tell if she's twenty-three or ninety-three.

      Her eyes focus on Remy, and her expression widens into a grin. “Made it back, I see.”

      “Barely.” He huffs a chuckle. “I brought a visitor.”

      “I noticed,” she says evenly, though her gaze doesn't seem to have touched me yet, even though we're right up on her. “Come on in.”

      She steps back, and I follow Remy inside. The room is cozy, with a crackling fireplace in one corner and sturdy, rustic furniture stuffed close together, the kind that makes life here feel stable, permanent. It's a welcomed contrast to what is back beyond the door.

      Green thriving plants hang in colorful pots from the ceiling, intercepted with chimes and strings of tiny lights inside wicker balls. Fabrics with rich patterns hang over the walls. The scent of cinnamon permeates everything, filling the air and enticing me farther.

      I can't imagine ever wanting to go outside again.

      “I'm so glad you came by,” she says happily, easing through the room to a far table and picking up a blue and gold metal canister. She tucks it under her arm and pries at the lid with her thin fingers. “I've brought you something.”

      Remy visibly relaxes. Whoever this woman is—introductions aren't necessary in Fairyland, apparently—she brought him more Penumbra elixir. She's got his back.

      The lid pops off, and she reaches inside the canister halfway up to her elbow. Then she retrieves three small bundles of dried leaves.

      Remy's face falls, and he rubs together the fingers of his hand at his side. He doesn't say anything, though.

      The woman hesitates, staring at me with sudden sharp interest.

      “She won't tell,” Remy assures, and it takes a minute for me to realize he's not talking to me, but about me.

      I glare up at him.

      The woman shrugs, then returns the canister to the table and floats over to a mounted shelf to retrieve a metal tea kettle.

      I nudge him in the side with my elbow. Hard.

      He brushes me off and says in a quiet voice, “We don't make tea here. It comes from the other side of the wall.”

      We're being secretive about. . .tea?

      “Why would anyone care if you have it?” I ask, then look at the woman puttering around steeping bags in clay mugs. I guess it's okay to ask in front of her, since it's her secret.

      He just shakes his head and nods toward a kitchen table. I sit next to him on a handmade chair that wiggles a little. The woman removes the tea bags and then offers me a mug. I wrap my hand around it and slowly, carefully bring it up to my lips, preparing to taste something magical. I take a small sip.

      It tastes like tea. Earl Grey, to be specific.

      I narrow my eyes at the mug, then scoot it away.

      “I brought Remy tea the first time when he was just a boy,” the woman says, standing on the opposite side of the table. Apparently, there aren't any other chairs. I consider offering her mine, but she continues, leaning against a partition, “He was so excited that he told all the neighborhood children. They came looking for this special drink, and I couldn't share with their parents he had been referring to tea, so I pretended it had been something I made for a cough. They bought the story, and the children bought the hype. They never complained about taking medicine again, as long as they believed it was the same as what Remy had that day.”

      I study Remy from the corner of my eyes. It's not too much of a stretch to picture him as a little kid, running around being excited over nothing. Women do it all the time and then get knocked up by them. I hate to admit it, but the thought of Remy as a child is almost adorable.

      Almost.

      Current Remy is less endearing.

      He puckers his face and says in a low voice, “I need more, Gwendolyn.”

      I start to offer him my barely-touched mug of disappointment, but halt. His expression says he's not referring to tea.

      “All out,” Gwendolyn says, apparently catching his drift. I would expect this to be an actual crisis, but she seems unmoved. “The Penumbra beastie isn't taking guests today.”

      I scowl, looking over at Remy, hoping to get his attention so he can explain what this woman is talking about.

      He ignores me and says, “Ember and I can try.”

      I don't know what he just volunteered us for, but it involves the word beastie and I want no part of this.

      The woman shrugs. “I don't know why he would choose to see you.” Her gaze drifts over to me. “Perhaps he would be intrigued with her.”

      I scoot the chair back. “I want no beastie intrigued by anything to do with—”

      Remy holds up his hand to silence me, and I resist the urge to slap it down.

      “Gwendolyn is just explaining he might give us a chance to talk, because you're not from here,” Remy says to me. “That's all.”

      Gwendolyn moves in a practiced way that doesn't shift her headdress as she rounds the table and comes up next to me.

      “The Penumbra beastie lives in the Lunar Swamp just south of here.” She reaches down and smacks her moist palm flat into my forehead.

      I try jerk away, but my vision is replaced with a twist of trees growing in wet ground among shallow pools of water. As she continues to hold her palm against my forehead, the view of the swamp shifts and changes.

      “The witches used to be able to get in and out of the swamp, but now the wards have become unstable,” she continues. My view pans out, revealing a blue light surrounding the swamp. “We can only hope the Penumbra beastie is still able to control it.”

      The visual being fed into my brain fades out, and Gwendolyn removes her sticky palm from my head.

      “What happens if you touch the barrier?” I ask, envisioning being hurtled back with a bolt of electricity.

      “Nothing.” She locks her gaze on mine. “That's the entire problem.”

      I resist looking away. “So, if we do get in, what happens from there?”

      “I need two of his teeth to make more of the elixir.” She turns and begins gathering the mugs from the table. “There's a man at the end of the block with a rickshaw who will take you for a satchel of tea. I can give you the tea, but I can't promise anything with the Penumbra beastie.”

      All things considered, this quest seems harmless enough. We go to the swamp, we can't do anything when we get there, and we turn around, go home, and make cookies. Or something. Because at that point, there is no elixir, and we're back to using sage oil to kill the big bad fairies.

      But at least we will have tried.

      “All right,” I say, standing up. “Let's go.”

      Remy looks up at me, eyebrows arched.

      “What? This bog beastie doesn't scare me,” I say, without adding it's only because there's a barrier around the place and I won't be able to get to the creature. Best effort, class.

      I don't know if Remy is also running on empty actions, or he's really ready to take on the Lunar Swamps. We say farewell to Gwendolyn and set off to make a deal with the man with the rickshaw. He's eager, just as Gwendolyn said he would be, and before long, we're loaded up in a green and yellow bicycle-style rickshaw. The man sings in a low voice as he takes us through the city and out into the open.

      Of course, when we reach the swamp, the barrier is gone.
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      As soon as we give the satchel of tea to the man with the rickshaw, he leaves with a promise to return in one full day, but doesn't look back. No doubt, no sane person wants to be near the swamp. Especially now the blue barrier surrounding it is gone. If we can get in, creatures, I assume, can get out. The jingle of the rickshaw's bells fades into the distance.

      “So, about this beastie. . .” I say, staring down at the mushy ground, and then raising my gaze to the thin, tall trees in front of us. “He's friendly?”

      “Never met him,” Remy replies, sounding equally disappointed that we're actually going into the swamp. “But there were other wards. . .and they stopped working. . .”

      I spin around to face him, narrowing my eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “When the shadows came, the wards broke down. They were keeping the beasties out of the city, and the witches haven't been able to fix them.” He hesitates. “That's when the real destruction began.”

      Great, so beasties aren't known for being fluffy balls of fun

      I take in a deep breath of wet air. “We could just put sage oil on her.”

      Remy gives me a questioning look.

      “You know, the fae we locked in the car.” I gesture at the swamp. “Instead of venturing into this.”

      “Doesn't really matter,” he says quietly. “I'm all out.”

      I open my mouth to ask why he was carrying sage oil and when he ran out, then my brain wraps around what he really meant: he's out of the elixir for himself.

      “Oh.” I take a few side steps away from him, and his face puckers into an unamused expression.

      “The shadows have never touched me,” he says.

      “Because you had the elixir.”

      He nods.

      “How long does it last in your system?”

      “I don't know.”

      I take another step away from him and wrap my arms around myself, wishing I had robe like the witchy woman had. The weather is moderate, leaning toward warm, but I have plenty of feelings inside making me cold.

      “Let's get moving,” I say, taking the first squishy step into the trees. “Before the shadows reach you, and you tear off my face.”

      The walk is slow going at first, as my shoes continue to get sucked into the wet ground. I keep thinking back to kindergarten talks about quicksand, and how I grew up thinking I would run into it. As an adult, I knew the chances were pretty slim, and yet here we are. While it's not actually quicksand, it's close enough. Every sinking step makes my heart jerk a bit.

      “You need to walk lighter,” Remy says from in front of me. “Pretend you're walking on water.”

      “I think you're looking for someone else. Jesus is his name. There's a book about him.” Something lands on my arm. Sharp pain shoots up my skin. I slap my hand on the too-many-legged bug, refusing to investigate its grossness any further, and wipe it to the ground.

      My feet continue to fall with heavy slaps. I'm busy trying to figure out how one goes about walking on water, when a branch whacks me in the face, right in the outer crease of my eye. I blink a few times and hunch over.

      I hate this place already.

      “Before you finish stepping down, start lifting your other foot. It's sort of a rocking motion,” Remy the Bog Walking Expert continues.

      “Are there alligators here?” I ask suddenly, my gaze darting around the ground for a snout posing as a log.

      “Nah,” Remy says casually. “The Penumbra beastie would eat them.”

      I try to halt, but my feet sink even worse, so I'm forced to keep moving. I'm traipsing around a bog in fairy land looking for the teeth of a creature that can eat 'gators. This was not on the bucket list at all.

      “What sort of god awful fairy world is this?” I groan and take another heavy step.

      I focus on my feet again, trying to mimic Remy's movements. It just throws me off balance. I catch myself against a tree, only to find my hand swarming with what appears to be green bugs forming a mass. I pull away and keep moving, while studying the congregation. It's not bugs; it's rapidly growing mold.

      I really hate this place.

      With my other hand, I rip off the patches of green fungus, thankful my skin doesn't go with it, and throw it to the bog water where it just sits like a little island in the muck.

      “What, exactly, does this bog beastie look like?”

      “Never seen it,” Remy says like we're discussing some cliché 80s movie. “I think it's like a snake.”

      “More of my least favorite things,” I reply.

      A few silent moments tick by, and then Remy says, “It's here.”

      I nearly scream, and I tense up not to pee myself. My gaze darts from side to side, then front, and farther. There's a lake up ahead, but nothing is moving along the surface.

      I swallow hard. “Where...?”

      Then I look over to where Remy is standing next to a small johnboat. A giant set of propellers, like a fan, sits on the back.

      He was talking about the boat, not a beastie.

      “We'll just take it across the lake and get out on the other side,” he says with the same measured ease that makes me want to throttle him.

      I take a deep breath, then clomp-squish over to the boat, step inside—ignoring how it teeters on the water—and plunk down onto one of the seats.

      “Aye, Captain,” I say dryly.

      He grins, climbing in next to me, and bends down to start the ignition. The fan purrs up into a roar, and within no time, we're loose on the water, Remy at the controls.

      I look back as the shore becomes increasingly farther away. The opposite shore is in the distance, but visible, and I take some comfort from that. At least I won't be in the middle of the water with no sense of direction or too far to swim back when the boat dies. And I'm sure it will.

      I study the ripples the boat makes in the water and shudder. Swimming in the murk would probably be worse than just staying on board and starving to death. Hopefully, I won't have to make that choice.

      “What happens if the barrier comes back up while we're in here?” I ask.

      Questions just pop out of my mouth now that I'm in the middle of a bog in some kind of alternative made-up, but entirely real, world.

      My words, however, are lost in the sound of the fan. So I lean over to Remy and speak louder, in his ear.

      He pushes me back with a start.

      “I don't know,” he shouts. “Never thought of it.”

      So we're headed deep into a bog to face some kind of beastie neither of us knows anything about, in order to get the treatment Remy needs in order not to kill me at random. But at least there aren't alligators. That has to count for something.

      The ripples build up, expand. Then I realize they aren't coming from us—they're coming at us.

      “Uh, Remy. . .”

      Something shoots straight up out of the water. The boat rises and falls. In front of us, a tower of flesh and skin and scales. The long shadow diminishes our boat to a speck.

      Remy is yelling and pulling at the boat levers. I assume he wants to stop the engine before we crash head first into the beastie.

      I lean back and stare upwards as the beastie's head bobs from left to right. To call it a snake would be a sore misrepresentation of everything serpentine, at least where I'm from. In Normal Land.

      This beastie has large sheer fins along its body that jut out of the water, and what can only be fungus hanging like stalactites off its squared, protruding face. The mounds of its nostrils bounce as it seems to be taking in the air, probably investigating our scent before it decides to eat us.

      The boat comes to a halt deep in the shadow of the snake-thing.

      “How do we get teeth from it?” I whisper to Remy. Who knows if this monster can understand spoken language.

      “It's not the Penumbra beastie,” he says, just as quietly.

      I glance at him. “What?”

      “The Penumbra beastie has a guardian. Just gotta get around this thing,” he says, and the steady tone makes me seriously question how much awful this fairy land doles out on a daily basis. “Hold tight.”

      I groan and grab my seat as he rips the engine. The fan spins up and we're off, straight toward the beastie. Remy guides the boat in a slow arc, aiming for the light beyond the shadow. The beastie's head dips and sways like it's the dragon costume in the Chinese New Year parade. Then, totally unlike said costume, it rears back and strikes at the water. Its face hits beyond us, its body a curve above our boat. We propel under it like it's a tall, fleshy, moving bridge.

      The body undulates through the water as the snake turns around to face us. We're out of its shadow, back into the filtered sunlight. The ripples build up again, hitting our boat with enough force it throws us around. Motion sickness washes over me, heavy and non-negotiable. I wrap my arms around my body as I lean over the side of the boat and wretch.

      Remy scrambles for me, grabbing me by the arm and neck and pushing me down to the bottom of the boat. I scream as the snake sails over us, head followed by body. The strike missed, but he's already turning back around.

      I wipe the back of my hand over my mouth, daring to peek up from where I'm huddled with Remy in the bottom of our glorified raft. The snake body comes around to the left side of the boat, the front of the beastie near the back. It's encircling us.

      “Turn! Turn!” I shriek, shoving at Remy.

      He scurries over to the controls and yanks it to the right. The boat veers sharply. My heart stalls in my chest; the boat is tipping.

      Water splashes me in the face, tasting of dirt and other things I don't want to consider. I reach for the seat, clutch onto it. The boat slams back down on its bottom. My head crashes into the base of the seat. Wide pain spreads across my skull. I'm thrown to the front of the boat.

      “Get out! Get out!” Remy yells, tugging at me.

      I try to find my bearings, but he's already hauling me over the side and onto wet land. I flop down into a pile, unable to find my limbs. My head throbs, and my stomach burns with acid. I lean forward just in time to prevent from puking on my own lap.

      “Get! Up!” Remy practically forces me onto my feet.

      I stumble around, then realize I'm on land, the lake is behind me, and that snake beastie could very well be amphibious. That's enough to get my legs moving.

      Remy and I take off through the trees, shoes slopping in the ground. As much as I want to get away from the serpentine Goliath, I'm terrified to know what else is lurking among the swamp. Alligators would be easy. I would take alligators.

      We dart farther, no sense of direction—at least, I don't have any idea where we're headed. I don't know how we will get back, either, but that's on the list of things I can't deal with yet. For now, I have to keep moving and hope that the snake isn't actively pursuing us.

      I steal a glance behind me to confirm, though I probably would have heard if it had, or seen the shadow drop over us again. We're free and clear, but I can't find it in me to slow down.

      Not until a looming structure appears up ahead. As we near, it develops into a stone bridge fit for a castle, arching high between two mossy cliffs with enormous vine-wrapped pillars holding it up. The rails are intricately designed, craftsmanship that belongs to elves in the movies, not fairies.

      If I didn't hate this place so much, the bridge would be beautiful.

      Remy halts with me next to it. I'm afraid to take the first step, as if it will break the illusion and I'll find I'm really just in a dirty swamp full of horrific creatures. When Remy heads out onto it, I gently tug at his jacket, then let him go. He makes it several feet before I follow after.

      Small lights raise up from the ground like thin spotlights, and we turn to take in the scene. The bridge is almost as high as the trees and from our view, the swamp water is patched with green, forming its own atlas. Rocks jut up as if mountains, their peaks draped in fallen white blooms. The thin trees hold up a canopy, sheltering the beloved inhabitants wandering among their lower limbs and the brush below.

      The bridge shakes, just once. I would believe I imagined it, but Remy's face drains of all color. Before I can open my mouth to ask if it's the snake again, the sloppy turf contorts. I'm riveted as the ground in front of us raises and takes shape, the resting giant awoken.

      It sits back on thick haunches, long muscular arms folded in multiple joints in front of it. The round body could be a moss-covered boulder, but its face has distinct eyes peering behind a hard black mask.

      This has to be our bog beastie. Joy.

      It stares at us, and I study it in return, trying to determine its disposition by its body language and expression—only to find it has neither. Remy doesn't seem to have any idea what to do with this creature, either.

      I take a stupid-brave step forward and lean over the rail to shout, “We came to talk to you!”

      A tail whips out from behind it and comes at us. Remy and I flee in opposite directions as the tail slams down on the bridge. A crack slithers between my shoes. I look up, heart racing. Small screeching creatures billow around us as an enormous crunching sound echoes in the air. My feet slide backward; I grab for the railing, but it's no longer where it should be.

      My screams can't compete with the roaring of the collapsing bridge. I fall face first, catching my chin into the ground. The taste of blood fills my mouth. My fingers dig at the stone, my fingernails bending back too far. Belly down, I slide feet first without any means of stopping. Then the scraping on my face and ribs releases—I'm free falling toward mossy wet ground.

      The bog beastie lunges at me.
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      I wake with goosebumps, and my teeth start chattering. I can only feel it; the world is either dead silent, or I'm deaf. Unmerciful cold presses through the back of my jacket and against my ass. My tailbone aches in a way that makes moving seem too painful, except I need warmth.

      My hearing fades back in. Someone is shouting my name far beyond any place I can reach. Somewhere. . .below me? That doesn't make sense. I kick my feet to stand in the same instance I realize the sound is coming from below me. I'm suspended in the air.

      My eyes pop open. The face of the bog beastie is an arm's length away, fixed on me. I scream, scrambling in his giant hands. My foot slips, and I wrap around his arm. He doesn't react.

      He's also coated in ice.

      The familiar freezing seeps through to my front and the inside of my thighs. I steady my breath as I stare up at the beastie. He's unflinching, unmoving. I pry one of my arms from around his wrist and reach up with a trembling hand to touch just below his chin. It's like tapping an ice cube. He's frozen solid.

      My attention returns to the yelling below me, and I avert my gaze to where Remy is standing on the ground. He has his hands cupped around his mouth as he shouts up at me.

      “Ember! It won't hold forever! Get down!” He makes some gesture that seems more like he's having a seizure than actually conveying anything.

      My gaze flicks to the figure standing next to him, whose only distinguishable feature from this height is a red three-pronged headdress. Before I can formulate any thoughts about who that is, I realize why Remy is frantic: the bog beastie is going to defrost with me still in its hold. Not exactly where I want to find myself, but the ground is far away and I can't just let go. Well, I can, but the subsequent broken bones don't seem like any better idea.

      “Climb down!” Remy calls up, like the idea is brilliant and not completely overlooking the fact I'm not a monkey.

      I try to glare at him, but it's difficult to do anything while clinging onto a cold frozen bog beastie. Not like Remy could really see even if I managed to crack the horror stricken expression on my face enough to shoot him a dirty look.

      Either way, I need to get down and in a hurry. My fingers are like little frozen fish sticks, my elbows ache with the coldness, and my legs are taking all the weight of my body in this awkward position wrapped around the arm of the bog beastie like a bangle.

      The woman in the red headdress shoots out her arm like a snake striking. My brain takes a minute to catch up to what is happening: snow piles up around the bog beastie. First just to the top of its ugly clawed feet. Then to its ankles, and climbing up its haunches. The woman—surely another witch—is building a mound of snow.

      For me to fall into.

      Well, then.

      Remy's frantic hand motions finally convey something as he gestures me into the soft white goodness. I take a deep breath and let go. Not that it's difficult to convince myself to release the giant bog ice cube freezing me to death.

      I land on my back, making an oomph sound. Remy flounders through the snow toward me. Before I can find my feet, he has pulled me to them. My teeth chatter harder, and I'm so wracked with shivers that I hunch over. I find myself leaning into him, not for balance, not for comfort, but for his fireplace-like warmth.

      He wraps one arm around me and helps me from the mound, kicking up little flurries as we go, until we're back on the frozen turf. I turn to look at the bog beastie, and he's like an ice sculpture at an elite fundraiser, except when he starts to melt, he's going to eat me.

      “How did. . .” My voice trails off as I look between the bog beastie and the pile of snow. Obviously, the red-hatted witch saved us.

      I reel around to take her in: under the headdress is a girl of maybe thirteen, with long black hair trailing in tight curls down her shoulders, and bright eyes that shift between brown and green, but don't stay either long enough to be hazel.

      She smiles at me. “He doesn't like his sleep interrupted.”

      I look at Remy, opening my mouth to ask when he had dozed off, then I realize she means the bog beastie. “Oh. Well, I suppose he should have left the barrier up.”

      Now that I'm alive and starting to thaw, I'm annoyed with the situation again.

      “The ward? That,” she says with a laugh, “that's me, not the Penumbra. But it has been faulty since the shadows came.”

      Relief creeps up me, then gets stomped on by fear. Not only does she have control over snow and ice, but she can also put up a barrier to keep us out. Does that mean she can put up a barrier to keep us from leaving? Is she more powerful than the other witches?

      “Why would you block people from the swamp?” I ask, less interested in her answer and more concerned with leading her into admitting she's diabolical and we should smack her on the head with a rock and run away.

      “To protect the Penumbra beastie,” she says as if it's common knowledge, though judging by the scowl on Remy's face, he doesn't understand what she's talking about, either. “I used to leave it up all the time, but it's much more taxing these days. It's like the shadows want the beasties to roam freely.”

      I take less comfort than I would have anticipated in knowing that she can only trap us for periods of time and not indefinitely.

      “Protect it from what?” I ask, turning back to face the still-frozen giant.

      First, this bog required outrunning something that could eat alligators. Now that I've found what that is, there's something even more sinister lurking in the swamp. This place keeps getting better and better.

      “From people who want to harm him to make the elixir,” she says, narrowing her eyes onto me as they darken to black and remain so.

      “I'm sure it can survive without a couple of teeth,” I say, feeling less brave than I sound. She could probably just waggle her fingers and turn me into a toad. “We need them more than he does.”

      “No one is touching the Penumbra beastie,” she says with resolution.

      Defiance brews in me. Who is she to tell us what we can or can't do with the bog beastie, anyway? She doesn't even know what she's talking about, what happens when we run out of the elixir.

      Remy squints one eye at her. “You're protecting a monster that can, and probably will, eat you?”

      I step back, thankful he's handling this argument. It's his world, after all. I'm doing as well as someone who took French 101 and then tried to write the next Les Misérables.

      The witch-girl spins around, anger flashing across her face.

      “My family has been looking after him for generations, and not once has he harmed us! Get out of my swamp!” She shoves Remy's chest, but he doesn't budge.

      He grabs her wrists, one in each hand. “How is it that the shadows have just come, and yet your family has been guarding the Penumbra for decades? What else was he hunted for?”

      “Nothing,” she says with a huff. “He's unique, and it was only time before someone came for him.” Her voice quivers, but her expression is solid.

      “I can guarantee that snake back there,” Remy says with a nod of his head, “isn't found anywhere else, either. Why aren't you protecting it?”

      “It's a. . .” She slams her mouth shut, then twists her arms but Remy doesn't let go. “Release me, or I'll turn you into an iceberg!”

      “Yeah, and that's another thing,” Remy continues. “Where did you learn that spell? An ice spell?”

      “My family has practiced bog magic longer than you peasants knew it even existed,” she snaps. Something tells me—probably the rage on her face—that her magic battery is at yellow, or she would have used her powers to seal  Remy's mouth by now.

      He leans down until they are face-to-face and snarls, “I don't trust you.”

      “Your people will die from the shadows, just like the stories said you would.” Her voice matches the warmth of her sorcery.

      Remy's eyes widen, but then he closes the curtains to the world. “There are no stories.”

      “Why else would we be protecting the Penumbra?” She raises her eyebrow as if to say she knows he has no comeback, and he shoves her hard enough to send her on her ass, her back up against the snow pile. She scrambles to her feet, robe tangled among her limbs. Despite her fury, her voice is calm. “They were right. You do deserve to die by the shadows.”

      With that, she turns and storms away. I'm torn between chasing after her, or heading back the way we came. The only thing that keeps me here is not wanting to face the snake again.

      Remy halts, staring after her. Rage darkens his face. Then he charges her. She spins around and snaps her arm toward him. He leans forward, like his shoes froze to the ground, then springs back from the fall as icy blue vines curl up his calves, rooting him in his spot.

      “They told us this day would come. They told you, too, but you didn't listen,” the witch says. “You controlled it. You decided your fate. You chose this.”

      “All I want is the elixir,” Remy says through gritted teeth. “I just wanted to stay sane enough to rescue my brother before. . .unless. . .”

      He can't seem to finish his sentence, but I understand, suddenly and painfully, why he refused to say the fae had gone bad. Not because he was in denial or justifying their new-found hobbies, but because they have his brother. And his brother might be one of them by now.

      This quest to reverse the curse on the fae trapped in the car has less to do with finding answers about the Order, and more about test running options in case his brother had already been touched by the shadows. Remy is a man with a mission and frighteningly few options.

      He is also a man with ice vines wrapped up to his knees and a bog witch wholly unamused with him. Since we are traveling together, that means she is unlikely to be thrilled with me, either.

      I clear my throat.

      “Okay, look, I don't like any of these fae either,” I begin, and Remy shoots me a dirty look. I'd like to give him some signal to tell him to just stay with me, but chances are she would pick up the meaning before he did, so I pretend to not see him. “Either way, I had nothing to do with it, and I need his help getting back to my world. He's probably not going to help me if the shadows get him first, so. . .” I give her my best pleading, desperate, girls-united expression. “Please just give us enough for another batch of elixir.”

      She looks me up and down, blatantly judging me for something more serious than my hair or clothes. Then her gaze settles on my eyes. “No.”

      “Well, you clearly let someone in here before,” I say, losing all pretense of siding with her. “We had a batch of it already.”

      Confusion flashes over her face. “That's not possible,” she says but the uncertainty shows through.

      “We did, absolutely.” Remy tries to move forward, but his feet are still tied to the ground. “I had a batch from Gwendolyn. She sent us here to get more.”

      The girl narrows her eyes. “Watch your tongue before I freeze it to the roof of your mouth for lying.”

      “No, really!” He crouches down and tries to break the vines from his legs, but they don't even crack. “Just—ask her yourself if you don't believe me.”

      I nod, unable to find any words to add to the conversation.

      “I don't need to ask her,” the girl replies, her robe flapping in an unexpected breeze. “It makes no sense. Her family is the one who sent mine here all those years ago to protect the Penumbra beastie.”

      “How is that possible?” I ask, though I'm not sure if I'm addressing her or Remy.

      “I. . .I don't know,” Remy says, his hands stilling on the ice tendrils. “If she didn't want to make more elixir, why would she send us here to gather supplies?”

      The girl shakes her head, waving her hand to clear the vines. “That's not the right question. Why would she make elixir to begin with, when her family created the shadow curse?”
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      The bog witch, who curtly tells me her name is Annevieve, accompanies Remy and I back the way we came until we reach the edge of the swamp. She temporarily freezes the snake—he makes an impressive statue—but otherwise is barely noticeable. I try prodding her into conversation, mostly in hopes of learning more secrets of this peculiar world, but she won't have it. I'm sure she's not fooled into thinking I actually want to be friends with her. What are we going to do, hang out in the swamp to paint our nails and then take the portal to go to the mall?

      When the trees fade to just wet open land, she nods farewell to each of us in turn, then whirls around with a whisk of her robe and disappears back into the swamp.

      “Friendly,” I scoff, but I can't be too harsh. She did escort us through the most dangerous place I've personally had the displeasure of traipsing around. Not having to outsmart the snake earns her a few brownie points, at least.

      “I guess we just make a—” Remy starts to say, but the jingling of a familiar bell interrupts.

      We both turn to look as the green-and-yellow rickshaw comes into view, and then stops a few feet from us.

      “It hasn't been a full day yet,” I say, relieved but equally suspicious why he's still hanging around the swamp.

      “Not much other fare these days, lady,” he says, his words kind but his tone less so.

      “Businesses aren't exactly booming, Ember,” Remy says, seemingly more at ease with the man's response than I am. “Long ride to come back and forth.”

      He heads toward the rickshaw, and I follow after him as he climbs up on it. I settle in next to him, and the driver, singing another barely audible song, heads toward town. At least, I assume we're headed back toward town. It's away from the swamp, and that matters most to me at the moment.

      “Now what?” I ask. “We can't get more elixir, so do we just go buy some sage oil and finish off the dark fae in the car at Pink Boutique?”

      “She's the least of our problems,” Remy says. “I want answers—from Gwendolyn. She sent us to the bog beastie knowing we wouldn't be able to get what we needed from him.”

      “Yeah, I'm pretty good at following along,” I say with a roll of my eyes.

      I feel like I was a clump of dirt in the hand of a giant, though, the pressure slowly building until I'm ready to crumble. There is no way to resist any of this: I can't make the dark fae stop crossing into my world, into my city, and I can't make the bog witch give us the ingredient needed to make more elixir to save Remy. Strangers to each other or not, we are tied together now. My ability to fight this battle against the dark fae is woven into keeping him safe from the shadows.

      And, judging by how the shadows now creep along the ground, they are closing in.
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      When we reach Gwendolyn's house, Remy busts through the front door without knocking. The fire is low, the dishes put away. He rushes through the house, yelling for her, as I stand by the wall, arms wrapped around my torso.

      My gaze lands on the table where the tea canister had been. The tea canister is gone.

      “She's not here,” I say quietly.

      “I can see that,” he says as he charges behind me to check the other side of the house. “The filthy—“

      “No, I mean, she's not coming back.” I point to the table.

      He halts, hovering over my shoulder. I glance up at him, a scowl flickering over his face, then settling into a hard expression.

      “Come on,” he says, then turns and stomps off, slamming the front door on his way out.

      I take in the room once more, looking for any missed sign of where she went, or some indication that she had not betrayed us. I find nothing. With sudden urgency not to lose Remy, I hurry out of the house and back into the gray light, careful to avoid the fingers of the shadows that seem to be creeping toward me, like zombie hands pulling their corpse from their grave.

      Step on a crack, fall and break your mother's back.

      Step on the black and never get your sanity back.

      Remy is far ahead but not yet out of sight, so I pick up my pace, nearly skipping over the shadows, to catch up with him. We power walk several blocks before I note the determination on his face and realize where we're headed: to the wall dividing the city.
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      I stare up at the wall for so long, my neck kinks, and I'm not sure I can lower my head without assistance. The wall is even more impressive up close: the ornate patterns up the side are embossed nearly a foot deep. I can't imagine who built it or why, but it rivals the grandeur of the bog bridge.

      To my side, Remy starts rustling about, and I force myself to look at him instead of the far more impressive wall. He scrounges around on the ground, moving farther away from me, as he gathers ropes and rods from the piles of trash and debris. Then he starts fashioning together something that increasingly looks like he intends for us to climb over the dividing structure.

      I saunter to where he's squatted, my arms wrapped around me. “So, no portal to the other side, I guess?”

      He doesn't reply as he continues tying together the wall-climbing device. I shuffle my foot in the gravel and stare down at him, waiting.

      At length, he says, “That would mean we were allowed to travel.”

      “They don't like visitors?”

      “They don't like us,” he mutters, eyes narrowing and he pulls a knot a little too roughly. “And we don't like them.”

      I stop shuffling around the gravel. “Oh. That's why the tea is such a big deal.”

      He nods. “Like I told you, only witches are allowed to cross it. I assume that's where the wench went.”

      I quirk my lips. “Are they going to try to kill us?”

      “Probably,” he says flatly. “Crossing. . .it. . .is punishable by death.”

      “I'm going to stay here,” I say, trying to add a chuckle to minimize my potential freak out, but my tone is dead serious.

      “Bad idea.”

      “Yes, but sneaking into enemy territory is a worse idea.”

      “They're not really our enemies,” he says. “It's just been a law for as long as anyone remembers. No one left to enforce it.”

      “Nice backpedaling.” I can't keep the edge out of my voice no matter how hard I try. I really don't want to piss off Remy, especially while I'm in this weird little place, but nothing is getting me over that wall.

      Nothing besides an enormous snake, or a bog creature, or. . .

      I stare down at the shadows, and I swear they've wiggled closer to me. I can almost feel their anticipation, their excitement, at nearly claiming me. How do you fight back against a shadow?

      I swallow hard and turn back to Remy. “Have the shadows taken over the other side, as well? Beasties on the loose there, too?”

      He hesitates, not looking up at me, but not really looking at anything. After a long moment, he says, “I don't really know.”

      I glance up at the wall. “That's enough to convince me to go.”
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      In time, Remy has constructed a kind of grappling system. He swings the sharp heavy ends into he embossed pattern and weaves the ropes up the wall as he goes. When he reaches a third of the way, I follow after. It's the world's most awkward spiderweb. The ropes dig into my fingers, and they feel like they're going to snap under my feet. Each step is a little farther from the ground I'm inevitably going to smash into, probably breaking several bones and puncturing a lung in the process.

      But there might be help on the other side, and that keeps me climbing. Even as the ropes sag dangerously. Even as my hands begin to bleed. Even as my thighs cramp from trying to balance my weight. Inside my shoes, my toes are tightly curled and starting to ache.

      I don't want to look down and see how far I've climbed, but I also don't want to look up and see how much closer I am to the gray sky. So I stare at the wall inches from my face, noting every groove, every crack. I concentrate on the rough texture as it scrapes against my knuckles. Little red splotches of blood mark my ascent.

      Then Remy yells down at me. I finally dare to look up. He's standing on top of the wall, free of the ropes. I feel like I might fall without him on it with me, even though the fear makes no sense. He tosses some additional climbing gear to the side and puts his arms out, practically glowing with enthusiasm.

      There must be rich greenery. Clear water. Blue skies. Hell, maybe even some glitter, because I am in the fairy world. I can't wait to see it. My hands and feet move faster, more coordinated, gliding up the wall like I'm a pro.

      At the top, I hesitate, my routine broken. I have to figure out how to get my feet up there; I don't have the upper body strength to push up onto it. Remy glances at me, then hunkers down and helps me up. I move stiffly, letting him guide me to safety.

      The top of the wall is wider than I had anticipated—easily fifteen feet across—and there's plenty of room for both of us. I sit next to where he stands, my limbs weak and shaking. I pull my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around them, and stare out to the magical other side.

      It's gray. Broken. Covered in shadows.

      Air escapes me, and I can't seem to find any more.

      Remy looks startled. “Ember? You okay?”

      “No, I'm not!” I gesture at the bleakness in front of us. “It's more of this—this. . .awfulness. I want to go home.”

      “Me, too,” he says quietly.

      My rant dies in my throat. I don't know what the fae world was like before the shadows, but there's no point in hanging out here any longer.

      “Just give up this stupid quest,” I say, squinting up at him.

      “I have to find my brother,” he says evenly. “He's out here somewhere. I'm sure they took him. They've always hated us.”

      “Well, what did you do?” The accusation in my voice is heavy, but I don't even know who I should be trusting. Maybe Remy is a holy terror to his world.

      “It's just always been that way.” He either doesn't pick up the insinuation, or he chooses to ignore it.

      “Well, there had to be a reason. . . isn't there?” I beseech him for answers, for logic and reason, but he doesn't give me any. With a defeated sigh, I turn back to the destroyed city, and it could be a copy of the one we just climbed away from.

      Remy gathers the second part of our escape route and places it in front of him. With a few tweaks, he anchors it to the wall with heavy hooks, then shoves it down the side. Clattering and banging echoes around us as the long, makeshift ladder unfurls.

      I hold my breath, afraid we've made our presence known—but that requires anyone to be around to care. The city looks even more empty than the one we left. Once we're on the ground, that might be different, though.

      It's a toss up if I rather run into another behemoth beastie, the lurking dark fae, or whoever used to punish trespassers. All are equally nightmarish in different ways. Even sticking with Remy isn't much better. I'm here by circumstance, and my value is about the same as the ladder: when he's done using me to help save his brother, he will probably leave me hanging.

      If the fae inhabitants don't get me, the shadows will. It's only a matter of time, and I need answers at least as badly as he does.In the end, every man for himself.

      I push to my feet and stand next to him as the ladder finishes with a final clunk.

      “Let's get going,” I grumble.

      Without words, Remy descends the ladder. I sigh, my joints aching from the climb up, and start the stomach-twisting climb down. It's easier and more natural, but I don't like it any better. At the bottom, there's maybe twenty feet between the final rung and the ground. Remy has already dropped down and moved away. I hesitate, then let go, landing far less gracefully than I would have liked.

      My glutes and ankles hurt, but I'm otherwise in like-new condition for whatever terrible thing is waiting for us on this side of the wall.

      “Where do you expect to find the elixir?” I ask as we head away from the wall, into the dreary streets.

      This city is about the same as the one we left, from the debris to the slinking shadows, but there's a distinct lack of fae darting in and out of sight. Perhaps there were no survivors in this neck of the proverbial woods. At least I have one less awful creature wanting to rip off my limbs.

      “I don't really know,” Remy admits. “I guess we hope that it can be made from something besides the Penumbra beastie, or we find Gwendolyn.”

      I look at him sideways, but don't reply. If I find Gwendolyn, I'm going to cram that tea canister down her throat.

      But perhaps more unsettling is that Remy has no idea where we're going. I can't even argue because I have no better ideas. Hopefully, his tribal knowledge of his world has given him some intuition that this is the right path, and not just prolonging our inevitable death. That's kind of par for the course these days.

      Remy halts, and I follow his gaze just beyond the nearby crumbling rooftops.

      “What's that up there?” He squints.

      I'm sure his question is rhetorical, but I answer, anyway: “Looks like a. . .stack of hay?”

      At first, I would have mistaken it for debris—albeit a lot of it—piled on top of the building. Now that Remy has pointed it out, there's a definite structure to it that I can't make out from the ground.

      Remy is already using a slat and impressive upper body strength to scale up to the roof. I sigh in resignation and stomp toward the building seconds before he turns around to gesture me up. He leans dangerously far over and grabs my arm and back of my jacket to half-hoist me up.

      I lose my footing. My arm wraps around his waist as I heave forward. We crash backwards, landing in an awkward tangle on the shingles, butted up against the hay. My face is inches from his, my hair tickling against his neck. He brushes it off and slides his hand up to my cheek, pushing the strands behind my ear. . .and removes a clump of hay.

      “In my world, girls use flowers,” he says.

      I laugh, batting the hay out of his fingers, and then climb off of him as we turn our attention back to the structure in front of us. He rises to his feet, plunges his hands into the stack, and, somehow,  scampers up the wall of hay.

      Fairies.

      I follow with a halfhearted attempt, expecting the hay to come off by the fistful, but it's surprisingly firm. Like it is covering a solid framework. In some way I don't understand, it's nearly effortless to reach the top. I'm not even panting as I stand on a ridge, brushing straw off my clothes.

      The ridge continues to either side, curving off from the roof and onto a low hill just behind the building. The floor is covered in straw, a solid layer that disguises where the roof ends and the hill begins.

      I survey the structure, trying to decipher how it got there.

      “It looks kind of like a nest. . .” As I say the words, my stomach sinks. I turn, tense and robot-like with fear, to look at Remy. “You mentioned wards. . .the beasties. . .”

      “Yep. Um, we probably should get going.” His words belie the stark horror across his face.

      The wards are unstable, letting beasties into the cities. The beasties, as I've discovered, are huge.

      Apparently, some of them build nests, too.

      I turn as gracefully as possible while standing on the rim of an apartment-sized nest, trembling with the realization I just violated a monster's home. With a deep breath, I jump down to the shingles. Remy's shout is drowned out by the crack of the roof collapsing under me. Dust swallows my vision. I land solidly on my back, forcing air out then right back in. Twisting to my side, I cough on the dust, then wave my vision clear.

      Something in front of me snaps.

      I push to a sit, arms braced behind me, and peer into the room lit only with dirty sunlight from the hole in the ceiling.

      “Remy?”

      Two shifted dark fae charge from the shadows. I scream as they hook me by the arms on either side and drag me toward the wall. We crash straight through it. My head lulls forward from the impact. They keep running, the back of my jeans tearing along the ground. My legs kick but I can't plant my feet onto anything.

      Another intact building stands in front of us. They don't slow down, but meet the wall head on again. I'm jarred forward, but they don't loosen their hold. My shoulder joints burn as they drag me across the room and up a flight of stairs. I'm jostled and thudded, each wooden step meeting along my spine. I want to twist free, but I can only envision how the dark fae snapped limbs from their prey. It's all I can do to try to brace against it happening by accident.

      At the top of the stairs, they pick me up and swing me into a room. My tailbone slams into the floor, and I skid into a wall. Without the fae busting through it, the wall brings me a stop. Motion sickness gets the best of me, and I dry heave.

      I rest my head back against the wall, and with effort wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. My body parts don't feel like they're mine anymore.

      It's not until a silhouette blocks the dull light that I realize the door has been open the whole time. Not like they were going to let me escape, anyway.

      A man clomps toward me, wisps of wings trailing over his shoulders. It's them, the mercenaries, again. They seem to have more control over their shape shifting than the others. Or maybe they all can pick and choose when, and I just never saw them without it enough to know it was intentional.

      When the shadows get Remy, will he be able to choose to spare me? And will he?

      The man crouches next to me, and I don't move, just stare absently over at him. Whatever he's going to do to me, I hope it's quick. Not even painless; that's a tall order. Just fast.

      He pulls a small black zippered case from his jacket, opens it, and rests it on the floor. The top stands up just enough to reveal a row of blue-filled syringes.

      I want to tell him, I don't need those. Remy does. Give them to him. Please.

      But I can't speak, and this man is not going to listen to me, anyway. He lifts out one of the syringes with one hand, and reaches for me with his other. My arm shoots out, my fingers wrapping around his wrist. He jerks back. I shove him, then scoop up the black case. He scrambles toward me. I jump to my feet and dart for the door. He snags my ankle. My face meets the floor, my teeth chomping into my tongue.

      I turn as he yanks me toward him. His jaw elongates. I pull back my other leg and slam my foot into his chest, his face, over and over. He tries to deflect, his body still reshaping. I keep kicking, twisting my other leg free. His fingers loosen their hold as they contort. I slip from his grasp, crawling away until I can stumble to my feet. He dives at me. I duck, and he slams head-first into the wall.

      I bolt around him and out the door. He's right on my trail as I take the steps two and three at a time. My arm cradles the case against my chest. I'm afraid the syringes will fall out before I can stop to zip them in, but I clench the case tighter and keep going.

      My foot slips. I hit the stairs with my back and bounce down to the floor. Before I've finished coming to my senses, I hurry, on hands and knees, toward the exit.

      A distinct creak sounds behind me. I look back as the fully-shifted dark fae crouches his jagged form on the stairs. He leaps toward me. I try to push to my feet. He lands on my back, knocking me flat to the floor. He grabs my hair and yanks my head back so far, my neck might snap. His ugly mandible juts into my vision.

      Then he slams my face into the floor. My lights dim a little. He pulls my head back and does it again. I taste sticky metallic blood.

      I should have just let him inject me. Fuck Remy. He can find his own damn elixir. He can figure out if it works to undo the shadows. See if that nasty dark fae locked in the car will go back to being her slightly less distasteful true form when she's shot up. He can wrestle her down and stab her with it.

      My eyes flutter open, and I've lost count of how many times my head has been bashed. As my assailant goes in for another, my gaze lands on the case sprawled open a few feet away. I throw my elbow back, just enough to break his pattern. His claw sinks into my scalp. I twist my arm free and heave all of our weight to the side. We scoot an inch. He slams my face into the ground again. I heave us again. On the third time, I shoot out my arm, grab a syringe, and twist my joints to their limit, stabbing wildly. The needle catches flesh, and I plunge deep. He flails and then scrambles off me.

      I shove to my back and stare up in horror as he rises to his full height. The needle is buried so deep in his forearm, I wouldn't be surprised if it stuck out the top.

      He seems stunned. Which is probably my cue to run. Instead, I watch in sick fascination—and maybe hope—as his jaw shortens, his forehead reshapes, his limbs untwist. He's starting to look human, well, fae, again.

      Then it's thrown into reverse, and his nasty side rapidly reappears—and stays.

      It didn't work.

      He lunges at me. I grab the next syringe and stab him. The process begins again. I take the opportunity to grab the last syringe and run.

      Outside, I should be able to orientate myself easily enough, but nothing looks familiar. They didn't take me far, but I can't even find the giant bird nest. So I keep running, afraid to shout for Remy, afraid to do anything but keep going.

      Blood drips down the front of my shirt. My vision wavers and then goes out completely. I stumble along, arm outstretched to guide me through the streets. The mercenaries will spread out to find me. I have to get as far from here as possible. Have to find safety.

      My body collapses, and my mind goes with it.

      [image: ]

      I come to, a brick of pain and nausea landing right in my abdomen. With barely a groan, I roll onto my side and throw up. My throat burns, my stomach clenching. When I've expelled the last of my will to live onto the ground next to me, I flop onto my back. My eyes flutter open.

      A little fae-girl with flushed cheeks is staring down at me. “Hi.”

      I scream and push upright, kicking to scoot away.

      The girl turns and yell-sings, “Mom! It's not dead!”

      My back slams into rubble, and I struggle for words.

      A woman comes rushing up behind her, in a hurried shuffle similar to Cassia. My gaze drops to her hand resting on her round belly.

      She smiles at me, pulling the girl closer to her. “We heard the ruckus and went searching for the body. If we don't dispose of them properly, it becomes quite. . .unappealing.”

      I blink at her a few times until my head clears. “Do dead bodies get dropped off here often?”

      “Well. . .” She glances around. “Not in a while.”

      I stare up at her, trying to process with my slushy-like brain.

      “Where did you come from?” she asks, her voice kind but her grip on the girl not relenting.

      I point in the direction of the wall. “From over there.”

      Her face puckers, as if she's thinking hard enough her brain might shoot out her ears. Then her expression widens, and I think her brain might fall out her gaped mouth, instead.

      “Surely you don't mean. . .”

      “Yes, the four letter W word.” I struggle to my feet, parts of me aching that I didn't know I had. “The wall.”

      “But how?” She repeatedly glances at me, like she wants to look but no longer can bring herself to do so. I can't tell if she's intimidated by me, or embarrassed for me.

      Wait til she finds out where I'm actually from.

      I pause on the thought. Is telling her even a good idea? What if there had been some kind of alert sent out about the human in their midst? Or what if the fae just generally don't like my kind?

      I would feel a little better if Remy was around so I could at least get a few pointers, since I hadn't thought to ask what to do in the event we were separated. Hadn't occurred to me as a possibility that was worth investigating.

      Yet, here we are.

      “My friend and I, we were trying to find. . .help,” I say, stumbling over the last word. We were looking for the Penumbra elixir, but I don't know if this fae has taken her dose yet or if she will literally rip off my face for mentioning it. I also don't know if I should elaborate on Remy, since he's not supposed to be on this side of the wall, either.

      This world isn't anything like the folklore about fairies. Shimmering glittery bullshit, that's what.

      “Come, let me get you something,” she says, in a cooing sort of way that reminds me of when I would have a cold when I was younger and my mother would make me a bowl of tomato soup and put on cartoons.

      Who am I kidding? She still does that when I'm sick. She says it helps her more than it does me, but we both know it's just to preserve my dignity.

      And, much in the same way, I let this fae woman, who may or may not try to kill me later, lead me to her hovel. The simple interior, complete with raw squeaky wooden floors and boarded up windows, is lit with a few metal lanterns placed around on stacks of bricks and planks being used as tables and bookcases.

      The little girl parts from her side and fills a small kettle with water from a bucket, then places it over the fire pit. The woman rummages around for mugs—or containers to use as mugs, as it turns out—and fills shreds of cheesecloth with loose leaves and what might be some twigs and dirt.

      I linger by the doorway, arms around my torso, watching as the girl uses a stick to retrieve the steaming kettle and brings it to her mother. The woman wraps an old towel around the handle and pours the water into the mugs, and all I can think is:

      Why is the girl barefoot?

      Once I notice her calloused, dirty feet, I can't stop looking at them. She's maybe eight. She should have shoes, and be outside playing, and have a table not made from old bricks and termite infested wood.

      The woman turns, handing me a mug with a tight smile, then falters. She looks back at the girl, her eyebrows drawn together.

      “Why are you still here?” I ask, taking the mug and thankful for the warmth, though I don't recall being cold. “Why didn't you run?”

      She shrugs. “Where to?”

      I open my mouth, about to say to my world, but then correct myself in time: “Anywhere.”

      She shakes her head, picking up her own mug and sitting at the makeshift table.

      “The shadows consumed the world, all of it. We're certain of this.” She doesn't sound convinced, though, and her eyes plead for me to confirm that the other side of the wall isn't just as bad.

      I nod, taking the seat across from her. “What about the other. . .places?”

      She glances at me, dunking the cheesecloth teabag up and down in her mug. “And leave it all behind?”

      “Leave what all behind?” My hand smacks the mug mid-flailing gesture. Hot water sloshes onto the table. “The debris, the shadows, and the goddamn bog monsters, for starters. There are places to go. Places you can be safe.”

      “And leave my sister behind?”

      “Bring her!”

      “She's too ill to travel,” the woman says, then sips her tea. Her eyes stare at me from over the rim. I say nothing, and she sets the mug back down. “What of my brother? Am I to pack up his wife and four children, and bring them? How about his wife's parents, and their other two grown children? And what of their children, and their spouse's parents, and. . .”

      “All right!” I slam my hands on the table. “What about you, though? What about your daughter?”

      “Am I to take him from her family, her friends, her life?”

      “Yes!”

      “But why?” she whispers. “Why can we not stay here? It is our home. Why should the shadows win?”

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I don't have an answer for her. I pick back up my tea.

      There are bigger issues to address, anyway.

      “Why is there a wall?” I ask, staring into my mug of tea. I realize the mistake of my question too late—revealing I'm not from here—but luckily, she doesn't seem bothered by it.

      “It's been there for as long as anyone can remember,” she says calmly, squeezing her teabag dry. “They say that the two factions feuded so much that it was put up to keep us apart, so the fighting would stop.”

      “But then why would it be punishable by death if you cross over, as long as you obey the rules of the side you are visiting?”

      She puts the bag aside and looks up at me. “They want to murder us, I suppose.”

      I squint at her, trying to make sense of this. Remy is from the other side, and I can't see him charging at this woman unprovoked—and probably not even then. On the flip side, I can't imagine this woman wielding a weapon to take on Remy's family, either.

      I shake my head. “That makes no sense. None of this makes any sense.”

      “To be honest, I never really thought of it. It's just. . .a divide.” She sips her tea. “It makes no difference.”

      “Well, who built it?” I press.

      Walls like this in my world have rarely meant good things. Something tells me this situation isn't any better, yet they all seem so complacent about it.

      “I don't know,” she says. “It's just been there for so long.”

      I lower my gaze to the tabletop, studying its deep grooves, a maze to a tiny ant. At ground level, it would seem complicated, a mystery to solve, but from above, I know it's just the wear and tear of an old piece of wood.

      “What does it look like from the air?” I ask.

      “Pardon?”

      “Well, where does the wall end, I guess is a better question.”

      “It doesn't.” She shrugs, hands up, clearly flustered. “Or, I don't know if it does.”

      Silence settles between us, and it's not at all comfortable. Her irritation—not at me, but at herself—nearly rolls off from her. My own disappointment and frustration is almost palpable to myself, and I'm sure she has picked up on it, too.

      I want to ask for the nearest portal, but that would open the conversation about the one thing we've been tap dancing around—where I'm from and what I'm doing here.

      “There is someone who would know,” she says at last, standing up with effort. “She used to live outside the city, but after the shadows. . .everyone left moved closer together. We knew it was bad when she decided to return to us.”

      I scowl. “What do you mean?”

      “When you meet her, you'll see what I mean.” The woman walks to the door, and I join her as she opens it and steps out. She points down the street. “See the device in the distance? She stays there right now.”

      The device looks like a towering antennae, the base obscured by piles of broken city.

      “And what am I supposed to ask her?” The idea of taking on yet another unknown quantity in this place makes my feet not want to move.

      “Ask her about. . .it. Ask her about the. . .wall.”

      I look up in surprise. Somehow, I know there's a level of bravery in calling it what it is—the fixture in their lives that remains in the background, but somehow manages to control their existence. I'm sure it has impacted them more than just the tea trade, and they might not even know it.

      If she can be brave enough to admit there's a goddamned wall running across their world to keep her kind segregated, then I can be brave enough to talk to this person who knows why it exists in the first place.

      I swallow hard, wrap my arms around my body, and step down to the ground. I head across the yard, then stop and turn to her.

      “I'm sorry,” I say. “I don't have any answers, and I'm sorry. For all of it.”

      She smiles kindly, so much like my own mother again. “No one expected you to, dear.”

      “But I want to. I want to fix this for you.” Not just for her, but for Remy—and myself. What sort of loser sees the vile in this place and doesn't have a single suggestion?

      She continues, “It's better to admit you don't have an answer, than to pretend you do.”

      I nod and turn to head toward the device.
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      I wind through the broken street, my focus set on the an antennae jutting into the shadow-coated sky. The closer I get to the device, the more of the thirty-foot high mechanical base I can make out. It looks like something out of 1920, but I can't imagine what it would have been used for back then and I can't imagine what the fae use it for now, either.

      When I'm finally up close and personal with it, I dare to run my finger across the rust colored metal. There are no knobs, no meters, nothing to distinguish what purpose it may have served. As I circle around it, I catch a glimpse of a small house sitting on the same plot of land.

      That is my actual destination. Supposedly, whoever lives there can tell me the history of the wall. Pulling my focus away from the device, I head toward the house.

      On the doorstep, I wrap one arm around me and knock with the other. If I take a couple of steps back and look really hard, I can probably still see the house with the woman and her daughter that I just came from, but in this place, with the shadow fingers creeping around and the lack of people in the devastated street, it feels much farther away.

      No one answers, so I knock again and then listen. Inside is silent. Maybe she moved on, after all. Part of me is hopeful but part of me is let down; I have nowhere else to be. I have no other goals, except to wander around and try to find Remy or a portal before the shadows get me. That doesn't sound the least bit enthralling.

      So I try the doorknob. It's not locked, and the house is probably vacant.

      I crack open the door and peer in, just a little, and call, “Hello?”

      No answer. I push the door wider and step into the darkness, wrapping both arms around me. My teeth chatter, and I can't make them stop.

      The room is dark, but from the light through the front door and a broken window, I can make out the sparse furnishings of a living room, and a doorway in the far wall. I inch my way toward it, careful not to trip over anything as my feet shuffle along, my arms so tight I might as well be holding myself upright.

      In the fae world, monsters really do go bump in the night. And in the day light.

      I stop in the doorway and peer into the next room. It probably should be a dining room, but it's empty. I shuffle through it, keeping in mind the route I'm going in case I have to flee out the front door.

      In the area where I would expect to find a kitchen, is a closed set of double doors. If I've learned anything from video games and movies, I do not want to go through those doors. And yet. . .

      With a resigned sigh, I force my arms to unwrap around me and place my hands on the doors. Deep breath. Steady.

      Push.

      The doors slide open, not at all the rusty creaky resistance I expected. Beyond the doors, is a dimly lit staircase. I follow it down into a cavernous room that simply doesn't seem to be possible in this house, even as the basement. The room is filled with bookshelves, and tomes are scattered along the floor, stacked in piles, building a altar for the little girl sitting in the middle of it all.

      She looks up, eyes as bright and shiny as the white robe wrapped around her and covering her legs and feet. Long ropes of braided dark hair lay over her shoulders.

      “Hello, Ember,” she says with a smile.

      I halt. “You did that on purpose.”

      “I did.” Her smile brightens.

      I take a step into the room, somehow less scared, but more intimidated. “So you know my name, but do you know why I came to you?”

      “So many options,” she says, her dancing eyes fixed on me. “But I am not a mind reader.”

      “Good to know,” I say, with more honesty than I had intended. I can't even decipher what's going on in my head these days, let alone let someone else rummage around in there.

      I reach the center of the room, standing in front of her. It feels awkward towering over her, so I squat down to her height.

      She smiles, but says nothing, peering up from under her long lashes.

      I look from side to side, verifying it's only her and me and the world's largest library. “I want to know about the wall.”

      “Not enough people have asked about it,” she says.

      “Who built it?”

      “They did.”

      “Please don't be cryptic and mysterious,” I plead. “I understand so little of all this already.”

      “They built it themselves,” she says. “They built the wall to separate themselves.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “It was the safest way they could think of to control the curse.”

      “Um, which side is cursed?” My thighs throb with weariness, but I'm afraid if I stand, it will somehow change the dynamic of this conversation. “Who is trying to contain who?”

      She shakes her head. “Both sides. They're equal parts.”

      I relent to sitting on my ass, before I develop a Charlie horse beyond repair. “From the start, please.”

      “Of course.” She smiles, picking up a tome from a stack near her and flipping it open to a large colored drawing. She turns the book around so it's upright to me. “Centuries ago, there were two families, neighbors, the Hawkers and the Glenwoods. No one knows who started the feud, but like most of the greatest fights, it was probably a lack of perspective that incited it. Either way, sabotaging crops and souring milk turned to violence and then, murder.

      “It wasn't just their own families, though. If you'd had any interaction with them, even by accident, the other side would find out, and you would be punished. It grew wildly out of control, until one day, the daughter of the town witch was accused of helping one of the families, and she was tortured and killed.”

      I grimace, making out the lively colored drawing: a girl tied to a tree, surrounded by people, some throwing rocks and others I refuse to study too closely to decipher their atrocities.

      “That was the final straw,” the girl continues with story time. “The witch cursed both families, saying if they were to ever harm each other again, so much as a slap on the arm, the world would suffer a darkness like they had caused her for the duration of their violence.

      “The people protested that they had done nothing, and she said, 'That is true. You have done nothing, and for your indifference and cowardice, you will suffer with their fate.'

      “No one dared to test the depth or strength of the curse, and everyone lived in fear of these two families losing their wits. Before long, it was agreed to build a wall, one that would never be trespassed, with an offending family on either side. The wall was built, and the people have lived in peace since.”

      “Until now,” I say, mostly to myself. “The shadows are the curse.” I look up at her. “But who did it? Who harmed the families?”

      “I'm not all-seeing,” she says with a genuine smile. “If I knew who the offending party is, I could stop the curse.”

      “How? Even if you knew, how would you go about fixing this?”

      “I'd make them stop.”

      “That's it?” I ask in surprise. “They just need to. . .stop hurting each other?”

      “It says, for the duration. There's peace at the end, but you have to find it.”

      “You mean me?” I raise my eyebrows. “Why me?”

      The fact I had already come here looking for a way to stop this is beside the point. I don't want to be assigned the role of the heroine. I want to be able to opt out when this gets to be too much.

      “You are able,” she says. “That's enough. That's all that's required.”

      “Well, why—why not you?” I splutter, pushing to my feet, because arguing with the revered Storyteller here is probably a bad idea.

      “I shouldn't cross worlds. It's not as easy for me as for you.”

      I halt, standing halfway. Her knowing I've been on both sides shouldn't come as a surprise, but it does. And as a bit of relief.

      I straighten upright. “Where can I find a portal?”

      “In the backyard,” she says as casually as if I had asked where she keeps the broom.

      I turn to leave, then halt. Looking over my shoulder at her, I ask, “What is that device?”

      “It's older than the wall,” she says, fingering one of her braids. “It is a different kind of curse.”

      I'm not interested in any further cryptic conversations. There's a portal in reach, and I'm ready to go back to my home world and face whatever is waiting for me there.
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      The portal takes me into a tin shed. I step out, dusting off my pant legs, and survey my surroundings. I'm to the side of the Pink Boutique. It's not the classiest appearance in history, but it does explain why this area of town is a hub for fae activity. It's where their train gets off, so to speak. Not sure why Remy didn't have us use this one before, but he probably knows something about how they operate that I don't.

      I start to head down the parking lot, to the street, so I can go home. I halt, fully aware that what I'm contemplating is stupid, but I've been gone a while. So the Order of Ice meeting should be over. Which means Franjo should be gone.

      And I will be free to snoop upstairs.

      The real trouble is if anyone inside will recognize me or not as the lunatic who imprisoned one of their own in a car doused in sage oil. My gaze settles on the upstairs windows blocked by heavy drapes, a room promising of secrets. The lure of clues is too strong, and I find myself heading toward the front door, taking in the familiar atmosphere that frequently accompany my near death run-ins with the fae.

      The hallway past the front door is empty. When I turn the corner to the main lounge, I hold my breath and wait, tensed for a fight.

      Well, to run, if I'm being honest.

      No one gives me more than a cursory glance and, as soon as I convince myself that this isn't a setup, I let out my breath and try to act casual as I saunter over to the bar.

      I stop dead in my tracks.

      Remy is on a stool, facing away from me. He tips a shot. I lunge at him and grab his shoulder. He throws the shot glass against the bar, jumping up and reeling around with his arm cocked back.

      “Ember!” He drops his fist and stares at me. “That's a good way to need an emergency trip to the dentist.”

      “Why are you here?” I hiss.

      “Probably for the same reason you are,” he says, less discreetly.

      “And you thought getting wasted was a good idea?” I frown, feeling like a disapproving girlfriend more than I care to admit.

      “Who's wasted? I was just waiting for you to show up.” He seems to re-think his choice of words and, patting me on the back, adds, “I knew you'd get away from those guys. You're awesome like that.” The spark on his face dies as he studies me, and his hand rests on my shoulder. “They did mess you up a bit, didn't they?”

      I don't want this to get awkward, so I just fish out the syringe and hold it under the bar. “Brought you something.”

      His eyes widen, then he snatches the syringe and tucks it by his leg, out of sight.

      “You're welcome,” I say, contemplating ordering myself a drink.

      Then I notice his gaze is directed to the back door, to the lot where the trapped fae is waiting. The veil on his fear is being pulled back by his desperation. He's only got one syringe. As much as he wants to try it out on the dark fae, too much longer without the elixir, and he turns into a pumpkin. An evil, blood-thirsty pumpkin.

      “Don't bother,” I say, leaning over the bar and ordering a Kamikaze. The name is appropriate right now. I sit down on a bar stool next to Remy and turn back to him. “I tried it already on one of the mercenaries. It doesn't work.”

      His expression blanks, but his eyes show he's doing the math. I'm not sure what the equation is, exactly, but then he shakes his head.

      “No,” he says flatly, standing and pocketing the syringe. “You did it wrong.”

      “I jabbed it into a dark fae. Nothing productive happened.” I tip back the Kamikaze and gulp it all down. “Was I supposed to turn three times widdershins?”

      He sweeps his arm across the bar, sending glasses—not just ours—to the floor. A guy next to him perks up, but Remy ignores him.

      “No, it had to work,” he says, his face hollowing in a way that makes me think he might actually shift. “It had to fuckin' work!”

      He heaves up his bar stool and swings at the bar. The guy behind him leaps up, out of the way. The bar stool comes down, and the legs shatter. The guy tries to pin Remy. I jump back, my stool falling over, as Remy throws off the guy. Remy reels on him, fist at the ready.

      My gaze darts across the room. The Order is slipping through the back door. I catch a glimpse of a familiar face. I have to look twice, just to be sure. She's not wearing her hat anymore, just the simple cloaks like the others, but I'm certain it's Anneveive.

      “Um, Remy,” I say, daring to creep toward him. “Is that. . .her?”

      He and the other guy both look in the direction I point. The way Remy's face lights up with surprise and confusion, I know I'm right. It's the bog witch. And she's with the Order.

      [image: ]

      Remy and I stand on either side of the secluded stairwell doorway, as far back in the shadows as we can get. I'm to the side with moldy-smelling mops and worn out brooms, bags of what can only be old potatoes, and a hose to something that I keep bumping with my foot and giving myself a minor heart attack. On the other side, Remy is crouched next to a mop bucket on wheels and a pile of empty sacks.

      The idea is that we are going to kidnap Annevieve, and then find out what she knows about the Order of Ice. We can't exactly just flag her over; the rest of the members might want to see what's up. Since I didn't exchange cellphone numbers with her, being creepy-like is all Remy and I have.

      Plus, it gives her less of an option to blow us off.

      Over the usual sounds of the club, footsteps and talking approach. A lot of people. I shrink back further, if it's possible, and squint, waiting. The blue cloaked members round the corner. My heart lunges into my throat. They don't seem to notice us as they flow up the stairs.

      I catch glimpses of Annevieve's long dark curls peeking from under the hood. Unfortunately, the members are walking single file, and she's right in their midst. So I try to make eye contact with her, shifting about as quietly as possible, staring holes into her head, but she doesn't pay any attention.

      Then Remy barrels after her, a large burlap bag raised high. She reels around to face him, screaming. The line scatters, some up the stairs, others through the club. He dives at her. She jumps back, just inches from me. He brings down the bag. Her hand grabs his face by the chin. He goes stiff—then blue.

      He falls to the floor with a clink.

      I pop up, wrap my arm around her waist and clamp my hand over her mouth, then drop back down. She bucks and flails. I dodge her Arctic-inducing hands.

      “It's me, from the bog,” I whisper in her ear. “We came for the Penumbra beastie.”

      She drops heavily, turning her head to glare at me.

      “Sorry,” I whisper and let her go.

      She leaps up in a crouch, spinning around to face me.

      I put up my hands. “Don't make me an ice cube!”

      “Are you insane?” she hisses. “What are you doing?”

      “Can we get to that after you unfreeze Remy?” I point where he's lying motionless on the floor.

      She glares at me, then turns, leans forward out of the unlit corner just enough to touch him, and then snaps back into the darkness. Remy blinks a few times, sits up, and then coughs up something white like snow. Fluffy like snow. And melts into a puddle like snow.

      I look back at her. “We need your help.”

      Remy scrambles spider-like into the darkness with us, butting up on Annevieve. “What are you doing with the Order?”

      He sounds as accusatory as I feel. It is a bit suspicious that we just saw her and she made no mention of being part of the Order. I didn't think she even left the bog.

      She looks over her shoulder at him, sneering and trying to shift away from him without much success. The best I can do is bring in my legs closer and give her an inch to scoot away.

      “Learning ice magic, what do you think?” She shakes her head. “I'm certain my demonstrations prove that it's working.”

      “What do you know about Franjo?” I ask, keenly aware of something crawling across my neck. I try not to be a spaz as I slowly lift my hand and bat it away.

      “He's an opportunist.” She twists and then lets out a frustrated sigh. “Can we at least get out of this goddamn bug infested cleaning closet before you interrogate me?”

      That's the best idea I've heard in a while, so I shoo Remy back, and we all sort of unfold, standing and slinking back into the lounge area. I glance around, trying to see if anyone had noticed the spat, but everyone is either drinking or stripping. And one chick is doing both.

      I live such a glamorous life.

      Annevieve tries to lead us toward the back door, but I shake my head and point toward the front exit. She shrugs and blows hair out of her face, then storms in front of us.

      As soon as we're outside in the parking lot and the door swings shut, she is up in my face.

      “Don't you ever, ever do that shit again!” Rage widens her features. “People get killed over things like this!”

      “Well, I didn't think you'd hurt us,” I say, pulling back from her.

      “Screw that! You can get me killed!” She lowers her voice. “If Franjo realizes I'm from the bog, he will...I don't even know what he will do, but it wouldn't be good.”

      My shoulders droop. More mysteries. More puzzle pieces all dumped together for me to sort into their individual pictures.

      “Why does it matter?”

      She shoots me a dirty look.

      I roll my eyes. “I mean, why does it matter to Franjo if you're from the bog or not?”

      “Because I already know magic,” she says with a huff, sounding a lot more like a Valley Girl than a bog witch. “My family line didn't dry up like the other faes. Before the shadows.”

      “Then why bother with the Order, at all?” I narrow my eyes. “Unless you're helping him.”

      “Hardly.” She blows hair out of her face again.

      I look at Remy to see if he's got this one, but he shrugs.

      “Look,” she says with a defeated sigh, “after the shadows came, I heard that the fae were convening to relearn their magic. I thought it was supposed to be something to retaliate against the shadows, some idea of how to stop them. I didn't know if I could, or even wanted, to do anything with that, but I did want to learn more about my magic. Not like there's many people left to teach me.”

      “So you're just sitting in on it like it's a classroom?” I size her up, looking for signs that she's lying to me, but I don't even know how to tell that with most humans, let alone a bog-witch-fae-thing.

      “Yes. Well, I had been, anyway, but then I realized I couldn't. . .stop going,” she says, slightly hunching and looking around. Her gaze lingers on the window above us. The window to the room where the Order meets.

      “They won't let you out?” I ask. Goosebumps raise on my skin, but more from the chilled air than her story. “That's how cults usually work, I hear.”

      “Not that. . .I'm afraid that he's going to notice me if I stop showing up. That he'll try looking for me, and then find out I'm from the bog.” She chews her lip, wide eyes staring at the ground, before she says, “I'm afraid he'll want to use me for what he plans to do.”

      Remy perks up. “And what, exactly, is he planning to do?”

      “Well. . .” Annevieve looks to the side. “That.”

      My head snaps up as the cold hits me from the front. In the distance, the world becomes white haze. A deeply chilled breeze snakes around the small exposed area of my midsection, sending a shiver through my body, all the way down to my fingernails and toe nails.

      “Sweet baby Jesus. . .”

      “It's the first of many,” Annevieve says. “He's taking advantage of the portal being open.”

      “I have questions about that,” I say, my gaze lingering on the approaching blizzard, “but let's get out of here.”

      “I got the truck while you were. . .away,” Remy says, looking at me like he's expecting praise.

      I grind my teeth and then spit out, “You didn't do bad.”

      His expression falls. I grab Annevieve and hurry across the parking lot, scoping for the vehicle. Remy is right behind us. My soles slip just enough to remind me that hell is, almost literally, about to freeze over.

      The truck is parked nearby. I take the driver side—Remy hands me the keys—and the other two pile in. Before the doors are even closed, I back out the lot and head for the road, away from the approaching bad weather. I want to believe we can outrun it, but it's not just a fluke-ish, natural snow storm. This has  been sent on purpose. By a fae. With an open portal.

      “What's this about him taking advantage of the open portal?” I ask as I drive, headed nowhere in particular. Going home with my new merry band of fae seems like a bad idea. Not going home also seems like a bad idea.

      Getting up this morning was a bad idea.

      “The shadows opened the portal, and Franjo seems bent on making the most of it,” Annavieve says.

      I glance at her in the back. She alternates between clinging to the door and the seat, like she expects the truck to suddenly flip over and dump us down a canyon. Instead, we're going about 45 mph down a relatively empty, flat street.

      I scrunch my face. “I don't understand why the portals open.”

      “They do so for a few reasons,” Annevieve says. “On the new moon when there's a changeling, when a witch is allowed to sustain it, or, it seems, if it's included in a curse.”

      My brain reels so quickly on this information, I nearly run a red light. I slam on the brakes, jerking us forward, but I'm almost frozen in thought.

      “But. . .But. . .How can that be?” I look at Remy. “You came here before disaster struck. Before the shadows came, and your brother went missing. Did you have a witch. . .sustain it, or whatever?”

      “Eh, sort of.”

      I turn to him. “Sort of? That's it? How does one sort of have a witch open a portal?”

      “I didn't do any of it, actually. My buddy—”

      A blaring horn cuts him off. I glare out the rear view mirror at the SUV behind me, roll down the window, and flip the bird.

      I whip back around at Remy. “Continue.”

      “Um, shouldn't you be driving?” He gestures at the road out the windshield. “Terrible weather coming, I hear.”

      “Now is not the time to be a smart ass,” I practically growl. “How the hell did you get through the portal if it wasn't supposed to be open?”

      His eyes focus on me for a quiet moment. “Are you serious? You think I—” He shakes his head. “Look, if I knew my brother was going to become the world champion at hide-and-seek while I was away, I would have never tagged along. I had nothing—”

      “Tagged along? With who?”

      “My buddy, Matteo.” Remy gestures out the windshield again. “Drive.”

      The light has already rotated back around to red, but traffic is minimal, so I stomp the gas. “Start talking,” I snap.

      “Matteo had some errand, and he offered for me to come along. Not like we got to cross through very often, so I said I'd go.” Remy lowers his voice. “I didn't help Franjo, if that's what you're thinking.”

      Truth is, I don't even know what I'm thinking.

      “It just seems odd that you happened to get a portal open right before the shadows showed up,” I say without any remorse for my accusations.

      The damn fae.

      “I didn't get the portal open,” he says. “Matteo did. Like I told you, Matteo had an errand to run.”

      “What kind of errand?” I take a turn despite having no plan about where we're going. Just going to keep driving until all of this makes sense. Which might be forever.

      “Didn't ask, wasn't my business. Matteo suggested while we were here, that if I could get some of your money, we could go do stuff,” Remy says, rubbing his fingers together.

      “So you decided to hold up a convenience store?”

      “Well. . .I wasn't really thinking about how much of a dick move that was,” he confesses like it's been weighing on him. “I was just thinking about how I'd get some of your type of money, and we could go party, and no one would ever catch us because we'd be going back home.”

      “Do you just rob people in your own world? Or is that just a tourist thing?” I shoot him a glare.

      “I wasn't even thinking about—” he begins.

      Annevieve interrupts, “I don't think that's really pertinent right now!”

      I shut my mouth, despising that she is correct and making a mental note to give Remy more shit about his behavior later—I glance out the back window at the approaching storm—if we make it that long.

      “We need a plan,” I admit. “I don't really know where to begin with this.”

      Remy chimes in, “We need to figure out what Franjo is up to, besides changing the weather, and how to stop him.”

      “And tire chains,” I say, frowning. “And parkas.”

      “Or we can go back and try to find Gwendolyn. She's going to have more answers, more ideas.” Remy continues to rub his hands together, and I flip on the heat in the car as the temperature outside continues to dive. My fingers are already turning pale, but that could be from my vice-like grip on the steering wheel.

      “No, not her,” I say. “Where can we find Matteo?”

      Remy scowls, looking at me.

      “Well, he was the reason they opened the portal to begin with, so we need to know why.”

      “It was just an errand,” Remy says, shaking his head. “They happen sometimes.”

      “Rarely,” Annevieve scoffs.

      “They didn't send him for milk and butter, I suppose.” I realize I'm going ten miles over the speed limit, but I accelerated to fifteen. We aren't going anywhere, but we will get there fast.

      “I don't know what it was about!” Remy huffs and turns to the back seat to look at Annevieve. “Tell her it's not unheard of.”

      “I think it's suspicious,” she says primly, winning a gold star from me. “Even witches can't open them for just any reason. We work almost exclusively with changelings. Definitely something you both should find out.”

      “Wait, you're not coming with us?” I ask.

      She scoffs.

      “What if we need something frozen?” I try to make it a joke, but I'm dead serious. That is a handy skill, and one Remy is void of.

      “Get a freezer,” she says evenly.

      “We really could use your help,” I say, maybe pleading.

      “No way I want Franjo to find out I know you two, not if you're planning to take him on.”

      Way to embrace her inner coward.

      I want to yell in frustration, but that's not going to convince her to stay.  So I lay it all out on the table: “Is there anything I can do to make you change your mind?”

      “Get rid of Franjo,” she says simply.

      “Then we wouldn't need. . .” I groan out an irritated sigh. “Fine, I'll drop you off at a portal. Remy, where can we find Matteo?”

      “Matteo only likes two things, so it should be relatively easy to pinpoint his location,” he says.

      “And, pray tell, what are those two things?” I brace myself.

      “Hookers and blow, of course.”
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      We pull up outside a small pale pink building with pink shingles. I must have driven by this place on multiple occasions, but never considered it to be anything more than a hole-in-the-wall taco shop. Turns out, it's a brothel, so I guess it is a taco shop, just a different kind. . .

      I kill the ignition and then look at him, my hand still on the key. “Really?”

      “Hey, I'm not the boss of him.”

      I shake my head, pulling out the key, and then step out of the truck. Remy piles out and then comes around to my side and stands next to me.

      The sparse windows are dim, and there are no signs of any kind.

      “You sure this place is open?” I ask with hope that they closed up, so I won't have to go inside.

      “Positive,” he says.

      “You seem awfully confident in that.” I nudge his shoulder as I head for the door. “You must be very familiar with this place.”

      He follows behind me. “I don't go here—I mean, I've been here—but not for that! I followed Matteo around when we first got here—ya know, through the portal, not here the. . .”

      I halt at the door, glancing over my shoulder at him. “Are you nervous?”

      An embarrassed grin cracks his face. “It's not a place I would normally take a woman.”

      “You didn't take me here. We came together,” I say, trying not to laugh at his traumatized expression.

      He seems to catch that I find the whole thing amusing, then mutters, “Whatever,” as he reaches past me to push open the door.

      I enter first, and he joins me while I take in the front room. It's not a large space, but there's a curved fuchsia sofa, deep purple carpeting, and brass vintage lamps. The pale pink walls are covered in tacked up drawings of women by various artists: pinups, geishas, and even a few superheros in bikini-like outfits. On the floor, next to the couch, stands a tall eight-hose hookah.

      A woman enters from a far doorway, wrapped in a sapphire-colored sari.

      “Can I help you?” she asks in a sing-song voice. “Are you here for a bed?”

      “That's one way to word it,” I mumble, and then pat Remy on the shoulder as if I'm tapping out of this exchange.

      He steps forward, clearing his throat. “Yeah, uh, no. I mean, I'm looking for Matteo.”

      Her face brightens. “Yes, of course. He is in a room right now. I will let him know he has guests. He had not mentioned he was waiting for anyone, and they already started.”

      I try not to vomit on my shoes.

      The woman glides down the hallway from where she came.

      I turn, grabbing Remy by the shoulder of his jacket, and tug for him to lower so I can whisper in his ear. “I am not joining Matteo in anything. Got it?”

      Remy chuckles, pulling away and adjusting his jacket. “What? Didn't you listen to the lady? He's already got a girl.”

      I shudder and glare up at him. After a few minutes of stunned silence, the woman returns to the main room.

      “He said he will see you now.” She steps aside and gestures down the hallway, smile firmly in place.

      Remy and I exchange horrified looks.

      “Uh, but you said he's with. . .” I glance down at the purple carpet and try not to feel like I'm on my first day at sea. “He's got. . .”

      “They are taking a break,” she says kindly.

      This is just a normal everyday conversation for her.

      “Good to know,” Remy says, clutching my arm as we hurry past the woman and down the hallway furnished with framed photos of gorgeous gals in risque but impractical clothing and poses. Oops, she dropped a towel, how silly of her. And oops, all her clothes are dirty so she's baking muffins in stockings, heels, and a thong.

      Remy comes to a halt at a door and knocks.

      “How do we know which one?” I ask, scowling.

      “It's always the same,” he says with a shrug, as a booming voice in the room tells us we can come in.

      I eye the door suspiciously. “He has his own reserved. . .bed?”

      Remy twists his mouth as if contemplating, too, how gross this situation is, then he shrugs again and opens the door. I bring my hand up, ready to shield my eyes, but then I lower it.

      A corpulent man with streaming wispy wings is sitting on the edge of the dark blue stuffed mattress, overflowing to the floor. He has a silver standing tray in front of him that looks almost like Barbie furniture in comparison, and he's eating crackers and cheese from it.

      Two women in sheer outfits sit on either side of him, nestled up close, and another woman sits on a fat pouf nearby. The walls are darker pink than the ones in the main room and hallway, and they display two enormous mirrors in painted frames. The other wall contains a large poster of a woman in stocking and garter belt, bent over for the camera.

      “Ayo, Remy,” the man says as he stuffs a stack of crackers and cheese into his mouth, leaning over the tray as if it had any hope of catching all of the crumbs. “What can I do you for?”

      “I just wanted to ask some questions, when you weren't busy,” Remy says, flat against the wall by the door, as if ready to run as soon as things get weird. . .Well, weirder.

      “Anything for you, buddy.” Matteo shovels in another Leaning Tower of Crackers and Cheeses and gestures. “Come in, come in. Shut the door. The girls get cold easily.” He laughs at what I guess what supposed to be a joke and plops his free hand onto the thigh of one of the girls next to him.

      He doesn't seem to care that I'm intruding, and I make a quick move to the empty pouf next to the other girl. It squishes ever so slightly as I sit on it. I try to assess what kind of danger I am in this room, but I'm not sure Matteo could even get up without assistance, and the girls are too under-dressed to be hiding weapons.

      Remy sits on the third pouf, so close to me we're about joined at the hips, and seems to force himself into a relaxed pose. “Ember had some questions about the portals.”

      Gee, thank for throwing me under the bus.

      Matteo looks at me, mid-bite, for a long moment, then he continues to force the food in.

      “What sort of questions about them portals?” he asks between chews, a puff of crumbs spraying out on the last word in a gross kind of emphasis.

      “Who got you through the portal?” I ask, trying not to sound as revolted as I am feeling. “Before the curse started.”

      “That witch, Gwendolyn. Who else?” He huffs a chuckle that turns into wheezing. “It was her idea, and nothing that witch won't do for the right price.”

      “But I thought even the witches had to have a good reason to open the portal?” Remy asks, and I'm thankful for him chiming in, because I still don't remember half the rules in that forsaken place. “What errand were you running?”

      “You're right, lad, it gotta be an important un', and it was. That why she chose me,” he says, scooting away the tray with a dramatically slow motion. He folds his hands on the bit of lap peeking from under his belly and leans forward.

      “So, what was it?” Remy sounds vaguely impatient. Makes me proud.

      Matteo looks between Remy and me, his Shar-Pei face more wrinkled than usual. “You gotta be shittin' me, lad.” He huffs and wheezes, though I think it's another attempt at laughing. “You mean, you didn't find her on purpose?”

      I hate how he says words beginning with p, like he's expelling all the air from his lungs to say one syllable.

      Remy looks at me with apparent expectation that I'm going to explain what Jabba the Hutt is referring to. I shrug, blanking my face in confusion.

      Matteo leans back a little like it's letting pressure off his gut enough to really laugh. When he finishes, he wipes his thick hand across his lips. “Remy, lad, you always did run on luck.”

      “You mean,” Remy says, lowering his voice, “you were looking for her?”

      Matteo nods. “You gonna be rich, lad. You found the lost changeling.”

      I stiffen harder than anything in this room probably ever has. “Excuse you?”

      Something thuds the exterior wall. I snap around to stare it, but it doesn't happen again, so I return my focus on Matteo.

      “You were s'posed to come back years ago, little lady, but I dunno what happened, just Gwendolyn, she say, Ayo, Matteo, wanna lucrative errand, and of course I'm not gonna turn down a lucrative errand.” He wipes his hands on the front of his shirt. “Didn't find you, but didn't look long, not when the shadows come right after. No way I'm going back through that portal. Keepin' my ass right here, and I'd suggest the same for you both.”

      “But I'm not a. . .” I halt when I realize I can't figure out how to disagree, because I don't know what we're actually talking about. “What's a changeling?”

      Remy turns to me a little. “The reality is a little different than the human myth. Every few years or so, we bring one of our babies to replace a human one. Then when they're adults, they come back to our world.”

      “But why?” I ask, incredulous that this would even be a good idea, let alone if it had actually happened to me.

      Still, that would explain why the portals were opened in my city. . .

      “I don't know,” Remy says, sounding defeated. “Like the. . .wall. . .it's just something we do, always have. Or long enough to feel like always.”

      “Well, I can't be one,” I say, resolute.

      “Okay.” He leans back, facing Matteo again, then looks at me. “Wait. . .why can't you be one?”

      “Because I'm not a fae!” I gesture wildly at him and Matteo and then at myself, clearly indicating I don't have wings, though Remy just looks more confused. “Wings, Remy!”

      “They aren't going to show up til you return home,” Matteo says.

      I reel around to him, leaning forward and speaking through gritted teeth. “If by home you mean the fae world—which is not my home, by the way—then I've already been there, and I don't. Have. Wings.”

      “The Penumbra elixir,” Remy says quietly.

      I swivel my head to throw him a deathly glare. But my heart sinks. The elixir stopped one curse, so why couldn't it be stopping another? And being a fae seems pretty much like a curse at this point.

      “I'm not a fae,” I say weakly, but everyone in the room—except maybe the girls, who just want to finish their job and get paid, I assume—knows that I have no real evidence that I'm not.

      “Do you know why she—” Before I can finish my sentence, the lights dim and then come back up. The thudding on the wall kicks up again. Footsteps hurry down the hallway, growing louder, and then someone knocks on the door.

      “Sir? Sir?” It's the woman from the front, sounding urgent. “Sir, there's a big storm. I have candles for you. Sir?”

      The blizzard is here.

      “Yes, come in,” Matteo shouts.

      The sari-wrapped woman opens the door, holding a half dozen candles in one arm against her bosom.

      I jump up. “Is it snowing? Is it the snow storm?”

      “Yes, yes,” she says, handing out candles and matches. “It never snows here, but today, just now, so much snow, all over the front, the roof, everywhere. It's falling faster and faster.”

      I'm going to be snowed in at a brothel. God, I don't even want to know how they plan to keep warm.

      I turn to Remy. “We have to go. I have to get home and get my mother and Cassia out of there. Somewhere safe. Take them to. . .”

      I trail off. I don't know what to do with my family. They are probably better off away from me, as long as the fae are on my trail. Though, according to Matteo, they have been for longer than I had realized.

      I take two long strides to stand in front of Matteo. “Why did Gwendolyn send you?”

      His putty face stretches into a misshapen smile. “I don't know. She came to me saying she had been offered enough to make us both rich, if she would open the portal and send me to find the changeling.”

      Remy, for some reason engaged in conversation with the girl on the pouf, doesn't seem to hear Matteo.

      I lean in closer and whisper, “Why did you bring Remy?”

      “I been friends with the Glenwoods for years. Gwendolyn said I could bring him, just not to tell him. He just a kid.” Matteo meets my gaze from under the roll of his brow. “Thought she had just given up on me when I didn't come back and went ahead and sent him out on his own for you.” He chuckles. “That lad, it's always something with him.”

      I shake my head to stop the buzzing of thoughts, but it's about as effective as shaking a bee hive to calm it down. “So Gwendolyn was asked to send you to get me, but Remy wasn't allowed to know the details of the errand. . .then who. . .”

      “Who asked Gwendolyn?” Matteo finishes for me, and I nod, relieved that I didn't have to make all of this verbally logical.

      “Who asked Gwendolyn to get you to find me?” I reiterate.

      He shrugs, and it causes a small ripple down his body. “Only a changeling can request the portal opened to move another changeling.”

      I hesitate, thinking. “So who is the other changeling?”

      Matteo frowns, and his whole face folds into the expression. “I don't know, little lady.”

      “Did Gwendolyn send the mercenaries, too?”

      “Don't know nothing about mercenaries, either,” he says.

      The power dims again, and then goes out for good. A moment of scurrying passes, and then the candles are lit, and there's just enough glow to see each others' faces. One of the girls passes me a candle. I turn in a half-circle to face Remy.

      “We need to go,” I say. “Before the storm gets bad.”

      He raises his eyebrow at me.

      “Okay, before it gets worse. I don't want to be trapped here.”

      Clattering resounds on the roof, as if the ceiling is going to cave in. The exterior walls continue to receive a beating. The din drowns out Remy's reply to me.

      I grab his hand and lead him out of the room, into the unlit hallway. “If Gwendolyn sent Matteo, then she probably sent the mercenaries when Matteo went missing.”

      “Missing?”

      “He's hiding out here from the shadows! Follow along.” I growl. “He never went back to Gwendolyn, so doesn't it make sense that she would try to send someone else?”

      Remy nods, though I can't tell if he really agrees, or if he's just afraid I've gone rabid. I feel like I'm losing my damn mind, so it's probably a safe bet.

      “What are you thinking of doing then?” he asks, holding the candle out down the hallway to get a better look at our surroundings. We are alone, and the only people I can hear are in Matteo's room behind us.

      “Well, I already met Gwendolyn, and she didn't recognize me, so that tells me she didn't realize I was the changeling.”

      “Okay. . . “ Remy says hesitantly. “I don't know where she went, though. I have no way of getting in contact with her.”

      “I know, but someone does know how to reach her.”

      He scrapes his thumbnail on the candle in his hand. “Who?”

      “The mercenaries.” I take a deep breath, pushing down how entirely bad of an idea this is. “If I turn myself over the mercenaries, they're going to take me back to the other changeling, right?”

      I don't want him to agree to it. I would rather if he try to talk me out of it—I would be convinced so easily—but he tightens his jaw and says nothing.

      “I need your help, Remy,” I say softly. “I need you to take me to them.”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. Not happening.”

      “It's the only way to find out who is looking for me. Then maybe I can—maybe we can—stop the shadows.”

      I know it's a dirty move; the curse and what it is doing to him, and likely his brother, is his only real weakness. The struggling discomfort on his face says he doesn't want me to go, that he would switch places with me in an instant to keep me away from the mercenaries. But it doesn't work like that.

      “If I'm a changeling, then that means I'm a fae. And that means the shadows will eventually get me too.”

      I hold my breath and wrap my arms around myself, ready to have my plan and ego smashed on the rocks of his dismissal. That he really wouldn't care if I became a dark fae, as long as he and his brother are safe. That maybe he wouldn't really share the elixir with me, if it came down to it.

      But then, with one arm, he pulls me in and holds me against his chest, and I suddenly hate that the first time I get to be close to him, is likely the last time. But I'm also thankful that it ever happened, even for a minute. One of those moments in life that I will remember when I'm wrinkled and old; I'll love my husband, but I'll never forget when Remy held me against him in a way that said I mattered. Right in the middle of the world falling apart.

      Then he lets me go and leads me down the hall, around the couch, and out the front door. A gust carrying snow and impending disaster snuffs our candles. Hunched over against the cold, we hustle as fast as our slippery soles allow us.

      He takes the driver seat, and I crawl into the passenger side, flipping on the heater. It valiantly fights against the cold.

      He throws the truck into reverse, pulling out on the road. The truck feels less sure under us, like a small error will have devastating consequences.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, tucking my hands under my legs for warmth.

      “To get you sage oil,” he says without looking at me, “before I drop you off at the mercenaries.”
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      After some hustled searching, Remy and I locate sage oil at the single big box store open at this time of night and in this weather. Unfortunately, they sell it only in small bottles, so we clear their inventory and pick up a larger empty one. Since no one open stocks batons, I'm out of luck, but I do find warmer clothes, including a jacket and non-slip boots. And a new backpack.

      We check out, the line crawling by as I worry about the storm reaching its apex before I have a chance to stop it. Then the line moves way too fast when I remember that means surrendering to the mercenaries, who are probably going to be beyond delighted to retaliate for all the times I've clunked them on the head.

      When we finally make it through the line and pay, I dip inside the restroom and quickly change out of my old clothes into the new, warmer layers. I combine most of the sage oil into the larger bottle and slip it into my backpack. What I consider as the essentials has drastically changed over the last few months.

      On further thought, I keep one of the smaller bottles of oil in my jacket pocket, in case of emergencies—such as the mercenaries taking my backpack in the next few hours. Hopefully, they won't search me too thoroughly. I am waving the white flag, after all.

      I try to pad my mind with bravery, but it's a difficult task when a freak blizzard caused by an evil fae is rattling the windows and doors, and thumping on the roof. Even worse, I have to head back outside into it.

      “If only they sold tire chains,” I grumble at the white coating the ground. I relinquish to the passenger side again, placing my backpack on my lap and hugging it close to me.

      Remy takes the wheel and whips us out into the road. For not having been in the human world long, he sure knows his way around. At least in the fae areas.

      “So, where, exactly, are we going?” I cringe a little. The Order takes up meeting space at raunchy strip club. Finding Matteo ended with us nearly trapped with a bunch of strumpets.

      I can only guess where the mercenaries chill in the human world.

      “They have a house not far from here,” Remy says, then adds, “It's near a portal.”

      Like that is somehow supposed to comfort me?

      “How would you know that?” I eye him, unamused.

      “Word gets around,” he says. “Our area in the human world is small, and we need to know who owns what territory.”

      “What are the mercenaries, anyway?” I press, part of me hoping for more clues but the majority of me just wishing to keep talking so I don't have the brain power to freak out.

      Because I would very much like to freak out now.

      Remy glances at me with a puzzled expression. He's silent so long that I think he suddenly forgot how to speak English.

      Then he says, “Well, they find missing people, protect your stores, or take out your enemies. Who does that stuff here, then?”

      “Uh, the police, security guards, and hitmen, in that order,” I reply, ticking it off on my fingers. “The mercenaries are a one-stop shop, I see.”

      “They pretty much just take care of whatever you have a problem with,” Remy adds, and then we both seem to catch his slip up at the same time. The air between us bristles.

      It becomes so uncomfortable that I'm forced to speak what we are both thinking: “Someone has a problem with me.”

      Remy lets out a slow breath, and then he places his hand on my thigh. “It'll be okay.”

      He doesn't actually know if that's true or not, but the sentiment is appreciated. I'm pretty desperate at the moment; I'll take sentiments right now.

      I stare down at his hand on my leg. “Did you hire mercenaries to find your brother, too?”

      “I did. Well, I tried to. They took the offer, and then the next day declined it.” Remy shakes his head. “They never gave me a reason. Told me not to come around anymore. I was pretty. . .pissed.”

      “Oh, no.” I look up at him. “Uh, are they going to be upset at you too when we show up at their playhouse?”

      His expression turns bleak. “I'm not really...going to be seen.”

      I swivel around to glare at him. “What does that mean?”

      “Right, they're totally going to believe that I just happened to find you, happened to know who you are, and happened to know they're looking for you. That makes perfect sense.” He hesitates. “You're going to have to pretend to wander in on them. Lead them for a little chase.”

      “And then let them catch me,” I finish the thought.

      I push his hand off my leg, and then regret it. It had been comforting, and now he probably thinks I don't like him.

      Do I like him?

      I turn to assess him again, though it likely comes off that I'm just deciding if I should push him off a cliff or a mountain. He's cute—I've established that much—but he's also strong-willed and, let's face it, he's got himself wrapped up in all sorts of bad ideas in some vain hope that he can rescue his brother. I mean, how much aww is that?

      A lot.

      This whole mercenary situation isn't his fault, and there's really no point for me to be mad at him, no matter how much I would like someone to yell at.

      I take his hand, trying to act like it's the most normal thing in the world, and hold it on my lap, our fingers tangled up together.

      He glances at me, and a little grin cracks his hardened expression. My heart flutters, and I wallow in how much I enjoy this kind of attention from him. I return the smile, turning on my own charisma. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and fix my gaze on him, undressing him with my eyes and lingering on the best parts. He shoots me another look, chuckling and slightly shaking his head.

      I laugh and then lean in seductively. “What's so funny?”

      “Your shirt is on inside out.”

      I jerk back, letting go of his hand and looking down. He is correct.

      “Whatever.” I growl and pull my jacket closed. “Finish explaining your world to me, Remy Glenwood. . .” My voice trails off.

      Matteo had implied that was Remy's last name, but wasn't that the name the Storyteller called one of the feuding families? One of the cursed families? I want to ask Remy about it, but I keep my mouth shut. He either won't know the answer, or he already knows, and has been withholding it from me. The former is useless; the latter means he's dangerous.

      Filing away those thoughts for later, I try to pick up the conversation where we left off, casually. “So, anyway, I guess I still don't understand the difference between the mercenaries and Matteo?”

      “Matteo isn't a mercenary,” Remy says, sounding vaguely baffled by my confusion.

      “So why would they hire Matteo and not the mercenaries to come for me? Or why not just the mercenaries, and why bother with Matteo at all?”

      “From what he said, Gwendolyn sent Matteo.”

      I shake my head. “I'm still not following this.”

      “Okay, well, let's put it this way,” he says. “Mercenaries don't normally deal with portal-related issues, because the portal is rarely open. They're people you hire for day to day stuff. Gwendolyn chose Matteo to help when she opened the portal. They've been acquaintances for a long time. That's how I even know her at all. I don't know why or how the mercenaries got involved, but I assume when Matteo didn't return, Gwendolyn sent them next.”

      I was hoping somewhere in all this, I would find a reason not to go through with my own plan. But all it did was convince me this is our only option: Matteo doesn't know anything useful, and Gwendolyn apparently didn't recognize me as the changeling she was after. Probably because all she did was open the portal. She's not really looking for me. Someone else is.

      The only way to find out who that other person is requires me to let the mercenaries return me to their employer. Then we will know who the fat spider is that wove this web.

      I suspect it will be Franjo.

      The truck comes to a halt at the curb, and I peer through the passenger window. Nestled off the street hides a small house, with the front screen door twisted on its hinges and a flourish of graffiti on the garage.

      It's a crack house. Charming.

      I give Remy a disapproving look, but he gestures toward the building.

      “Your stop, my lady.”

      I glance at the decrepit house, with snow piling on its roof and coating the yard. It shouldn't be snowing this much. It shouldn't be snowing at all. Something tells me this is just the beginning of what the Order is planning.

      Time to get this over with.

      I open the door to step out, hoping Remy will stop me, maybe pull me in for a passionate kiss. Something besides letting me go through with this plan. But he doesn't.

      “Why doesn't this bother you?” The words slip out, the implication so complex, but they can't be unsaid. In the following silence, I mentally bullet point each meaning:

      Why doesn't it bother him that the world is ending and we've been reduced to this half-assed plan? That it might not save any of us? That he can't come with me? That he's throwing me to the wolves? That I could be hurt?

      Why doesn't he care about. . .me?

      “I think I made my disgust for this situation pretty clear earlier,” he says, leaning in and lowering his voice. The fingers on one of his hands rubs together. “But you can handle this. You have twice now. You even got me some elixir from them, when I couldn't get any for myself.”

      His faith in me makes my heart warm, which is nice since the rest of me is freezing, but I also kind of want to be the damsel in distress so he, my hero, can come save the day...and I don't have to confront the mercenaries and wherever they are taking me. But there's nothing Remy can do. This is my battle. He's beside me, rooting me on, but I have to wield the sword.

      Or sage oil.

      I stare over the top of the dashboard at the broken down house. “You sure?”

      “Positive.” He leans in farther, like he's going to kiss my cheek, but whispers, “Even if you can't dress yourself.”

      I look down at the inside-out hem of my shirt. . .and laugh. Without another word, I step out of the vehicle and trudge through the cold wind toward the front door. Before I'm halfway across the yard, the truck—and Remy—is gone.

      Taking a deep breath, I knock on the door.

      The door cracks open, but no one is there. Then I glance down and jump, making a disgusted sound. A person—female, I think—is on the floor, propped up on her knees just enough to stretch and reach the door knob. Her face is sunken in and covered in red blistering sores. Her eyes are wide and unfocused, and she's missing more than a few teeth.

      “I need some. . .stuff,” I say, because I'm sure that's the exact lingo seasoned drug dealers use. I internally sigh in exasperation at myself.

      “Are you a cop?” she asks in a gargled voice. “You have to tell me if you're a cop.” She wheezes and coughs, sliding back down to the floor.

      Another woman, wearing clothes that haven't seen a washer in this side of forever, ambles over on bone-thin legs. She makes Barbie look fat.

      “What you lookin' for?” she asks, tearing off a piece of some kind of candy and popping it in her mouth.

      “I'd like some crack, please,” I say, and it even sounds dumb to me. I can only imagine the impression I'm giving: some naïve college girl, tired of being a scene kiddie and moving on to the grown up stuff.

      At least, I hope that's the worst they get from me.

      “We don't got no crack. . .” The woman's voice trails away as her eyes light up. “Oh. I bet we got a little left.”

      She turns and staggers through the room. I follow after her. Inside, people are strewn about, some on mattresses, a few more with blankets, but many without anything. Some could be dead, from the state they're in, and no one seems to notice because of the state they are also in.

      Pungent acidic smells attack me from every side, forcing into my nose, insisting on being noticed. Urine and sweat and mold and. . .My stomach squeezes, and I try to hold my breath.

      But the stench is only half of the problem. The people become increasingly horrifying as my eyes adjust to the dim light. Deathly thin, covered in wounds, shooting up among piles of garbage and pissing in corners.

      I'm afraid I'll catch something just being in close proximity.

      The woman turns to me, chewing on her candy. “Big Daddy be out soon. He can decide how you gonna earn your keep.”

      I can't suppress the shudder. “I suppose he's not looking for a cook. I make a mean chili pie.”

      She laughs, then coughs on her candy and wheezes so hard she might die right here. Her face turns shades of white and then purple as she doubles over. Finally, she hacks up the candy and spits it on the floor.

      “You're a funny one,” she says, sauntering past me. “He going to like you.”

      She mingles into the slow churn of people and disappears. I guess I have to wait for Big Daddy to emerge, but I'm realizing that calling this a half-assed plan was a serious exaggeration. It's not even that well thought out.

      I meander through the filth, trying not to see more of it than necessary. There's a lot going on here that I will never be able to fully purge from my mind so I just tiptoe through it as absently as possible. Still, I catch the three-way with a toothless woman and two well-endowed men in one room, and the artistic-like smear of vomit in a nearby corner. I step over what I hope is just a bag of rice, and turn the corner.

      I'm face-to-shoulder with a giant man. He's square-shaped: his chest, his head, even his arms seem to be composed of squares. I raise my gaze to him, timidly.

      “I hear you looking for. . .” His booming voice comes to a halt as his face lights up.

      He's one of the mercenaries.

      It's not difficult to remember to turn and run. I take off down a hallway, heart racing, pulse thudding in my head. I throw open doors, scoping each room for a place to hide. I know I'm supposed to be just leading him on a convincing chase and then resign, but I can only think of how to escape. For real.

      There's no way I'm turning myself over to him. No way I'm going to be at their mercy. What sort of crazy idea was this? I shove open another door, dive into the room, and stumble over the moaning squirming pile of people. A closet door sits ajar. I lunge into it, pulling it closed behind me.

      I settle down among things I can't—and don't want to—identify. Gasping for air, I pull my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around them, and try to listen. His footsteps pound closer, loud enough I can hear them over the orgy fest happening a few feet away.

      Then the door slams open so hard, the room shakes.

      He won't see me. He can't see me. He'll just turn around and check another room. Then I can climb out the window and make a run for it.

      Part of me wishes I could peer out of the closet. The other part of me is glad I cannot. If I saw him up close, I'd probably involuntarily scream.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and mentally count:

      One. . .two. . .three. . .four. . .five. . .

      The closet door shoves open.

      My eyes snap open. He's staring down at me. Then he reaches in and grabs me up. I scream as he hauls me into the air, my backpack falling to the floor. Two men flank him. They carry me down the hallway. I twist and flail and scream for Remy. But he's not here. He left me alone with this dumb plan and these awful people and. . .

      I'm brought through another door and thrown down on a sofa, my back landing on the cushions. I stare up at them but all I can see is black and red as I continue to scream.

      I need to stop. They might hurt me if I resist. This wasn't part of the plan. But I can't stop. I'm  alone with them. Anything could happen. This might be the end of my adventures, right here.

      “We can either tranquilize you, or you can come willingly,” Square Man above me says. His voice is firm; there will be no negotiations. “It's up to you how we do this.”

      I hiccup on a sob and focus my sight on him, trying to see past the tears that have covered my eyes.  The two guys next to him could be twins, both with curly blond hair brushed to the side and noses too long for their faces.

      They're going to take me the other changeling. They're going to take me to the source of the problems, and then I can fix this. And I will never have to see the dark fae, or the mercenaries, ever again. I can just go home to Mom and Cassia and live my life.

      “Are you going to come willingly?” Square Man asks.

      I swallow hard—well, try to, but the saliva sticks in my throat—and then nod, sniffing. My pulse slows. I find my bearing.

      He leans down and hoists me back up to my feet.

      “Out the back,” he says to his men. “Don't want to deal with the ghouls in the front.”

      Ghouls? Oh, the drug addicts.

      “Why would you pick a crack house to hide out in?” I ask aloud, even though the question probably should have stayed in my head.

      Square Man doesn't seem fazed by it, though. “Not many places in your world where we can hang out without anyone bothering us, or ratting us out. A bunch of junkies are unlikely to be a problem. ”

      “Sound logic,” I reply, not at all like I'm being held hostage and being ushered into another realm.

      His answer does make sense, though. It would explain why all of the fae hang out in the underside of the city. Not only does the portal drop them there, but it's the only way to stay out of the spotlight.

      If the pregnant fae and her daughter had crossed through the portal, is this where they would have had to stay? I still don't agree with remaining near the shadows, risking her children like that, but her options really were as bad as she had made them out to be.

      The men lead me out the back door into a yard full of barrels with frozen over water, tipped boxes whose contents I can't identify, and a washing machine tub being used as a fire pit. Snow has been dropping steadily without letting up.

      In the back of the yard, underneath a large tree, sits a structure, barely more than a hut, covered in snow, with swatches of contrasting vibrant green moss breaking through.

      My pulse and breathing begin to race. Being alone with them in my own world was bad enough, but back in the fae world will be terrifying.

      As they shove me inside the portal, I catch a glimpse of a figure on top of the hut, nearly melted into the shadows.

      Remy.

      My heart nearly swells with happiness. He's going to follow us once we're through.

      He didn't leave me alone.

      [image: ]

      The other side of the portal is the dreary world I've come to know as the land of the fae. The shadows are hanging in the air, like fog, but darker, more ominous. I resist breathing for as long as possible, not wanting to inhale their toxin. I'm not entirely sure if it can harm humans, and I'm less sure if I'm really not a fae, so I would rather not take a chance. But I have to breathe, and when I do, the air smells like burned rubber and decay.

      I duck my head, less in shame and fear, and more trying to keep from walking face-first into low-hanging fog, but it grazes the top of my head. It's slick and jiggly. I really want a shower to scrub it out of my hair.

      The men don't seem to notice the shadow-fog. Or maybe they just ignore it. I suspect that's all the inhabitants can do anymore is just pretend it doesn't exist and hope it goes away, even though that tactic isn't working. The shadows are closing in.

      I don't really pay attention to where they are leading me, because all of this place looks about the same. I just focus on not glancing back, not even by accident, and giving away Remy. I hope he followed through and is right behind us. Hope he is near enough that a glance back would be sufficient to see him. But he's also probably—hopefully—smarter than that.

      The men lead me through the debris of the city, over piles of wood and broken dead bodies, and then up a gentle incline. We slow at the top.

      I let myself look up. Ahead is a sprawling farmhouse, ravaged by the shadows—broken windows, loose shingles, and a toppled shed—but not completely destroyed. The dividing wall runs the length of one side of the property.

      A woman fae, followed by several other fae, hurry out the front. The woman sobs as she barrels toward us, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. Before I can react, she wraps her arms around me and sobs into my neck.

      “You made it,” she cries. “You're finally home.”
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      My first instinct is so shove the crazy fae woman back, but I don't want to cause a scene with the mercenaries still hanging around. So I just stand there helpless while she hugs me and cries, and brushes back my hair and cries, and hugs me again. . .and cries.

      Finally, she composes herself enough to address my captors. “Please, go inside. My husband will handle the payment.”

      She hooks my elbow with hers and walks me toward the house. The other fae scatter about: two children wrestling, an older boy taking up hoeing the ground, and another adult woman who bustles back inside, right behind the mercenaries.

      I'm led into the house, the scent of baking bread and warm berries hitting me right in the face. And stomach. I'm suddenly starving, but I say nothing as my gaze darts around the room, trying to take in everything: the farmhouse style dining room table, the large kitchen with simmering pots of delicious smelling sauces, the oven ticking away, and the back door ajar, revealing gray chickens strutting and clucking. I have never seen this place in my life.

      Or have I?

      Dread sinks into me. Changelings have to come from somewhere, right? They didn't just magically appear. At least, that's what I gathered.

      I glance at the woman as she directs me down a hallway.

      “Are you. . .are you my. . .” I can't finish the sentence. No matter who these people—fae—might have been, they aren't anymore.

      I know my family. My real one. Mom and Cassia.

      The woman opens a bedroom door and steps back for me to enter. I do so, hesitantly, less worried about being trapped in the room, and more about how this situation is starting to come together. I don't like it.

      “This is your room,” she says, beaming, “and I am your mother.”

      Sadness casts over me, worse than the shadows. She is delusional. Whether or not I am a changeling—and that is still up for debate—she is most definitely not my mother. I know my mother. I love my mother. And this woman is not her.

      I just force a smile, afraid to say or do anything that will upset her. She has mercenaries, after all.

      “I know you don't understand,” she says, caressing my hair. I wish she wouldn't do that, but I'm still not ready to take a stand. “You will, though. Let me get you something to eat. Just stay right here.” She smiles and then bounds out the door.

      I listen until her footsteps have faded and her voice carries from far away. The clattering of dishes in the kitchen follows. Then I hurry to the window and push back the curtains to survey my new surroundings, my temporary home.

      The land goes on forever, ending in a line of green trees against the horizon. I don't know how much of it is ours—theirs—but the way the livestock and kids run about, it seems quite a bit.

      My gaze snaps back up the trees. Green trees. Lush like the moss on the portals. Nothing in this world has been that color, that depth, since I've visited. The grass is rich, the chickens becoming brown and white. The sky is increasingly blue.

      The shadows are lifting.
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      My fake mother returns with a plate full of white bread, like pound cake, topped in warm berry sauce and served with thick cream. She hands me the food and, as much as I would like to revolt against them and their silly notion that I belong here—silly even though the shadows seem to agree—I take the plate because I'm starving.

      I sit on the edge of the bed covered in a blue and red comforter and scarf down the food. The little bit that actually lingers on my taste buds long enough to notice is amazing. Homemade, fresh off the farm kind of amazing. I probably had a pretty good life here.

      If I had ever lived here.

      “Do you have pictures of me?” I ask all at once, surprising both me and my alleged fae mother.

      She smiles, but it's enormously sad. “You were taken the moment you were born. I've waited. . .” She breaks down in sobs, covering her face with her hands.

      I feel bad all over again. I may not have any attachment to her, but she clearly does to me. And, somehow, this plays into the shadows. I'm not yet brave enough to ask her why, though, so I finish my food and hand her the empty plate.

      “Thank you,” I say genuinely. She's a sweet woman, and her life has probably been full of heartache trying to relocate her child, even though I still don't fully understand what happened. I study her for a few minutes, trying to determine how safe it is to ask her questions—real ones, that need real answers. I take a deep breath. “Why was I gone so long?”

      “There was no one to retrieve you,” she says, fighting back more tears. She leans forward and kisses the top of my head. “Rest, sweetheart. You need rest. You are safe now.”

      She turns and leaves, but her words linger with me. It has been a while since I've been truly safe. Ever since I ran into Remy holding up the convenience store, my life has been turmoil.

      Even though I don't want to believe this woman, I can't help but take comfort that the shadows have started to lift. Something has gone right for a change.

      I crawl under the covers, sinking in the mattress, trying to piece together why my return here would have any bearing on the curse over the fae world. But the evidence is right outside my window: as soon as I came into this house, the shadows started to recede.

      It couldn't be a coincidence, could it?

      My overtaxed brain shuts down bit by bit, and I don't try to resist. I need sleep, and I can, because I'm safe.

      My mother wouldn't lie to me, would she?
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      I wake to the sounds of dishes banging around and people shouting. At first, I wonder why my mother and Cassia are fighting. Then I realize it's a different mother, there's no Cassia, and I'm not in my house. Or my world.

      I hop out of bed and head for the door, my hand halting on the knob. As silently as I can manage, I turn and head for the window, instead, and peer out. The sun is setting, but the sky is full of colors: oranges and reds, mainly.

      The shadows are still tinting the very top of the sky and the far edges of the field, but everything else has been brought to life. Maybe the city is coming back to its previous state? I would like to go look, but I also don't want to leave the sanctuary of this house.

      More yelling and clanking.

      As minimal of sanctuary as it is, anyway.

      I creak open the door and creep down the hallway, just far enough to hear what is being said.

      “She's not going to leave,” a man yells, his voice cracking. “She wasn't running away from us, Ella.”

      “How can you be sure? You didn't see the way she looked at me.” The woman, my fae mother, is crying again. Or still.

      “It's just a lot for her take,” the man says. I assume he's probably Papa. I have yet to see him. “She'll come to realize we're her Mama and Papa.”

      “She is terrified of me, of her family! I will never forgive him!” Mama punctuates her screeching anger with the clanging of a pan. “Never!”

      “It's done now, Ella,” the man says, soothing and calm.

      The woman sobs loudly, and he makes shushing noises and murmurs things I can't make out.

      I straighten upright and head down the hallway, turning the corner at the kitchen. Mamam and a man are embracing in the middle of the dining room, her head on his shoulder and her back heaving up and down.

      The man sees me first. “Did you sleep well, dear?”

      He looks more like a gnome than a fairy, except for the wisps of wings behind him.

      I nod as they separate and Mama turns around to face me. She wipes her eyes and hurries to the kitchen.

      “Would you like a snack?” Her voice quivers. “There's plenty to choose from. I've been working all day.”

      “Your Mama is a wonderful cook,” the man—Papa—says, and I cringe against the need to correct him. They are not my parents.

      But they're such sweet people, and the woman is so heartbroken over my delayed return, that I can't bring myself to be that much of an asshat. So I just try on a pleasant smile.

      “I'm not hungry right now, thank you, but maybe something to drink?” My throat feels as if I had slept with my mouth open.

      “Tea?”

      Ah, so we're on that side of the wall.

      “Yes, please,” I say and then slink over to the farmhouse table and take a seat as far from Papa as possible. He seems as nice as any of them, but I would rather the vantage point of being able to observe them. . .and have a head start if I need to throw a chair and run.

      Mama boils water on the stove, then brews a mug of tea and brings it over to me at the table. She scoots two little containers from the middle of the table toward me.

      “Cream and sugar,” she says with a smile, then can't seem to resist touching my hair again.

      I involuntarily flinch. Her face hardens and she returns to the kitchen, puttering around to make two more mugs of tea.

      Papa has a small contraption in one hand, and a screwdriver in the other, working away, not particularly obsessed with me being there like his wife is.

      “What's that?” I take a sip from my mug. The tea is earthy with a spicy undertone. More importantly, it does the job of soothing my irritated throat.

      “A lock for the shed,” he says as she brings him his mug and then takes a seat next to him, across from me.

      I'm thankful she didn't try to scoot up close to my side of the table. I would have to put a stop to her touching, and I don't want to hurt her feelings. She's already distressed enough.

      “So, do I have any siblings?” I ask, trying to make light conversation, though I am a little intrigued to know more about my psuedo-family.

      “You have two younger brothers, Oliver and Dell,” she says. “Oliver is five, and Dell is seven. The others you saw earlier are friends of the family.”

      “Are Oliver and Dell changelings, too?”

      Mama looks wide-eyed horrified, then starts crying again.

      “No, not changelings,” Papa says, sounding exasperated. He puts down the lock and tool, and reaches over to pat Mama on the back. “She's just trying to learn.”

      “I'm sorry,” I say quietly and drink more of my tea.

      “It's all right.” She dabs her eyes with her apron. “We thought we'd never get you back, so you must understand the thought of losing Oliver and Dell, too. It's just. . .”

      I nod, urgently, trying to think of a safe way to change the conversation. “How long have you been on this farm?”

      “It's the family farm,” she says. “We've handed it down for generations. Keep upgrading it, but it's the same structure, same land, that our family—your family—has always lived on.”

      Realistically, without the damage caused by the curse, this place beats the little apartment I rent with my mother and Cassia, though that is my actual home. I'll roll with this for now, though.

      “I saw a bit of it from the window. It's very beautiful,” I say, not adding that it's beautiful because the shadows are leaving. And it has something to do with our little family dynamic.

      “Be careful exploring,” Papa says as he works on the lock again. “There are still beasties about and may be for some time.”

      Mama clutches his arm. “Yes, Ember, do ask Oliver or Dell for guidance around the property. We'd hate for anything. . .” She sniffles. “We'd hate for anything bad to happen to you.”

      Great, I have overprotective fae parents.

      “I'll do that,” I say brightly, and add, “It will be a good way for me to get to know my brothers.”

      Mama smiles. I feel bad selling myself to them like this, but I need to play ball for a while until I can figure out what to do. Hopefully, Remy will show up and have some suggestions, but I can't count on it. Anything could happen to him, or he might just not know what to make of all this. Either scenario is more likely than him dropping in and saving the day.

      I'm on my own, but I don't have a plan yet. So far my fae family seems safe enough that I can hang out here until I get a better grasp on the world and what I should do next. At least that is a point in my favor. The bigger question right now is what they expect me to do since I've returned.

      Before I can find a way to phrase the question, the two boys dash inside the house, slamming the door behind them and racing into the dining room.

      “Mama! I'm hungry!” one of them says, swinging his arms around her shoulders and falling into her lap.

      The other boy climbs up into a chair. “Tea time! Tea time! Can you tell who is talking? It's me, Dell. I'm invisible.” He waves his hand. “Hello, can you see me?”

      “Not at all,” Papa mutters, shaking his head but smiling. “You should probably wash your invisible hands with the non-invisible soap.”

      “Okay!” Dell jumps down from the chair and runs down the hallway, making wooshing sounds, because apparently invisible people woosh.

      The other boy—Oliver—slogs after him.

      “Washing hands is so boring,” he whines.

      Mama gets up and returns to the kitchen, setting to work heating up a pot full of something that smells spicy and savory. Before long, the boys are cleaned up and back at the table. Papa puts away the lock and screwdriver, while Mama dishes up bowls of steaming stew and brings out fresh soft rolls.

      We dive in, the family falling into easy conversation about a bird the boys saw outside, plans to clean the chicken coop tomorrow, and how they should make a visit into town to introduce me to a  friend of the family who would be excited to meet me.

      As much as I want to dislike my fae parents, as much as I resist the notion that they hired those mercenaries to kidnap me because they actually love me, I can't believe that this is anything more than the family I was meant to have.

      I dunk my roll into my stew, watching them. I'm not about to leave Mom and Cassia behind, but I can't really just relocate these people, these fae, next door to me, can I?

      Perhaps more importantly, when I leave, will the shadows come back?
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      My fae family are sensitive to the fact that I probably don't want to talk a lot about where I've been the last two and a half decades. Mama on the brink of tears every time it's mentioned seals that this isn't a conversation we should be having right now. I'm relieved that they aren't pushing the issue, because I haven't yet determined how much I want to reveal about myself. What if they think my mom is somehow to blame about my delayed return? I've seen what the fae are capable of. I don't want them to have my mom on the radar, not even a little bit.

      After dinner, we sit around in the living room, perched on chairs drinking tea, with the boys sitting on the floor at our feet.

      “You know, Ember,” Papa says, “outside of the town, there are some beautiful sites. The mountains to the east have so much metal in their peaks, they shimmer in the sunlight. There's caves nearby, big long caves, that you can hear a whisper all the way from one end to the other. We'll have to take a trip out soon so you can see it for yourself.”

      “And the lake,” Oliver chimes in.

      “The lake is a good one, too,” Papa agrees. “By late spring, the bridge trees are full grown.”

      Before I can ask what the heck a bridge tree is, Mama clears her throat and shoots him a dirty look, then primly sips her tea.

      “Well, yes, it may take some time before we can visit the lake again,” Papa adds. “It'll take some time for the beasties to move away.”

      “Because of the shadows?” Dell adds with the oblivion only a child can have. “Did the shadows bring the beasties?”

      Mama slams her tea mug on the end table next to her.

      “Yes,” Papa says hurriedly, “but let's not talk about that right now. How about you two show Ember around the farm tomorrow?”

      The boys cheer and begin talking excitedly about all the rocks and trees and a creature they found to show me in the morning, but my focus is on Mama. She's trembling, and trying to disguise it.

      I guess if the shadows were turning everyone I know into demonic flesh eaters and releasing  beasties into the world, I would be a little upset about the topic, too.

      Before long, the boys are ushered to bed.

      “I think I'm going that way myself,” I say as casually as I can muster, gathering my mug and teaspoon. “Sounds like the boys have a busy day planned for me.” I smile, and it's less forced than it probably should have been.

      “Your brothers have a lot of energy,” Mama says as I stand. “Would you mind taking my mug out to the kitchen with you, sweetheart? My joints are acting up tonight.”

      “Of course,” I say, picking up her mug.

      She smiles and looks at me like she's the proudest mother in the world. I have no idea how I'm going to handle this situation. A full night to rest doesn't sound like a bad place to start, though.

      “Sleep well,” Papa calls as I head into the kitchen.

      “Good night,” I call back. I place the dishes into the sink and make my way down the hallway, back to the guest room. My room.

      It's not how I would have decorated it, yet nothing about the room feels wrong or. . .temporary. Nothing about this entire house, or the people in it, seem strange. It's like I live here now.

      I shake my head as I crawl into the bed, sinking into the mattress that is suddenly familiar despite having only used it once before, earlier today. It could be my own bed back home.

      Did they enchant me? Are they making me feel this way with magic, or just with genuine warmth?

      Since the fae magic has dried up, there is only one answer. I shouldn't like it, but I do.

      I doze off, wondering if, in the morning, the shadows will have completely vanished.
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      I bolt upright to someone pounding on the door. It takes me a moment to realize it's morning, and the knocking is followed by the boys yelling, “Ember! We caught it! We caught the creature to show you!”

      I tip my head back to the ceiling and take a deep breath to calm my racing heart. Don't surprise people who have been chased by dark fae.

      “I'll be there in a moment,” I say as calmly as the heart thudding in my chest will allow, then I scramble out of bed and realize I'm already in my day clothes. I probably should fix this situation before tonight. Get some pajamas and a change of outfits.

      I shake away the thoughts. I'm not staying here long enough to need a wardrobe.

      I dart to the window to check what the curse has been up to while I slept.

      The shadows have faded a little, but they aren't gone. Still a tint to remind me that it's there, just waiting to seize the opportunity to come back in full force—and probably with a vengeance. The problem being, I have no idea what that opportunity is. Surely I don't have to stay here forever. . .I hope.

      In the kitchen, I find Mama flipping up something that resembles pancakes, except thinner like a crepe, and long and rectangular. She proceeds to top them with fruit filling and powdered sugar and then roll them up. I don't know what it is, but she drizzles melted chocolate over the top and I'm sold.

      She serves the family this breakfast-dessert wonder alongside tea, of course, and the boys rush through their food so they can go back out to check on their creature. By the time I am finished eating and having a polite, bland conversation with my fae parents, the boys are back inside, dancing in anticipation to show me the great outdoors.

      Mama laughs and clears the plates. “Go on out before they self-destruct,” she says.

      I smile, scooting back my chair to stand, and then follow their excited trail outside. They lead me around to the back where a wooden dish covered with a board sits on the ground.

      “Open it,” Dell says, pushing Oliver toward the bowl.

      Oliver looks up at me, and I nod, trying to share in their enthusiasm. He smiles, his eyes crinkling, before nestling on his knees next to the bowl. His brother holds his breath as they carefully lift the lid.

      It's a lizard. With all the build up, I expected this mystery creature to be sparkly and have wings, but it's as plain as any other fence dweller.

      “I named him Greeny,” Dell says. “Because he's green. Kind of green.”

      Oliver giggles behind his hands as Dell lifts up the lizard and holds it out to me.

      “Have you seen one before?” he asks.

      “Yes, but I've never caught one,” I say, trying not to be a buzzkill, but struggling to keep up the excitement. “You probably should let him go so he can find his friends.”

      “I don't think he has friends,” Dell says matter-of-fact as the lizard kicks in his hold.

      Oliver scratches the back of his neck. “Maybe there's more here. I never seen them when I lived in the other place.”

      I tilt my head. “What other place did you live in?”

      “The place without tea. Before the shadows came, before our new mama took us here and brought us together,” Oliver says.

      “Yes, but you are my brother now,” Dell says and hugs Oliver. “My favorite brother forever.”

      I scowl, looking between them. They aren't Mama and Papa's children? Something sinister creeps through my body, and I wrap my arms around me.

      Calm down. It doesn't mean that they were changelings, too. Maybe Mama adopted them when their parents were touched by the shadows.

      “Here, let me take the lizard,” I say, trying to find an excuse to get away for a minute, to catch my breath before the boys pick up on my pending anxiety attack.

      Dell looks at me like I'm speaking Latin. “How do you know what they're called?”

      “I've seen them before,”  I say without thinking, reaching for the reptile. Dell carefully passes it to me, and I cup my hands around the squirmy creature. “I'm going to find a safe place to let him loose.”

      The boys wave goodbye to the lizard as I hurry toward the front of the house. I keep walking, though I have nowhere in particular in mind to release it. I just need a minute to think.

      Dell and Oliver are not brothers, and they were both brought here before the shadows came. They lived somewhere else. And they have never seen or even heard of a lizard before.

      When I reach a pile of rocks, I squat down and gently uncup my hands, placing the lizard on the ground. The lizard bounds away. I stare after it, hoping to catch a glimpse, but it's gone. My gaze trails over to the tipped shed and lands on the lock on the door.

      The lock Papa had been working on last night.

      I stand and bustle over to the shed. It seems like it had been turned in a storm, but there's no damage. Even the floor—now to the side—is intact.

      I reach for the door. Dell grabs wrist.

      “Not the shed,” he whispers. “It's haunted.”

      I glance down at him. “I don't believe in ghosts.”

      I'm not actually sure what I believe in anymore, but I'm not going to let a spirit spook me at this point.

      “You don't have to believe in them for them to be real,” he says. “You can look in the tool building.” He points in the direction of a nondescript nearby structure, the size of a small trailer. “I bet there are more of those. . .lizards.” He seems to roll the word around in his mouth.

      I let him lead me away, glancing over my shoulder at the overturned shed in perfect condition.
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      By dinner time, I have seen every nook, cranny, and pebble in this place. Everything but inside the haunted shed, of course.

      Dinner is some kind of vegetarian Shepherd's pie made from ingredients I mostly don't recognize, but it's as palate-arousing as everything else I've been served her so far. Mama knows how to cook.

      But as routine as the conversation is around the table—a fence needs repaired, a chicken laid two eggs, and Dell has grown an inch—I can't help but see a different scenario than the night before. This isn't a family reunited, as much as one that seems. . .put together. Whereas I had only seen childlike glee from the boys, I now notice the way they flinch when Papa speaks a little louder than usual, or the way any protests were immediately shut down.

      Or maybe I was imaging things. I didn't like knowing I had to eventually hurt Mama and Papa's feeling when I was ready to go back home, so I was subconsciously painting them as the bad guys, as people who had anything but genuine care for two orphaned children and a daughter they had lost over twenty years ago. Then a curse ripped apart their world.

      Hadn't these people gone through enough without deserving my silent judgment?

      Then Oliver accidentally drops his mug of tea, shattering it on the floor, and he bursts into a deluge of tears. I help clean up the mess and whisper that accidents happen, but his eyes are trained on the people posing as our parents, his body trembling.

      As soon as the family is fast asleep, I have to leave and find Remy.
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      In the night, after the household has retired, I go to the bedroom window and push back the curtains. The yard is dark, but the moon is bright enough to at least get me off this property. Once I'm on the main road, I can hide out until daylight, if necessary. But I would rather get as far from here as I can before my fae parents notice I am missing.

      Before they call the mercenaries again.

      I carefully slide up the window, holding my breath as if that will somehow prevent the panes from rattling and alerting my fae family from sound sleep. Outside is chilly, but the shadows are barely noticeable.

      I lock the pane into place. Thankfully I'm not trying to get out a second story window. This will be cake. Kind of.

      With a glance back at the door, I crawl out, landing on the damp grass. My shoes are solid, bracing the impact. I take slow, steady steps around the side of the house toward the front.

      To my right looms the overturned shed. Now would be the time to open it. I hesitate on the consideration, then remember the lock and my lack of lock picking skills. I push the notion to the back of my mind and continue on my way toward the main road. The shed will have to be a mystery for another day.

      Each time my foot bumps a rock or cracks a twig, I gasp out loud and freeze. Even though I know it's just paranoia, I have to turn around and squint to take in as far as I can see, looking for silhouettes of people coming to stop my escape. Just because they aren't there, doesn't mean they feel less real.

      If I could, I would have brought Oliver and Dell with me, but I don't think I would have made it to the window with their chaotic little selves in tow. Besides, I don't really know yet what it is going on. But once I find out, I will be back for them—if they need me.

      There are so many if's right now, and it seems like the more I uncover, the more questions I have. I'm not entirely convinced I'm a changeling. I don't know why the shadows went away. And, most importantly right now, I don't know where Remy went.

      Out of the gate and onto the main road, I find the moonlight is still bright enough to lead me for a ways. At least that much is going right. I try not to dwell on all the possible beasties lurking, or that I could stumble upon dark fae at any time.

      The thoughts make my arms shake, anyway, and when I wrap them around me, the shaking just seems to transfer to my entire body. My feet stumble, my shoulders hunch. I want nothing more than to be out of this dark night. Even if that means going back to the farm and pretending that everything is the way it should be.

      But it's not. So I keep walking.

      I walk until my soles barely leave the ground, and then I walk farther, until my feet are dragging. Until I'm expending more effort on the thought of continuing than I am on actually moving.

      At long last, I find a pile of garbage and settle down behind it. The smell is putrid and brings a hint of bile to my mouth, but I'm so tired, blocking it out is easier than finding somewhere else to lie down. I just need some rest.

      My eyes close. My shoulders loosen, followed by the length of my spine stretching out. Even my legs relax into the ground.

      Something grabs me, pulling me to my feet. My eyes snap open. In the glow of the moon and lantern light in the near distance, I make out a face inches from mine: long with a round eyes and a tuft of dark curly hair.

      His lips part into a snarl. “Welcome back.”

      Something cracks me in the head, and I go blank.
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      My eyes flicker open. Pain shoots through my head, and I squeeze my face shut. The pain turns to throbbing in time with the pulse in my temple. I take a few deep breaths.

      “I know you're awake,” a man says from nearby.

      I squint to see around the pain, turning my head ever so slowly. The pulsing might as well be hot lava. My eyes water as I adjust to the dim light.

      The man is sitting in a red and gold fabric chair on the other side of the narrow room. Beside him rests a carved writing desk, complete with a few leather-bound books in a stack on top. Next to the desk stands a tall closed up hutch and a window with drawn faded blue curtains.

      The room is painted dull tan, blending with the ugly carpet. On the wall closest to me is a large metal candle holder. From the ceiling hangs a chandelier, dusty and displaying a large cobweb in the center. My gaze is drawn to the fat black spider sitting in the middle, though it doesn't move.

      I turn my attention to where I'm laying on a built-in cot with a thin pad. Except for the bump on the head, I feel otherwise unharmed.

      With care, both for my aching skull and not to startle my captor, I ease myself to a sitting position, bringing my legs over to rest my feet on the floor.

      “You should have stayed away,” he says. “There's nothing left in this world for you.”

      “Was there ever?” I ask, my voice croaking.

      “Not for our kind,” he says, rising to his feet, revealing his impressive height.

      I tense, my fingers gripping the edge of the pad. He makes no move for me.

      “I want to go home,” I say, but it comes out an earnest whisper, and I regret revealing my deepest truth to him: I don't want to be here. I would do anything to return to Mom and Cassia and not have to deal with the fae anymore.

      His head tilts forward, his expression darkening.

      “That's the tragedy of it. It was lies. All of it lies!” He swings, his fist smashing into the front of the cabinet.

      I jerk back, gaze darting around for the exit. It's in the far corner, behind him.

      “What lies?” I whisper.

      He's at me, grabbing me by the front of my jacket and slamming me into the wall next to the cot. My lungs seize.

      “I wasn't going to do it,” he says, his breath puffing against my face. “I wasn't going to let them do it again. They thought they could make me, but I wouldn't do it to us anymore. Wouldn't do it to you.”

      “Do what to me?” I ask, voice quivering. I search his face, finding anger, hatred. . .and something else I can't pinpoint.

      “I wasn't going to take you back,” he says. “I wasn't going to let them keep getting away with destroying us, one after the other, for the sake of tradition. They made me leave you, but they weren't going to make me come back for you.”

      His words settle cold and hollow in my chest. “You're the changeling.”

      “There is no room in this world for our kind,” he says.

      It was true. All of it. I had been delivered to my world—the human world—and then never picked back up. Those people on the farm are my real family. My fae family, anyway.

      But I still have so many questions.

      “Why send Matteo for me, then?” I find my voice, speaking louder. “If you didn't want me here, why did you send someone to collect me?”

      He lets go of my jacket and steps back, pushing up one sleeve of his poet shirt, revealing inch by inch, red scars slashed along his arm.

      “Every day for more than twenty years, Ember,” he says, and I can hear the struggle in his voice to remain calm. “Sometimes they wouldn't let the wound heal for weeks.”

      My gaze flicks to his face. “You were punished for not bringing me back?”

      “It's tradition,” he says with a sneer. “No one defies tradition.”

      “You did.”

      “For a while.” He lets down his sleeve, covering the years of torment on his arm, but the rage never leaves his eyes. “For a long while, I resisted. They were desperate. I was the last living changeling, besides you, of course, and I was growing older. We're the only ones who can have the portal opened, you see. That's why my Order loves me.

      “I can open portals, do things they cannot do. Even manipulate the shadows in ways they cannot. They think I wanted the curse, but how little do they know it was just a fortunate twist for me. I just seized the opportunity when it presented itself. ”

      He's clearly proud of his Order, but I don't want this conversation to derail. I want to know more about how I factor into this mess.

      “So they insisted you come collect me,” I say, keeping him on task. “Then finally you caved and sent Matteo for me?”

      Rage lights his face. “I never gave in!”

      His fist slams into the wall next to me. I reach up and yank down the metal candle holder, lit candles dropping to the floor as I swing at him. The metal catches him in the face. He stumbles backwards. The candles light the carpet, a sparkle of small flames that begin to smoke and grow. He breaks his fall and charges at me. I drop the candle holder and run toward the door, veering around the fire. He rushes toward me. I reach for the doorknob, grab it. His head smacks the chandelier, upsetting the spider in her web, as I barrel out the door. The step down has me glancing back. We were inside a wooden gypsy wagon. I round the small structure, finding myself on a hill. Light from the flames inside the wagon flicker beyond the curtains.

      I take off down the hill, feet uncoordinated under me as I try to collect my nerves and braincells. His lanky form sways behind me as he tries to close the space between us. The shadows move around him, slithering out of his way as if he's a king and they were his servants.

      I half fall, half hop toward the base of the hill, stumbling as I reach the bottom. I land on my hands and knees. He shouts behind him. I dare a look. A shadow has reared up at him. He flicks his hand up, and the shadow retreats.

      He is darker than the curse itself.

      I head back toward the farm. As much as I want to leave that place behind, I have nowhere else to go. No one else in this twisted city might be willing to help me, and I may have even screwed up that too.

      As I take the roads that seem familiar, that I hope are leading me to the only home I can return to right now, the shadows spread across the sky. They reach the tops of the buildings and eat away the color, the life.

      I left my fae family, and the shadows came back. It might be my imagination, but I can feel eyes on me, beasties watching me with approval that I've given them free reign of this world again.

      At some point, I lose Franjo. The leader of the Order of Ice. The changeling before me. My savior and my death. He will find me again, and he will surely kill me next time. The only people who can tell me how to protect myself from him are my fae family.

      But I can't remember how to reach them. All of these damn roads look the same, littered with trash and death. The more I stagger about, turning one way and trudging along, then giving up when it doesn't look familiar and looping back, the more lost I feel.

      My feet and ankles ache in time with my injured head, but I refuse to stop. If I keep moving, even if I never find the way to go, Franjo won't be able to catch me again. It's a horrible plan, but it's all my racing mind is capable of putting together.

      Something that sounds like a metal can clunks and then rolls way. I glance left and then right, then steal a peak behind me. I expect to see Franjo's lanky form galloping toward me.

      The night is empty. Just me and the curse shadows, ever twisting and grappling, pulling themselves from the invisible beyond to take this world in full.

      If I could find a portal, I could cross back to my home turf, but even that seems worthless. Franjo knows where I'm from and how to find me. I have no doubt he would swoop low enough to harm my mother—my human mother, my real mother.

      Franjo is a changeling too, which means he also has two sets of parents. His fae parents, and the human parents who raised him. How would I feel if someone had just whisked me away from my mother and never let me see her again? All because of some strange tradition that I had no control over. Wasn't even aware of.

      I'd be heartbroken. Angry. I probably wouldn't want to do it to anyone else, either. But how far would I go? Would I destroy the entire world—the human world—to stop the changeling cycle?

      No. My mother lives there. The people I love live there.

      I nearly stop, nearly turn back around so I can return to him and remind him that the world he loves is still there, but he's destroying it.

      The memory of the glint in his eye, the anger seeping through, is enough to keep me running away from him, even if I don't know where I'm going yet. I can't stop that anger. It is beyond simple rational conversation. He has the marks on his arms to prove it.

      The top of the device appears in the distance. My heart skips a beat in delight. I know this area!

      I veer toward the Storyteller's house, my vision locked on the device as it grows taller. With barely a thought, I turn and dash through the yard, up to the front. My fists beat on the door, my breathing haggard in my ears. No one answers, but they hadn't last time, either. I go for the knob, try to turn it, but it doesn't give. I shake it, beating my other hand louder against the door.

      “It's me! Help!” I realize that tells no one anything, but I doubt the Storyteller can even hear me in her basement amongst her books.

      I try banging and shaking the door a few more times, then resign, body aching, and look back toward the street. This world seems to be closing in on me, and not just the shadows. Everywhere I turn, there's less options, less hope—and there wasn't much of any of that to begin with.

      I jerk around, peering toward the side of the building. There is a portal in the back yard. I hurry off the porch and over to the tall stone fence towering over me. Clamping my jaw, I poke my fingers into the stones above me and try to grapple on as I work the toes of my shoes into the fence, but make no progress. My nails scrape across the stone, bending one back and sending a tiny sting of pain down my finger. I pull away, feet sliding to the ground, and shake my hand as I turn, looking for items to pile up. There's all the planks and pipes in the street, but I can't imagine how to make any of it usable for scaling the wall. It's all either too flat, or flimsy, or just not practical.

      A shadow down the street catches my attention. Not one of those shadows, but a silhouette of a person. A woman, with a round belly.

      I know her.

      My feet take off before my brain can even finish the thought. Boards crack under my feet, sending up plumes of dust that coat my tongue on an inhale. I wipe the back of my hand over my mouth, but only manage to taste dirt and sweat.

      I come up on her, panting as I slow. She turns, rigid and eyes wide.

      She lets out her breath. “You,” she says, sounding relieved. Then her tone becomes worried. “You mustn't stay out here. They're. . .”

      Her gaze stares past me, and I follow where she's watching several dark figures saunter toward us. The moonlight reveals their elongated faces, deadly claws, and wisps of wings. The dark fae.

      “Get inside,” she whispers, moving for her front door.

      I stick close to her, my eyes never moving from the approaching fae.

      “I need to get back to the farm,” I say in a low voice. “They're the only ones who can help me.”

      She stops in her doorway, arm against the frame to block my path.

      “Farm?” Her voice is on edge, and I don't understand why.

      “My parents. . .” I have no idea how to begin to explain this.

      “You live at the Hawker farm? You're the changeling?” Her gaze nails her accusation to me like a hammer. She picks up a broom leaning against the wall.

      Hawker?

      I shrivel like a punctured balloon. “Yes. I just. . .”

      I'm a Hawker.

      “They're over there.” She leans forward, resting her hand on my shoulder and stretching to point down the street with the other. “Just follow that road, take the first right, and keep going until you see the farm. Get over there.” She recoils back from me and jabs my side with the broom handle. “Go home and stay there!”

      I glance at the dark fae, who aren't in a rush to get to us, but will destroy us when they do. Their faces boast their desire—their need—for carnage.

      “What about them?” I whisper, afraid to point.

      “Go home, and none of us will have to worry about them.” She slams the door in my face, leaving me alone in the night with the shadows, the dark fae, and, most scary, my confused thoughts.

      I turn and run in the direction she had pointed. My eyes search for the first right I can take. I'm afraid I will overlook it in my rush, or that it will be blocked off and I can't reach it

      I don't glance back. If the dark fae have taken off after me, I don't want to know. I just have to focus on getting to the farm. That's what the woman said, and I will trust nearly anyone's advice at this point. At least it's something besides wandering aimlessly.

      But the nagging notion won't let up: I'm a Hawker. Somehow, the shadows, the beasties, and even the dark fae are my fault. Do I have to stay on the farm forever? If I leave, not only will this world be destroyed, but so will mine. The human one. The one where everyone I love is, oblivious to the disaster in this realm that's spilling over into theirs.

      And it's my fault.

      Mine.

      The turn is up ahead, and I stumble over my own feet trying to take it without slowing down. The street still looks the same as the others, but I keep going.

      Am I really sentenced to life on the fae farm forever? If I refuse, everyone dies. What kind of choice is that? I can never see Mom again, either way.

      The road starts to fade into dirt and then the path begins to wind uphill. I hunch a little and take the slope, soles squeaking on wet grass and my heart swelling with sadness. It swells until it pushes at my sternum. Pushes against my throat, and fills my head until my eyes water.

      The farm comes into view, and so does the wall. The one built to separate the cursed feuding neighbors. Built right through their property.

      The entire family—my fae family—is standing outside the gate, gathered close together. Their eyes light up, and they all rush toward me. They encircle me, wrapping me in their embrace, proclaiming how they had been so worried about me, how they were afraid I wouldn't find my way back.

      I lean into the imposters and cry.

      [image: ]

      Around the table at breakfast, I expect the Inquisition, and I have no idea how to explain why I had left the farm last night. They probably have already guessed that I was planning to go back home, my real home, but how can I tell them that I would wish a curse on them just to not live here? That the only thing stopping me is that the curse is hurting my world, too.

      I push down the memories of Franjo's torture marks, trying not to remember the treatment of changelings who don't want to participate in the tradition. As farmers, Mama and Papa probably have little control over how the authorities here would handle me.

      I realize there's only the clinking of spoons against bowls as everyone eats their warm fruit soup. My hand is still, so I force myself to join in with the steady noise, clicking my spoon against the side of the dish on purpose with each bite, illustrating they don't have to worry: I'm here, and I'm participating.

      The soup is a pleasing blend of fresh blueberries in a thick syrup, cut with cinnamon and vanilla whose aroma fills my head as I lean in to slurp off the spoon. Mama gets up and goes to the kitchen, then returns with a small container and leaves dollops of a yogurt and cream cheese blend on our bowls before sitting back down. The addition is refreshing, a strange contrast to the shadows outside the door.

      The shadows that are slowly, but steadily, lifting. By the time we finish our meal, the shadows are just at the top of the trees, the grass bright green, as if the sunlight peeking through is projecting the ground.

      I clear my throat. “I was thinking about going out with Dell and Oliver again.”

      Mama and Papa exchange looks, and I can tell they are afraid I'm going to try to leave again.

      “I didn't get to see it all last time,” I assure, then turn to the boys who are trying to fold airplanes out of their cloth napkins. “Can you show me around the rest of the farm?”

      Dell's eyes light up. “We can find more of those things. What did you call them?”

      Mama and Papa look at me, and my heart skips a beat at the concerned expression on their faces.

      “They're called chickens,” I say hurriedly, standing up and trying not to seem like I'm ushering the boys out the door before either parent asks questions. Dell starts to protest that he meant the bumpy creatures with tails, but I cut him off. “I'm sure there's more interesting things besides chickens.”

      I urge the boys off their chairs and shoo them toward the back door, into the yard. Once we're outside, I take a deep breath, picking up hints of wild flowers and green vegetation, underlined by a coolness of country air—which is odd, since we're technically in the city.

      Something about the lingering taste of breakfast and the equally satisfying freshness of the outdoors makes me think the fae world didn't used to be all bad. Not that I would want to stay in it, but it's not a place I would expect the fae to want to flee from. At least, not before the shadows.

      Oliver is off in the distance, bending to turn over rocks, then moving on. I've lost sight of Dell. I look back and forth, finding him walking away from the haunted overturned shed. His hands are stained blue, and he wipes them on his jeans as he heads over to Oliver.

      I stroll toward the boys, gazing up at the shadows. Now that it has retreated, it seems to be hanging in folded curtains, like the Aurora Borealis, but black in a day sky. It makes me afraid, deep in some primal part, and I could, for a moment, believe that there are gods, a whole council of them, and they are angry.

      Something darting on the ground catches my attention. I search over the grass, trying to catch a sign of it again. Another flash, toward the right. I home in on it, picking out the lizard blending into the ground cover. I start to call the boys over, but I catch another quick movement nearby.

      It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust, but then I see two, possibly three, lizards, darting from spot to spot, working toward the tree line. I glance at the boys who are busy poking sticks at a fallen log, and then follow after the lizards. I step lightly, carefully, afraid to injure them, or scare them off their path.

      Bit by bit, they work their way to the trees, and I'm right behind them. As they scurry into the foliage, I take one more look at the boys, who are still unconcerned with what I'm doing, then duck under the branches.

      My shoes crunch against the dead leaves layering the ground. I hold my breath, listening for the slight rattle as the lizards continue their daring zips from one concealed spot to another. I make sure I know where they are before I take each step.

      Then the leaves rattle to the right, and then the left. Then at the same time. I look from side to side, unable to find my lizards as the leaves jump and scurry.

      Not leaves, but lizards. More than a dozen. I tread lightly as I make my way into their midst. They flee deeper into the woods, and I pick up my pace.

      The dozen lizards have become hundreds. I take off on a run, following as they run a jerking course in a steady direction. My lungs fill with cool air exploding with the scent of wet ground and moss. The leaves become less dry and crunchy, more slippery. Using one hand to push back branches from my face, I don't slow down. I don't think. I just run.

      The forest parts, and I come to a stop, breathing heavily. In front of me, next to a tree that has been growing since the dawn of time, is a little stone hut. It's covered in so many lizards, they look like a jigsaw puzzle. They continue in a thin layer up the trunk, across the ground, and up the surrounding trees as high as I can see.

      My eyes adjust to the swarm. More lizards are emerging, one or two at a time, from the hut.

      A portal.

      I haven't seen anything besides humans and fae use it—until now. No wonder the boys were so confused. The lizards aren't from the fae world, but they must have crossed through. I guess they live here now. I'm certainly not going to try to round them up and herd them back through.

      I step lightly around them, if that's even possible, thankful they scurry out of my way, and head toward the hut. When I reach the portal, I halt at the door to watch the lizards. They're not really doing anything, just hanging out. Good thing I'm not afraid of reptiles, because they aren't interested in moving out of my way. I reach for the door and push it open.

      Inside the portal, lizards rest on the walls and dart back and forth on the floor. I tiptoe over them as I cross the narrow room to the door on the other side. I know I shouldn't leave the farm, but I also can't stay.

      Taking a deep breath, I push open the door. Wind laced with ice hits me in the face. I hunch over, pulling in my arms, trying to ward off the sudden freezing welcome as I step through and blink rapidly against the shift in lighting.

      The world is dark, except for a few stray lights that bounce off the ground. My gaze lowers as I take a step that crunches and slightly sinks. The ground looks like white sand. I take another step and then halt.

      It's snow.

      My teeth chatter as I turn, looking for any signs of where I am. The street stretches on before me, lifeless. Short telephone poles and stoplights are frozen over and decorated with icicles. I take another step forward. Wind howls in my ears and tries to freeze them off in the same instance.

      I press one hand to the side of my face, hoping to warm it, but my fingers are like ice. I tuck my hands under my arms and keep walking, part of me wanting to call out and the other part of me afraid that, if I do, no one will reply and I will know for certain that I am alone.

      Up ahead, something triangular pokes out of the ground. I hurry over to it, feeling as if someone is right at my back, though no matter how many times I glance behind me, no one is there. As I approach the structure, it seems to be another hut. I creep closer, shrinking as the cold reaches my midriff, and peer harder.

      It's familiar, but I can't place it. I've seen it before, but never like this. I reach forward and touch it, a clump of snow falling to the ground, revealing pink shingles.

      It's the top of the brothel. The rest of the building—I turn in a slow circle; the rest of the city—is stacked with snow. In the distance stands the dark roofs and second stories of other buried structures.

      This is a desert. Or was. No one is prepared for being snowed in, and I doubt the weather station picked up a magical storm on their radars. Who knows what the meteorological symbol for that would look like.

      No one knew this was coming. Not the brothel, not the Pink Boutique. . .not my mother.

      I drop to my knees and start digging. I don't know what I plan to achieve. I just know I have to be able to get the people out. If I can't get to the windows or doors of this place, I won't be able to get to it at my apartment. I won't be able to save my mom and Cassia.

      My fingers grow increasingly numb, and my knees ache deep in their joints from the cold pressed through my pants. My arms and shoulders are already tired from digging.

      I can't waste all of my energy here, give all of my body heat to saving the brothel. I might only get one. Besides, I live on the third floor. There is still time to get to my family.

      I take off on a run, trying to orientate myself without stopping. The street signs point me in the direction of home, because I can no longer recognize my own neighborhoods. My lungs seem to gather icicles of their own that stab at my ribcage, and I'm forced to slow to a trot.

      A puff of cold wind, underlined with a growl, hits the back of my head. I take another step, then play that back.

      A growl?

      I stop short, don't move.

      Behind me, soft padding that wouldn't be noticeable if the world wasn't dead silent. I swallow hard, find I have no spit left, and cringe as I look behind me.

      It stands on all fours, built a bit like a female lion, but has a smooth head that resembles that of a bald man. The neck is thick to accommodate its strange anatomy. Its front legs look more than a human crawling, but end with thick padded claws.

      I cock my head as I isolate which parts of it belong to which species. Then I realize its real, and it's puffing cold air at me with each low growl.

      I blink away the bits of snow on my lashes and try to steady my gaze on its face, make eye contact. Show it I'm not new to being face-to-face with things that can, and probably will try to, eat me.

      I also kind of want to pee myself.

      It takes one step forward.

      I dare to speak: “Who are you?”

      Its face makes me expect it will reply in a language I can identify, but its mouth just pulls back in a long smile that wraps its face and reveals lion teeth. Its tail whips at its back, sending glimmers of ice to the ground behind it.

      I don't know what my move is. The adage is to fight fire with fire, so should I fight ice with ice? How does that even work?

      Besides, it's just a saying. No one has any real advice for dealing with ice monsters. Not that I've checked.

      I lower my hand to my pocket and tap the outside, feeling the slight bulge of the small sage oil bottle. I could try dousing him with it, but if that doesn't stop him,  I'm a dead duck.

      So I slink my hand back up to my chest, nestling it against my shirt for warmth, and force myself to look beyond the beast. Past the tops of the roofs are the second floors of taller buildings, not yet fully consumed by winter. If I can make it to one of them, I can try to bust out a window and crawl inside. From there, I can either hide, find a weapon, or die while slightly less cold. It's all better options than standing here.

      I turn and run. The beast launches after me, moving with feline-like strides. It's faster than me on a normal day, but I have fear to my advantage. It won't keep me ahead forever, but it just has to keep me ahead long enough to find safety. My legs burn with the sudden spurt, but my soles are steady. I've never been so thankful for a pair of shoes in my life. If I slipped right now, the battle would be over.

      White kicks up around me, so much that it takes a minute for me to realize that it has begun snowing again. As I pass under a streetlight, I fix my attention on the building ahead of me and pull in against the harsh wind pricking at my nose, lips, and  cheeks. The promise of warmth adds a little fuel to my fire. I try not to think of the how close the beast is behind me.

      The gap between me and the first building closes, and I align myself with the large window. It's dark inside, but at least there is no snow.

      I angle my shoulder and duck my head. I hit the window, the wind knocked out of me as the pane rattles, and then bounce off.

      I stumble back, collect myself, and dodge at it, beating with my fist.

      “I'm stuck out here!” I scream, if there's anyone inside. Where else would they be? “Please, help!”

      The pane continues to shake, but no sounds come from inside indicating I've been heard. I stop beating at the window and try lifting it, but no go.

      A heavy thud behind me snags my attention. I look up in the dark window, catching the reflection of beast as it launches from the ground. I throw myself down, face first in the snow. The beast is only a few feet above me. It crashes into the window, shattering glass across my back.

      I sit up as banging issues from inside the building. The ice beast roars. Yelling and thumping issue from downstairs.

      “Stay back!” I screech, scrambling toward the sill.

      I led this damn thing into their house. The least I can do is not be a coward and run away, even though I still can't see anything inside.

      A cold snarl hits my face. The beastie steps forward, eye level with me. It's not entirely a lion, but it's not entirely human either, but some bizarre cross staring straight into me. I'm transfixed, not just at the creature, but by what it means: the beasties of the fae world are crossing over to here.

      A light behind the beastie flips on. I gasp, and the beastie turns to meet a shotgun in the face. The boom splits my ears in the empty night. The beastie rears back, shaking its head, blood splattering the walls and the front of my jacket. Then it drops to the ground and stays there.

      I force my gaze up to the man behind the shotgun.

      “What's your name?” he snaps, the barrel focusing onto me.

      “Ember,” I stutter, and not just from the cold. I peer up at him from under the snow dropping from the roof. “Can I come in, please?”
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      The guy with the shotgun helps me in through the window into what used to be a bedroom, but is now a bedroom with a new paint job and a beastie fur rug. I step around the beastie and follow the man downstairs, where his wife and children—presumably—are huddled in a makeshift blanket fort in the living room, the front flap open. They have bright knitted afghans pulled to their chins.

      When I step forward, the woman throws back her afghan and brings up her pistol.

      “She was a straggler,” the man says, waving his hand for her to lower her weapon, and she does.

      The kids—two girls and a boy—don't even try to peel themselves off from her. The smallest girl, maybe four, buries her head in her mother's lap and breathes heavily.

      “You shouldn't be out unarmed,” the mother says to me, then looks up at her husband. “What was all the noise?”

      “Just. . .things.” He looks pointedly at the children, then mouths, monster.

      “Beasties,” I correct, ballsy enough to move forward into the living room and take a seat on the couch before I pass out. I feel it coming, and I would like to do it at least somewhere comfortable for c change.

      “You look pale,” the man says, confirming that I'm about to crumble in my seat. “I'll get you some water.”

      My throat is suddenly dry now that he mentions it.

      He props the shotgun in the corner, then disappears into the kitchen. Cabinet door thuds, water pours from a jug, and he returns with a Winnie the Pooh cup.

      “Everything else is dirty,” he says with an apologetic tone and smile, handing me the cup.

      I couldn't care less if it was someone's skull at this point. I take the cup and down the water without a breath, then look between him and his wife.

      “Do we have any communication with the outside?” I ask as I start to feel my fingers again.

      His answer will probably not be good, so I brace for impact.

      He shakes his head, sighing, and leans against the door frame. “We've been cut off completely since the snow hit. No warning. Water pipes busted. We barely have any—”

      “Honey!” his wife hisses.

      Her lips set into a deep frown that seems unnatural for her face.

      “Right.” He shakes his head, then turns back to me. “It's just been tough, that's all.”

      Tough is an understatement for being snowed in and having ice beasties running wild outside, but it's the least scariest way for the children. I scratch my forehead, staring down into nothing, trying to think.

      If I could get to Remy. . .The thought fizzles out. Remy can't do shit for me, or for anyone else. Not even himself.

      Not that I'm any more useful. The best I can do is splash sage oil on the dark fae. The rest of the creatures, I'm out. But when the snow stops, the dark fae are probably going to swarm, and I need to be prepared. I miss my baton. I doubt I can get a hold of one anytime soon, but perhaps something else would work.

      My gaze drops onto the boy at the woman's side. He's maybe nine, and he's making piano playing motions with his fingers, lost to the rest of the world.

      “Hey,” I say, leaning toward him. “Do you play Little League?”

      His parents bristle, as if they think I'm going lunge at him and swallow him whole. These days, it's not even too far-fetched.

      He glances up at me, but I'm not entirely sure he even sees anything in this room. Then he looks  down again and goes back to miming Mozart.

      The wife gives me a questioning stare.

      “I need to be able to get sage oil onto. . .things. . .from a safe distance,” I say, trying to censor myself around the kiddos. “Something like a baseball bat would work.”

      “That's closer than I would want to get to any of them,” the man says, crossing the room to a Barcelona-style chair and settling into it.

      “Better than my hands.” I force a smile at him.

      “Gun seemed to work fine on the one upstairs,” he says. “It hasn't moved since.” He smiles back at me, but it's clearly as exhausted and uninspired as mine.

      “There are. . .other kinds. . .” I bite my lower lip, thinking.

      How can I explain this to them, when I don't even fully understand? The only part I really know is that I somehow caused this curse, and that is the last thing I want to tell these strangers. Chances are, they'll turn their weapons onto me, and I couldn't even blame them.

      Lately, everyone is so shady, I'm not sure I even trust myself.

      “Wouldn't long range work better?” he asks, weaving his fingers together.

      “I. . .Yes, I would suppose so,” I say. Why hadn't I thought of anything like that before? A bow and arrow, maybe? “Do you have a crossbow or something?”

      I picture myself heading out, loaded up like a modern-day Artemis, at last.

      He chuckles, leaning back and rubbing both hands over the top of his dark hair. “No, but there is something in the game room.”

      He stands up and nods for me to follow him out through the kitchen. I take long strides to keep up with him as he crosses the house into a back room. He reaches past the darkness and flips on a light.

      Inside is a shoddy pool table, a worn poker table, and—I home right in on it—a dart board. I'm not surprised as he makes his way over to it and collects the darts from the target board.

      “Wouldn't these work?” He returns to me with his hands full of darts and offers them up. “Dunk them in sage oil and let 'em fly?”

      I study the darts, making no move for them, and try to envision the scenario. Dark fae coming at me. Pre-dunked dart in my hand. Instead of having to move in, I can take several strides back and throw.

      I can manage that.

      “Yes,” I say, taking a few of the darts and wedging them into my pockets, trying to angle the points in the least drastic way. Rather not stab myself mid-fight.

      He goes around me, back into the kitchen. I follow, leaving the light on because turning it off means darkness at my back—and I've had just about enough of that.

      In the living room, I return to my spot on the couch and lower carefully, checking for any pocketed darts gone astray. “You don't happen to have any more sage oil, do you?”

      “Fresh out,” he says placing the remaining darts on the coffee table. “I wish we had a bag to offer you.”

      “We do,” the wife speaks up, sudden and excited.

      She works her way from under the pile of kids and stands, wincing a little. She heads over to the front door where a shoe rack rests on the floor, a set of hooks hanging on the wall above it. She takes down a small purse and begins unloading the contents onto the shoe rack. Keys, wallet, lipstick. Tokens of a normal life. She turns to me, smiling, and hands me the bag.

      It's a small gray crossbody purse, about the size of a book. I raise up to take it, then pull the coffee table closer and start loading it up. When I finish, I hold up the bag.

      “It works.” Amazing how such a small feat feels like winning the lottery at the moment. “Thank you.”

      She nods, lips together in a suppressed smile, and settles back on the floor with the kids.

      I'm warmed by their generosity. They could have left me outside. They could have skipped the simple things like water and darts and a bag. But they didn't. They had given me everything they have to offer, which is better than what I had before I met them. Anything to get through another hour, another day. Keep going until this over. Even if I'm the one who has to do it.

      The bright warmth fades into night and brings the cold with it. They aren't just helping me to be good people. I showed up with more insight than they had, with a readiness to fight back. I'm their only hope.

      I'm supposed to save us all.

      The worst part is, I have no idea how.

      The Mozart-inspired child stops playing and looks up at his mother. “I need—”

      His request is cut off as the shrieking of what sounds like metal on metal erupts outside. It fills the upstairs and booms toward the living room.

      We all snap upright. The guy goes for his shotgun propped in the corner. The mother scrabbles for her pistol. I'm on my feet, heart thudding in my chest. I wrap my arms around my body and stare in the direction of the stairwell, expecting another beastie to emerge.

      Just as the ringing fades out, another screech shakes the air. I want to hang back, want to dive into the blanket fort with the children and pull down the door flap.

      Instead, I head in the direction of the sound, back through the kitchen and up the stairs. The man is right behind me, shotgun over his shoulder. Thankfully. Sage oil only works on one particular type of bad guy. The rest, it seems, require a standard bullet to the face.

      As I turn into the bedroom, I brace for the sight of the ice beastie with the caved in skull lying across the floor, but he's mostly covered in snow overflowing through the broken window. I take to the short slope, knocking out fragments of the pane and then stooping to duck through the small opening not yet snowed in. My back scrapes the top of the window and the remaining glass, but my jacket takes the brunt of it. I step out onto the ground, snow piled to the second story window, and straighten up. My jaw slacks as I take in the sight: a giant ice pillar is standing in the near distance, so tall the top is lost in the sky and big enough around it would take three people to encircle it. Farther in the distance is another one.

      Something hisses to my right, and I turn to see steam billow up from the snow. A second later, water spurts toward the clouds, twisting like a cyclone. Then it freezes solid.

      I take a step toward it, hand outstretched, part of me not believing what just happened. Before I reach it, there's another hiss, and whirl around as the earth springs a leak again. Then the spout solidifies.

      No idea what the meteorological symbol for this would be, either.

      I keep moving forward, as if I could follow the trail of frozen water spouts to discover my next move, but they are at random. Are they shooting out of the earth from pressure, much like a volcano? Is that even possible? Or is this just another element in the Order of Ice's armageddon? Maybe it's a decorative flair in preparation for Santa.

      Gritting my teeth, I trudge forward, my fingers and face numb, my bag lightly slapping at my thigh. In the short time I've been inside, the landscape has changed. Not just the ice spikes, but the snow has gathered into strangely shaped mounds that jut out like cliffs or point at sharp angles that don't seem natural at all.

      The farther I walk, the more I'm convinced this can't be my city. This can't even be my world, because it's defying everything up to and including physics.

      The Burton-like scenery makes my head dizzy and disoriented, and my stomach feels like I've hit the upside down part of a roller coaster. A hiss, an increasingly familiar sound, issues behind me, and I spin around to watch the fantastic display all over again. As my gaze travels up the smooth frozen surface of the newly formed ice spike, something catches my attention. I tip my head all the way back, homing in on a flickering star.

      But it's not really a star; it's like a firefly, too far up, darting about in a small area of black sky. I cock my head, trying to determine if it is a spaceship, or maybe it's spelling out something, but neither seems to be the case. I lower my gaze, scanning the distance to pinpoint the source of the light, but it has to be projecting from out of sight. I take a few calculated steps, and the light hovers in place, as if anticipating my next move, excited. If it had a tail, it would be wagging.

      I really have been out in the snow too long.

      Another few intentional steps, and the light bounces along. I follow after it, gaining some assurance that I'm not imagining all of this, that I'm being led somewhere. My pace picks up, and the light bee lines ahead, gliding over stars and temporarily blocking them out as it goes. It's so far up, it can't possibly be interested in my tiny little form on the ground—yet it is.

      My shoulders stay tense and my ears alert to the sounds of footsteps around me, any sign of another beastie roaming about. But my gaze continually jumps to the light in the sky. I expect it to snuff out any moment, leaving me lost and alone, so I attempt to make mental notes of my location as I hurry along.

      It could be a trap. I don't know what kind of trap this would be, but it sounds about right with the way everything has been going lately. Then again, even not-traps have nearly killed me, so I have nothing much to lose at this point. I keep following the light, my soles squishing the white under foot, my tracks growing less visible as the snowfall continues. The light wiggles and zips about when I slow down. I try not to hold it up.

      The ground gives out under me. My back hits the snow as I slide down an icy slope. My scream falls flat in the empty street. I hit bottom, right on my tailbone, then crumple as I struggle to catch my breath. My warm lungs fill with icy air until I'm certain they'll crack. My fingers are sore and numb, and no tucking them in folds of clothes makes them better.

      I'm done. Standing up is too much effort. My legs no longer want to support me, and I'm not interested in forcing them to keep going. I could sit here and freeze, slip right off into death and not have to worry about being part of a curse, or running from beasties, or stopping Franjo. I had no control over any of that, anyway.

      I pull my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around my legs, and tuck my head down. My eyes close, trying to force sleep. Force resignation.

      But I can't stop feeling the light above me, like it's an eye peering through a big keyhole in the sky, whispering to someone who I can't see.

      All she had to do was take a few more steps.

      It's a shame. So close, but she gave up right there.

      She can't walk, it seems.

      Then she should crawl.

      “All right!” I below into the empty night, and just like before, my voice falls flat, eaten by the snow. It wants no one to know that I exist; that not everyone is trapped inside or buried.

      I scoop up a fistful of snow by my side and hold it up. It looks like snow, certainly feels like snow, but it's not. It's some kind of dark magic, a harbinger of death disguised as purity. It's silencing my voice until it can silence me for good.

      I try to push up to my feet, try to will my knees to lock. I crash back to the ground. I can't walk, but the light is right: I can crawl.

      Hands plunged into the snow, I move forward, one painful inch at a time. My teeth chatter so hard my jaw hurts. My fingers are so cold they burn like they're on fire, instead. I despise every snowflake on my eyelashes, every freezing gust of wind that seems to want to hold me back.

      I look up only to see if the light is still guiding me—it is—then I duck my head and push forward.

      How many fingers will I have left by the time I get through this? Why didn't I think to get gloves back when there were stores? Why hadn't I just stayed in the blanket fort? Can I make one now of my own?

      I glance skyward. The light is gone.

      She made it.

      I crawl forward one more time, then fall flat onto my stomach, the side of my face pressed against the snow. I don't know where I am, but it's where I'm supposed to be.

      The light said so.

      I close my eyes and try blocking out the bizarre thoughts racing around in my brain.

      “Ember?”

      I recognize the voice, but I don't know who it is. I don't know what the word means, either.

      Ember.

      What is Ember?

      My eyes flutter open.

      That's me.

      With effort that scrapes the bottom of the reserves, I try to push myself onto my back. But before I finish, Remy has ducked down, his arms wrapping around me. The warmth stirs the resigned, sleeping spirit inside of me. I huddle in closer to him as he brushes back my hair.

      “You made it,” he whispers, resting one of his hands on my exposed ear which I had stopped feeling a while ago.

      At length, when the deep slumbering part of me awakens, I tilt my head just enough to look up at him.

      “It was you. . .” Even if I can't finish my sentence, it's comforting that my words reach someone before they are consumed by the snow. “The light. . .”

      He hugs me closer. “It was me. I had to find you.”

      I blink a few times, my brain clearing a little with each one. “You did the beacon thing.”

      He chuckles, rocking me slightly. “Yes, I did the beacon thing.”

      It takes me a few more long moments to gather my thoughts: The magical beacon is supposed to bring someone home, but I don't see my apartment complex. A few glances at the street signs verify I'm not even in my neighborhood. The beacon had worked to reconnect us, but it gotten its own rules wrong.

      This isn't my home.

      But Remy had said that maybe his brother hadn't returned because the beacon doesn't bring someone to where others think they belong; it brings them to where they actually belong. Their real home.

      I pull back from the warm embrace so I can twist to look around the streets again. The world is empty, white and cold and distorted. There's only one thing here, and that would be Remy.

      And, somehow, he knew it would bring me to him.

      “I thought you'd use the portal nearby, though,” he says.

      I don't know which portal he means, so I just snuggle back into his arms, closing my eyes. I inhale deeply, taking in his scent for the first time: he smells rich like foliage and clean like soap with an undercut of spices that reminds me of fall. I can't believe I never noticed it before. Never appreciated how exotic and ethereal he is, from the wisps of wings that only other fae can see, a token of his magical heritage, to the depth of his warmth and compassion behind his determination.

      I lean back to look up at his face and find him staring down at me, dark eyes searching for something I can't reveal because I don't know what it is.

      “We're going to die,” I whisper, and the truth is colder than the ground beneath us. I would cry, but a part of me fears they will freeze like the spouts and seal my lids shut. “It was our fault, Remy, and they're going to kill us.”

      His eyes narrow, and then close, and he leans in. I move forward to meet his kiss, our lips melting together. My fingers claw into his shoulders, pulling him closer. I reposition so I'm straddling his lap without breaking our kiss, my lips parting to allow his tongue. His hands move down my back then cup my ass, pulling me pelvis tight against him.

      He pulls away from my mouth and nestles his face on my jaw, just below my ear.

      “What is our fault?” he asks, punctuating the question with kisses down my neck.

      I lean back and tilt my head, exposing my throat for his taking. “The curse. We brought the curse.”

      He pauses at my collarbone, them lifts his head, meeting my eyes. “We did what again?”

      “I figured out it's us.” I position myself to face him head on. “We're from the cursed family lines.”

      “So?” His expression is longing, his gaze dipping to the hint of cleavage under my jacket.

      “I hit you in the convenience store.”

      He moves one of his hands to the back of his head, subconsciously rubbing where my baton had met his skull.

      “The curse said that no one from the family lines could harm each other.” I add with emphasis, “I harmed you.”

      His eyes widen, and he tenses like he's going to shove me off his lap. “You brought the curse?”

      “Hey, you were the dummy trying to rob a store!”

      “Well, who walks around hitting people with a baton?” He scrubs his palms up and down on his face. “I mean, like I was supposed to see that coming?”

      I have nothing to reply. Neither of us had any idea who we were ourselves, let alone to each other, or what that little encounter would set into motion. Being angry at each other would be gratifying, but pointless.

      He seems to reach the same conclusion, because after a moment, he asks quietly, “How do we make it stop then?”

      I swallow hard, noticing how much warmer I have become inside and out since finding Remy. And not just warmer, but energized. Enough to try a little longer, at least.

      “I don't know,” I say, “but I know someone who might. No, she definitely will. She's the Storyteller, back in the fae—well, your—world. On the other side of the wall.”

      He stares at me, stunned. “The what?”

      “It's this lady.  . .” I untangle myself from around his waist and scoot back, ass on the ground and my legs draped over his. “You'll see. Let's just go and—”

      “Oh, fuck.” He leans in, grabbing the front of my jacket.

      Something yanks my head back by my hair. I'm staring straight up at Franjo, and he's holding a scythe in his other hand.

      “I will not let you return to that place and perpetuate this endless cycle of misery,” he growls, swinging back the scythe aimed for my neck.

      Remy launches forward, stumbling over me but ramming into Franjo. They fall to the ground, Franjo's back against the snow, the scythe still hard in his grasp. He swings at Remy but can't get a good angle. Remy presses one hand against Franjo's throat while grappling for the scythe with the other.

      I turn onto my hands and knees and push to a stand. My gaze darts between them. I need to find a way to help Remy, but short of being a human shield, I don't find any option.

      As rapidly as half my brain analyzes the fight for an upper hand, the other half runs back through Franjo's words.

      He doesn't want me to return to the fae world to perpetuate the endless misery. What kind of misery would I be bringing? The curse? But he doesn't care about that either way. He only started the Order of Ice to capitalize on it. It was never his intended goal.

      His goal is to end the changeling tradition. He never claimed me because he didn't want to partake. . .but only a changeling can send and receive the next one. That's what he said.

      Fuck.

      I have to find the next changeling, and I have to swap it out with its human counterpart. I don't know how that would stop Franjo—or if it'll just make him angrier—but I have to try. I have to do something.

      Except I have no idea where to find the next changeling. I feel like it was told to me, that I know the answer to this, but I can't figure it out while Franjo and Remy are rolling around in the snow in a very unromantic-like way.

      Nearby hissing breaks my thoughts. Then water shoots from the ground toward the sky, a few feet from Franjo and Remy. Droplets splatter across my face and jacket, freezing almost immediately, the spout solidifying in the same instant. Franjo tips his head in the misplaced snow to look back at the spike. I brush off the frozen droplets and lunge at him.

      My fingers wrap around the scythe as he rears upright, throwing Remy to the side. I grip tighter on the handle just below the blade and pull, hard. Franjo twists the scythe in his hand, breaking my hold, and turns on me.

      I'm momentarily stunned by his expression. Such hatred and loathing. He could be as ruthless as a dark fae without the insistence of the shadows. My gaze flicks behind him at a silhouette in the distance. I expect a beastie to come bounding toward us, but it's piles of snow. More snow. Nearly devouring the second floors of buildings, finishing to sink the city like it's Atlantis in the ocean. Soon, my city—and then my entire world—will be a myth, and nothing more.

      As much as I hate the fae world and the shadows, it's a safer bet than staying here, where the elements will get me if the crazies don't.

      Remy had said there was a portal nearby.

      Franjo lunges at me, swinging his scythe. I drop to the ground, the least ninja-like move ever. From behind Franjo, Remy shouts. He barrels toward Franjo.

      Franjo turns into the swing. The blade of the scythe catches Remy in the side. He goes down with a thump. Red trickles to the snow in a steady stream, only to be covered with a fresh layer of white.

      I can't find my voice, but when Franjo spins back around toward me, I find my legs. And I get the hell out of there. I don't want to leave Remy behind—every instinct tells me to go back and comfort him—but I can't do anything to help. At least by leaving, I am leading Franjo away from him. I'm the one the scythe-wielding changeling is after.

      I have no real direction to go except to find the portal Remy said is around here. I don't know if it even matters, though. They are small huts, and the snow has eaten the second story of buildings by now. The portal is probably inaccessible. Not like I know where to find it, anyway.

      A long shadow drops over me and slithers away. My head snaps back to the sky. A beastie the length of a school bus swoops overhead. It's black and red, a configuration of serpent body with two meaty legs and large feathered wings. And it has a head like a chicken.

      “What the shit. . .”

      It loops back around, effortlessly whipping its serpentine body through the onslaught of snow and ice-laced wind.

      The beasties really are crossing over into my world, just like the lizards had crossed to the fae world. The lizards were probably seeking warmth when the desert turned into the Arctic. I suspect the beasties are migrating here to find new hunting grounds. There isn't much left edible in the fae world, not enough to sustain creatures of these proportions. Hardly enough to sustain its people.

      And it had people, too. Fae or not, there was glimmers of good among them. Dell and Oliver were innocent. The pregnant woman and her daughter were just trying to live around the disaster their world had become.

      I glance back as I continue jogging over the snow-covered ground. Franjo is stalking toward me, scythe crossed over his chest. Farther behind him, Remy is dragging himself along the ground in the opposite direction. I should go to him, but this is his last chance to escape Franjo.

      His last chance to try to save his brother from a nearly inevitable fate of succumbing to the shadows. Even if we don't outlive the curse, Remy needs to know his brother hasn't become one of them, one of the monstrous dark fae. The way he had been devastated when I told him the elixir didn't work to change back the dark fae said it all. He could have given up then, cut his losses and hidden away in the brothel or at Pink Boutique, but he kept fighting.

      Hopefully, he will realize he's better off without me. My heart sinks, and tears well in my eyes. I blink them back. This is no time to explore feelings. Not like all these feelings even matter. If Remy had found his brother, he might have never sent out that magical beacon to locate me.

      Never mind the kiss. Things that happen in an icy apocalypse stay in an icy apocalypse.

      I wrap my arms around me and pick up my pace, keenly aware that the only thing between me and Franjo is slippery ground and harsh winds. He can't defy physics, even if his conjured landscape can.

      A shadow swoops over me. I look skyward, even though I know what it is: another chicken-serpent taking flight. As it whips around the high winds, I find myself drawn toward the direction it had come. Veering to the left, I try to ignore how much the gap between Franjo and I has decreased. I hurry along, keeping watch for any signs of a portal. The beasties aren't just appearing out of thin air.

      Then I find it. Not a portal, but a set of tracks. They look like they were made by two large chicken feet, with a tail dragging behind them. It's the chicken-serpents. The snowfall is already making the tracks do a disappearing act, so I pick up my pace to follow them, not the direction they were headed before the beastie took flight, but the direction they had come from.

      The tracks become lighter and lighter. I push against the wind, the snow, everything that is biting at me, resisting me. All I can think is that with every step I take, it leads Franjo away from Remy. Gives him a little more time to find his brother.  And that's enough inspiration to keep me trudging along.

      One of us will come out of this. Even if it isn't me.

      My feet stop right before my brain registers the cliff. I wobble forward, putting out my arms to catch my balance. Then I blink a few times to take in the view: I'm standing at the end of an icy overhang above a hollow twenty feet below. Resting in the hollow, sheltered by the cliff, is a small but unmistakable hut covered in ice.

      I glance back at Franjo's approaching form. He seems to sway with a breeze, like he's at ease with the knowledge that I will never escape him. I can barely run in this weather. And in the fae world, he has the shadows.

      With a hard swallow, I lower to the ground at the side of the cliff and begin scooting over the edge. I push with my hands against the freezing packed snow, and balance with my feet. Inch by inch, I work along until I'm off the edge of the cliff, starting the slope at a harsh angle. Snow kicks from under my shoes, and my fingers feel like they have been packed in an ice chest.

      I push forward again. A cracking sound fills the air around me. Then I'm falling, with nothing to hold onto but fists of snow. I scream and cram the heels of my palms against my eyes. This is the moment I should sprout my fairy wings. This is the moment I should discover I can fly.

      Instead, I hit back first into the jutted out side of the cliff wall. Air rushes out of my lungs in a visible puff. My gaze focuses on the overhang above me. Franjo is peering down, scythe blade curled near his head. One well-aimed hurtle, and that scythe will cleave right through my puny skull.

      I roll to my side and push again, over the edge. I survived the first fall. I can survive one more. I hope.

      Midair, I curl into a ball and brace for impact. I hit the ground with a solid thud and a crack that I hope isn't internal. I sit up, head spinning, but find I just rolled over instead. With a deep breath, I push myself upright for real this time, and try to find the rest of my sense of direction.

      Up is terrifying. Up has flying chicken-serpents and a man with a scythe. To my right is the portal, decorated with icicles dangling off its eaves. I stand up and approach the building, then break the stabby bits of ice in my way until I can crack open the door. A sheet of ice slides right off the door and shatters onto the ground.

      I duck inside, grateful for the miniscule warmth the interior provides, and hurry across the room to the exit. The knob is freezing, and I pray ice storms haven't yet reached the fae world. With a deep breath, I open the door. The sight on the other side is one I have grown accustomed to: the black and gray landscape of an obliterated city. The shadows creep down from the sky to cup the remaining buildings and brush along the ground.

      I step into the fae world, glancing down at the spot on my arm where I had last been injected with the elixir, hoping there is still enough in my system to keep me safe. The wiggling of the shadows halt, as if they are surprised—or delighted—by my return. Then they shift and churn, a living creature that isn't quite sentient.

      Trying to ignore the creepiness of the shadows, I charge over scattered pipes and bent frames and chunks of clay. I crawl over a large cement block surrounded by shattered porcelain. Maybe a statue had stood here once, or a fountain. As I scan the destruction around me, I visualize what it might have been. Stone walls, hanging planters, man-made ponds. This place used to be beautiful.

      Anger boils in me, a burning hot sensation in the pit of my stomach that warms me from head to toe. An anger unlike anything I have felt before.

      Who had the right to destroy this place? Who had the right to corrupt its citizens, to rip apart families?

      I want this to end. Not just for me, but for everyone. Dell and Oliver. That little girl with no shoes. Remy and his brother.

      Every few feet,  I stop and turn in a slow circle, squinting, trying to locate the device. Around the corner, I finally see the antennae in the sky. I'm also aware that Franjo has not yet followed me through the portal. I doubt he has given up. Instead, he's probably hatching a plan to trap me. I have to find out from the Storyteller how to end this curse. Franjo has already determined he is willing to kill me for his cause.

      I stumble along the broken sidewalk, passing by the pregnant woman's house. The window is dark, the door is closed. The last time I saw them, the dark fae had been ready to attack. Had I abandoned them to their death? I had no idea what would happen, that any of this was my fault. Does that even matter?

      I try to swallow. My throat is tight and spit collects in the back of my mouth with nowhere to go, just like my emotions. I can't cry, can't even sleep on it. I just have to keep moving forward and try to fix this before the elixir in my veins wears out. Even if Remy showed up with one of those sacred syringes, I would refuse it. Someone more worthy than me should have it.

      I come up the porch to the Storyteller's house and knock on the door, but no reply, no sounds to indicate I've been heard. I try the knob, but just like last time, it doesn't give. So I bustle back out to the street, find a large piece of brick, and hurl it through the front window. The sound of the glass shattering ripples down the street. Then the shadows slowly, but surely, veer toward the lawn, slinking to investigate the new opening.

      I glance down the street in either direction to verify I'm still alone, that no dark fae have heard the commotion and are en route to rip out my tasty vital organs. I'm alone, just me and the curse. I wrap my arms around me as I pick my way through the shadows, back up on the porch, and then peer inside the Storyteller's house. The interior is dark, but I remember the living room.

      A shadow pokes at the toe of one of my boots, and I shake it off before climbing over the windowsill. I work my way through the house, one arm out to guide me, until I reach the double doors. Without pausing, I shove them open and enter.

      The Storyteller looks up from a tome sprawled across her tiny lap. “I'm glad to see you are still alive.”

      I rush toward her, dropping to a I crouch in front of her. “Remy and I, we're the cursed ones, the cursed family. We did this. We brought the shadows. It was a mistake—we didn't even know—but it's our fault. How do I make it stop? I can send the shadows back, can't I? If I brought the curse, the I can make it go away, right?”

      I feel like I had been carrying an armful of those broken bricks outside and just dumped them on the ground. My whole body relaxes forward, and I hang my head, panting like I hadn't been able to take a full breath since forever.

      “It's very easy,” the Storyteller says kindly.

      My head snaps up at her. Something in all of this is going to be. . .easy?

      “Stop harming each other,” she says with a smile.

      For a long moment, I just stare at her.

      “As soon as you stop,” she continues, “the shadows will go away for good.”

      Sure, I had bopped Remy upside the head with my baton, but that had been what felt like ages ago. Did that mean I was hurting Remy in some other way? Had I rejected him? Warmth wells in the pit of my stomach at the thought that he had been wanting something from me, something more, that I hadn't been giving him. I would gladly change that.

      But that wasn't right. I shake my head. “Before, you said physical harm, right?”

      “Yes,” she says calmly.

      “But I haven't. . .We don't. . .We aren't harming each other,” I say at last. “Not physically, for sure.”

      Her high cheeks fall as her mouth tightens.

      “Well, it's something,” she snaps, slamming the tome shut. “Figure it out.”

      I hop back, still crouched, and tense with apprehension. I open my mouth to try to say something—anything—when the building shakes. Dust falls in puffs from the top of the bookshelves, and tomes hit the floor in twos and threes. The Storyteller and I make eye contact. Her face is drawn tight and angular, and she no longer looks like an innocent child but like someone who has been around for a century or more. And she is scared.

      The shaking grows until the bookshelves start to fall forward. I push to my feet and reach down for her.

      “Come on, we gotta get out of here,” I say over the rumbling and thudding, but she brushes away my hand.

      “The shadows are everywhere,” she says, her voice shaking. “Make your families find peace before they destroy us.”

      I start to argue my family didn't do anything. Mom and Cassia are my family, and they're as much of a victim as anyone. It's my crazy fae relatives who are cursed. They're the ones who. . .

      Dread sinks my stomach right down to the soles of my feet.

      “Does the curse impact the entire family?” I ask weakly, but I already know the answer. It's been passed down, but that doesn't mean the other relatives are free from it.

      My entire family is cursed. And so is Remy's.

      Fuck.

      I turn for the door but images of Dell and Oliver flash in my mind. My brothers, who aren't really my brothers. They came from the place without tea. They came from the other side of the wall.  “I have to go,” I mumble as I hurry out of the room.

      Back on the main level of the house, the sparse furniture has tumbled over. As I head for the broken window, a splitting sound fills the room until I think the walls might blow out. Dusky light sweeps through the room from the ceiling. I stall, looking straight up as the ceiling parts from the walls. The roof is being torn off.

      I dart behind an overturned chair and cover my head. Dust and splinters of wood shower across the room, over my back and billowing up in my face. I spit the taste of dirt and then wipe my eyes with the cleanest of my two hands. A terrifying caw booms overhead.

      I peek out just in time to see the talons of a bird wrapped around the roof; the bird has to be as big as the swamp serpent, maybe bigger. Several swooshes blow dirt back into my eyes. I put up my hand to shield my face. A loud thud echoes in the street.

      Pushing to my feet, I dodge out the front door now leaning to the side as the building prepares to topple. The Storyteller was smart enough to stay underground. That's probably how she has survived this long.

      I dash through the shingles and wood littering the front yard. Down the street, the sky is full of brightly colored streamers bobbing in the air, like a parade float gone rogue. It takes a minute to make out they're not streamers, but feathers—enormous feathers—as the bird beastie heads toward its next victim. There's not much of this city left to destroy, but I guess it will find the few things standing and take those with it. I'm not sure there are many other buildings besides this place, and the one with the pregnant lady and her daughter.

      Oh, crap.

      Without thinking, I take off running—in the direction of the bird. I duck and cover my head as each flap of the enormous wings sends gusts of dirt and debris toward me. A few metal rods clatter along in the street, and some lighter chunks of buildings try to take flight. It's like being stuck in a mini tornado.

      Under the shadow of the bird, I skid to a halt outside the home of the pregnant woman. I bang on the door, yelling, but the wind kills my voice and dust fills my mouth until I choke. Spitting in a vain attempt to get rid of the taste, I push the door open.

      The little girl, huddled in a corner, screams. Something makes a crunching sound behind me. I turn as the wall by the door begins to crack. Red and yellow feathers drape over the windows like curtains on the outside. I glance up, blinking back dirt. The ceiling is bowing in.

      The bird is sitting on the roof.

      I dart to the girl and grab her up by the arm. “Where is your mother?”

      “Here,” says a strained voice. “Save her. Please.”

      I squint, taking a step toward the pregnant woman propped against the far wall, breathing heavily, her hand resting on her stomach.

      “You're coming, too,” I say.

      “Night is falling,” she says between breaths. “It's the new moon. Baby will be here anytime.”

      “No, not leaving you here.” I hurry over to her and lug her up to her feet.

      She doesn't resist, though I can tell she would prefer an epidural at the moment.

      “We're going to the farm,” I say, pulling the daughter in close to my side. “When we get outside—”

      The girl screams, cutting me off, as the back wall of the house crumbles in a cloud of dust. The building begins to slant. But there's distinct brightness where the bird has disappeared.

      “When we get outside, run!” I shove her toward the front door.

      She takes two steps forward, and then looks back at her mother. The woman puts on a brave smile and nods. The girl bites her lip, then plunges out the door. I expect more screaming, but she's already far ahead by the time I help the woman outside. The girl takes the turn toward the farm and is out of sight.

      The world darkens as the bird returns overhead.

      “She'll be okay,” I say, but it's to assure myself at least as much as her mother. “We gotta hurry.”

      The woman makes a good effort at trying, but she can't move faster than a brisk walk. And she stops every few feet to lean against a crumbling wall and take deep breaths, then trudges along a little farther. The bird continues its blocking-the-sun maneuvers, swooping lower as the remaining buildings fall in plumes of dust. Its enormous claws snatch up pieces of discarded pipes as it circles around and hangs onto them.

      What does a bird need pipes for?

      The nest. It had been built over some kind of surprisingly sophisticated framework. And it hadn't been that far from here.

      I glance over at the woman who is slowing down with each step. She needs a head start before the bird makes another pass. Needs a chance to get to the farm.

      There aren't a lot of options to distract the bird. I can't build a big enough scarecrow. I don't have the bog witch freezing spells. And I certainly don't know how to get another beastie to take it on. That sounds like it would end poorly for me, anyway.

      But I can break things.

      “Take shelter,” I say, nudging her toward a space between two piles of debris. “As soon as the bird starts to leave, hurry to the farm.”

      “But what if—”

      I hold up my hand to silence her. “You're too small to the bird to be tasty. She's not here for food, anyway. Trust me,” I add, like I know shit, which I don't.

      The woman is willing to buy my nonsense, nodding and tucking herself into a crevice lined with ash and bones and something slimy.

      The bird does one more pass, and then veers course toward the wall. The nest was in that general direction, so I follow underneath the feathery belly, thankful it's so large, I can't really lose my way. I pick up my pace and manage to get out from its shadow, then into the open. Within moments, the nest is in view.

      I change course from taking the building head-on. Instead, I race toward the back, to the hill. I hit the slope and power up it, legs throbbing, lungs working overtime. Dirt slides under my soles, and I grab at small dry brushes to keep from hitting the ground.

      At the top, I take the side of the nest like I'm rock climbing, and then hop down to the floor of it. Big bird zooms straight toward me. I duck down, covering my head and tucking myself against the ridge. The bird flaps overhead and keeps going.

      Licking my dry lips, I set to work shoveling away the hay. It's slow going, and I barely make a dent in it. I'm not even big enough to feed the hatchlings, so I don't know how I expected to do any noticeable damage to the nest. Not enough to make the bird come back for a lengthy repair.

      My fingers hit metal, bending back a few nails. I cringe and then plunge deeper, exploring a network of metal bars underneath the hay. I grasp one of the beams and pull. It budges, just a little. I plant my feet and put all my strength into yanking out the pipe. It comes loose, nearly toppling me backwards. The nest underneath me shifts. I lean down and wedge the metal pipe like a crow bar underneath another support piece. I put my body weight into and the bar comes loose with a solid snap. I do it again, and again.

      The bottom of the nest gives out. I'm sent falling straight down, hay dumping on top of me. A metal beam catches me in the stomach, knocking air out of me. I hit the ground between the building and the hill.

      For a moment, I can't see. I brush the hay off my face and scramble to my feet as my vision pulses in and out. A gust of wind stirs up the straw, and the sun darkens.

      I creep out of the small space and look up as the bird circles the nest. Hopefully, I didn't just enrage it. Not enough for it to come looking for my microscopic self.

      Bracing for a chase I won't be able to win, I take off toward the farm. The bird doesn't follow, but continues passing back and forth over the nest. I can only imagine it's panicking. But that panic might have bought the woman enough time to get to the farm.

      Except I don't want them at the farm, exactly. I want them tucked away safely nearby. I push to my limit, and then push harder, trying to reach the hill before she manages to hobble there. Everything on me aches, but I'm not the one about to give birth, so I suck it up and keep going.

      Her silhouette is clamoring up the incline. I duck my head and charge after her, grabbing her by the arm. She gasps and flails.

      “It's just me,” I whisper, tugging her toward the trees. “I don't think you want to be out in the open.”

      She nods and lets me lead her into the woods. Something crunches behind us. I turn around, ready to beat a dark fae into submission. It's the girl.

      She darts past me and wraps her mother in a hug.

      “I thought. . .I thought. . .” She breaks down into sobs, and they're rightfully earned.

      I'd kind of like to cry, too.

      Instead, I help the woman get comfortable—as comfortable as possible on a ground full of dry leaves and twigs and probably a few dozen lizards. The girl crouches next to her mother and begins murmuring to her.

      I have no parting words for them. This is all going to end, one way or another, and I make no promises how many of us make it out. Afraid to look back and find some way their hideout won't work, I step through the treeline, back onto the farm. Maybe it's my imagination, but the shadows seem to be more content here, happier. That is, if shadows have emotion, and I'm pretty sure these type do.

      I'm also certain they have seen me and they recognize me for what I am: the source of their existence. I scan the property, searching for clues—to anything. That there's something here for me to do. Something that will let me get the upper hand.

      All I know is, Dell and Oliver didn't belong on this farm. They belonged on the other side of the wall. But only witches can pass through the wall. Gwendolyn had duped Remy and I into going to the Penumbra beastie so she could pull a disappearing act, and something tells me she is involved with bringing Dell and Oliver here, too.

      But why? They aren't my brothers, not part of my family line.

      The pieces turn in my head, trying to find the right sides that match up and snap together. My gaze lands on the pile of rocks where I had let the lizard loose.  Then to the tool building where Dell and Oliver liked to rummage around. Then I settle on the turned over haunted shed.

      My heart skips a beat. Dell's hands had been stained blue, not from paint, but from blueberries.

      Ghosts don't need blueberries.

      I shudder, and no matter how I try to stomp it down, the trembling grows until my teeth are chattering. I wrap my arms around my torso.

      I have to get into that shed.

      Trying to ignore the shadows—from the corner of me eye, I think I catch them gesturing at me—I beeline toward the tool storage. My boots crunch over dry grass, and I can't remember if earlier, the ground had been green and lively or if the shadows are sucking out the literal life from this world too. Is that what happens when they touch the fae? If it touches me? Does becoming a dark fae also kill a part of us? Is that why the Penumbra elixir can't undo it?

      Something hisses nearby, a strangled sound. I whip to one side then the other, looking for the source, but I'm alone. Just me. . .and the shadows. They're churning amongst themselves, and my stomach follows suit. They're angry they can't touch me. Not yet. Not til the elixir wears off. Then I'm done for.

      I force myself to keep moving forward, and I feel as if I'm a mouse scurrying through a row of cats. That they know what I'm planning to do, even if I am uncertain myself, and are waiting for the opportunity to strike. I try not to think about it, afraid that they if they don't actually know my plan, I will give myself away. So I hug my torso tighter and focus on the tool storage, trying not to hear the hissing of the infuriated shadows.

      My arm reaches out for the storage door, my hand wrapping around the latch. I yank it open, the hinges squeaking, followed by the thundering of metal. My gaze sweeps over the interior: small gardening tools mounted on the walls, shovels and hoes propped in the far corner, and an engine block set to the side. I have no idea what it will take to get into the haunted shed, and I don't know how much time I have to work on it. This is probably my only chance.

      I go for a pair of clippers, then halt. An ax is lying across the top of the engine block. I yank it up by the handle and turn, one arm still around my stomach, as I hurry toward the haunted shed. The shadows flicker and crawl across the ground, testing how much time they have until they can own me.

      I want to beat them back. I want to swing the ax at them and defeat them with physical effort, with satisfaction of feeling them fall apart under my attack.

      But they're shadows.

      It fades.

      She will take more.

      There is no more to take. It fades.

      I shake back the voices and charge at the haunted shed, ax swung high. I bring the head down into the metal siding, and it gives under the blow. I pull the ax loose and swing it again, and again. The air fills with booming shakes and screeches.

      People will be coming soon. And they will stop me.

      The noise grows as I attack the shed, not just with the ax, but with my frustration, anger. My resolve to end this, to stop fearing the dark fae or the even darker shadows.

      They may win yet, but I will no longer be afraid.

      The ax tears part of the metal siding loose, revealing something inside that moves. I stop, ax pulled high for another chop, and squint.

      “Please, please, please,” a small voice inside the shed begs.

      It's not the shadows; I hear this with my ears and not my mind.

      I glance over my shoulder at the farm house, expecting to see my fae parents out there, but the eyes staring at me from a distance are in my imagination.

      I continue to work the ax against the shed, breaking the hole wider. Fine dirt bounces into my face, and I turn my head, coughing, until it clears. For an instant, I expect my arms to be pulled inside, twisted in an attempt to dismember me. But the thing inside makes no attempt to grab me.

      I blink back the dust, holding the ax to my side, and peer into the opening. A dark-haired boy is sitting on a chair. . .except he's tied to it. His bare arms are covered in slashes. They look familiar. . .

      His wide eyes stare at me like he knows death is the least of the terrible fates waiting for him.

      “Who are you?” I whisper.

      His cracked, peeling lips remain in a hard line.

      “Stand back,” I say, then feel dumb for it. He can't move.

      I use the ax to pry away the metal siding instead of swinging at it. It's like opening a Goliath-sized can of sardines. My fingers ache, my upper arms burn like I've hit the gym for hours. My nails scrape along the metal, putting my teeth on edge, but I keep peeling it back, torturous inch by inch.

      Pain growing in my side, I drop the ax to the ground and then heft myself up and over the shed, one leg and then the other. I wiggle down up to my hips, then, sticking half out of the shed, begin jiggling up and down until the mouth of the opening pops up to my hips. It's like the reverse of being born. I put my arms up as I slide down the rest of the way, squeezing my eyes shut to protect them from the rough metal.

      I melt onto the floor, my legs collapsing under me, then push toward the boy.

      He is barely breathing, his gaze locked onto me. I don't bother to explain myself as adjust my clothes, and then go for the ropes binding his limbs to the chair. As I work to free his arms, I survey the slashes. Some are red welted scars, others are scabbed over, and a few are trickling blood.

      When his arms are untied, he leaves them draped across the chair where they had been. Hopefully there's no weird voodoo spell on him that prevents him from running.

      Because we are going to need to run.

      If he was under a spell, they wouldn't tie him up...right?

      I duck to untangle the knots around his ankles. I don't know who he is, but he's obviously important to my fae family and the only leverage I might have with them. Maybe.

      “As soon as this last rope is undone,” I say to him in a low voice, “then I'm going to—”

      Clattering erupts in the shed. My head slams into the wall, bounces. My back hits the floor. The boy spills on top of me, the chair pinning us down. I try to push it off, but he rears back.

      “You shouldn't have!” he screams in my face. “They won't believe me!”

      The terror in his eyes, the anger directed at me, stops me from breathing. Half-formed thoughts ricochet around in my skull, nearly indistinguishable from the clattering.

      The shed bangs again. My face smacks into the wall, and the chair rams into my rib cage. Wincing, I grab the leg, but the shed is sent into another roll. I slam onto my back and the chair bashes me in the mouth.

      I scramble up, throwing off the chair, and feel around for the opening. It's to my left. I grasp the edge with one hand and yank it back, the rough side slicing into my palm. Blood dribbles to the metal below me as I peer out.

      Franjo, still wielding the scythe, stands a few feet away. With a swing of his weapon, the shed topples again. My hand is caught in the opening, the metal slicing deeper. My arm goes limp as I'm swung back and then forward.

      There's no way the scythe reached us. He's using magic.

      He had said he could use the shadows in the way the Order, the other dark fae, could not.

      “It didn't have to be like this,” Franjo says over the noise. “I left you in your life. Isn't that what you would have wanted?”

      I yank my hand free, ignoring the gash, and lower to peer out the opening.

      “That's what I wanted,” Franjo continues.

      I don't reply, though I'm not fooling anyone—especially him.

      “I wanted to be left alone, left to the world they gave me, but they stole it away.” His voice is so dark and drawn out, it's nearly one with the hiss of the shadows. “I did this for you!”

      The shed rocks hard, back and forth. I brace on hands and knees for the roll that never comes. The boy is huddled somewhere behind me, the chair in front of him like a shield.

      Can I just tell Franjo I do want this? But that is lie, one I don't want to live out for the rest of my life. But since I actually don't want to be in the fae world, does this make him. . .right? Is he really the only one who makes sense in all of this?

      I shake my head. Remy didn't deserve this, or the woman and her daughter hiding in the forest. There were dark fae, but there were also the normal ones—no different than me. They didn't deserve to be caught in the changeling rampage. . .did they?

      “I understand your fight,” Franjo says, and the realization that he's addressing me alone makes my skin crawl.

      He did this for me.

      “I understand how it seems so wrong, but it is them, Ember, not us. We didn't ask to be the changelings. We didn't ask to be raised as human, then have it ripped away,” he says, and the depth of his voice is so remorseful, so agonizing, that I can only imagine they took away more than his human family. They took his life, his love. There's so much more than just his words.

      They had destroyed him.

      “Go back,” I try to say to him, but I can barely manage a whisper. I don't want to talk to him. I don't want to acknowledge that he has a solid argument.

      Cowering here with the shadows waiting to claim me, my body sore and bleeding, it would be so easy to believe him. I don't want to be on his side, but they are doing to me what they did to him. And I despise them more for it every moment.

      “I can undo it,” Franjo pleads, catching me off guard.

      He's begging me? For what?

      “I can fix the human world,” he says. “The snow, the ice—it's just magic. I can undo it, wipe it away.”

      Can you wipe the snow beast blood out of carpet, too? Fix the broken pipes and roofs? Bring back the people who inevitably died in the freak storm?

      “Then do it,” I whisper, and then repeat myself louder, so he can hear me.

      My heart seems to swell painfully as I wait for his response.

      “Will you go back?” he asks at last.

      Is that all I have to do? Just go home and not be a changeling? How can it be that easy?

      “You'll clean up the snow and ice?” I press, my arms and thighs shaking, but I'm afraid to move and startle him with the noise. “You'll make it like it was before?”

      “I promise,” he says, and again, his tone conveys his conviction. “Just don't come back here.”

      I pause. Is he giving me the choice to go home. . .as long as I leave the fae alone?

      “What happens to. . .this world?” I ask, voice trembling.

      “It's not your world, Ember, and it's not mine.”

      I need to see him face-to-face, make him understand that I'm on his side, but this isn't the way to win back our rights. He needs to see that I believe him, but he has to compromise, too.

      Taking a deep breath, I shove through the opening in the shed. I ignore the scrapes and gashes as I charge out before I can be stuck and at his mercy.

      My boots plant solidly on the ground, the shed right behind me, and Franjo with his robe and scythe in front of me.

      He is my reaper, and I have only one chance to convince him that I deserve to keep living.

      I measure my words before speaking: “I don't want to be a changeling. I don't want to be a part of this.”

      My words are a flame to his hardened wax expression.

      Fueled, I add, “I would love to go home to my family. My human family. My real family.”

      A single tear melts down one of his cheeks. The surface of his eyes flicker with memories that I cannot see, but I can feel.

      The scars on his arms are nothing compared to the wounds in his spirit, gaping and infected. But there's still a little light inside him. A place where the darkness has not yet consumed him.

      “Let me go home to them,” I whisper.

      His scythe lowers, gradually.

      “Don't take them away from me,” I beg softly. “Save me like you always tried to do.”

      He blinks, long and slow, and I can't tell if he's trying to kindle the fire or keep it subdued. I say nothing else, afraid to destroy the little progress I've made.

      At length, he opens his eyes, and there's a person behind all this. He takes several strides toward me, and I tense up, breath short. He doesn't swing his weapon, but stops just close enough to reach out and caress my cheek, his robe sleeve falling back.

      “The changelings are born to different blood, but united in our tragedy,” he says, and I try not to flinch under his touch. “I didn't want you to experience it.”

      My gaze lands on where the robe sleeve has revealed his arm. The slashes are because of me. His misguided attempt to protect me from the fate of the changeling.

      But what about the slashes on the boy in the shed?

      “Promise you will stay away from here?” he insists. “Promise, sister?”

      I can walk away now. There's nothing in this deal I don't want: my home back, and never to play my role as the next changeling. I have nothing to lose, and everything to gain. Everything I had wanted from the first time I saw the fae.

      But there's Remy, and Dell and Oliver. And the woman about to give birth in the woods with only her young daughter to help.

      “And the shadows will go away?” I ease into the compromise.

      He goes rigid, but the light in his face is still there. Still shining through. It gives me hope.

      “Please let them go,” I whisper, bottom lip quivering. “The whole world does not deserve to suffer.”

      “They caved so easily,” he says. His scythe flicks behind us, and I pull my gaze away from the struggling light on his face to look past him.

      The dark fae come out of the distance, emerging from the distant mist. More than ten. More than a hundred. They stroll forward, at ease in their number and the assurance provided by the cursed shadows.

      “I didn't have to ask twice,” Franjo says, and when I turn back to him, he sneers. “Do you know how long it took before someone even tried for an elixir? They wanted no cure. They wanted the excuse to give into their inner beast, to destroy their own then carry it into new worlds.”

      “But some did look for the elixir,” I say politely.

      His eyes meet mine. “Not enough.”

      Indignation broils in my chest. He didn't see what Remy went through to find his brother; how he fought and resisted; how devastated he was when the elixir didn't work on the dark fae.

      Who is Franjo to sit in judgment of every single of the fae, just because a few—or even most—of them had done wrong? How was it fair to let Remy and the others slip through the cracks, punished for things they had no control over?

      I open my mouth to tell him they will help us. Metal crunches behind me. Franjo's eyes snap past me as I spin around. The boy from the shed has sprung through the opening. He trips as he pulls his feet through and takes off in the opposite direction.

      Franjo yells, and I drop to the ground as the scythe wooshes over me. The blade catches into the side of the shed. I dart from under his arm.

      “You!” He yanks the scythe free, spinning around to face me. The light in his face has snuffed. “You left the portal open!”

      I stumble back a few steps, stuttering over his accusation. How did I leave the portal open? What does that even mean?

      “You activated your own curse?” His top lip pulls back into a beast-like snarl. “Lies! You planned to use the shadows for your own!”

      He trudges toward me, scythe raised. My gaze hops along the darkening ground, landing on the ax that had been propped against the shed before it was sent tumbling. I lunge for it, fumbling to pick it up.

      “Did you think you'd know how to use it? You dumb little changeling.” He storms toward me, closing the gap as I hold up the ax in some half-assed form of self-defense. “Only the witches can show us how to use our magic, how to channel the curse without letting it consume us.”

      “I didn't open. . .I didn't. . .Why would I. . .?” I can't formulate complete thoughts. My brain struggles to analyze his advance, to guess his next move to so I can block it, the whole while trying to figure out how to escape. I don't have the capacity for his added riddles.

      “Or did you just want the portal open, at any cost?” He swings the scythe just out of reach.

      I take a few more steps back, my ankle twisting slightly on a rock. He swings the scythe again.

      “I didn't open the portal!”

      He growls, pulling back his weapon.

      I can't keep retreating; it'll be right into the crowd of dark fae closing us in.

      How can he possibly think I opened the portal? Why does that not make any sense?

      “I'm a changeling!” I say on impulse. “If I wanted to open the portals, I could without the curse!”

      He halts, realization sinking into his expression, and I'm proud of myself for understanding at least one rule in this topsy-turvy world.

      “I only had to convince a witch,” I add. “And they'll do anything for the right price.”

      He lowers his scythe. “Why the Glenwood boy, then?”

      My small victory is smashed. What is he asking about Remy? Why don't I ever fully understand this damn place?

      My attention flicks past Franjo, into the direction the shed boy had run.

      Oh, crap. Franjo isn't talking about Remy. He's talking about his brother. The one who didn't return with the beacon—because he was locked in a shed.

      “I didn't—” I'm cut off as Franjo charges me.

      I take a step away, stumbling and falling. The small of my back hits the ground. The weight of the ax in my fingers smashes my hand into rocks. I try to lift it up to block the scythe coming down at me. The scythe blade plants in the ground next to me, Franjo standing over me with an unmistakable expression: he missed on purpose, and it won't happen again.

      He glares down at me. “How did the Glenwood boy make it over the wall?”

      “We paid for him,” a voice says.

      I glance up, tilting my head back as Mama approaches from the direction of the house. Papa is on her heels.

      “We waited so long for you to do your job,” she spits at Franjo. “You were supposed to bring our baby home, and you wouldn't. No matter how much we tried to. . .convince. . .you.”

      I cringe; the similarity between the marks on Franjo and the boy's arms was not a coincidence. My fae parents had tortured more than one person.

      “Then you lied to us,” Mama says, glaring at Franjo. “Told us she was dead. But when the curse started, we knew where all our family members were except one. She had to have been alive to trigger it.”

      Franjo had tried to fake my death, but hitting Remy on the head at the convenience store had inadvertently notified my fae family I was alive and well. Who knew a moment of stupidity had such far-reaching results.

      “We had no other choice.” Mama givs me a sorrowful look. “He wouldn't. . .”

      I shake my head. “Why Dell and Oliver, then?”

      She understands my question and has no reason left to lie. “We paid Gwendolyn to bring us a Glenwood from the other side of the wall, since we couldn't go ourselves.”

      No wonder Gwendolyn went into hiding. She was afraid Remy would figure out she sold his brother—literally. And that she had been playing on both teams.

      Mama continues. “The first two boys, we tried, but nothing happened. The witch got it wrong, probably on purpose. Each trip was more money. No guarantees. Funny how when we threatened to give up and stop paying her, she found the right boy. But she wouldn't take the other two back. What were we to do? Turn them out like orphans?”

      I stare up at her until my neck develops a pinch, and then I keep staring at her. Did she really pay to have three children kidnapped and then play it off like she did them a favor by not dropping the wrong ones off on the street?

      I blink, slowly. I can't stop the crazy around me, and it makes me nauseated. Not just the back and forth, the answers to questions I hadn't been smart enough to formulate, but the realization stirring  in my gut:

      “You tortured Remy's brother,” I say from my spot on the ground, too incredulous to try to escape.

      “We didn't have a choice. He wouldn't bring you back,” she snaps, gesturing at Franjo. “We had no other way to open the portal but to keep the curse active.”

      “By torturing. . .Remy's. . .brother. . .” The reality is setting in, all too fast but not quick enough.

      “For you, honey,” she coos at me.

      She's more than just confessing her sins with nothing to lose. She actually thinks I will understand, I will approve, if she explains their side. If they illustrate how Franjo had wronged them.

      These people keep doing horrible things for me that I didn't even want. But it really isn't for me. They wanted to bring me back to what they considered my home, even though I didn't. I never asked for that, and I still don't want it.

      And Franjo didn't ask how I felt about the changeling tradition—I never had a chance to formulate my own opinion—and started his reign of retaliation pretending it was for me.

      It was all about them, though, and yet both parties think I should join them. The way I see it, from my spot twisted around and pinned to the ground, they are both on the same side.

      It's me and the handful of good fae left against them.

      “But why Matteo?” I look at Franjo. “You paid Gwendolyn to send someone after me, but you didn't want me to return here.”

      “I had a plan to take you off the grid, to make it look like you really had died,” he says, and I know logic had burned out in his brain a long time ago. “But you idiots,” he snarls, his head tilted to look at Mama and Papa, the scythe still dug into the ground next to me. “You continued the curse just to open a portal.”

      “You seem to have profited from the shadows,” Papa chimes in.

      “I only seized an opportunity when I saw one.” Franjo glowers at them. “I would have never intentionally gone so far.”

      Mama smiles at him, but there's nothing happy or nice about it. “Coward.”

      Franjo yanks up the scythe, barreling over me, and swings—twice. I roll forward into myself like a caterpillar as blood sprays my face and the top of my hair. Thud, thud. And it's over.

      “They are right,” Franjo says from behind me, but I don't dare to look. “I was a coward, or I would have removed their heads years ago.”

      The air shifts, lightens up, and I dare to peer from under my arm at the skyline. The shadows are lifting. The Glenwoods and Hawkers are no longer harming each other, so the curse will retreat.

      I turn just enough to get a better look. The distant crowd of dark fae are tipping their heads back, arms at their sides, and extending their jaws, taking in gulps. . .of the shadows from the sky. The dark faes' throats work up and down as they swallow in the shadows in big pulls.

      “What...” I finally lift my head and turn to see Franjo. I try to block out the sight of the two fallen bodies and their heads at an unnaturally long distance away.

      “As I told you, the fae embraced their darkness,” Franjo says, wiping the scythe blade on his robe. “Even when they are promised freedom from the shadows, they drink them in for a final taste, to extend their darkness until the very end. It gives them back their magic. They don't care it's the bad kind.”

      It is really difficult to like the fae. If I was smart, I would take the option to run and never look back. Except there's still Remy. . .

      “Forget the others,” Franjo says, as if reading my mind. His warning is disguised as a bit of advice from one changeling to another.

      I swallow hard. “I can't.”

      He comes at me, ready to end this discussion for good. I scoot out of the way, grabbing up the ax, and dive in the direction of the treeline. As I pick up speed, praying that I don't fall again, I find myself veering away from the forest. Where the pregnant woman and her daughter are hiding. Franjo is on a rampage, and he will destroy anything in his path to get to me now that he knows I won't side with him. I can't lead him to the last of the good fae.

      But keeping him way from the good fae means heading straight into the crowd of the dark ones. I pull up the ax and dive into their midst. They whirl around, deformed arms reaching for me. Long claws slice through my jacket, into my upper arm. I twist out of their hold and swing the ax. I catch one in the throat, another in the chest, a third in the face. But it doesn't matter, because all they do is stumble back and go at me again. Only sage oil stops them for good, and I have enough for one, maybe two. I don't even have time to grab it and apply it to the ax, anyway.

      I keep shoving forward, the little bag beating against my leg. I have darts. I can try to use them, but still not enough sage oil to make those worthwhile, either. Not when there are dozens. I can only keep swinging the ax, knocking them back long enough to push through. They rip at my clothes, at my skin. Their claws try to grab me by the jaw, gouge out my eyes.

      A hard gush of wind rushes over me, fluttering my hair into my face. I look up as I swing the ax again. The ax connects with a bony torso. My gaze lands on the feathery underbelly of the giant bird.

      The bird careens toward the tool storage, talons the size of airplanes extending on approach. The talons sink into the roof, crushing the building, then ripping off the top half—wall and everything. It flaps a heavy wind a few times, turning around, and glides back toward where I'm still swinging my ax. I push forward, urgency growing. The bird lets go, dropping the crushed building over us. I put up one arm, shielding my eyes from the dirt and debris. The bird twists back around.

      I wipe my arm over my face and raise the ax again. I halt; the horizon is dense and moving, coming toward me. It's dark fae. And there are thousands of them.

      A long arm wraps around my waist. I scream, beating at the hold. I paused, a second too long. They have me.

      The dark fae suck me into their midst, arms and feet coming from every direction. I'm pushed down, stomped in the legs and chest. I struggle to breathe. Blood gurgles from my face, and I choke on it.

      I catch a glimpse of Annevieve. At least, I think I do, but then she is replaced by a skeletal appendage smashing my face. I shake my head and push up from the ground. I'm shoved back down. My fingers feel something long and hard; the ax handle. I grapple for it.

      The dark fae to the side part to make Franjo a path.

      “They do this because they love this,” he says over the sound of bones crushing and the giant bird stirring up wind at it continues to drop segments of the building. “They don't care about this world, so why should you?”

      “Some do,” I say, gasping and sucking in blood. I choke so hard I begin to gag, then I manage to roll over long enough to vomit on the ground. I look up at Franjo, blood and thick spit draining from my mouth. “I'm not joining you.”

      I push up and charge at him, ax raised above my head. The only way to finish this is to end him. I bring the ax down. He scoots out of the way, effortlessly.

      A smile threads across his face. “I didn't drink the shadows, but I did harness them. You are better to resign now.”

      Why does he keep giving me chances?

      I growl, swinging back the ax. But I miss again. It's useless, but I try, and he dodges. Then he's gone. I spin around, disoriented. He's behind me. I charge at him, trip and nearly end myself on my own ax.

      He laughs. “Stop being valiant. It will only get you killed.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but the big picture settles into my brain: he's a vindictive man with a horde of dark fae lusting after violence. Even worst, he has fortified himself with the curse but never let the shadows near him long enough to consume him.

      In contrast, I have an ax.

      He can dodge, dart, and duck under every attempt I make.

      My ribs feel crushed, and my chest bone might as well be thrust through my heart. My knees and shoulders feel like they will pop from their socket with a sneeze. My head is full of such vile tastes and sensations that I'll never be able to purge. I'm fighting for a world I barely know and a man I haven't even had sex with yet.

      In the end, I really just wish I could see Mom again. But she is far away, in another realm, and I'm exhausted.

      So I drop my arm and let the ax fall to the ground with a solid, resigned thud. The shadows still slink about the grass, and they silently cheer my defeat.

      The last sight before me is so appropriate: Franjo in his robe with his scythe. My reaper, indeed.

      I'm going to die.

      I close my eyes and begin reciting the first prayer that came to my lips. The only prayer I know. The one Mom always said before work: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

      What can I change? I can't change being a changeling; I certainly didn't pick that. I can't change the shadow curse. I can't change Franjo.

      My eyes pop open.

      Change Franjo.

      I can't defeat him in his current form—he's learned so much from Gwendolyn on how to take the strength from the shadows without their weakness—but I can defeat him if he's a true dark fae.

      Yes, yes, give him to us.

      Without another thought, I barrel toward him. My shoulder meets his chest, and we stumble backwards—into the shadows.

      They pull open his mouth and force themselves inside, funneling in with such speed, I know they have been waiting for this. Their chance to get him down. Their chance to take him over. They don't have long before the curse fully vanishes, but they will take their last stab at the world—and the man who evaded them.

      I roll off Franjo as his chest arches. His head turns to the side to look at me, and his eyes reveal the shadows peering out. His jaw extends, his ears pulling back like a goblin. His legs twist and snap, elongating and bending unnaturally. His arms grow and produce multiple elbows. His hands cup, digging into the ground, then snap into claws.  A bare ribcage bursts from his chest.

      His body raises up with ease, and at first it seems to be carried on the wind generated by the bird circling overhead. But then his wispy wings knit together, solidifying and growing to support his increased form. The wings come together, no longer traces of a magical ancestry, but a symbol of his current state. His power. His dominion over this world.

      He moves up into the sky, working with the bird induced storm. His maw smiles down at me. What have I done?

      I thought it would make him a form I could destroy, but he just seems to have personified the curse. He moves up to the farmhouse roof and lands on it, crouching, his wings black sails puffing from his back.

      “You are like the others,” he says, voice booming down from the roof. “I was mistaken in thinking that all changelings were worth saving, but I realize now, you are still fae, and you are still like them.”

      My head grows heavy along with my stomach. I drop to my knees, tears erupting down my face.

      “I didn't want this,” I say between gasping sobs. My body shakes harder in the storm. “Please just let me go home. Please.”

      “Now you want to make a deal?” He sounds infuriated.

      Is it still an option?

      I shudder through my tears, head bent down, trying to think. Can I go home now? Can I let myself off the hook because I tried? I really did try, after all. Doesn't that earn me the right to go home?

      A scream cuts through the storm, hitting me right in the chest. It's the girl hiding in the woods. Franjo's head snaps in the direction of the sound. Of where I had hid her with her mother. Not long ago, I had been so righteous about what that mother should be doing to protect an innocent little girl.

      And now I was going to flee?

      “Tell me you will leave this world to me,” he shouts down at me.

      And I finish the sentence in my head: to torture, to destroy, to get revenge on people who don't deserve it.

      I raise my head. “No!”

      The giant bird veers toward the farmhouse. Franjo rears back as the talons sink into the roof, tearing off the top of the house—walls and everything. The bird twists to the side, coming back around to dump the debris on the ground.

      Franjo is pinned to the roof by one of his wings. He flails and pulls to get away. The wing rips, and then shreds as he breaks free. He plummets to the ground. I yank out the sage oil and smash the bottle into the ax blade on the ground. Glass grinds into the split in my hand. It feels like my arm is on fire.

      I grab the ax and charge where Franjo is descending. I tuck the blade under my armpit. I only have one round of sage oil. Can't accidentally use it on the wrong dark fae.

      As Franjo tumbles into the ground, I raise the ax and bring it down. The blade connects with the chest plate. He jerks upright, but he's already turning gray.

      “I did it for you,” he whispers, “and you betrayed me, sister.”

      He falls into ashes.

      I stare at where he had been, stunned. Is he really dead?

      And did I choose the right answer?

      Movement up ahead catches my attention. The curse is gone, Franjo is ash, but the dark fae are still on the move. They aren't ready to let go of their final hold on their magic.

      I turn and run in the direction of the woods. Something grabs my wrist. I swing my other fist back in a punch. I catch a glimmer of a decorated red headdress and let the attack fall short.

      Annevieve is holding my arm.

      “Hurry,” she hisses.

      I glance back at where the dark fae are standing still. Too still. I squint, making out a thin layer of ice draped over them.

      “It won't hold for very long at all,” she says, ushering me toward the trees. “Too many of them to do much good.”

      I nod, unable to thank her for the minutes she bought me. It would waste energy, and I'm in short supply.

      We bustle through the trees, small branches slapping at our faces and shoulders, and more than few tangling in her head gear. She jerks back, prying loose, and then trudges forward.

      My legs feel too weak to hold up my body any longer. I find myself putting my weight into her, but she doesn't seem to mind. With her help, I make it to where the woman is nestled among leaves, her daughter kneeling at her side, cradling a bundle in her arms.

      I break free from Annevieve and hurry to the girl. She looks up wide-eyed as I crouch in front of her, my knees so swollen they feel ready to snap apart.

      The girl is holding a newborn, bundled in a torn dirty shirt.

      “Mama is resting,” the girl whispers, but her frown is directed at the baby in her arms. “She doesn't look well.”

      Twigs snap behind me as Annevieve approaches.

      “We have to get going,” she says.

      I glance up at her, noting the distinct lack of light reflecting on her get-up. There's no moon tonight.

      “To where?” I ask, reaching one hand for the baby's cheek. She's cold, and her eyes flutter but don't open. “Who can help her?”

      “She's a changeling,” Annevieve says softly.

      I retract, tense up.

      “I'm not doing it.” I push to my feet, ducking away before Annevieve can grab me. “No more changelings.”

      Annevieve opens her mouth, but I shake my head. Franjo had been wrong in his revenge, but not in his quest.

      “I'm not taking her,” I say firmly.

      “Then I have nothing to offer,” she snaps, turning on her heels to leave.

      Panic jumpstarts me. She can't abandon me here with a small child, a sick newborn, and a sleeping mother who just gave birth—not when the dark fae are so close.

      “Well, just—just make her better!” I stumble after Annevieve “You're the witch here.”

      She shoots me a glare and heads in the direction of the farmhouse ruins. The dark fae don't scare her, apparently.

      “You either take her, or they both will die,” she says with such a biting tone, I halt.

      “Both?” I look at the girl, still kneeling next to her mother, buried up to her knees in leaves. “Why would they both die?”

      Annevieve whirls around so fast, her hat should have fallen off. She slams her palm to my forehead. I go to step back, but then I see it:

      Inside a third story apartment—my apartment—a woman lies in a bed with a unicorn printed blanket, giving birth. The woman is Cassia, and baby Madison has emerged into the world already on her way out of it. They are snowed in, alone, with no help.

      Mom is frowning, shaking her head as she passes the limp form to Cassia. My dearest friend, my chosen sister, shakes with sobs.

      “We don't know why some get another chance,” Annevieve says. “We just know that fae children born on a new moon, they aren't only ours. They don't belong to us alone. Even the sky says so, hiding its light so we can switch them without being seen.”

      I swallow hard, wishing for time to digest what has been said, but all it does is leave a strange taste. “What about the changeling?”

      “Changelings are a special kind of witch, a magical vessel with no spirit, waiting to be filled.” Annevieve glances at the silent newborn. “She has a strong body but no spirit, and her human counterpart has just the opposite—a spirit with a failing body.”

      I can't meet the bog witch's eyes, as if doing so would let her see I had been reconsidering Franjo's death; that maybe he hadn't been wrong, and I was going to have to pick up where he left off in fighting this tradition. But I hadn't known their reason, their purpose.

      Didn't he realize that changelings are miracles to humans?

      Cracking echoes to our left. I spin around toward it, fists clenched at my side. Was the ground splitting just beyond the trees? Except the cracking sounded more like. . .

      “Ice,” I say flatly. “Your spell. . .”

      Before I can finish the thought, I whirl back around and dodge toward the girl. She offers the baby up to me, and I cradle it close, bringing my jacket over to shield its face.

      I look up at expectantly at Annevieve.

      “We have to open the portal,” she says and gestures for me to follow.

      I trudge after her, baby in my arms, shoving down every pain that threatens to end my journey here. But I take the next one, and the next one, unable to shake the visual of Cassia crying over her baby's body.

      As we walk, I whisper to the fading changeling a fairy tale:

      “Once upon a time, a sick little girl was born. A man, a fae, had been given a special task to bring a changeling to save her. A counterpart that looked like her, acted like her, that became her.

      “But the man harbored such hatred for changelings, because he was one, too. He resented that his life, his existence, had been a lie. And he was surrounded by so much awful, so much evil, that he stopped looking for the people who needed him, the ones who fell through the cracks. The people who would have helped him if he had just. . .acknowledged they existed.”

      I look up as the device comes into view. It's not just a forgotten machine; it controls the portal.

      Annevieve hurries over to it and gestures for me to pick up my pace. I approach the contraption, appreciating its form for the first time.

      I glance down at the baby in my arms. “This is where happy endings begin.”

      Annevieve grabs my hand and shoves it against the flat surface on the device. Something sharp stabs the center of my palm. I try to jerk back, but she holds my hand flat.

      “Sorry, but happy endings take blood,” she says with a flutter of her eyes.

      “Of course they do.” I grimace as the device feeds on me like a vampire.

      Then light dances on its surface, like the beams inside a plasma ball. They arc and twist, running up the length of the antennae, and shoot off into the sky. Light flashes from the Storyteller's back yard, and then random locations in the distance. One after another as each portal is activated again.

      Wordlessly, Annevieve yanks my hand from the device and then tugs me toward the Storyteller's house. I duck inside the remains and let her lead me through the silence, out to the backyard where the portal is waiting.

      “On your own from here,” she says, and I turn to look at her, stunned.

      “What do I do?” I glance down at the baby. “How do I. . .”

      “You already did your magic. You opened the portal. Now bring her to where she can do her own.”

      I nod, and take a step toward the portal. Then my feet stop moving. A lump forms in my throat.

      “You'll make sure Dell and Oliver get home, right?” I ask without looking back.

      “Of course,” she says, and they're the sincerest words I've ever heard come from her snarky mouth.

      “And tell Remy I'm sorry.”

      She doesn't say anything.

      I duck my head and enter the portal.

      [image: ]

      Inside my apartment, the world is silent. I creep to the bedroom and stop in the doorway. Cassia has cried herself to sleep, sitting in the bed hunched over. Mom is huddled in a corner nearby, unconscious. Baby Madison lies motionless on Cassia's lap.

      I don't expect this to work. The changeling hasn't moved, hasn't even breathed, since I took her. I expended my good luck killing Franjo, and I'm too late to save anyone else.

      But I came this far. So I inch my way across the room to the bed, and lay the changeling next to Baby Madison. There's a long moment when nothing happens.

      Then the changeling takes a breath. And another. With each one, she inhales Madison, takes her essence, becomes her, until the old form has faded away.

      She opens her eyes.

      And she's alive.

      It's over. The curse is gone, and I've fulfilled my role in both worlds.

      I turn to leave, to head to my room and hope to sleep for a long while, but something calls me to the window. It's somehow familiar. I want to ignore it, but it's like I'm pulled to the sill.

      I climb over, my boots crunching in the snow, and look around. The storm has stopped, but the streets are still buried and empty. I'm alone.

      And yet. . .

      My gaze drifts skyward and settles on a light. A tiny one, but unmistakable.

      A smile plays on my lips.

      And, with a happy sigh, I set out in the deepest black of night, following the light home.
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        To save the broken city, she’ll have to trust him.

      

      

      The rain never stops. It pounds the ground with reminders of what the city used to be, before the war. Before the Confessor. Before the Sentinels.

      Allana has trained, is ready. If Maddox can’t get her out of the city, the assassination will have been for naught. Information is critical for Verity.

      No one has escaped the city since the Confessor took over. Now Maddox must help Allana escape, or they both will die and the city will continue its descent.
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      Maddox leaned back in the sticky bar booth and glanced at the slim implant screen on the back of his wrist. It hadn’t hurt when they put it in, and now he couldn’t live without the device, yet it represented everything he fought against. All his vital information and correspondence popped up on the little screen at his command. Shared with the Confessor and anyone else in the government. He tapped the time icon.

      Seven o’ clock.

      Prime Confessor Benton was dead by now, if all had gone according to plan. His stomach knotted. If things hadn’t gone well, and the city’s alarms signaled warnings, he’d have little time to escape.

      The Sentinels were quick and deadly and once dispatched, they hunted till they stopped the offender. Questions would be few. Erasing the danger was the first job of the Sentinel, and they performed effectively.

      He didn’t know of anyone who’d survived a Sentinel dispatch.

      He strained to hear any alert.

      No alarms had sounded—yet. Maddox lifted the mug to his mouth and sipped at the warm ale. So far, all appeared to have gone as they planned. He set the mug down and licked his lips, his eyes lowered. He had to appear as if he was just another customer at the bar, nothing more. Nothing special. Another worker having a drink after another day.

      Definitely not a member of Verity.

      The drunken men and women around him would kill him if they knew who he really was. His pulse leapt. He took a shaky breath and let it out. He had to blend in.

      He chanced a peek at the other patrons in the darkened bar, but none looked worried or agitated. No sign that his cover was blown. Instead, they all huddled over their mugs of bubbly stout or some worse concoction, none aware that their whole existence had possibly been erased and rewritten with one simple act of violence high in a metal skyscraper nearby. A place none of them would ever see or even dare to dream of seeing. No, they were oblivious to what had happened mere minutes before. One act of violence in a world filled with crime.

      A necessary murder amongst sanctioned murders.

      He turned the mug with his fingertips, wiping at the condensation that slicked the sides. The city’s citizens had no idea that Verity was trying to save them, and many didn’t even know the faction existed at all. The Confessor had done a good job with propaganda.

      City officials made sure the populace stayed penned up and ignorant, like sheep and anyone suspected of treason was killed outright. Death was a hearty deterrent.

      Maddox watched an older man slide out of his seat at the bar and shuffle toward the door. What a tragic existence most of the city’s people led. He shook his head.

      Verity operated behind the scenes, slowly working to regain control of the city. People who had something to offer the cause were recruited, but only after they’d been observed and counter-checked. It was too risky to bring in just anyone. At least right now. One day, Verity would serve everyone.

      For now, only the elite had a place in the ranks.

      Maddox grunted and thumbed away a bubble of condensation. He’d never understood why Verity selected him, other than the fact he knew the layout of the city well and had been loyal to the government before the war. But as far as a useful skillset? He didn’t consider himself a great asset, and he assumed they didn’t either unless they had a plan for him he didn’t know about.

      But he was glad to be fighting on the side of the righteous. He watched the spires of the star formed by the overhead light glint as they shone through the condensation on his mug.

      With the door closed, the dank air pressed in on him, and he took another sip of the salty brine that somewhat passed for ale. He steadied his breathing and waited, tapping his fingers on the nearly empty mug, leaving trails of worry in the condensation sliding down the glass.

      He’d trained for this night for months, but nothing had really prepared him for the actuality and heavy tension of the live mission. His heart thundered and he focused on relaxing, trying to ease the muscled knots in his back. He’d be running at some point in the night and he needed to conserve energy. He blew out a breath.

      He had a job to do, and he’d get it done. Verity depended on him. The future of the city depended on him too.

      Hell, the future of humans depended on him, at least that’s what he’d been told in training.

      He sat up straight, straddling the pipe. He’d get this right. The ale soured in his stomach, curdling his next thought. What if he didn’t get her to safety? When would the message arrive? Pre-pac music blared over the bar’s archaic speakers, crackling and thumping through old rhymes and newer techno beats. Soon the music would be replaced by news of the Confessor’s death and people who stop whatever they were doing and turn to the nearest news source.

      Screens everywhere would report the crime in gory detail, praising the Confessor and calling the assassin an enemy of the state. Sirens would screech, adding to the cacophony of light and sound that would blast unforgettable images and memories onto everyone’s retinas.

      Everything would change when the Confessor died.

      A red pin-dot flashed on Maddox’s wrist screen, and he touched his thumb to it to bring up the message. One word appeared:

      Complete.

      The message he’d been waiting on. The rendezvous would happen at any moment now, as the assassin wouldn’t have sent the message until well clear of the scene. He took another deep breath and zipped his jacket slowly, feeling the brass zipper teeth interlock one by one as they clicked into place.

      He screened his bar tab payment plus tip to the bartender with a swipe of his forefinger then wiped the mug clear of fingerprints with his napkin. His screen dinged the completed payment.

      Nothing like a little low-tech action to save his ass, even if his payment could trace him regardless of his efforts to remain anonymous. No one was untraceable in the city.

      Good thing he didn’t plan to stay.

      The heavy bar door groaned open and a cloaked figure, dripping from the incessant rain, stood in the doorway a moment before entering, then headed straight across the floor toward the booth where Maddox sat.

      Maddox tensed, reaching to find comfort in the cool Lancer in his boot, fully charged and ready to do its job, just like him, but the figure was at his table before he could stand or fumble to pull the weapon, much less use it. A tiny pale hand shot from under the cloak, thumb pushed forward in awkward greeting.

      Female?

      No reason to be too surprised, yet he was. This assignment was possibly the most difficult Verity had ever faced and they’d charged a woman with it. He stood and held out his arm, and she dropped her wet hood then jabbed her thumb to the screen embedded in his wrist.

      She didn’t make eye contact and her wet blond hair fell forward over her face, obscuring her features. She projected strength, despite her small appearance. Maybe it was her confidence, or the adrenaline surfing the waves of her aura. She met his stare, her mouth set in a firm line, full lips pulled tight.

      Tension rolled off her in a frenzy.

      He lurched back, not sure if it was from the poke to his wrist or the sight of the bedraggled woman. Or maybe it was the shock that Verity had sent a woman to take down the Confessor. Not that Maddox thought a female couldn’t do the job, because of course she could, but because the Confessor was particularly known for his affinity for torturing women who crossed him.

      A mere sexual sadist on his best day, the man was the worst of humanity’s nightmares. He’d unleashed unspeakable acts on the city’s populace, yet people still followed him like sheep. And he more than slaughtered them. Torture was his rush and he had culled enough of the city to bring the population down to dangerously low levels. Yet the citizens believed his rhetoric and trusted his judgment because they had no one else and the war had changed their way of life.

      The Confessor had to be disposed of before he gained any more power and Verity had made sure it happened.

      At least he hoped that was the case.

      He blinked and the woman looked down again. She’d assassinated the tyrant and lived. So far. His job was to get her to safety so Verity could debrief her. That was the plan.

      A warm sensation trickled through to his palm and the screen buzzed blue in confirmation of her identity. She yanked her hand away as soon as authorization came through, shoving her arm under her cloak again.

      “Allana.” She scanned the room, biting her lip as she evaluated each patron with a razor-sharp assessment. She kept her hands concealed under her cloak, presumably so she could access her weapon quickly.

      Always on duty, assassins. Not that he’d ever known one personally, but that’s what he’d heard. They worked alone, and never took time off.

      “I’m Maddox.” He ran his hand through his hair. He wasn’t sure how she knew he was who she needed to meet with, but assumed Verity had filled her in. It didn’t matter now. “We’ve got to get out of here now.” He kept his voice low. “Won’t be long till the news is out.” He grabbed his backpack off the seat and slung it over his shoulder then cinched it tight.

      “Don’t you think I fucking know that?” She lifted her shoulders up around her ears, her face drawn tight. “I only came in here long enough to get you. Don’t boss me around.”

      Clearly, she was still stressed. Who wouldn’t be?

      He blinked at her harsh sneer. He should have known the assassin would be a hard-ass, but coming from such a small package, it was still a surprise. He’d do his job and get her to safety, she need not worry about that. Besides, he wasn’t helping to make friends, but there wasn’t any reason for her to treat him like shit.

      “Let’s go. And cut the crap. I’m here to help you, remember?” He motioned her forward. If she kept up the rudeness, he’d have a chat with her—when they were in a safer location. Now was not the time.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “Rough day. I just want to be done.”

      He nodded and they moved toward the door, trying not to rush or make any movement that would garner unnecessary attention. If they were caught while inside the building, they’d never escape alive. No matter how good Allana was with weapons, two against twenty wasn’t a fair fight and the Sentinels would descend on the bar within minutes of an alarm, if not seconds. The guards seemed to materialize out of nowhere, and anywhere they were was no place he wanted to be. Fucking brainless killing machines.

      “Hey!” the bartender called. Conversation ceased and stares swiveled to focus on Maddox and Allana.

      Maddox stopped, his heart thudding. Should they run? Not yet. Keep cool. He turned to face the bar. The heat of everyone’s stare burned into his back. Maybe he doesn’t know…

      “Thanks for the tip, man.” The bartender smiled. “Don’t get many of those any more, what with wages being what they are. I appreciate it. I won’t forget you. Next time, a drink on the house.”

      Maddox faked a smile back to the bartender and gave him a nod of acknowledgement. Shit. He’d drawn attention to himself and, more importantly, to Allana, by simply leaving a tip. Could turn out to be a fatal mistake for both of them. He put his hand on her shoulder and guided her to the door.

      “Be ready,” he whispered. “In case.”

      Her shoulder tensed and she dipped her head in acknowledgement, her wet hair trailing across his fingers.

      She shoved the bar door open with her foot and they stepped into the cool night. So far, so good. She draped her dark cape over her head again as the endless rain pummeled them. He moved his hand from her shoulder and wiped his eyes, squinting as his vision adjusted to the rainy darkness.

      No Sentinels.

      The street lay empty except for a few stray mutts that appeared to be scavenging farther down the block, and a lone passerby heading for the bar, his broken umbrella providing little protection from the downpour. Broken skyscrapers rose in the dark, looming over the streets like fractured monsters, maws open and sharp teeth ready to attack. Few buildings had electricity at night, their top floors broken off in the war and never repaired. Once Verity took over, things would change and the city would regain its former grandeur.

      He hoped.

      “This way.” He motioned, slipping into the empty street.

      Allana followed without a sound, her shoes barely a stutter on the broken pavement. Overgrown bushes and wiry weeds populated the cracked sidewalks, so they traveled the unused roadway. Hadn’t been any cars on this road since the early days of the war. Weeds thrust through any opening, bowing under soggy branches laden with wet seedpods. Amazing how much of anything could grow with so little light.

      Somewhere in the distance, the clanging of a beamcar sounded, the echo resonating through the paths between buildings. On time as always. Even on the city’s worst days, the beamcars did their jobs, carrying the Confessor’s Sentinels wherever they might be needed. Keeping the peace had never been more efficient.

      Or more deadly.

      The relentless rain beat against him as always, and Maddox pushed his hair off his forehead and cinched his jacket tighter at the neck as he walked. What he wouldn’t give to go outside and stay dry for once.

      He’d long forgotten what it felt like to feel the sun on his face.

      “Where are we going now?” Allana’s teeth chattered as she spoke. “Somewhere inside, I hope. I hate the damn rain.”

      He grunted an acknowledgement and wiped his eyes. He should’ve been used to the constant downpour by now, but he wasn’t. Far from it. The fucked-up climate system had done a number on so many things, not the least of which was morale. Some days, suicides fell from the skyscrapers and mangled bridges faster than raindrops. But today, it didn’t matter how much it poured.

      Today, he had a job to do, rain be damned. And by the gods, he was going to do it. Verity had kept the plan from Allana in case she’d been captured before she got to him. The Sentinels would have tortured her and might have found out Verity’s way out of the city.

      “The storm sewers.” He turned to stare at her. “At least it’s warmer there. And it’s our way out.”

      “Okay, if you say so. I trust Verity.” She adjusted her hood. “If they say that’s the way, then lead on.”

      “Got us this far.”

      “Yes. I suppose you’re right.” She pulled the cloak tighter. “Besides, who else can we trust?”

      Who else indeed? He shrugged. No time for rhetoric when any moment, the Sentinels would know about the Confessor. Time was closing in on them and soon they’d have none. They had to be in the sewers before the alarms began sounding, or they’d not stand a chance at escape.

      They walked in silence except for the clatter of the rain and the echo of their footsteps, moving as quickly as possible without drawing attention to themselves. Maddox kept close watch. Verity warned that he would never know who might be watching. Who might take an extra ration for ratting out someone who looked suspicious. Once the call went out about finding the assassin, everyone would be a suspect.

      When would the alarms sound? Someone had to have discovered the body by now. The Confessor was always surrounded by people and servants to do his bidding.

      Maybe Allana had killed him in his sleep with a knife to his fleshy neck, or maybe over dinner with a fast-acting poison. Though he wanted to know, Maddox wasn’t allowed to ask the details of how she did it. Verity was serious about protecting assassins’ privacy.

      But he did want to know. Natural curiosity, of course. And how such a slight woman had taken out a large and protected man like the Confessor. Even getting close to him was a feat.

      He glanced at the woman walking next to him, her head bowed and wet blonde hair hanging in clumps from under the hood. Did she have any remorse? Or, was killing in the line of duty truly a job, not a moral decision? He stepped over a piece of debris in the road. The trash piled up in some places but usually this area was kept fairly clean.

      He’d never be able to kill, at least he didn’t think he would. He spent his life before the war trying to develop medicines to help people heal, but Verity had brought him on to scout and track—something he turned out to be very good at. Killing wasn’t in his job description.

      Killing Sentinels didn’t count. They weren’t human.

      “One day, you’ll have to tell me how you became an assassin.” He took a deep breath. Fuck. He’d said that aloud? “I know I’m not supposed to ask. I guess I’m just the curious type.”

      She scowled at him with such intensity; he thought he might evaporate on the spot under her gaze. And yet, she looked right through him, as if he weren’t even there.

      He examined her. “Sorry.” Singularly, her features might be described by some as plain, but put together, her face held a compelling beauty—a mystery. Her eyes especially drew him in with their bottomless depths. Too bad he wouldn’t have the chance to really get to know her. Once they got out of the city, he’d be handing her off to Verity officials for debriefing, and she’d be gone from his life just like everyone else.

      One moment of usefulness then he’d be done.

      Allana turned away, the raindrops glistening on her hair like a thousand tiny stars in a galaxy of light. “I never wanted this job, but I had no other real choice,” she said. “I don’t care what you’ve heard. Assassin is not a hero’s job.”

      “I never said it was.” He shivered as a chill slid down his spine and clasped onto his nerves. “I’m sorry.” He looked across the road, saw that it was clear, then looked back to her.

      “It’s not for everyone.” She pushed her hair behind her ears and adjusted her cape. “Few are suited. Even fewer make the cut.”

      “And yet you did choose it, and made it through the training. You must be good.” He shook the rain out of his hair. “I hate this rain.”

      She studied his features before speaking. “The best. That’s why they chose me for this task. But the job’s not over yet. I’ve got information to put into the right hands. Information that could exonerate my family.”

      “I’ll get you to safety. You don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Right now, we need to get out of here, or none of it will matter.”

      Of course she was right. “Come on, then. We’ve got a ways to go.” He wanted to press for more details, ask her about her family and what she meant. Not now. He smiled, but she didn’t return it.

      Still in assassin mode. He needed to focus himself, too, if they had any hope of getting out alive.

      “I hate the rain, too.” She tugged her cape hood up higher.

      “Maybe now that the Confessor is dead, Verity can figure out how to stop it. Stop the damn machines once and for all.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe this is all a cruel joke and the rain will never stop.” She picked her pace up, moving ahead of him.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course they’ll fix the rain system.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      The rain sheeted almost horizontally, and he pushed his wet hair from his eyes. They walked quickly, but didn’t run. Running might trigger suspicion, even though they didn’t see anyone else out and about on the street. Someone could be watching from any of a number of abandoned buildings or peeking at them through windows. In the city, someone was always watching, hoping to get in the good graces of the Confessor by ratting out another citizen.

      Allana kicked at a glass bottle, sending it spinning across the pavement into the far curb with a clank. He glanced around to see if anyone perked up at the sound. Tempting fate seemed to be something assassins liked to do.

      Risk-taking behavior was part of their personality. He scowled at her and she jutted her chin out at him, not turning to meet his glare.

      Maddox wanted to stay as inconspicuous as possible, not call attention to themselves. But he didn’t want to upset Allana either. She seemed like the type to get really upset if someone tried to tell her what to do. He’d let this incident go, but if it happened again, he’d say something. After all, she was putting his life at risk, too.

      It figured that Verity would send someone who tried to raise his hackles.

      He led her around to a side avenue that ran parallel to the main thoroughfare in the south side of the city. The road, six lanes wide, used to be filled with people trying to get here or there or nowhere in particular. Now, strewn with debris and overgrown with errant weeds, the unused street had become an impromptu urban park and home to the less desirables, the Kooks. The Confessor had even installed benches and planters after the war, and small box houses for the Kooks to live in.

      High on Koo, both men and women sprawled on plastic benches that lined the once-busy street. Torn bags of refuse piled high behind them; the Koo addicts barely moved or even paid attention to their surroundings, their eyes wide and wild and darting to take in every bit of light stimulus they could find between the raindrops, their screens long ago ripped from their wrists, replaced with dirty bandages or tied rags.

      Pathetic.

      Who knew how many inhabited the makeshift shantytown or even lived in the boxes, but walking through was generally safe. The Kooks wanted Koo, that was it. Nothing else mattered. Not food, not money, not family.

      Some had probably served Verity at one point, while others were slaves to the Confessor. Now, it didn’t matter. Koo was so addictive, few stood a chance of escaping its thrall, and the Confessor had been rumored to provide it to families he wanted out of his way. An evil way to dispose of competition or upstarts. These poor people weren’t even allowed to die.

      They were the living dead.

      And they didn’t even seem to mind the rain. They sat blindly in it, some staring at the sky, the drops falling into their eyes as their minds flitted from one Kook image to another.

      “Pitiful.” Allana shook her head. “Fucking Kooks.”

      He nodded as a memory flashed through his mind—his beautiful sister, Meera, once vibrant and full of life before the war, then ravaged by Koo after the Confessor’s ascension. From vibrant and alive to a shell of humanity, the descent had hit his remaining family hard. He fisted his hands. When Verity had come calling, promising to help her and others like her, Maddox signed on to work for them without a thought of what it might cost him in the end. He’d do anything to help Meera.

      He’d been stupid to think they’d save her.

      Not long after he joined Verity, he’d found Meera dead, eyes glazed and empty, long hair ratted and splayed, staring into the rain-filled sky. She was laying in a park much like the one they were in now, arms sprawled and legs askew, just days before his training for the current mission began.

      She’d been stripped of the remaining bit of humanity she had and everything of value had been taken from her. He wasn’t allowed to bury her—the city took the dead Kooks as their own. She was taken away and dumped with the other bodies the street cleaners found each day. Incinerated or buried, it didn’t matter. No shred of human dignity remained in their last days, so why give it to them in death?

      His Meera was gone and it was the Confessor’s fault.

      And though Verity had used his sister to get him to help, he’d come to believe in what they stood for. In the cold and bitter world that was left, they were the only people trying to make a better place for everyone to live. He believed in that.

      His sister’s death would’ve happened with or without Verity.

      The blow had been a gut-punch unlike any he’d ever felt. Still, he believed in Verity’s promises to bring the city back to its former glory and he trained even harder than before.

      He wanted a city where people could live their lives without fear. Where Koo was not an option for escape. Where families could bury their dead and grieve over them.

      Verity promised it.

      And he believed Verity would deliver it.

      With the Confessor dead, they were a whole lot closer to that goal.

      Goddammit, that felt good! But no time to celebrate right now. He had to get Allana to safety. Then, he could take a break.

      He shook off the thrill of the Confessor’s death and focused on the task ahead. He and Allana would be safe cutting through the park, and that’s all that mattered at the moment. No alarms yet, by some miracle, and making good time toward the sewer drains.

      Getting away from the beamcars and any people who cared what they were doing was the first point of action, then heading into the sewers and finally escaping the city. In this area, for those high on Koo, the last thing the addicts cared about was anyone who wasn’t providing more Koo. He and Allana would be as invisible as the disintegrating refuse on the ground.

      The shrill peal of a beamcar siren sliced through the wet air, reverberating off the crumbling walls. In the distance, other sirens echoed and broadcast the news. His wrist screen buzzed and he covered it with his hand to silence the sound.

      Allana gazed at her flashing notification. “They found him.” She looked into Maddox’s eyes. “No going back now. The clock has started ticking.” For the first time, fear lit her features and her lower lip trembled.

      She was human after all. He had the urge to hug her, but though she might drop him to the ground or kick his ass if he tried, so he didn’t.

      “We’ll make it out of the city. We’ve got a good head start, but let’s pick up the pace.” He wiped his face with the hem of his jacket and adjusted the pack on his back. “And the plan is solid.” He had to succeed. He’d vowed that Meera’s death wouldn’t be in vain. Sounded like he and Allana both had reasons to work for Verity and the time had come to get it done.

      “Yeah.” She took a deep breath. “We will. Let’s go.”

      She didn’t sound convinced, and he wondered if he sounded more certain than he felt. They had to try. No matter what, the fate of the city could lay in their hands now. The data she carried might be critical to Verity’s next phase. They had to escape and get the information to Verity.

      The pounding of boots on the wet pavement startled him and Maddox turned in time to see a squadron of Sentinels heading down the road, long gear on and Lancers in hand.

      Headed right toward them.

      Fuck.

      Tactically intelligent, but emotionally brainless, the Confessor’s soldiers would shoot to kill, or worse torture them to see what they knew. Maddox’s heart shrieked panic, but his brain went into overdrive. Think, man. Run?

      “Maddox!” Allana yanked his jacket.

      He turned to tell her to be quiet, but she wrapped her arms around his neck. Before he could take a breath to speak, she had pulled his head down and had her mouth pressed to his.

      Raindrops slipped down his forehead and slid down his nose, but he kept his lips to hers.

      So soft.

      The tromp, tromp of boots passing behind lulled him and for a moment he forgot the danger and relished the sweet sensation that was Allana’s kiss. With the bulky cloak draped over her, he couldn’t get a good grip on her back so he held the wet folds of fabric tight. She was the perfect height for him to bend his head and meet her mouth with his own. She put her hands on his face and kissed him softly, though he knew if he could feel her heartbeat, it would be racing as hard as his.

      If only he could see what was going on. But the kiss was so nice.

      A dangerous kiss.

      The sound of boots faded and only the splatter of rain on the pavement remained.

      “They’re gone.” Her eyes opened wide, a deep blue or maybe dusky purple in the dimly lit park. Raindrops settled on her lashes and she blinked them away. “Maddox?”

      He shook his head. Back to business. “That was a smart diversion.” He winked and adjusted his waistband. “I never would’ve thought of that.”

      “Thanks.” She stared, her lips flushed from the kiss and her cheeks pink and warm.

      “We’ve got to get to the rain sewer before we run across more Sentinels. We may have fooled that group but there are going to be a lot more coming.” He smirked and strode off. “This way. We’re close.”

      “They teach us how to handle anything,” she called from behind. “In assassin’s training.” She caught up to him, her cloak brushing against his leg.

      “Bet they do.” He smiled and kept walking, hurrying to get to the sewers.
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      The small brick building that obscured access to the entrance to the rain sewer’s rusty overflow gate on the far lower east side wasn’t guarded—it didn’t need to be. Not only would no one have a reason to break in to the city sewer system, but even if they did, the electronic lock clasped to the gate was impenetrable to anyone without high-tech, code breaking experience.

      The advanced lock setting ruled out most everyone, and since the Confessor didn’t want people leaving the city at all, he had his captive subjects locked out and blocked in whether they realized it or not. On top of that, the Sentinels’ steady march around the perimeter was enough deterrent to keep most people in line.

      No one left the city.

      No one that Maddox had heard of, anyway. Sometimes people tried, but they always ended up on the end of an electro-stake or lancer bullet. Not much chance of escaping with a Sentinel behind you, above you, and invariably in front of you, too. They were just too damned fast.

      Besides, no one really knew what was left outside the city anyway. Most people assumed it was wasteland, left from the war. Yet that was where Verity was sending him. Something must exist there.

      Maddox checked the lock again as he tamped his heart rate down with slow breaths. He’d never be able to figure out the code on his own and he’d set off an alarm if his pulse got too high. Slow it down.

      “Hurry up.” Allana crossed her arms in the thick cloak. She stepped closer and a spatter of mud flung across his face.

      “I’m trying.” He wiped off the lock screen and checked the number. Twenty-two. One of the ones he had a code for.

      Verity had provided an EM pulse to break the lock codes of the most common locks. No reason to believe the city rain sewer would have an unusual code. Maddox held up his wrist screen, started the program, and waited. If this pulse didn’t work, they’d have to go to another entrance to the sewer and with the Sentinels already trampling so close, he didn’t think they really had time to make it safely.

      He swiped the raindrops off the screen.

      This might be their only chance.

      Allana paced the muddy ground in front of the gate like a creature afraid for her life, shoulders curved in anticipation and worry and cloak trailing like a heavy mat. Every few seconds, she looked at him to see if he’d figured out how to get the lock off. If the Sentinels caught her and didn’t kill her on the spot, she’d be tortured before being executed. Assassins were their favorite toys and capturing one that killed the Confessor would be the prize.

      He’d be tortured too, of course. He rubbed his nose. His thoughts kept returning to the press of her soft lips against his own. Her sweet, very soft lips. He shook his head and looked to his wrist screen. Almost done. He’d better focus on the task ahead so he didn’t screw it up. Escaping the city once in the sewers wasn’t going to be easy. Even disarming the lock seemed to take longer than he expected.

      Beep.

      The lights flickered on his wrist screen and one by one, the code unraveled the lock like blue laces untying from a shoe, slipping the electronic knots until the strands were free and the gate slipped open.

      Beep, beep, beep.

      “We’re in. Let’s go!” He pushed the gate aside and looked into the darkened depths. A musty odor wafted up from the unused stairwell inside. If any Sentinels were waiting in the tunnels below, then he and Allana would be dead as soon as their feet hit the treads. They’d never be able to fight them off in the dark maze.

      But he doubted anyone had used the stairwell in quite a while, it was so musty and dirty. It was also their only chance.

      Allana joined him at the entrance of the steep stairs. She wrinkled her nose. “Smells like old fish.”

      A loud crash rang out in the distance and beamcar sirens pealed again, echoing against the fabric of the night in sharp relief against the dank silence. A spotlight lit the sky in a thin cone of righteousness and signaled to and fro over the gray clouds in a slow search pattern.

      Looking for Allana.

      The search for the Confessor’s killer had begun. Her eyes mooned. “Are you sure this is the way?”

      “Yes! Of course I’m sure.” Maddox gave her a nudge toward the entrance. “Go. We’ve got to get out of sight. They’re coming.”

      She took one quick look around then clambered into the stairwell. “We’ll get out of here. Been through too much not to.”

      “Damn right. Hurry.”

      They headed down the dusty stairs, Maddox closing and locking the rusty gate and door from the inside, turning the old lever with a click. They’d never go back into the city, at least through the gate.

      And definitely not alive.

      Using muted light from their screens, they maneuvered down the slippery steps into the depths of the storm water sewer system that ran under the city. The stairwell, chipped brick like the building above, was filled with chalky dust that had fallen from the deteriorating concrete.

      Maddox stepped carefully over piles, some sticky where the dampness had turned the dust to sludge. He held to the small metal handrail that wound down into the sewer’s depths. “You okay?”

      “Why the fuck wouldn’t I be?”

      She didn’t even turn to look.

      “I just thought—” Maddox avoided a partially ripped away piece of landing jutting from the side of the wall where only the coils remained.

      “I’m fine.” Allana shot him a scowl. “If I’m not, I’ll let you know, okay?”

      He held his hands up in mock defeat. The last thing he wanted to do was piss her off. He took a deep breath and got himself back into survival mode. He shouldn’t be thinking about her as a friend or woman anyway. She was supposed to be under his protection until he got her out of the city. No more, no less.

      She took the steps two at a time, her blond hair stuck to her shoulders and her wet cape dripping as they went. He smiled. He could do this. Taking care of Allana wouldn’t be a problem. They’d made it to the sewers and that was already a significant achievement.

      “We’ll be out of here in no time.” He ran his hand across the wall, sending a shower of flaky concrete onto the stairs.

      “Good.”

      He’d trained for weeks underground and he still didn’t know every tunnel and pipe beneath the city, but he had learned enough to escape and get to the rendezvous point outside. That was all that mattered. The rigorous training had kept his mind off Meera, for the most part. She had been the only family he had left.

      Now that she was gone, he was alone.

      “One more flight.” He shone his light at the curved brick ceiling. The whole place had proven to be a masterwork of engineering to have withstood the war so well. It could become their tomb tonight if the Sentinels caught them. But he and Allana had an extremely good chance of getting out of the city altogether. The plan was solid and they had a great head start.

      Allana went down the last stairs in silence, her light trained on the steps below as she walked. The heavy cape had fallen away from her face, leaving her pale hair framing her pale face and deep blue eyes that seemed to always be searching for danger.

      When they reached the bottom of the debris-covered stairwell, the room opened up into a large water-filled cavern that split off into many tunnels in every direction, each carrying rainwater out of the city like rivers flowing off a massive lake. They turned off their wrist screen lights.

      Each numbered, gray concrete wall was lined with thin Biolumen strips, the bacteria colonies feeding off the naturally dank moisture in the underground. The weak greenish light gave an eerie glow to the cavern, but provided enough illumination for maneuverability at least.

      “Wow.” Allana pushed her hood down. “This place is huge.”

      “It has to be. There’s a lot of water falling up above. It’s got to go somewhere after it hits the ground.”

      When the droughts had come and the government had found a way to make it rain, they’d built the infrastructure to support the extra water that would pour into the city, not realizing that they’d saved the city from flooding when the rain system went haywire and the rains had never stopped.

      Maddox had been so amazed the first time he’d been underground, before the Confessor came to power. On a childish dare, he and two friends had slipped into the storm drain on the way home from school. This was before the Confessor had locked everything up and had Sentinels patrolling everything. Good thing someone had seen the kids, otherwise they might’ve been stuck underground for a long time.

      Most of the city’s residents had no clue what lay below them, but Maddox and his friends had had quite the eyeful of the underground lake and rivers that channeled the water away from the city daily. The impact had never really left him, and when Verity had told him there were areas in the world where people didn’t actually have enough water, he found it hard to believe them. But he wondered.

      And he wanted to help.

      “I’ve never really thought about it. No time now.” Allana scanned the area. “So, how are we getting out of here? What’s our plan?”

      A loud clang reverberated through the room and Allana jumped. Maddox spun in the direction of the noise.

      “It’s just the pipes.” He didn’t know if he was trying to convince Allana or himself. “They’re noisy. I remember that from training.”

      “Are you sure?” She crouched and scanned, her poncho spread around her like a shield.

      “Yes. See? It’s gone.” He did remember the pipes making noises during training, but he also knew that the Sentinels could be sneaking up on them from any angle. They had to get moving.

      He listened.

      Sure enough, the sound died away, replaced by the hiss of rushing water and the whisper of an echo of their voices through the cavernous room.

      “We’ve got to get out of here. My nerves can’t take it. There must be fifty tunnels leading from this room and Sentinels could be hiding in any one of them.”

      “Forty six. And I don’t think there are any Sentinels down here yet, or we’d know it by now. But we’d better get moving before they get here. And they will come.” Maddox looked at his screen. It glowed a pale blue. “Not much of a signal underground except for our own biometrics, so we’re off-grid.”

      “That’s expected?” Her eyes widened and she stood. “Fantastic. No one told me.”

      “Didn’t want to alarm you. Now we see how good my training is. This way.” He directed her around the water to the far side of the room, walking at a brisk pace. “Only one set of tunnels leads to the main flow out of here—and only one is on the path we need to follow to get out of the city near the rendezvous point. Some of the others lead to recycling or waste management. Or to places far from where we need to be. Or closer to places we really don’t want to be.”

      “Great. This gets better and better.” She jogged to keep up. “Won’t they track us by our screens?”

      “I know which ones we need to take. Don’t worry.” He grinned at her. “And no. They can’t track us underground. Not while we are off-grid. We’ll get rid of the screens later. No time now. We need to get moving.”

      “You better know where we’re going.” She smiled. “I’m not a great swimmer.”

      “You trained as an assassin. This is what I trained for.”

      “I hope you’re as good as I am.”

      He paused and looked around for the easiest path. Me too. “At least we’re alone. No Sentinels.”

      “Yes, thank the gods for that. If we say it enough maybe it will remain true.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Or maybe it won’t. Maybe it’s already too late.

      She shook the water from her cloak. “It’s warm down here. Much warmer than on the surface.”

      “I told you it would be. We’ll ditch our coats once we get out of this main area. We won’t need them outside the city. Verity will provide what we need.” Maddox adjusted the backpack. “I don’t want to be caught here, and this is the most likely place the Sentinels would look if they came underground.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      He continued to scan. Where the hell was it? Ah. “There it is. We need the big tunnel over there, to the right. Number seventeen-fourteen.”

      Maddox led her around the large pool to the round tunnel that spoked off the center and headed mostly due east. With a small metal walkway suspended over the rushing water it carried, this tunnel would be the easiest they would navigate on their way out. The tunnel had been painted at one time, and flaps of decaying and molded paint hung like giant drips from the curved ceiling.

      “This place is bound to be a health hazard.” Allana held her nose. “It smells.”

      “No doubt about that. But not as much of a health hazard as Sentinels are. You go on ahead. I’ll bring up the rear.”

      Allana nodded and headed into the tunnel. With a last glance behind to make sure no one was following, Maddox scurried along the pathway.

      They held the thin rails as they walked, the biolumen strips on the walls lighting the way, barely, casting a greenish glow over the water. The tunnel domed over them and the metal suspended walkway swung and creaked as they moved.

      “You should see this when there’s a deluge. The water can fill this pipe in seconds.”

      “Why? I already feel like I’m inside a snake.” Allana grasped the railing. “A moving snake.”

      Her voice quivered and Maddox laughed. The sound echoed down the tunnel. She sure was a nervous assassin. “We only take this tunnel a little ways then we stop at a hub and go into a smaller tunnel.”

      “Great.”

      He smiled. Something about Allana made him curious to know more about her, even though she was a Verity assassin and she wouldn’t be in his life very long.

      She’d killed the most hated man in the city and Verity would keep her hidden away for the rest of her life to protect her. He’d get one day with her, two at most. Then he’d never see her again.

      He watched her walk, the heavy wet cloak draped over her. Still. “The tunnels diverge up ahead. Not much farther. Stop when the ceiling opens up again. We need to move to a different fork there. I’ll show you which one.”

      She nodded, keeping her gaze down, maybe watching the water or maybe her feet swaying as the platform moved. Even with her cloak, he could see the tension in her body in the way she carried herself. She wasn’t comfortable in the tunnels, that much was clear.

      They soon came to the hub and Maddox leapt to the concrete platform jutting from the side of the tunnel. He held his hand out to help her, but she jumped to the narrow ledge without taking his grip, sending a shower of loose pebbles into the water below. He set the backpack down and unzipped his jacket.

      He should’ve gotten more sleep the night before, but the anticipation of the day’s activities had kept him awake. He yawned then chastised himself for not being on guard. He needed a stimshot. He knelt to unzip his pack.

      “Why is it so hot down here?” Allana tugged at her cloak. “I can barely breathe.”

      “The machinery that pumps the water heats the air, I guess.” He scanned the tunnel ceiling and sides, noting the greenery sprouting from every crack and hole, then dug in his pack and pulled out the small injector. He held it up to Allana. “Need one?”

      “No thanks, I’m still high on adrenaline.” She studied the water. “The pumps are still running after all these years? I thought gravity ran these rivers? I mean, I just thought they flowed right out of the city by themselves. It’s been a while since the wars. Didn’t think the Confessor was still running things literally.”

      “Hmm?” Maddox pulled off his jacket and stuck the injector to his forearm, closing his eyes against the cold sting of the stim. He pressed his lips together as the med yanked his body awake and sent his heart pumping, then looked up at Allana. “Some of the pumps do still run. I’ve seen them, from afar of course. I guess the Confessor realized he had to keep the water out of the city, and that would mean he needs pumps.” His vision cleared as the stim fully lit up his nerves. Every crack in the tunnel looked like a canal and the water had layers, like bubbles of air sandwiched between sheets of blue. Allana might still be boosting on adrenaline, but she was going to crash eventually. He’d have to be ready.

      His hands shook and his thoughts cleared. Much better.

      He was ready for anything the Sentinels could throw at him now.

      Allana flung the wet cloak off and it landed on the concrete with a heavy thud. “Yeah, I guess so. The bastard wasn’t stupid, that’s for sure.”

      Maddox stared at her impressive female figure, dressed in only a black skinsuit that clung to her in all the right places. Curves everywhere. He cleared his throat.

      “Never seen a woman before?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Well…” His face grew hot and he took a step back. Now was not the time or the place to be having a reaction to someone in his charge. But damn, not only was Allana smart and interesting, she was hot! “I’ve seen a few.” Surely the stimshot was making his reaction more profound than normal, because Sentinels be damned, he enjoyed the sight of her lean body.

      “I’m sure.” She kicked the cloak into the water below, the smirk on her face evident in her posture. “Guess we shouldn’t leave anything behind for them to find. I sure don’t want to have to carry this heavy wet thing tomorrow.”

      “No, I don’t either. We’ll get new coats from Verity. They’ve always taken care of us.” He pushed his damp jacket over the edge and watched it float away. He couldn’t lose complete track of the mission. He was already dangerously close to straying.

      “Yeah. But next time, I want something a bit more practical. Maybe with some pockets.”

      Maddox laughed. “I’m sure they’ll give you anything you ask for.” He refrained from a dick comment about ‘with a body like that’. He knew that was the stimshot talking.

      “Maybe, maybe not. And now, this thing. It’s driving me crazy. Thank goodness I can get rid of it now.” Allana tugged at her hair, loosening it around the edges and peeling it until the wig came free. Underneath the long blond tresses, black waves unleashed, falling just below her shoulders.

      Maddox blinked. Then grinned.

      “Wow, disguise?” Maddox raised his eyebrows. Allana’s black hair fit her smooth pale complexion so much better than the blond hair, setting her face off in stark contrast to her blue eyes. “I didn’t even guess.”

      “Yep. You could say that. Do I look different?”

      Studying her for a second, he debated telling her how much better she looked, but hesitated. “Yeah. You look…tougher.”

      She shook her head so her hair fell over her face, trying to hide her smile. “Yeah?”

      “Definitely.” He noticed the Lancer in her boot, a newer model than his own, and made a quick check to see that he still had his. He’d almost forgotten. “We’ll need to stow our weapons in my waterproof pack to keep them from getting wet,” he said. “Do you mind?”

      She hesitated, her gaze meeting his. “If you try to hurt me, I’ll kill you with my bare hands.”

      He swallowed hard. “You can trust me. I’m Verity, remember?”

      She stared a few seconds more, then nodded. “Fine. But don’t forget what I said.” She handed her Lancer to him. “I can kill with these.” She held her hands out.

      “I know you can. I won’t forget, nor will I betray you. You can count on it.” He slipped both weapons into his pack and zipped it up and sealed the over-flap. Lancers could withstand rain and some water, but not submersion. “Now let’s go. Umm, tunnel number twenty-six, forty-four.” He scanned the branching tunnels. “There. That one.” He pointed. He peeked at her again, trying not to stare at the beauty in black.

      “How much farther till we’re out of the city?” Allana’s voice broke and trembled, all signs of the toughness she’d just displayed, gone. “That tunnel looks a lot smaller. A whole lot smaller.”

      Maddox turned. Allana didn’t seem like an assassin any more. Not even in the dark skinsuit. She looked a little afraid and a lot like a woman who needed a strong bit of comfort. Something he wasn’t used to providing. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not a fan of small spaces,” she said. “And that’s pretty small.”

      “We’ll hurry through it.” He wanted to give her a pat on the shoulder, or some other gesture to show her he’d take care of her, but pulled back. He’d make sure she was safe, but he couldn’t console her any more than he would a male assassin. No matter how pretty she was. She wasn’t really weak. She was probably stronger than he was. Besides, he might try to pat her on the arm and she might take it the wrong way and break his.

      “Yeah.”

      “Come on. You’ve been through worse already today.” And she had. Who knew what she’d had to do to kill the Confessor. What he wouldn’t give to find out. “We’ll be out of the city before you know it.” He hoped.

      “Then let’s get this over with.”

      They headed down the concrete walkway along the side of the smaller tunnel. The water gushed below them, rushing by in its escape from the city. Leaves, paper, and little bits of debris that had made it through the grates swirled along the top of the roiling current, making trails of bubbles in the wake.

      Though they only had about five and a half feet to stand up in, the water was likely more than seven feet deep at this point, though it was getting shallower the farther they traveled from the main distribution point. The deeper the water, the smaller the tunnel felt.

      “What’s that?” Allana jumped, almost knocking Maddox to the ground.

      He stumbled backward, grabbing the railing and barely keeping from falling. His pulse lurched to his throat, throbbing as he gasped.

      “What?” He grabbed at her but she moved ahead and began stomping and kicking, the sound reverberating off the walls.

      He joined her just as she kicked something large and furry off the ledge.

      “Oh, my god.” She leaned against the wall, breathing heavily. “I’ve never seen a rat that size. Her chest heaved.

      Maddox’s stomach turned. “Ugh.” Rats. He hated the germy creatures. They’d told him there were rats down here, but he hadn’t seen any during training and he’d blocked the information out of his memory. And they certainly hadn’t said the rats were so big. “Me, too. But they’re better than Sentinels. Let me lead. We need to get out of here before the Sentinels catch up. I’m sure they’re scouring the tunnels by now.”

      “I hope he doesn’t have a family waiting around here.” Allana stepped aside to let him pass. “Are you sure we can’t have our Lancers? I could’ve taken that rat with a short shot.”

      “They won’t survive being submerged long.” He moved around her and farther into the smaller tunnel. “Besides, ricochet in here would kill us both. Maybe even with one shot. Is that how you want to go?” He looked at her and she shook her head. “Glad you’ve got kicking skills.” He grinned.

      “Hurray. Verity didn’t teach me to kick rats.”

      “But you did a great job of it.”

      She smiled then moved on.

      The tunnel narrowed and Maddox had to stoop a little to walk upright. He didn’t have the heart to tell Allana what was coming up. He could already hear how heavily she breathed. Ever since the kiss, he seemed more aware of her every action. Maybe it was just the stimshot, but he didn’t think so. He knew he shouldn’t get closer to her, let his guard down. One way or another she’d be out of his life soon, so what was the real harm? The whole thing was a ticking time bomb no matter what happened, so why not enjoy the time together?

      He heard her sharp intake of breath.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just want this over with.”

      Truth be told, his worry about her was real. Since she hated small spaces, she might flip out when she saw what was up ahead. One more change of tunnels and they’d be almost out, so maybe that would be enough to keep her moving. He glanced at his wrist screen out of habit. Dark except for his biometric watch. Twenty more minutes, tops, and they’d reach the next junction. And that’s where things got really small. He didn’t mind enclosed areas, but even he felt a little odd in the tiny tunnel that led to the outside.

      He put his hands on the cool wall and steadied himself as he crouched. Walking along the wet concrete made him uneasy. Falling could prove to be a fatal mistake if he broke his leg or got washed away by the current into a recycling tank. Allana mirrored his actions and placed her hands on the wall and moved silently beside him.

      After several minutes, he couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “So, I know we’re not supposed to talk about the job, but maybe you can tell me why you decided to become an assassin? It’s an odd choice. Maybe talking about it will take your mind off this long walk out of hell.”

      She jumped at the sound of his voice, then stared. “For a woman? Don’t tell me you’re a dickhead who thinks women can’t do these jobs as well as men. I’ll fucking flip you over my head and into the water and escape on my own.” Her hands coiled into fists on the concrete wall.

      Maddox smiled. Better than having her afraid. “Of course not. It’s just that being an assassin is a pretty serious job choice.” One I could never do. He paused to step over a piece of jagged biolumen strip that had fallen from its mounting on the wall. “And it’s not a guaranteed job, either. Most don’t make it out of training, so I hear.”

      He held out his hand and Allana took it and stepped over the debris.

      “Most don’t. I did.” She shrugged. “My family, except my father, was executed for supposedly selling secrets.”

      “Wow.”

      “They didn’t. He did. When the police came, he blamed my mother and brother. They were executed.”

      “That’s horrible!” He didn’t have the heart to ask why she wasn’t blamed.

      “He was my first mark once I became an assassin.”

      Maddox swallowed and gripped the slippery wall. He’d asked and she’d answered. He couldn’t really complain that he’d gotten answers he didn’t want. “So you went into training at how old?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Wow, you got the number one job at Verity. At a young age, too.” He ducked even more under a low ledge that spanned the narrow tunnel. “You’re a hero.”

      “Maybe some will think so. As long as we make it to safety, I’ll at least have completed my job. I need to get this information in the right hands so Verity can regain control of the city. After that, I don’t know what I’ll do—if I’ll continue this job or find another. There won’t be much need of an assassin in a peaceful city, but there are other cities.”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “Yes, but I need to make it happen. Otherwise, the job is only half done. And I need to finish what I start. Always.”

      Maddox stopped and studied her face, wishing he could smooth out the lines of worry that formed there. “We’ll finish it together.”
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      Maddox perched on the edge of the creaky platform and peered at the dark water below. The stench of Sulphur and algae rose from the swirling current and he wrinkled his nose. Allana was not going to like this.

      The last sewer junction before they were out of the city was barely a five-by-five square of concrete with four smaller passageways feeding from the center block. The roof in this area hung low and rusty pipes ran above in a crisscross of diverging flows, liquid gurgling and sputtering as it tricked or gushed through the overhead conduits. Thankfully, the brackish water was barely a few inches deep in the center, as most of it channeled into the one larger tunnel that led off the intersection headed to recycling for the rainers. He stared at the small side-tunnel they’d have to crawl through for the remaining distance.

      Number sixty-four twelve.

      A shaft mainly used for easing runoff during flooding would now serve as their escape from the city. The tunnel system was comprised of thousands of these overflow shafts, but they needed this one in particular if they were to make the rendezvous. He double-checked the number.

      Yep. That was the one.

      “Let’s go.” Would he be able to coach Allana through the tight space? He had to.

      “You’re kidding.” Allana bit her lower lip till it flushed deep red. “We have to crawl through that?” She clutched her hands together.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m not kidding. It’s not as small as it looks. We have to go that way to make it to our meeting place.”

      “Not a chance.” She shook her head and turned to go back through the larger tunnel. “I’m sure there’s another way. There has to be.”

      Maddox grabbed her by the shoulder and twirled her to face him. “Yes, you can do this, Allana. You have to. It’s the only way out for us. The only way to freedom. The only way to Verity.”

      “You don’t understand…” Her eyes widened.

      He wanted to pull her close, stroke away the fear that he saw in her gaze. No time for that. They had to move now. “No, you don’t understand. This tunnel is the only tunnel that will put us anywhere near the rendezvous point. All the other paths to the outside are the same size, and they come out farther from where we need to be. This is the one we have to go through. You have to trust me, trust Verity.”

      “But it’s so small.” Her shoulder quivered under his touch. “We won’t fit.”

      “There’s plenty of room.” He squeezed her shoulder then dropped his hand. “And we have no choice. I promise it will be okay. Verity knows what it’s doing.” What he wouldn’t do to hold her for a moment. Close. He shivered.

      “I know.”

      “And you’ve worked hard for this. Trained. A long time, I’d imagine.”

      “I know.” She chewed her lip.

      “And you have a duty…”

      She sighed and stared at the ground. “Yes, I know. I’m not ready for this. They didn’t tell me I’d have to go through such a small space.”

      He placed his hand under her chin and tipped it up so he could meet her gaze. He brushed her hair from her face, the dark locks sliding away and leaving her pale skin exposed. Her eyes lit with tears.

      He shouldn’t be getting close. Every fiber of his being told him he was making a mistake but she needed him. He felt it. He kissed her on the forehead, sensing her tension soften under his lips. If they had more time, he’d kiss her again, maybe on the mouth. Put her at ease. Show her that she really could trust him. “I know you can do this.” He whispered. “You have to. This is what you’ve been training for. Verity would never have entrusted you if they doubted you would be successful.” He smiled, hoping it would lessen her worry. “Right?”

      “I failed this part. Small spaces. Someone covered for me. So, Verity doesn’t know I can’t do this.”

      “You think you fooled them? You just showed them you could find solutions, and not fail. The same for today—you won’t fail because I’ll help you. I’ll be with you the whole time. We’ll do it together.”

      She was so close. He could yank her to him in the space of a heartbeat.

      Her tears flowed freely, sliding down her face. He wiped them away, the dirt on his finger leaving muddy track marks across her cheeks.

      “My father…” She stiffened and looked down. “He locked me in a small box. He did…things, to me.”

      “This isn’t a box.” He pulled her close, feeling her body melt into him. “You aren’t alone and we have a way out. Besides, you’re stronger than he ever was.”

      She nodded against his chest. “I know.”

      “You can do this, Allana.” He savored her small warmth against his chest and slid his hand up to her neck and kneaded her muscles. If only they had more time…

      She jerked her head up. “What’s that noise?”

      Maddox listened, adrenaline freezing his veins. The unmistakable rhythmic tromping of boots, far away but approaching, echoed through the pipes. “Oh, fuck! Sentinels.”

      “They’ll catch us.” Allana backed away and bumped against the wall. “We’ll never escape. There’s nowhere to go.” Her whisper echoed against the trickle of water.

      “The hell we won’t escape! They won’t know which tunnel we’re taking. Not if we hurry. I didn’t come this far for them to find us standing around chatting. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Okay.” Her voice grew stronger.

      “I’m right behind you.” He motioned her.

      Allana scooted into the small corridor and started crawling ahead through the trickle of water. Maddox looked back, the beams of the incoming Sentinels burning a pin-point of light through the mist in the big tunnel. Pretty far away but getting closer by the moment.

      How many were there? Probably a whole company. They’d split into every tunnel under the city and not stop looking till they’d caught them both and dragged their lifeless bodies to the surface.

      Methodical and murderous, the Sentinels never gave up. Maddox dove into the tunnel and began crawling, the water rushing over his fingertips and sending chills down his back. He and Allana had to get out of the city as quickly as possible, and with as little noise.

      As he moved forward, his backpack hit the roof of the tunnel and occasionally his head would bump against the concrete. Dark and musty, he couldn’t tell how much farther they had to go, only that they needed to keep moving. If the Sentinels entered the tunnel they were in, he and Allana were done for. His heart slammed in his chest and he huffed from exertion, imagining he heard things scampering behind him, but daring not to look for fear of slowing down.

      A slow target was a dead target.

      He moved as quickly as he could, his knuckles scraping the concrete and burning from the peeled flesh. He and Allana crawled till his hands and knees ached from cold and exertion and yet they continued. The tunnel seemed longer than it had in training. Allana didn’t complain or make a peep. She moved like a crab, crouched and scuttling to escape through the half-darkness.

      “If we make it out of this,” Allana huffed as she edged through the pipe. “You’re going to have to tell me why you chose this job. No way I could do it. Not even to help Verity.”

      “You tell me why you’re an assassin.” He watched the silhouette of her hips sway.

      “Fine.”

      “Then you’ve got a deal.” He grinned, knowing that if she saw him, she would scowl. He hadn’t known her long, but he’d known her long enough to figure out she didn’t like to be on the short end of a joke.

      He switched to lead with the other leg, giving his dominant leg a rest.

      From his training, he knew the tunnel was about five hundred yards long, and then they’d reach the end and have to remove the last grate and dive about twelve feet into the small lake the water emptied into. Surely they’d made it at least halfway by now, but there was no way to check though his knees ached like he’d crawled a marathon. The cold trickle of water numbed his limbs and he shook his hands to try and regain feeling.

      “Are they behind us?” Allana didn’t slow down. “I’m afraid to look.”

      “I don’t hear them.” He moved hand over hand. “I don’t want to stop and look.”

      “Are we almost out?”

      “I hope so.”

      Suddenly the tunnel went black. Allana’s muffled protestation filled his ears.

      “Allana?” He looked down the tunnel the way they’d come. All the biolumen strips were dark. How was that possible? All he could see was the Sentinel’s light bouncing in the distance.

      “We’ve got to move,” she whispered. “Faster, somehow. They’re getting closer and they’re going to catch up. Oh, my god, it’s so dark.”

      “Calm down.” He used his most peaceful voice.

      “I am fucking calm.” She bit the words out. “We need to hurry.”

      “We should almost be to the grate at the end of the tunnel. It can’t be far. Keep going. Hurry but don’t panic. We’ll be okay.” He started crawling, the cold water sloshing against his hands and knees. If the Sentinels had listening devices on, they’d surely be able to figure out which tunnel he and Allana were in. With a methodical search, they’d be located in no time.

      Allana stopped and he bumped into her back, his pack straining against his shoulders.

      “What is it?” He strained to see in the dark. “Why’d you stop?”

      “Look!” She raised her whisper. “Can’t you see it?”

      He tried to peer around her, but she took up most of the tunnel space. “What? All I see is darkness.”

      “I think I see the end, but it’s night outside so it’s hard to tell.” Her voice lifted. “It looks different. Blue, instead of black. What do we do now?”

      “Should be it. Crawl!” His heart rattled and he pushed to get to the end of the tunnel. It’d be a tragedy to die at the grate leaving the city.

      So close, yet so far from freedom. No, he was intent on escaping.

      A couple of minutes later, they reached the grate.

      “Let me get by.” Maddox maneuvered around Allana and pulled the tools to release the grate from his backpack. He worked as quickly as he could in the dark, feeling for the right tool, and then loosening the plugs, one by one.

      “Almost done?”

      “Yeah.” He grunted to loosen the plug. “Some of these are pretty tight.”

      Good thing his training had been so thorough. The Sentinels were bound to be close and at least one was likely in the same tunnel by now. Maybe he should get out one of the Lancers, but then it would be ruined when they jumped into the lake.

      “Good thing because I hear the Sentinels!” Allana grabbed his arm. “Hurry! They’re close.”

      Sure enough, sloshing, though distant, echoed through the tunnel.

      “Shhh! We don’t want to give away our position.” He wiped his face with his other arm. “I’m almost done. One more. Get ready to jump. Hope you aren’t afraid of heights, too.”

      She punched him in the arm. “No.”

      He smiled and worked at the last plug. It took every bit of his strength to pull it, and it creaked as it released. The plug pinged as it bounced onto the pipe then settled into the water.

      “Got it.” Maddox braced his shoulders against the wall and kicked at the grate with the heel of his boot. It fell away into the water below, its splash coming a couple seconds after the third kick knocked it free.

      “What now?”

      “We jump.” He dropped the unneeded tools out of the pipe and grabbed his pack, zipping the waterproof layer and securing the flaps. “You go ahead.”

      “This, I can do.” Allana wriggled to the edge of the pipe then jumped, her splash a small sound below the pipe out of the tunnel.

      Maddox secured his pack and stared down the long tunnel. In the distance, the lights from Sentinels bobbed. They were coming.

      He closed his eyes, scooted out, and hurtled into the lake, arms crossed over his chest, feet first. The cold water washed over his head and he struggled to move in the dark, get to the surface with his laden wet clothes and pack. He kicked, propelling himself upward through the muffled world. He popped up into the night air and gasped for a breath, his boots and heavy clothing making him feel like he weighed ten times more than he did. He kicked slowly to conserve energy, aware that exhaustion seeped into every cell of his body.

      Allana swam closer, her face barely visible in the half-light. “I can’t believe it.” She smiled. “We made it out of the city! We got away from the Sentinels!”

      “Well, we made it out of the tunnel.” He coughed and treaded water, waving his arms to and fro. “We still have to get out of this lake and get you to Verity. Until then, no celebrating. Too many things could go wrong.” He scanned the shore for any signs of Sentinels.

      “Yeah, but we’re out of those damn small tunnels. No more tight spaces.”

      “I know that makes you happy.”

      “Incredibly.” Allana swam next to Maddox and put her arms around his neck. “Let’s get to the bank so we can meet up with our contact.”

      He tried to stay afloat with her weight and the backpack on top of him, but his boots pulled him under and he kicked with extra effort. Raindrops splashed on the surface of the lake and made concentric circles on the dark water. Overlapping, the pattern was a dizzying array.

      “Yeah, let’s get to shore before my boots weigh me down too much and I can’t lift my feet to swim.” He hugged her to him, her firm body relaxed in his grip for the first time since he’d met her. “I knew you could make it through the tunnels with a little nudge.”

      She shook her head and leaned back. “Nothing like a Sentinel lighting a fire under me to get me to move. I think anyone could move under those circumstances, Maddox.” She pushed his hair off his forehead. “I hope I never see another one. Ever.”

      “You could’ve done it without all the excitement. I can tell you’re a strong woman. The Sentinels just made you move faster.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I needed your support.”

      Her mouth opened in question and he leaned closer to kiss her.

      Green beams of light split off the surface of the water, snapping into angles as they hit. The firepower whizzed and bleated as it echoed through the darkness.

      Fuck! Lancers!

      “They’ve spotted us!” Maddox looked up to the pipe’s edge, a black circle in the night. “We’ve got to get out of the water. Hurry. This way.” He spied the silhouette of a Sentinel peering from the pipe. “I don’t think they can see us very well, even with their superior vision. Otherwise, we’d be dead already. I think they’re aiming and hoping for a hit.”

      “Go. I’ll follow you.”

      He swam with all the energy he had left in his drained muscles, trusting Allana was keeping up. Lancer fire played around them as the Sentinels took turns shooting from the tunnel. Thankfully, there was only room for one at a time to get a shot off. If the guards jumped to the water and hunted them on land, he and Allana would never escape.

      He didn’t hear any of them jumping into the lake. Why didn’t they leave the pipe?

      Maddox swam, hoping the darkness and rain provided enough cover to keep them from being detected. Allana stayed alongside him, her swimming prowess far greater than his own, her deft strokes cutting through the water with seemingly little effort. His own thighs burned and his back knotted.

      He fought the urge to cough, but tucked his chin and kept swimming. How much farther? Good thing he’d taken that stimshot or he’d be a dead already.

      A bright green Lancer blast struck the water within a foot of his shoulder and the smell of ozone hit his nose like a burnt soufflé.

      Could’ve been my head.

      He pushed harder, kicking his boots against the exhaustion and lactic acid that flowed through his muscles as they screamed with effort. He and Allana had come this far; they had to make it now.

      They would make it. This was his job and he would see to it that it was done. For Meera. For Allana.

      He swam, the Lancer shots popping around him, lighting up the air and sending clouds of hot ozone across the water top like fog. Where was she? He couldn’t tell—only hope she was nearby and keeping up. The lake wasn’t large and he pushed harder to get to the edge. She gurgled beside him and he smiled.

      She was tough. No wonder Verity wanted her as assassin.

      By the time they dragged themselves on shore, his breath came in gasps and his limbs knotted like heavy stones in wet sacks. If he never had to swim again, it would be okay. The Lancer fire had dwindled to a shot or two every thirty seconds. Maybe the Sentinels were giving up. But that didn’t make sense, did it? They never gave up. Maybe they were waiting on reinforcements, or maybe they had a plan to regroup and attack.

      Allana leaned on him, her breath coming fast and hard like his own. “I’m beat.” She gasped for air. “Where to now?”

      Maddox tried to take a deep breath but it hurt. “We aren’t going to be able to hike to the rendezvous point, that’s for sure.” He paused and scanned the darkness. “It’s so dark, I don’t think we’d find it. I’ll send a message. Verity knew it was possible we wouldn’t make it tonight.”

      “Agreed.” She bent over, palms on her knees. “We’ll have to meet them tomorrow.”

      He adjusted the wet pack higher. Quick-drying, the pack was already getting lighter. “Let’s move away from this area and see if we can find shelter in the lower cliffs somewhere, or the forest. If those Sentinels do come looking for us tonight, I don’t want to be an easy target. We need to hide.”

      Allana stood and fisted her hands. “I thought they didn’t leave the city. Ever.”

      “That’s what I’ve been told.” He set his jaw. How much should he tell her? Verity really didn’t know exactly how far outside the city the Sentinels ventured and he certainly didn’t know. “But I don’t want to find out the hard way. If they do leave, I don’t want to be in their path.”

      “Agreed.” She rubbed her arms and shivered. “So let’s move. As far away as you think we need to be to be out of their reach.”

      He peered into the forest. Dense with trees and underbrush, it was difficult to imagine Sentinels traipsing around there, but he didn’t want to test his theory. Better safe than sorry had probably saved a lot of lives. They’d need to move farther into the forest and set up a perimeter they could defend to some extent, and they’d need to be well rested and ready to leave in the morning. He turned to Allana. She rubbed her arms with her hands.

      “Are you cold?” He knew he’d just asked the dumbest question of the year, but what else could he say?

      “Yes.” Her teeth chattered and she sucked in a breath. “You have a blanket in that pack?”

      “I do. And some biolumen sticks, once we get away from shore. Here isn’t a good spot to be indicating our position. We need to hike in a good distance so that if the Sentinels do come looking, they don’t find us.” Pulling her to him would be the quickest way to warm her up, but they really needed to get away from the shoreline.

      As much as he trusted the information he’d been given, if the Sentinels did leave the pipes, he and Allana were as good as dead already. They needed to get far away from the lake quickly. The slow sprinkling of rain had picked up to a steady drizzle and a breeze sent bursts of wind across the lake and over them every few minutes. They needed to get to somewhere dry.

      “Glad you have a blanket. I can wait though. Let’s move.”

      Maddox looked up at the city on the mountain above him, pipes jutting out at odd intervals and draining the rainwater away like the city was bleeding out. The fractured skyscrapers silhouetted against the sky like a broken crown—the wall blocked most of the view. The perimeter fence on top of the wall blinked red dots of light. Warnings against those who might come seeking a shelter unlike anything they’d ever seen. Not a happy place, the city. And once you got in, you stayed.

      Did the Confessor let new people in? Maybe he had. New workers. Laborers for the open greenhouses on the lower west side. Or tidal pool fishermen for the south end where the sea met the city. Some of the worst jobs were in textile mills where people powered the giant treadles that wove fabric and stoked fires that heated vats to dye the fabric. Even the machines that sewed fabrics to make garments were people-powered. That’s why the city itself kept its workers.

      Guarded. No one left. And yet, he and Allana left. Meera hadn’t lived to see them leave, but she would’ve been proud of him and he hoped that sometime in some moment of her drug-induced dreams, she’d escaped too. After all, that was why she’d done Koo to start with. To escape reality. Find another one. Too bad the one she found had been incongruous with the real one. He shook his head.

      “If we don’t find a place to sleep soon, I’m going to pass out standing up.” Allana stomped her feet. “And I’m freezing.”

      “Sorry. Let’s find a place to camp. You’ll feel better when we’re moving.” No time for daydreams and regrets. No time to ponder the remains and relics of a city past its prime. Now was his chance to make a difference and prove to Meera that he, too, fought for freedoms.

      Freedoms that everyone enjoyed. To work in the textile mills if chosen, or as an artisan if that was the choice. Freedom to study the same things as male or female. The war had set time back several hundred years and Verity was intent on changing that.

      Maddox headed to into the thicket of sprawling trees opposite the city’s mountain. In the dark forest, the air barely felt like it was raining at all, though it smelled like rainfall and wet earth. The deep recesses of rotting wood and soggy leaves slithered through his senses and dampened his thoughts. The dense tree canopy blocked out most light, too, and he was sure that even in daytime, the forest was dark. He pulled out the biolumen sticks and clasped them to his belt with metal clasps then reached for Allana’s hand.

      Her hand was small and soft. Not what you’d expect from one of Verity’s assassins but that was the point, he supposed. She held on tightly and they walked.

      “Maddox?”

      “Yes?” He peered at her, her black hair curling in longish waves.

      “What made you join Verity? I mean, I know I had my reasons, and I guess you do too. I can’t figure out why you would want to.” She squeezed his hand. “I wondered what those reasons were. It’s a risk to join the entity not in power.”

      They walked a few more feet, Maddox staring up at the darkness. He debated not telling her, then figured, why not? He wasn’t going to see her after he turned her over to Verity anyway. And holding her hand was damn nice.

      “Several things, I guess.” He took a deep breath. Should he tell her about Meera? What was the point, if he never saw Allana again? But then again, Meera would live on in another’s memory. “For one thing, I didn’t know much about Verity till they came to me to see if I would join. And it was kind of a surprise they would even want me at all. But their pitch was pretty convincing.”

      “Yeah, same here.”

      “I find that hard to believe. You’re quick and strong and you can think on your feet. Great assassin material.”

      “Thanks. And you’re obviously a brain.”

      Maddox laughed. “I don’t think that’s why they needed me. They promised to help my sister if I helped them with one mission. You. I was a chemist working in pharmaceuticals, nothing special. There are a ton of us. I guess they figured I was smart enough to hire as a guide out of the city.” He brushed his hair out of his eyes. “And I had something to lose. But I do believe in Verity’s mission to bring the city back to its pre-war days where everyone has choices. What they do. How they live.”

      “And your sister? What happened to her?” She put her hands on her hips.

      “She’s dead.” He looked away, aware his voice had given away his emotions. He really shouldn’t be getting into all the details. For someone who wouldn’t share information with him, she sure was interested in his secrets. It distracted him from the mission and that wasn’t good. He needed to focus.

      “Oh!” She stepped closer and put her arms around his neck and hugged him. “So many families have been torn apart. So many lives lost.”

      He pulled her close, burying his face in her hair and whispering, “It’s not Verity’s fault. Meera was a Koo addict. By her own choice. Her death was her own fault.”

      Allana let out a breath. “I’m so sorry. That makes it even harder to deal with, I think. A loved one throwing out their life when they have so much reason to save it.”

      “She made bad choices, yes.” He pulled back and watched her expression change. In the near darkness he could barely make out the concern on her face, her eyebrows drawn together into a partial scowl. “I guess we’ve both lost family members to the war’s aftermath.”

      She nodded. “Guess so. But Verity is going to make things better for us and the other citizens.”

      “Yes. They promised they would. We’re fortunate they wanted both of us to help and here we are.”

      He closed his eyes and leaned in, his lips brushing Allana’s. She kissed him back, softly, her lips lingering on his and the warmth of hers spread across his. Not a passionate kiss, but one of understanding and care. After a few moments, she pulled back and laid her head on his chest.

      “We’d better find a place to camp. It’s so dark. I don’t know what lives out here.” He stroked her wet hair. “And we should try to get dry.”

      “I’m looking forward to that. I hate being wet.” She grabbed his hand, interlocking her fingers in his and he walked deeper into the forest.

      He held her hand though he knew Verity wouldn’t allow it if they were around to stop it. But while it lasted, what was the harm? It felt good to have a human’s touch, if only for a few moments.

      Rich earthen smells of mud and dank wood permeated the air—so different than most of the city, except the main park where the Confessor had tried to create a nature preserve. Maddox couldn’t help but smile. Maybe he’d never return to the city at all. Maybe he’d get to live in real nature, not the city’s sanitized version of it. Maybe he and Allana could remain like this forever, holding hands and walking toward something better. He kicked up a pile of wet leaves. Yes, he could get used to this.

      Holding her hand, he felt invincible. He maneuvered around a rotting log and continued down a semi-trail of dirt and fallen leaves.

      “Do you think someone lives out here?” she asked.

      “I doubt it.” He kept checking around for signs of anyone, but saw nothing but trees and ferns and mushrooms. “It’s beautiful out here.” He checked his screen. They were a distance from the lake but not too far.

      “It is. I’m tired. Can we stop now?”

      “As soon as we find a spot that will keep us dry. It may be just drizzling now, but it could rain more at any time.”

      A rocky slate outcropping with a ledge about ten feet off the ground projected out of the hill in front of them.

      “Here?” She pointed. “Looks perfect.”

      Underneath the ledge, the soil was only damp, and the ground was mostly flat. Shards of slate lay scattered on the ground, but they were flat cleavings, not pointed weapons.

      Shelter, defensible, dry…

      A perfect place to camp for the night.

      “It does look perfect.” He scanned the area. Yeah, it really was defensible. And seemed really safe, too.

      “Do you see any…creatures?” Allana peered under the stone. Her bottom was up in the air and it took all of Maddox’s reserve not to give it a whack. But it wasn’t his job to give her a spanking.

      He chuckled. “For an assassin, you sure are a girl.” Maddox shone his screen light under the ledge and panned the area. “I don’t see anything.”

      She poked him in the side. “I’m not a fan of creepy crawlies. Besides, you’re the one afraid of rats.”

      He winced. “Yeah. Well, that’s different. Rats are big. And they have sharp teeth.”

      “No, it isn’t different. Not really. Everyone is afraid of something.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. Even the tough guys are afraid of something. But rats are a lot scarier than bugs.”

      “Even the tough guys are scared of something. It’s okay, I’ll protect you from rats. Big teeth or small teeth.” She smiled. “Even the little ones. You don’t have to worry.”

      “Let’s hope you don’t need to.” He took a deep breath of the clean night air. “Good thing I have a tent. We’ll at least have some shelter from the elements.”

      “You do?” She put her hands on her hips. “Sounds like Verity planned for most contingencies.”

      “Yes, it appears so. Looks like this is a good spot.”

      “I don’t know anything about tents.”

      “I do.” He kicked at the dirt and sticks on the ground, clearing a space for the tent. The outcropping might just be tall enough for the tent to fit under.

      “I figured.” She climbed under the ledge and sat down. “Feels good to rest a moment.” She yawned and rubbed her eyes. “I couldn’t have gone on much longer. I can’t remember a worse day. Well, maybe the day my family…”

      “Probably not the best day to dwell on.” He sat on the damp ground beside her and she leaned her head on his shoulder.

      “Look forward.”

      “Yes. I’ll send a message that we’re safe and will plan to meet up tomorrow. Then we’ll set up the tent and get some sleep.” He poked at his wrist screen. “You better send a message, too. They’re going to want confirmation that you’re okay.”

      “I know. I’ll do it now.” She touched her screen, and then sat up. “Do you think we’re really safe here? I mean, those Sentinels might come looking for us. I know you said they didn’t leave city proper, but they were right there shooting at us at the lake. That’s pretty close and I don’t want to wake up to them. They’re scary.”

      “They didn’t leave the city. Technically, they were still in the sewers when they were in the pipes, and they didn’t follow us into the lake. So maybe the sewers serve as boundaries.”

      “I hope you’re right. I’m not sure I’d wake up even if they did show up, so they’d better not. I’m trusting Verity that they know what they’re talking about.” She yawned. “Let’s get that tent ready.”

      “I have a small perimeter alarm I’ll set up farther out. If the Sentinels come close, we’ll have some warning. Not much, but maybe enough to get out of here.”

      “Good, that makes me feel a little better. I really need to get this information to safety.”

      “Verity thinks of everything.”

      “When they want something badly enough.” Allana glanced out into the darkened forest.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” He scooted closer. “Why wouldn’t they protect us?”

      “Nothing. They are protecting us, aren’t they?” She finger-combed her wet hair. “Feels like they’ve thought of everything, that’s all.”

      “Seems like they have.”

      “And yet…” She tugged at a wet tangle. “Somehow, I don’t feel completely safe.”

      “I think that’s normal, given the day you’ve had.”

      “Maybe.” She paused and stared at her screen a moment, her bottom lip between her teeth. She tapped on the screen and the bezel slid away, revealing a tiny disk. “But until this in in the right hands, I won’t feel truly safe.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The download of the Confessor’s files. I did a data dump from his computer to this microdisk before I left. I’m not sure what all is on here, but I know Verity wants it. Soon.”

      “We’ll turn it in tomorrow.”

      She nodded. “I hope so.” She clicked the compartment back into place. “The city’s future depends on it.”

      “Don’t worry, we’re safe here.”

      “Yeah, so you keep telling me. But I’m hungry.”

      He smiled. “I wish we could start a fire, but that’s too risky. I do have food though. We can eat after the tent’s up.”

      “Then let’s do it.”

      Maddox undid the waterproof flap on his pack and then unzipped it. He handed Allana her Lancer and set his on the ground beside him. Somewhere in the distance, a creature howled and Maddox paused to listen to the lone wail. A coyote, maybe. He’d never seen one, but had heard of them. Mostly solitary creatures except when protecting their nuclear family or in the occasional sharing of a kill.

      He’d not spent a lot of time with Meera, and losing her had drowned him in guilt. What if he’d been able to save her? He used to be a lot like a lone coyote, even when he had family.

      Still am.

      He pulled out the tent, a compacted brick about six inches by four. He set it on the ground and pulled out a pack of rations and set it beside the tent.

      Dinner.

      “This is the tent?” Allana picked it up and examined it. “It’s small!”

      “Yes, has to be so I can carry it.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Give it here. And watch out, it pops open quickly.”

      Allana handed him the block then backed away. He undid the pouch, careful not to catch any of the material in the thin zipper. He held the bundle at arm’s length in front and pulled the dangling cord. A small two-person tent hissed and popped open then expanded under the ledge, complete with self-inflated floor.

      A miracle of Verity’s engineering department.

      “Wow. I guess we don’t try to put that back in the pouch tomorrow.” She walked around the tent’s perimeter, checking it out from all sides.

      He smiled. “One time use only. Maybe a little wasteful, but on a job like this, it’s a necessity.” He pulled out a blanket and two inflatable pillows from his pack, tucked into small cubes. “Here, open these pillows.” He tossed the pillow packs to her and opened the blanket and shoved it into the tent. “I hope one blanket is enough.”

      “Should be.” Allana popped open the pillows, gave them a shake to inflate them, and then stuffed them in the tent door. “I’m almost willing to skip food and just go to sleep. This little hideaway is perfect.”

      “No, you need to eat. We’re going to need energy tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, I know. But bed sounds pretty good right now.” She sat beside him. “What have you got for us to eat?”

      “Meal replacement bars and water.” He smirked. “Not much of a spread but it will have to do.”

      Allana laughed. “I’ve seen enough water to last me a lifetime.”
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      Darkness shadowed every crevice and tree branch with a heaviness only sunshine could lift. From under the ledge, Maddox gazed into the forest. He’d placed a couple of biolumen sticks around the campsite, settling in a faint glow around the tent, but otherwise the whole area was dark. He rubbed his eyes. Why had he told Allana about Meera? He’d never told anyone about his sister’s death and now he’d told a stranger.

      He sighed and scratched his cheek. With the perimeter alarm in place, he felt a little more secure, though if the alarm sensed Sentinels, he and Allana wouldn’t have a lot of time to react. While he was activating the device’s sensors, a whole herd of deer was grazing in the underbrush. Thank goodness the sensors could tell the difference between human and animal, otherwise, it’d likely be a long night of false alarms and jaunts through a dark forest due to herds of deer.

      He’d told her about Meera because he felt a connection, but now he was going to lose Allana, that was just the way things worked. In Verity, everyone had a job, you did it then you went back to your old job unless they needed you again. He’d be unlikely to even get a chance to even say good bye tomorrow. Wasn’t an efficient thing to do but worked pretty well.

      And tomorrow, Allana would go back to the faction and be proclaimed a hero. Verity would take her in and he’d never see her again. Once they had a hero, they tended to keep them and put them on show as needed.

      Dammit.

      The rain filtered through the trees and the wind scattered the drops on the forest floor. Occasionally, something scurried through the brush, or an animal called out, but mostly the evening was quiet. If there hadn’t been a murder earlier, the night would’ve been the most peaceful one he’d ever experienced.

      He sipped the last of his water ration then set the bottle aside. It’d decompose by next week, along with the tent and other refuse they left behind. He had a water purifier bottle with him and he’d have to use it if he wanted more to drink.

      “Maddox?” Allana called from inside the tent. “Are you coming? We need to get some sleep.”

      “Just a minute, I’ve got to shut down out here. Get these lights out.” He pulled off his boots and then socks and pushed them against the wall under the ledge. Maybe they’d dry out overnight, at least some. Few things were worse than hiking in heavy, wet gear, though he was used to it. At least the boots were made to keep the wetness away from his skin, something that had saved his feet from serious issues in the past. Verity thought of everything. From the moment he’d signed up with them, they’d provided everything. He’d chosen the right side, for sure. Still, he felt weird.

      He gathered the light sticks near him, turning them off and putting them in his pack. He put his Lancer back in the pack too. Allana’s was in the tent, in case they needed a weapon, though he’d have plenty of time to get his if the Sentinels showed up.

      He zipped his pack and set it outside the tent’s doorway flap. When he moved to the other side of the tent to collect the remaining sticks, he froze.

      Allana’s skinsuit draped over the side of the tent like a deflated balloon. That meant… He swallowed hard. He grabbed the remaining sticks and clicked them off, save one, and stuffed them into his pack. What was he supposed to do now, if she was naked?

      He bent to enter the tent and she peered back at him, the biolumen light in the tent casting her face in an otherworldly glow. There was no mistaking the humor in her look. She was laughing. “Aren’t you going to take off your clothes and hang them to dry?” she asked. “You’re not coming to bed wet, are you?”

      “I…guess I need to hang them. Just a minute.” He backed out of the tent. Hell. He hadn’t been naked around a woman in longer than he cared to remember. And never around one quite so feminine as Allana. Especially a female who was in his charge. This was work, not play, no matter what his body said.

      Hell, I already crossed that line a couple times today.

      He dragged his damp shirt over his head and draped it over his pack, straightening the wrinkles. The cool night air touched his wet skin and sent chills rippling across his torso, hardening his nipples. He rubbed his arms and shook his head at what the night air would do to other parts of his anatomy. And first impressions are so important. He jumped up and down a few times to try and get warm.

      Since when did he care about making an impression?

      With his back to the tent, he unbuckled his belt and undid his pants, still wet from the rain, then slipped them down at once with his damp underwear. He heard an intake of breath and turned in time to see the tent flap move into a closed position. Allana had been watching him undress.

      His face heated.

      Fumbling to get out of his pants, he cursed under his breath. He’d escape into the tent under the covers where he’d face other problems. He shook his head at the thought. At least he wouldn’t be standing naked in front of her. His leg caught in his pants and he stumbled, barely catching himself from falling onto his face.

      She giggled.

      Great. An audience.

      He tugged his pants off, quickly spread them over his pack to dry, and then bent to grab the last working biolumen light. He dove into the tent, landing on the blanket on the floor, his teeth chattering. The air in the small confines of the tent felt better than outside in the damp air, but still held a chill. He took a long slow breath and blew out a cloud.

      “It’s warmer underneath.” Allana held the blanket up and he caught a glimpse of her nakedness. He looked away, his face burning.

      Could it be any more difficult?

      Yes, it could. His dick hardened and bobbed. Shit.

      “Maybe I should sleep on top of the blanket.” He covered himself with his hands, aware he was only calling attention to his state.

      Allana smiled. “Seriously?” She held the blanket up again. “Don’t you know the best way to stay warm is skin to skin contact? Come on, get under here with me. Don’t be shy.”

      She’s enjoying this. Or she’s enjoying picking on me.

      “Okay. But you stay over there. There’s plenty of room.” He had to keep his head clear for the mission. He had no business kissing Allana, much less climbing into bed naked with her. Verity would be pretty upset about that.

      And why would he even fucking tell them?

      He stuck the light to the tent ceiling then scrambled under the cover. Regardless of what he was thinking, his body was betraying him in a bad way.

      A very bad way.

      “Oh, come on. Where’s the fun in being so far away?” She scooted close and he thought he might faint. Dizziness overtook him as her warmth met his cold body. Her leg moved over his, and he reached for her. When her smooth hip bumped his and her soft breasts pressed against his arm, he gave in. After all, he was only human and his attraction to her was genuine. What was the harm if she wanted it too? Verity didn’t have to know. No one did.

      And he wanted her.

      She put her arms around his neck and kissed him, and he kissed her back, seeking out her tongue, her teeth, her secrets. Suddenly, everything they’d been through fell away like rainwater over a spillway and all that remained was his need to possess her.

      Now.

      He pushed her hair back and kissed her jaw, as she lifted her chin to give him access to her neck. He nipped and she jerked and moaned, pressing her sex against his leg again and again until his thigh was slick and wet. She moved her hands over his chest and arms, rubbing, feeling, massaging.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” He searched for any sign that he was taking advantage. Verity wouldn’t respond well if he did. Hell, Verity wasn’t going to like this at all.

      She nodded. “Since I met you.”

      “I don’t believe that.” He held her at arms’ length and studied her half-lidded expression and pouty mouth. Goddamn it, he didn’t care anymore if she was telling the truth or if he was risking Verity’s wrath. He wanted her and she wanted him. If it ended badly, well, he went into things with his eyes open and his body willing.

      “I don’t care.” She kissed him again, tearing at his lips and forcing him onto his back underneath her. She shoved the blanket away and straddled him, leaning against his chest, her hair tickling as it brushed over him, her warm and wet pussy covering his dick.

      Maddox sighed and ran his fingers over her soft waist and hips then up her back and around to her full breasts, cupping them and squeezing. She moaned and sat up to give him more room and he squeezed her harder, feeling her nipples pebble under his tweaks and pinches.

      “Oh, god, Maddox. I want you in me.”

      Maddox swallowed hard. “I don’t have a condom.”

      Allana laughed. “I do. An assassin is always prepared. Let me get it out of my suit.”

      She began to crawl off him, but he grabbed her by the waist and pulled her hips over his face and plunged his tongue inside her pussy as he held her still. She moaned, but didn’t try to move away. With one hand on each side of her ass, he licked and sucked until her juices flowed freely and she pushed rhythmically against his mouth.

      “Please…” she begged.

      He nipped the insides of her thighs then flipped her onto her back so he could be on top.

      “Please what?” He grinned. Now who’s in control? He rather liked her this way, begging.

      “Please, Maddox…”

      “This what you want?” He pushed two fingers inside her, feeling her clamp down around him as he moved in and out of her. He tongued her clit again, harder and faster as he pumped. He felt her orgasm before she vocalized it.

      As she came, he captured her clit in his mouth and bit down gently.

      “Ahhh,” she groaned. “Don’t stop. Ahhh.”

      He wouldn’t stop. Not as long as he could please her like this, maybe ever.

      As her aftershocks died down, she lay still for a few moments then moved from under him. “God, that was amazing, but I still want to feel you inside me.”

      “What’s the rush? We’ve got all night.”

      She scooted down beside him and pressed against his chest. “Do we? What about right now?”

      Maddox jumped as she grabbed his dick and tugged. Then she bent down and took him into her mouth and he saw stars. Not little sparkly things, but goddamn firework stars as his dick hit the back of her throat. He wrapped his hand in her hair and pushed into her mouth. She didn’t gag, didn’t pull away, but opened wider and tongued him in all the right places. Pleasure built behind his balls and he tried to move away, but she kept sucking.

      “Allana,” he panted. I’m not going to last. Goddamn it.

      “Mmmm?”

      “If you want me inside you, you’d better stop now.”

      She let him slide out of her mouth and looked at him, her face wet and her tits rising and falling with her labored breath. “Don’t you want to come down my throat? I want to feel you, taste you.”

      A groan erupted from somewhere inside him. Was it even him? He nodded. “Goddamn it, yes. But I want all of you. Promise me there’ll be more later. Promise me I’ll be able to bury myself in you.”

      She smiled. “I promise. And an assassin always keeps her promises.” She bent and swallowed him whole, pumping her fist along his shaft and tonguing him as she took him deep. The warm wetness of her mouth became the only thing in his existence and he let go.

      The stars bloomed again and then he was coming. Hard. He tried to look at her face, but he could barely open his eyes. God, she was the most beautiful creature on the planet and he was fucking her face.

      And she wanted it as badly as he did.
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      Sex. Verity. Assassins. Allana. And the devastating possibility of never seeing her again. The thoughts assailed Maddox, giving him a wicked headache that the morning stimshot had only exacerbated. He tromped on a downed limb, snapping it with his boot and enjoying the way it broke easily underfoot. His Lancer dug into his ankle and he fisted his hands around the backpack straps.

      Life wasn’t fair. It never had been. He stopped to wait for Allana. She made her way, gracefully winding around the fallen branches, her dark hair already wet from the incessant rain. He glanced at his wrist screen to check the time.

      Plenty of daylight left to make it to the rendezvous point, even if they kept up the slower pace.

      Trying to make sense of the night they’d spent together was like trying to count raindrops. Every memory brought a downpour of more thoughts, each more confusing than the last. Her light laughter, the flick of her hair when she turned her head too fast, her mouth around his dick, her soft lips pulling. God, even his memories teased him.

      Allana smiled and moved past him, water sliding down her skinsuit and plunking to the ground as her hips swayed. He blinked.

      It had really happened hadn’t it? He hadn’t dreamed it? He forced out a shaky breath and followed her through the thick mist.

      They’d been walking for over two hours and they’d barely said a word to each other. Maybe that was for the best, pretending that nothing happened. Soon, he’d turn her over to Verity and that would likely be the last time he’d see her. And she knew that too. They’d whisk her off to briefings and post-mission analyses and then to wherever they kept their high-profile members. She’d be gone.

      Somewhere safe.

      Away from him.

      He’d be left alone to return to his mediocre life in the city, mixing chemicals to cure the ailments of the masses. His own boring little slice of life—devoid of assassins and tunnels and romps in darkened tents. He’d be a little richer, but with nothing else to show for the work he did till the city government toppled entirely. Unless Verity needed him again. Maybe they’d put him to work as a medic helping the addicts. Or, maybe they’d never contact him again.

      He’d be alone.

      The way he convinced himself he liked it. He did like being alone, didn’t he?

      Yes. No attachments, no disappointments.

      The forest thinned ahead and he glanced at his screen to check the map. Yes, they were headed the right way. The rendezvous point flashed on the map like a heartbeat, promising a new life for Allana, and the status quo for him. Alone. No Meera. No family at all. He adjusted the pack higher on his back and picked up his pace.

      He knew what he’d signed up for. They never promised Meera back.

      The morning, gray like all mornings, and laden with the moisture of incessant rain, held a freshness that he couldn’t place. A newness. Invigorating though heavy. Maybe it was the great sex, or maybe it was getting away from the city, or maybe it was a bit of both. Allana. Whatever the newness was, it made him feel more alive than he could remember being in a very long time. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, relaxing as they walked. Pushing her from his mind with each step.

      Trying to. Forcing her away. It felt so good.

      He settled into an even pace and gradually relaxed. Something about the fresher air outside the city filled him with serenity.

      I could get used to this.

      The crunch of wet leaves under his boots set the rhythm they walked to, a pattern of steps leading them to their destination and away from the craziness of the city.

      He yawned. He’d need another stimshot soon, or he wasn’t going to make it through the hike. A combination of the escape and the sex had liquefied his insides and weighed down his muscles. Exhaustion pressed on him. It’d been worth it. If only they’d had a little more time. A bit more time to show her how he felt. He’d wanted to make sure she kept her promise to let him make love to her, but fatigue had won out. He wasn’t even sure who had fallen asleep first.

      Allana slowed to climb over a large tree trunk that lay across the path. He wanted to ask if she needed help, but breaking the silence felt wrong. Once she was on the other side, he pulled himself up and over. The other side looked exactly the same. More trees, more leaves, more rain.

      At breakfast, she’d acted like they hadn’t even been in the same tent, or naked, much less lovers. Maybe she, too, was worried about the rendezvous and what that would mean for the both of them.

      He scowled as the thoughts rushed back.

      Verity would take her, pay him, and leave.

      The end. He’d never see her again.

      They broached the edge of a large clearing and she paused. “Which way now? We must be getting really close.”

      He startled at her voice, then checked his screen again then pointed. “That way. About three miles. Shouldn’t take long, and the terrain isn’t grueling. The hard part’s out of the way.”

      “Good. Let’s get going.” With a flip of her hair, she set off across the grassy clearing.

      The rain had flattened most of the grass in the meadow, and they headed across the soggy ground. Maddox took larger steps to keep up with Allana’s quick pace.

      What’s her rush? Did she regret their night together? He didn’t, and he needed to find out how she felt. No more silence.

      “Allana?” He edged beside her. “I wondered—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it, Maddox. You know they aren’t going to let us see each other again.” She walked faster. “No point in making things any more awkward. Don’t you agree?”

      Maddox glanced back at the city, growing smaller as they walked, but still occupying a part of the horizon. “Maybe if they knew—”

      “They won’t care. Not part of the job. Or the plan.” She stopped and turned. “You know that. You work for Verity, too. They made it really clear. Didn’t they?”

      He nodded. She was right and he knew it. He’d have to let her go, and the one night in the tent would remain the only memory of their time together.

      Dammit. It’s not fair. Just when…

      She looked at him and he realized. She’d never been his. Until she made the leap and until she made it on her own, she wouldn’t realize it either. Verity controlled everything about the assassin.

      What could he do about it? Nothing. Verity controlled him too. In some ways, it was no different than the Confessor and his Sentinels and what they did. Perhaps in some ways it was less egregious because at least it was above board and in your face. With Verity, you got secrets.

      The idea chilled him to the core and he stopped a moment to ponder. Before meeting Allana, he’d never had such thoughts. Before Allana, he’d never questioned Verity and their rules. Now, when he wanted something Verity didn’t allow, he realized they didn’t always have the perfect solution like he’d always believed.

      Like he’d been trained to think. He’d been trained exactly as Verity expected him to think. And for the express purpose of keeping Verity alive and well.

      Verity took care of Verity.

      “I see the strain on your face. What’re you worrying about?” Allana moved closer. She reached for him but he backed away.

      He avoided her gaze. “Nothing.”

      “We knew the rules before we played the game, Maddox. Rules that were in place long before we got involved. Rules we didn’t create. Rules we did agree to live by.”

      He slipped his hand from hers, nodded, and started walking again. I did know the rules. I didn’t think they applied to me.

      He wasn’t in control of his life. I never have been. The realization smacked him hard. He rubbed his chin.

      “Maddox.” Her footsteps picked up behind him. “I’m sorry. Maybe we shouldn’t have…”

      He set the pack on the ground and then stared at her. At the assassin. The woman. His lover. He took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “I’m not sorry. I did exactly what I wanted to do, and I think you did, too.”

      He pulled her into a hug and her rain-wet cheek slipped against his and then he kissed her, firm, passionate. His tongue sought hers and he drew close.

      I don’t want to be alone anymore.

      Maddox stepped back. Where had that come from? His heart thumped and he wiped his mouth.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked, her eyes wide. Her lower lip trembled and her face flushed.

      Why did I stop? “We’ve got a rendezvous to make. Or else.” Goddamn it. Make up your mind.

      She looked down. “We do. We have to be there.”

      “Let’s go. Verity is counting on us.” I’m not being fair to her.

      “Fine.” Verity can kiss off.

      They crossed the wide meadow with wispy grass and headed into another stand of trees, these tall and thin with bark as pale as bones. Maddox paused to touch the paper-thin shreds peeling from the trunks. So delicate, and fleeting. He closed his eyes. When the wind slid through the branches, clearing the light fog, the slender leaves shuddered and sent tiny showers of water down onto him. He shivered in the chill. The bark seemed to applaud with each passing current.

      If only he and Allana had more time together, they might be able to figure out how to be together, but as it was now, Verity has its own plans.

      Maddox walked on, kicking at the leaves on the ground. Life wasn’t long enough to wait for second chances. Meera was proof of that. She’d barely had a few summers to live all her life in and yet he’d squandered more than she’d had altogether.

      They came to a stream flowing directly across their path, its banks sloping and rocky, the water swirling and frothing with leaves dancing on the surface. Butterflies picked wildflowers along the bank and dragonflies lit on long sticks that lay across the water. The scent of honeysuckle and grapes nestled in the ridge of the river, sweetening any horseplay or naughtiness that happened to be going on.

      Allana stopped and turned. “Where to?” She scanned the steel-gray sky.

      He looked at his wrist screen. “We’ve gotta cross this somewhere, probably near here.” He scanned the bank, picking a natural stepping stone bridge where rocks peeked from the water like the backs of animals. “Here, maybe. Looks stable, but a little slippery.”

      “Compared to the tunnels, this is easy.” She balanced and hopped, rock to rock, until she’d crossed the water. “See?” she called from the opposite side, pleased with herself. “Easy.”

      He followed, careful not to slide. His balance wasn’t as good as hers, but he made it across without falling. He stepped onto the ground, unaware that he’d been holding his breath. He inhaled deeply then blew out. “I need to stop a minute,” he said. “Get something to drink and maybe a stimshot.”

      Allana nodded. “Okay.” She bent beside the stream, staring. Her black hair fell forward toward her far in a lushness of velvet;

      What would Verity have her do now? Now that her purpose was served? Maybe they would train her for another, lesser target? Or, as she’d mentioned, let her live out her life in luxury since there was no need for assassins anymore. Maybe they took out old assassins. The thought chilled him. Surely they wouldn’t kill the very ones who had served the purpose of the whole. When Verity meant truth anyway? No, that wasn’t possible.

      “Allana?”

      “Yes?” She turned to him, her eyes bright.

      “Never mind.” He dug in his pack for the injector. Time was short. Regardless of his own fate.

      She wouldn’t be with him, and right now, that’s all he could think about. He should be talking to her instead of himself in the little time they had left together, but he couldn’t bring himself to broach the topic again. She clearly didn’t want to discuss things.

      “Okay…”

      He injected himself with the stim, closing his eyes as the cold drug flashed through his cells. Felt so good and was just the right amount of a jolt. He’d helped develop the formula a few years ago, but the Confessor banned it, knowing it would help. Thank goodness Verity supplied it, otherwise, he’d need a nap.

      Too many nights with too little sleep. Story of his life. His heart rate picked up and warmth surged through his skin as circulation raced through it. He’d be able to go on for hours now.

      Allana crouched and washed her face again.

      “You need one?” He held up the stim injector.

      “No, thanks.” She shook her head and splashed water on her cheeks. “This water is cold enough to wake the dead.”

      “Okay.” He dropped the injector into his bag and removed his clear-water flask, then knelt and filled it with creek water.

      “You drinking straight from the creek?” she asked. “Surely not. You could get sick.”

      He shook his head. “No, of course not. Watch this.” He put the lid on the bottle and shook it, the contents swirling inside turning deep purple then clearing to nothing within seconds.

      She smiled. “Another Verity engineering feat?”

      “Yes.” He took the cap off and drank. He guzzled most of the bottle then refilled it. “Each bottle is good for about a thousand fills of moderately dirty specimens. As long as the water turns purple then clear, you know it is purified. Both chemically and biologically.” He put the lid on and shook the bottle again, then removed the lid when the water turned clear again.

      “Wow.” She took the bottle and drank. “That’s amazing. And the water tastes great too.”

      “Yep.” He topped off the water again, tightened the silvery lid, and stuck the bottle in his pack. “And it’s practical.”

      “Pretty cool. I wouldn’t mind having my own.” She stretched. “Not that I’ll need one.”

      “No, I’m sure your every need will be met, and then some.” He smirked. How could he even think that she would give that life up to be with him?

      “You make it sound like I’ll be royalty.”

      “Something like that. At least a princess.”

      She snorted. “No, don’t be ridiculous. But I am looking forward to sleeping in a real bed tonight. Not in a tent in a rainy forest.”

      He ducked his head and zipped up his pack. “I’ll bet.”

      “Oh,” she touched his arm. “I didn’t mean—Oh, that came out all wrong. Last night was amazing. I just mean—”

      “I get it. You’re ready to be done with this part of the job.” And me. He adjusted his pack onto his shoulders. “I don’t blame you. I’m ready for this job to be over too. I’m sure it was ‘fun’ while it lasted.”

      “No, Maddox, don’t be ridiculous. That’s not what I meant at all.”

      “If you say so.” A bird shrieked somewhere deep in the forest. Maddox looked toward the sound, and then shook his head. A bird, nothing more.

      She moved in front of him and put her arms around his waist. “I’m serious, last night was great. More than great. Spectacular.”

      “Is that what you think guys need to hear?” Maddox nodded. “But nothing special, right?” Goddamn it, why did his mouth always insist on saying things better left to thoughts? He felt used, and it hurt.

      “I never said that.” Genuine pain spread across her face.

      A sudden burst of rain sent a shiver through him. He pushed his hair out of his eyes. “We should go or we will be stuck spending another night out in the woods. And you don’t want that to happen again, remember?”

      Oh, he was being nasty and he could sense it. He could feel her gaze on him, but he refused to look. Yes, dammit, she’d hurt his feelings. He wasn’t a one-night-stand kind of guy, no matter how much he pretended he could be. Apparently, Allana had no issue with casual sex, and he guessed that was okay, her choice, after all. Too bad she’d made it with him.

      He wanted all of her, and not just last night, today or tomorrow.

      “Fine. You’re right.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Let’s go.”

      He didn’t respond, but headed toward the rendezvous point. Verity would settle everything.

      [image: ]

      They came to the crest of the hill and Maddox peered at the scattering of temporary buildings and mismatched vehicles below, Verity’s base camp of sorts. They’d moved pretty close to the city so they could operate without being caught. Surprising since the Confessor would’ve likely seen them.

      Of course, it looked high tech and mechanical, but it was their provisional home used for staging the rendezvous, nothing else. Two buildings, nothing more than glorified tents, really, and a parking area. Verity could probably pack up the buildings and their contents and haul them off in a matter of hours, if not less. Still, the amount of computer technology was impressive.

      Not many people knew where Verity really operated and that was because they often moved. Maddox had heard rumors, but had never been to anything resembling headquarters, only to smaller place like this. They had always come to him, and training had been out in the city and in the storm sewers. Wherever the rescue would take place. As close as they could get to using the real location, that is what they did.

      Several people hung around outside the complex. Not really guarding, but Maddox knew better. Vehicles parked to the west, including a few scootcycles. There couldn’t have been more than twenty people total, visible at least. With the given signal, they’d defend Verity to the death, just like it was a country.

      Maddox wiped the rain from his face and messaged his contact at Verity. Soon, they’d send a welcome party up the hill to meet them. He’d turn over Allana and that would be that for this occasion. He’d be done.

      “We made it.” Allana’s breath came in shallow, excited bursts. “It’s over. I can’t believe we made it back to Verity with the information. I thought we’d get caught.”

      “I told you we would.” He clicked his screen off. “Your information will save hundreds of people. No one will wait around trying anyway. And the Confessor is dead! That’s the important thing. I told you things would only get better after that.”

      “You did.” She put her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. “And I believed you. Wasn’t my favorite thing to do but it had to be done.”

      “Come on.” Maddox grunted and headed downhill, Allana following. The grasses were taller in this area, miles from the city, and the rain much lighter. Still, the sky was gunmetal gray with puffs of lighter clouds frothing in the air, like bursts of cleaner. She reached for his hand and held it tightly and he rubbed her fingers with his thumb. Maybe this won’t be the end.

      Halfway down the hill, a couple of helmeted Verity guards in their white skinsuits with the jagged golden “V” logo on their chests met them.

      “Identity, please.” The shorter guard held out his extra large wrist screen. “Confirm.”

      The other guard kept his hand balanced on the Lancer in his belt.

      First Maddox, then Allana, touched the screen and then waited for verification. The guards’ helmets were streaked with droplets, and Maddox wasn’t sure if it was even raining any more. He couldn’t see the guards’ faces at all through the opaque visors.

      “I have orders to take you to the Director.” The taller guard motioned to Maddox. “Debriefing.” He pulled Maddox aside by the arm. “Now.”

      “After you,” Maddox said, touching Allana on the elbow.

      “No.” The other guard spoke. “You go see the Director. She goes with me.”

      “But…” Allana started. Her eyes wide, she leaned in to Maddox.

      He put his arm around her. “We should talk to him together,” Maddox finished. “Surely he wants to hear about our escape?”

      “Orders first. Come.” The guard took Allana by the arm and pulled her away.

      She tensed, then followed, glancing back at Maddox briefly.

      “You come with me,” the other guard said. “The Director is waiting.”

      Fear had shone in Allana’s eyes when she looked back. Something was not right, but what? Why wouldn’t they keep them together until after the debriefing? What is going on?

      “Will I get to say goodbye to Allana after I meet with him?” he asked the guard.

      “I don’t see why not. But right now, she, the Director, wants to see you.”

      Maddox cinched the pack higher. “Take me to her,” he said. “Let’s do this.”
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      The Director leaned back in her rolling chair, the folding kind that only gave the appearance of luxury. In reality, the chair was as transitive as the rest of the camp. Maddox rubbed his damp palms on his pants. How many times was the woman going to ask him the same questions? Did she really think he would change his answers? He studied her face for any sign of humor, but found none.

      She steepled her fingers. “What else did Verity agent, Allana, tell you about the assassination?”

      Maddox sat up straight. The same question. The Director’s hair was so tightly curled against her head, he wondered if she had a headache. That would explain her scowl. And her mood. Matching, for sure. He needed to be really careful.

      “As I’ve said…” he kept his voice even. “She told me the job was complete. That’s all. We escaped the city and came here. She didn’t mention anything about the actual assassination.”

      “Nothing?” She leaned forward. “You are absolutely sure?”

      Maddox nodded. Why is she pressing me?

      She closed her eyes, as if lost in deep thought, or holding her temper. He couldn’t tell which. He looked around the small, windowless room. The modular building was efficient, if nothing else. And warm. Too warm. Ventilation wasn’t very good. He stood and paced.

      “Are those all your questions?” he asked. “May I see her now?”

      “That’s all.” The Director opened her eyes and stared at him. “You won’t see her again, I’m afraid.”

      “What?” Maddox slammed his palms on the desk and leaned in to meet the Director’s gaze. “What the fuck do you mean I won’t see her again?” He swallowed the bile that leapt into his throat.

      She leaned farther back in her chair. “I’m sorry, but Verity Agent Allana has committed a crime of a very serious nature. I’m sure you understand that we have to uphold law and order or risk falling into the same darkness the Confessor lived in.”

      “The hell I do.” Maddox punched the desk with his fists. “What crime? She did her job. The Confessor is dead. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Wasn’t that enough risk?”

      The Director blinked slowly. “Yes, the Confessor is dead, but there’s much more going on than you know, and Agent Allana has broken our law. And it’s none of your concern.”

      Motherfucker. He held his temper in check by faint threads. “I want to see her.”

      “There’s nothing you can do.”

      He gritted his teeth. If he could smash the Director’s face in, he would. “Tell me what she did.” Maddox lunged across the desk and yanked the Director up by the front of her skinsuit. He slammed her against the wall, just hard enough to hurt a little.

      She winced and blinked.

      He wrapped his fingers around her throat. “What did she do?”

      “That’s private information,” she choked out. “You don’t have clearance.”

      He ignored her sputtering and coughing and squeezed harder. “Tell me.”

      “It doesn’t matter now.” She smiled, though tears streaked down her cheeks. “They’ve probably already put her to death. They are quite efficient.”
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      Allana was dead? No. She couldn’t be. A wave of rage mixed with terror rose up through Maddox. “You’re lying.” He pressed the Director against the wall and moved his arm across her throat, pinning her more firmly. His heart raced. He didn’t hurt people. He helped people. But this bitch was messing with his mind—and was possibly responsible for hurting Allana.

      The Director frowned, dampness breaking out across her wide brow. “Why do you care?” she sputtered. Her words were strong, but fear shone in her eyes.

      I care about Allana. The realization sent a warmth through him that no stimshot ever had. He backed away and pulled the Lancer out of his boot. “You don’t need to worry about that.” With the weapon pointed at her head, he clicked the lock onto the stun setting with his thumb. “You should take care of her. She risked her life to save the city. To save us. Why would you have her killed? She’s a hero.”

      The Director rubbed her throat, but didn’t move from the wall. “You don’t know the whole story. And I ask you again, why do you even care? You’re getting paid, as promised. But only if you put that Lancer down now.”

      “That’s not happening.” He wiped his mouth and tried to still his shaking hands. The mere fact that Verity would consider killing Allana rocked him to the core. After all she’d done for the cause? It didn’t make sense. “What has Allana done?”

      “That’s not information I can share. Besides, it’s too late.”

      He shook his head. No. His hand shook harder, but he held his aim.

      “Give me the Lancer, Maddox.” She stepped toward him. “I promise everything’s going to be okay.”

      “The hell it is.” He fired the Lancer, the beam piercing the Director’s chest and spreading out in a flash to her extremities. She stumbled backward and crumpled to the floor.

      Oh, fuck. He’d actually done it. No turning back now. He had to get away from camp, away from Verity.

      He scanned the room for anything that might help him. He had to find Allana. With only two buildings in the makeshift camp, unless they took her offsite, he should be able to find her quickly. He grabbed the Director by the legs and dragged her around behind her desk, making sure she was concealed from casual observation if anyone peered into her office. Might buy him a little time.

      She’d be out for about thirty minutes, and then all hell would break loose at the camp when she woke up and alerted everyone. He smashed her wrist screen with the butt of his Lancer, then waved his hand over the light switch to turn the room lights off.

      Dammit. He should have followed his gut feeling earlier that something wasn’t right. He never should have let them separate him from Allana. He peered into the semi-dark hallway. Empty. He took a deep breath then headed out the door, pulling it closed behind him. If he had to stun everyone in the camp to save Allana, he would. He didn’t want to, but for her, he would. He hoped they wouldn’t all come at him at once.

      He moved down the hallway, checking left and right, Lancer out in front and ready to fire. No one in sight. He passed an empty bunkroom and then a small office, also vacant.

      Where was everyone? There were at least twenty Verity members in camp when they’d arrived. Now, the place looked like a ghost town.

      He headed outside, his back to the wall, the rain pelting him in the face like tiny darts. He squinted, wiping his hair out of his face and scanning the area. No one. He moved around the perimeter of the building, Lancer drawn. His boots stuck in the mud as he walked, but he kept moving. The clouds had darkened, casting a pall over the area. The rain came down harder.

      When he approached the only other building in camp, a large tent-like structure, the faint strains of music floated on the air. Coming from inside. Lancer still set to stun, he moved toward the tent’s entrance, a large flap that slid on a pole like a curtain.

      She has to be in there.

      Two guards stepped out of the tent, chatting, their Lancers still holstered. One of them laughed, then Maddox dropped them both with quick blasts. That was easy. He ran to the tent door, stopping to roll one guard over so that he wasn’t face first in the mud. The guard wheezed and sputtered, knocked out cold by the Lancer stun. He’d be fine in half an hour. He’ll be more than fine. He’ll be pissed.

      Stepping over the other guard, he peeked into the tent. The inside was one large room filled with chairs and tables and lit by a row of dim hanging bulbs swaying from the ceiling.

      Empty. Where is she?

      He stepped outside, letting the door flap fall over the opening. Where had they taken her? It hadn’t been that long—they had to be around somewhere. He hadn’t heard any vehicles leaving the compound. Maybe they had an underground bunker?

      Acid pooled in his stomach and gnawed at his throat. He couldn’t lose her. Not now, and not like this. He hadn’t told her how he felt or how she made him feel. Meera’s face flashed in his mind. He hadn’t told her how much he loved her before she died. If Allana was dead…

      He had to find her.

      “Maddox!”

      Her scream pierced through him. From the direction of the sound, she had to be somewhere behind the buildings. Oh, my god, she was alive, but for how long? He clenched the Lancer and skimmed the area, looking for any sign of Verity guards or Allana. She had to be close by, but where?

      Lancer fire traced the sky over the tent like green and blue strings and the music stopped. People yelled. Maddox’s heart slammed as he ran toward the commotion behind the tent. When he turned the corner, he stopped.

      Allana walked toward him, a Lancer in each hand. Around her lay at least fifteen guards, on the ground and not moving.

      Maybe dead.

      He swallowed hard. “You okay?”

      She ran, not stopping till she had her arms around his neck, the Lancers clinking as they hit together. “They said they were going to kill me, and I believe they mean it.”

      “They do mean it. The Director told me they were going to kill you.”

      She nodded. “I had to do it.”

      “Are they…” Maddox spit the words out.

      “No, not dead. Stunned.”

      He heaved a sigh. Thank goodness. “We’ve got to get out of here, away from this camp. Fast.”

      “I can’t, Maddox.” Her tears mixed with the raindrops.

      He brushed her hair over her shoulder. “Yes, you can! You got out of the tunnels, so this is easy. We just have to run. No small spaces, just wide-open land.” He looked out over the camp. They’d have to hurry. And where would they go? Not many places to hide unless they made it to the forests, or back to the city. Never.

      “It’s not that.” She studied the bodies on the ground for a moment before continuing. “I’m not ready to die.”

      “What are you talking about?” he scratched his head. “Of course you aren’t going to die. You’re being ridiculous.” Had Verity injected her with something?

      “I’ve done a very bad thing.” She bent her head and stepped away from him. “I panicked.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing any one of us wouldn’t have done. We have to support Verity.”

      She shook her head and stuck the Lancers in her boots. “You don’t understand.”

      “Then explain it to me.”

      “I’m trying. I wanted to tell you the truth, but when you asked, I panicked and didn’t.” She stepped back. “I was afraid.”

      Maddox wiped at the rain. “What truth? That you’re human like the rest of us? And you’re afraid I would find out?”

      “No. That’s not it.”

      “What then?”

      “You’ll hate me for lying.” She sighed. “I hate me for lying to you. I should’ve told you the truth from the beginning.”

      Maddox’s heart iced. This was bad. He could feel it. Like a beamcar coming straight for him, but he couldn’t move out of the way. “What did you lie about?”

      “Everything is a lie. All of it.”

      “Like what?” He frowned. “Are you not an assassin? You sure act like one.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely an assassin.” She twirled a lock of her hair, squeezing out the excess water. “That part is true.”

      The rain had lightened up some, but the cool wind pressed in making him shiver. This was no time for games. The Verity guards and the Director were going to wake up soon and he and Allana had to be far from camp when that happened.

      “Tell me!” He clenched his Lancer. Losing her now, after all they’d been through, was unfathomable.

      She looked up at him, her eyes full of tears. “You aren’t going to like it.”

      “Allana—”

      She paused then took a deep breath. “The Confessor was my father.”

      “What?”

      “I killed my father yesterday.”

      Maddox blinked. His mind filled with crazy thoughts and he didn’t know how to respond. Allana was the Confessor’s daughter? No wonder Verity wanted her dead. They knew she was the Confessor’s daughter; he had no doubt about that. They used her to get to the Confessor, and planned to take her out, too. They’d have to kill her. They couldn’t resist having the Confessor’s flesh and blood around—especially one they’d trained as an assassin. Keeping her alive would be stupid.

      He rubbed a hand over his face. Oh, my god. The Confessor was her father.

      “Go ahead.” Allana held her arms out. “Shoot me. I need to die. That’s what you’re feeling, isn’t it? Can’t have the Confessor’s daughter running around free. That family is evil.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No, of course not. I would never hurt you.” Not me. But Verity, yes.

      She dropped her arms. “Then, what? What now? I’ve lied to you, how can you ever trust me?”

      “Right now, we need to escape. Because Verity will kill you if they get the chance.”

      “We’ll never get out of here. This place is in the middle of nowhere.”

      “We’ll manage. As long as we’re together, we’ll be okay.”

      She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek and warmth spread throughout his body.

      “Why Maddox, that sounded almost romantic,” she whispered.

      “I can be romantic.” He straightened. “I care about you, Allana.”

      She stared at him then looked at the ground. “I guess now is not the time, but I care about you too.”

      “Definitely not the time now. I wish it were. But soon. I promise.” He rubbed her cheek. “And I keep my promises, too.”

      She smiled, and then scowled. “I had to kill my father. He was a monster.”

      “I know. It’s okay. It’s done.”

      She heaved a sigh. “And I’m glad. After what he did to me and my family.”

      “It’s okay.” He hugged her to him. “It’s going to be okay. But we’ve got to get out of here before everyone wakes up.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Looks like you took out most of the camp. Guess they trained you well.”

      “The best.” This time, the smile reached her eyes.

      “You are. Now let’s put that skill to the test. First, we need to get rid of these.” He popped his wrist screen off. “We aren’t going to be using them and we don’t want Verity to track us, either.”

      She yanked hers loose and dropped the little square to the ground. “Smart thinking. To be honest, I’m glad to be done with that screen.”

      He tossed his beside hers then stomped on both. Feeling the screens that had been his lifeline to Verity—his connection to everything—crush beneath his foot was liberating. And frightening. Whatever happened now, they were on their own. Verity had no link to them any more. They were free. “We’ve got to get away from here now.”

      She wiped at the rain. “Escape Verity? To where? I’m not going back to the city.”

      Maddox adjusted his pack and stuck his Lancer into his boot. “We have some rations left, and the water purifier bottle. Let’s just go—get as far from here as we can. See where the roads lead us. We can worry about a long-term plan tomorrow.”

      “How? We can’t walk that far. I’m already tired, and Verity will catch up to us quickly.”

      “No, they won’t.” Maddox grinned. “I know just the thing to get us out of here. You’ve got to trust me, remember?”
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      The warm wind and rain rushed into his face like a curtain, but he drove on. Allana held him around the waist, laying her head on his back as they rode; the vibration of the bike had lulled her to sleep. The scoot cycle had a long range on a single charge, thankfully. They’d been riding for a few hours along a fractured stretch of highway that hadn’t been used in fifty years. Crackly weeds had grown through the cracks in the pale pavement and they slapped at his legs as he maneuvered around them, sometimes having to slow to almost a crawl to get around debris. Mostly, though, the ride had been smooth.

      And invigorating.

      And no sign of Verity following them.

      Allana slept, her warmth a comfortable weight against his back. They had to be more than a hundred miles from the city, and there wasn’t a person in sight. The rain was intermittent and the ground around him looked like it wasn’t always wet. Patches of dry land spread out along the land in increasingly larger areas.

      They might actually escape. The thought both thrilled and scared him. He pulled the throttle and opened up the scootcycle to push the bike to go faster. The terrain changed to rolling green hills with patchy lakes and huge twisted trees. Old barns and houses scattered the landscape. Some looked as they must have before the city war, and some crumbled under the rain. He and Allana had nowhere to go, nowhere to be. How would she feel about that when she woke up? Would she be scared, too? Would she leave him too? She’d already lied to him. Bile crept up his throat and he swallowed it down.

      No.

      He had to trust that she would stay with him, that they had something together that they would build on. Being the Confessor’s daughter was not her fault. She was nothing like that evil man. Would he have killed the Confessor if he were his own father? Maybe so. Evil ran deeper than bloodlines.

      The road curved and bent, taking them into the foothills. The road was in better shape and he was able to push the bike harder. Once the charge ran out, it’d be useless. He needed to find a place to stop for the night soon.

      Maddox wasn’t sure when he realized it, but the rain stopped. It had gradually gotten lighter and now it was gone completely. He pulled the bike off the main road and drove into the remains of a small town in a secluded valley. He took a deep breath of the fresh, dry air.

      Allana must have noticed the change in terrain under the bike because she sat up. In the rearview, he saw her push her hair, now dry, out of her face.

      “Where are we?” She hugged him from behind.

      He shouted, “I’m not sure, but we need to find a place to stay the night and figure out what we’re going to do tomorrow.” He eased off the throttle even more, till they were barely rolling through what must’ve once been the town’s Main Street. Quaint but dilapidated homes lined the street, the yards overtaken by weeds and overgrowth. The Confessor had rounded up all the people within two hundred fifty miles and brought them to the city after the war. The houses were left to rot.

      “Let’s try one of those houses over there.” Allana pointed and Maddox directed the bike over, driving into the tall grass in front of a two-story home that looked more well preserved than most.

      Once grand, the house’s blue paint peeled and chalked and several of the windows had been smashed out. Who knew how long ago the last person had lived here? When everyone was relocated to cities, no one was allowed to stay, though a few people escaped into the hills. Ghost towns like this one were all over the deserted farmlands.

      “This one okay?” he asked.

      “Perfect.”

      He turned the scootcycle off, grabbed his pack from the back and set the stand.

      “Maddox?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s not raining.” She hopped off the bike and held her arms up.

      “I know.” He grinned.

      “Oh, my god! It’s not raining!” She twirled, arms out and shouted, “It’s not raining!”

      Maddox laughed. “I guess the rainmakers are only over the city and the vicinity.”

      “I can’t believe it! I never thought I’d be outside without rain!” She put her arms around his neck and hugged. “If we die today, I die happy.”

      He held her close. “Shh. No talking like that. You aren’t going to die today.”

      “Let’s go inside.” She looked up at him. “I’m tired. I’m ready for bed.”

      “You are? You took a nap.”

      “Yes.” She smiled. “And I haven’t forgotten.”

      “Forgotten?”

      She leaned in close and whispered, “What I promised you. To fuck you hard.”

      His dick twitched. “You still want me?” He couldn’t help the stupid grin that tugged at his face. After all they’d been through, he wanted her even more than he had the day before.

      “Oh yes, and I don’t want to wait any longer.” She dashed up to the porch. “So let’s go.”

      Maddox followed. Yes, they had lots to discuss, but right now, he needed to feel her under him. Fuck her like she was his. Make her his.

      She pushed at the door and it jolted open. Not even locked. She ran inside.

      He stepped over the threshold and turned to look out the doorway. No sign of anyone, not Verity, not Sentinels. No one. The tall grasses concealed the scootcycle, so no one would even know they were in the house. For the moment, they were safe.

      “Up here…” Allana called.

      He turned to look up the stairwell. She stood at the top, completely naked in the half-light. He growled and slammed the door shut, flipping the deadbolt.

      She laughed and held up a square packet. “I’m ready this time. If you are.” She dashed into the nearest room.

      He raced up the stairs, wondering how he’d gotten so caught up with her in just a couple days. So much that he’d turned on Verity. No, Verity had turned on them. And she’d flipped his world upside down in more ways than one.

      He peeked into the room. Light from the window illuminated the small bedroom. Allana lay sprawled across the bed on her stomach, her bare ass tipped up at the right angle…

      On her in seconds, his clothes shed in record time, he lay over her back, his dick resting in the crevice of her ass. She pushed back against him and he leaned in and kissed the nape of her neck. He rolled off and stroked her back, softly. No reason to rush. They had all night.

      Hopefully many nights.

      “That feels so good,” she said.

      “I want you,” he murmured. “So badly.”

      “Even after I lied to you?” She sat up and looked him in the eye. “I didn’t want to lie, but I had to. For the job. For Verity.”

      “I know.” He scooted closer, his dick pointing at the ceiling. “I understand.”

      She rubbed his arm, her breasts sweeping across him. “Can you ever forgive me? I’m so sorry.”

      “Already done.” He spun her to face him.

      “They have the information I got.” She sighed. “They’ll use it to take over the city.”

      “What was in the files?”

      “I don’t know. I dumped all the data I could. But I’m guessing everything the Confessor needed to keep a tight grip on the city is on the microdisk I turned over to them.”

      “Verity will be hard to stop.”

      “But we’ve got to try.” She pushed her hair behind her ears. “Don’t we?”

      “We do.” He nodded. “For Meera, and everyone like her. And for us. For all the city residents. But not tonight.”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Tonight, I’m ready for you to keep your promise.”

      She smiled. “I’m ready and willing.”

      He pulled her to him, the warmth of her skin sending shivers through his body. He kissed her, gently at first then more strongly as he moved his hands up and down her back, reveling in the smoothness of her skin and the softness of her curves. He squeezed her hips.

      She moaned and he laid her back on the bed. God, she was beautiful.

      “Are you ready?” He opened the packet and rolled on the condom.

      “You’d think Verity would have made a better condom.” She giggled.

      “Well, it disintegrates within two weeks.”

      “We’re going to run out.” She laughed.

      “Don’t worry about it now.”

      She nodded and held her arms out to him. He lay over her, positioning his dick at her entrance and pushing in slowly.

      She opened to him with a gasp and he moved deeper. So hot. So wet.

      “Maddox, that feels so good.”

      He couldn’t respond with his mouth, so he moved his hips, making love to her. When she put her legs up over his shoulders, he growled and moved faster. Her whimpering told him she was close to release and he reached between them to rub her clit. A few strokes and she was coming, hard.

      He followed, closing his eyes and riding the passion as he felt her unravel beneath him. He wanted her with him forever, and he realized he’d do anything to make that a reality.

      No matter what it took.
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      After exploring the house, Maddox was reassured it was a safe place to spend the night as long as they locked everything up before they went to sleep. Still no sign of anyone in the town. They could use the biolumen lights in his pack, but would need to cover the windows so no one would see the light—in the unlikely event anyone happened by. He leaned against the counter in the old kitchen. Whoever had owned the house had most likely planned to return. The Confessor had made all sorts of promises to get people to comply. Everything was put away and stored in good shape. The food in the pantry was way past expiration, but a small garden in the backyard had grown wild and contained a few vegetables they could harvest.

      “Maddox come out here,” Allana called from the porch. “You’ve got to see this.”

      He headed out to join her. When he pushed the screen door open, she grabbed him by the hand and pulled him outside. “Look!” She pointed up.

      He craned his neck to look up and around at the millions of stars bright against the night sky.

      “Have you ever seen such a thing?” She slid her hand into his. “I’d only read about so many stars. I don’t know if I ever really believed there were so many. Beautiful!”

      “Yeah, we were lucky to see a handful all season in the city.”

      She squeezed his hand. “It’s like a new world out here, almost enough to make me believe that we have a chance to escape and start a new life. And one day we’ll take on Verity.”

      Maddox squeezed her shoulders. “We do have a chance. A good one. We’ll live out here beyond the city’s perimeter, and hope that Verity has better things to do than come looking for us. When they least expect it, we’ll take them on.”

      “Sounds like the adventure of a lifetime.”

      “It is.” He hugged her to him. Our adventure.

      “And we’ll be together?”

      “Always.”

      “Good.” She sighed against him. “So, is this how it was…before?”

      “Before what?”

      “Before the rain. Did the people get to see stars every night?”

      “Definitely. And they made wishes on them.”

      She looked at him like he was crazy. “Really?”

      “Yeah. People wished on stars.”

      “Let’s do it!”

      “Well usually, they wished on the first one they saw in the night sky.” He brushed a wisp of hair away from her face.

      “We can wish. It’s the first time we’ve seen a sky full.”

      “True. What will you wish for?”

      She closed her eyes. “I’m not telling.”

      He laughed and closed his eyes. “Me either.” I wish for a long and happy life with Allana.

      “Do you think we’ll make it out here alone, so far from the city and from Verity?” She put her arms around his neck.

      “Yes, we will.” Maddox looked down at her. “And we aren’t alone. We have each other.”

      He bent his head and leaned into the first kiss they’d ever had under a starry sky.

      

      
        The End
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        Apples and oranges, dogs and cats, everybody knows witches and immortals don’t mix.

      

      

      Teen witch Callie returns home from exile after a traumatic Ouija board incident seven years earlier.  She falls for classmate James MacLauren and struggles to keep her magical abilities a secret from him.  Then there’s the even trickier problem that her rogue warlock father and his coven will kill anyone who prevents Callie from joining them in dark magic.  Someone like James . . .

      But James has a secret of his own.  He’s part of a hidden race of immortals living in the Appalachian hollows and the last thing he needs in his life is a witch who could imprison him with a binding spell.  Besides, Callie is way too young.  Even though James looks eternally 19 years old, he has lived over 150 years and once served in the U.S. Civil War.

      On top of everything else, Callie must find a way to overcome the instinctual hostility between immortals and witches in order to access James’ guarded heart.  Only then can they join forces to stop Callie’s father in his efforts to seek dominion over all witches and immortals. Should they fail, they face either death or utter domination by the power of dark magic.
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        The Smell of Absinthe

      

      

      ‘D-A-N-G-E-R’

      The wooden planchette on the Ouija board stopped as suddenly as it started. The two girls looked at each other in surprise.

      “That’s not funny,” Skye said. “Stop it.”

      “It wasn’t me, I swear,” said Callie.

      A crackling noise, distant at first, increased in volume. Callie looked around her room for the source. The red ‘on’ light blinked on Mom’s old boom box by the dresser. It was unplugged. Through the static emerged a chorus of chanting voices.

      “What are they saying?” Skye whispered.

      “I can’t tell. I’m scared.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Look, whatever happens, we can’t let go,” Callie urged. “If we do, Grandma Jo says we might be haunted afterwards.”

      The planchette whirled between them. It looked . . . angry. The wooden disk moved so fast they had trouble keeping their hands on it. They concentrated on calling out each letter it paused on.

      ‘D-A-N-G-E-R.’ it spelled again.

      Callie gulped, looking up at the unplugged boom box. The chanting voices emerging through the static sent chills down her back. She never expected something like this.

      The voices grew louder. One stood out through the garbled buzz, a scratchy voice delivering an eerie, monotone message: “I’m coming. I’m coming,” it repeated over and over.

      “What should we do?” Skye’s face paled in the moonlight.

      A cold draft shot through the room, bringing the curious mixed smell of licorice and menthol. It lifted a few strands of hair on the nape of Callie’s neck. She shivered. She was about to let go of the planchette, haunting or no, when it started moving again at a furious pace.

      ‘A D-A-R-K V-I-S-I-T-O-R F-R-O-M Y-O-U-R P-A-S-T I-S A-L-M-O-S-T

      U-P-O-N Y-O-U B-E-W-A-R-E F–A --’

      The unmistakable sound of shattered glass in her mother’s room broke the spell. Callie and Skye jerked their hands away from the board just as the door flew open.

      Grandma Jo came in first. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing here. How many times have I—”

      “What’s happened?” Callie’s mom flipped on the light switch. Her gaze took in the Ouija board. “What did it say?” she asked, darting quick glances all over the bedroom.

      “It said we were in danger. Something about a dark visitor from the past and then the radio came on and—” Callie’s voice quivered and stopped.

      Mom and Grandma Jo exchanged a guarded look.

      “You smell that, Ginnie?” Grandma Jo asked Callie’s mom. “Artemisia absinthium.”

      “Wormwood.” Mom’s voice was flat. “Mixed in absinthe.”

      “Did someone break in the house?” Skye started to sob. “We heard a window break.”

      “Everything’s going to be all right.” Grandma Jo was calm. “Nobody’s going to hurt you.”

      “I’m going to clean up the broken glass downstairs and check things out,” Mom said.

      Grandma Jo grabbed her arm. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, you stay with the girls.” They shared another silent look.

      Grandma Jo nodded and dropped her hand. She eyed her granddaughter, hands on hips. “Didn’t I tell you Ouija boards invite wicked spirits who like to play tricks on folks?”

      Callie felt less scared now that Grandma Jo was there, so she answered with a question of her own. “Am I in trouble?”

      Her grandmother sighed and boxed up the game. “No. I don’t think you’ll be doing this again anytime soon.” She managed a smile and nodded in Skye’s direction. “What are you trying to do? Run off your best friend?”

      “It’s okay,” Skye spoke up. “I wasn’t really scared.”

      No one believed her.

      Grandma Jo did a thorough sage smudging, taking special care to burn the dried sage at least twice around every window and doorway to chase the spirits away. The sharp scent tickled Callie’s nose.

      But the smudging didn’t do any good. Callie and Skye whispered about it the rest of the night, afraid to sleep. If Grandma Jo said it once, she said it a thousand times—Ouija boards were a portal to The Other Side. It was not a toy. Advanced witches only.
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          Where The Appalachians End

        

      

    

    
      Seven years later

      

      “You have to go back, Callie. You’re in real danger.”

      Go back. Danger. For two days the words haunted her. Now she was on the road, the rhythmic sound of the tires on the highway putting her into a trance. Danger, danger, danger. The minute Aunt Mallory opened the letter with an Alabama postmark, everything changed.

      She didn’t want to go back. Of all the nerve. She’d been exiled in New Jersey for seven years, and now Mom and Grandma Jo decided she must return at once.

      Callie hit the gas pedal. The angrier she got, the faster she drove. What should have been a fourteen-hour drive due south, she’d cut to a mere ten hours. She’d never traveled so far on her own, and convincing Aunt Mallory to let her do it wasn’t easy. Especially since her old Volkswagen convertible, the ‘Dixie doodlebug,’ had over 150,000 miles.

      Her heart skipped at the road sign, ‘Welcome to Alabama. The State of Surprises.’ No shit, Sherlock. Not even a mile away was another green and white sign proclaiming ‘Entering Central Time Zone.’ More like the twilight zone.

      Callie’s tension eased a bit as she neared Piedmont, the small town bordering Georgia and surrounded by the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. In the gathering dusk, the rolling hills had a magical, ancient vibe. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad here. It’s not like she had a choice anyway. Aunt Mallory made that clear. Mom and Grandma Jo had convinced her aunt she needed to come home where the coven could help protect her.

      Callie rubbed her sore face. She’d clenched her jaw so long her temples throbbed. She consciously relaxed her facial muscles and rolled her shoulders. Much better.

      The cell phone rang. Aunt Mallory again.

      Callie smiled. “What? Are you going to call me every hundred miles?

      “Smart aleck. Where are you now?”

      “I’m about to enter the huge metropolis of Piedmont. According to its sign, the name literally means; ‘the foot of the mountain.’ Population: 4,964.”

      “Great.” Aunt Mallory let out a whoosh. “I’ve been so worried about you falling asleep at the wheel. I still think you should have spent the night somewhere along the way. You remember how to get to Mama’s house?”

      “Pretty much. The GPS can help me navigate the back roads if I get lost.”

      “Call me if it doesn’t recognize the dirt roads.”

      Callie rolled her eyes. “I know, I know.”

      Aunt Mallory sighed. “Glad you’re almost there. Tell Mama and Ginnie I said ‘hey’ and call me when you arrive.”

      Callie couldn’t speak around her tight throat. I’m really going to see them again. Silence haunted the air.

      “It’s going to be all right, Callie. They’re excited to see you.”

      Her aunt knew her so well. She cleared her throat. “If you say so. Change of subject. I’ve been finding sprigs of rosemary and basil everywhere in the car. What did you do? Dig up all your herbs?”

      Aunt Mallory laughed. “Guilty. We cast a protection spell in the crystal for a safe trip, and you always have your mom’s amber talisman. But a little added herbal charm couldn’t hurt.”

      “Better hope the cops don’t pull me over; they’ll think I’m a drug dealer.” Callie missed her aunt already. What would she have done without her all these years? “You’re the best,” she whispered.

      The GPS kicked in. “Turn left onto Booger Hollow Road,” it instructed.

      “Gotta go, Aunt Mallory.

      “Bye. Don’t forget to—”

      “—call you. I will. Bye.”

      Callie made the turn on Booger Hollow. Cute. Road names in these hills and dales had kept her amused the past hour. The street narrowed then turned to red clay where the pavement ended. Was she still going the right way? According to the GPS, this was correct, but she slowed the car. It was dark, and she had visions of the road ending at someone’s home. Possibly someone with a shotgun. People lived in the middle of nowhere for a reason. They didn’t want strangers bothering them.

      She touched the crystal pendant hanging on the interior mirror. Its faint prism glow in the moonlight soothed her frazzled nerves.

      The disembodied voice broke in again. “Turn right on Lavender Mountain Road. Destination is .4 miles.”

      She cut the doodlebug onto the rough, graveled road, relieved to recognize the location. “Arriving at—”

      Callie unplugged the GPS and pulled into the long winding driveway where Grandma Jo’s house blazed with lights. Despite the chill of the late December air, Mom and Grandma Jo waited on the wrap-around porch. As the car’s headlights flashed on them, they rose from their rocking chairs, tossing aside quilts wrapped around their legs.

      Callie had every intention of guarding her heart against these two. After all, they’d banished her years ago. And they hadn’t come to see her once, only wrote or called. And now when she didn’t want to come home, they’d finally sent for her.

      Still, her heart raced with anticipation as she got out of the car.

      Callie!” Mom cried, running down the porch stairs to give her a hug. The wind whipped her long silver-white hair into a ghostly mane.

      Callie froze at the tight embrace. She stepped back and eyed her MIA mother with wary curiosity. Ginnie Bradford was a pale woman with waist length, silver-white hair. Although a bit too thin and fragile-looking, with worry lines etching her face, it was obvious she’d once been a total babe.

      “You’re so . . . grown. Nothing like the skinny child that was all eyes and legs when I last saw you.” The faded blue eyes watered. “I missed out on all your growing up. It’s so unfair!” Her hands fisted by her sides.

      Fair? Oh no she didn’t. She was the one on the raw end of the deal. The first few months of separation, she could understand. Mom had some kind of breakdown. But after that, it had been nothing but innuendos that she’d been shuffled away because of some vague danger.

      Callie crossed her arms. “How do you think I’ve felt all these years? I’m the one you sent away, and you never once visited.”

      Mom hunched her shoulders and dipped her head. “I wrote you every week,” she whispered.

      “Big freaking deal.” Those fluff letters full of no real information, empty prattle about her precious animals and her job . . . blah, blah, blah. And she had the nerve to end those letters with ‘Your loving Mom.’ Grandma Jo’s letters were equally as lame, filled with her latest Cause of The Week—campaigns for a cleaner environment, the plight of the polar bears, etc.

      Callie wouldn’t have bothered writing back if Aunt Mallory hadn’t thrown a hissy fit. Every month, she made Callie sit down and write a letter. For spite, Callie wrote drivel about schoolwork and how much fun it was living with her new family, and how great it was living in a big city, so much better than the freaking backwoods of Alabama. She signed off her letters with ‘Your obedient daughter.’

      Grandma Jo stood at the top of the porch stairs. “Ginnie, why don’t y’all come inside now,” she called out crisply. “Callie’s got to be exhausted from that long drive.”

      Grandma Jo walked down the porch steps, calm and collected as always. She certainly looked too healthy and young to be anyone’s grandma. Only her short, spiky gray hair gave away her age.

      Gripping her in a firm hug, Grandma Jo said in a strong, clear voice, “Let’s shelve all that unpleasantness until tomorrow. Tonight is your homecoming, and it’s awful good to see you. Now, come on in and tell us all about your trip.”

      Callie resigned to play along. After all these years, she could wait one more night for answers.
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      Dinner was simple Southern fare. Grandma Jo baked whole-grain bread, and Callie topped it with homemade ginger peach jam. Beef tips with barley and gravy and collard greens sat on the table in steaming bowls. She eyed the spread with suspicion. Everything in this house was done with intention, and Grandma Jo was a master of kitchen witchery.

      Callie plastered on a fake smile. “Let’s see, beef represents motherly love and grounding. Right?”

      “An excellent memory,” Grandma Jo murmured.

      Callie pointed to the other dishes. “Barley is for reconciliation and gravy for family comfort.” As if. It would take a lot more than a good meal to erase years of neglect. “Collard greens.” Callie scrunched her forehead. “Oh yeah, they’re for protection.” She lowered her voice to a melodramatic whisper. “Guess that’s for the evil menace lurking out there.”

      Mom sat down her glass so hard that iced tea sloshed on the table. “The danger is real,” she said sharply.

      Grandma Jo lightly tapped her hand. “Not tonight.”

      Callie squashed her impatience. She’d corner Mom later. “I could make a meal off the bread and jam,” she said.

      Four slices later, she noticed Grandma Jo and Mom exchange glances.

      “You won’t want the main course at the rate you’re going,” said Grandma Jo.

      “Think so?” Callie loaded her plate.

      “You must not have eaten anything on the drive down,” Mom said. “No wonder you’re starving.” She smiled nervously.

      Callie shrugged. “Actually, I ate several donuts for breakfast, had a supersized lunch at McDonalds, and then snacked on bags of trail mix to keep me fortified along the way.”

      “You’re joking,” Grandma Jo said, spooning a large helping of collards on her plate.

      “Nope. There’s no use lying about my huge appetite. You’re bound to notice all your groceries rapidly disappearing while I’m here.”

      “How do you stay so thin?” Mom asked.

      “A dynamite metabolism and high energy levels. Or don’t you remember how active I used to be?” Callie let a tinge of resentment slip through her voice.

      Mom’s cheeks reddened. “Yes, but I thought you would have outgrown that by now.”

      “That’s part of your special Gift,” Grandma Jo cut in quickly. “All that energy, when you learn to focus it, will make powerful magic. Do you still sleep only a few hours at night?”

      “‘Fraid so. I’ll do my best not to wake you up.” Since when was being energetic a Gift? Didn’t seem like a witchy talent at all. Whatever. “If you want, I can read in bed by flashlight when I get up before y’all.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Grandma Jo said in her no-nonsense way. “As long as you don’t turn on rock music at full blast, we can survive your early morning wanderings.”

      Grandma Jo thought anything recorded after the 1950s was rock music. “Deal.”

      “But you’ve got to be tired tonight after driving all day,” Mom said.

      Like you care. Callie clenched her fork and stifled the words. She’d have it out with Mom soon enough, preferably without Grandma Jo around to run interference.

      “Not really.” Callie finished the last of her beef tips. “Any dessert?” She raised her empty plate.

      They stared at her in surprise.

      “Okay, just kidding. Sort of.”

      “Why don’t I fix us some hot chocolate, and we can sit on the porch a spell.” Grandma Jo rose from the table, her charm bracelets clinking. Somehow, when she made suggestions, there was never any question about following her lead.

      The three women began clearing the table. Callie noticed the kitchen counter was stuffed with cakes, cookies and pies. “You baked all week or something?”

      “Those are from your coven,” Grandma Jo said. “Check out the fridge.”

      Callie opened it and grinned at the dozens of congealed salads. Yum.

      “They’ll visit before long. I told them to give us a couple of days alone first.”

      Mom peered at her timidly as she stacked plates in the sink. “You used to love your grandmother’s hot chocolate, remember? She melts real cream and chocolate together, none of that store-bought junk.”

      “Sure. I remember everything. Unfortunately.”

      Mom’s smile faltered. “As long as you don’t forget to always carry the amber I gave you, that’s all that matters. Did you bring it?”

      Callie patted the back pocket of her jeans. “Right here. I have it on me all the time. Just like you told me to do before you . . . went away.”

      Grandma Jo came between them. “Callie, get a quilt and go on outside. You’ve had a long day, and it’ll do you good to relax.”

      “I could run a marathon right now. Sitting in a car all day was torture.”

      “I don’t know how you did it,” Mom said, shaking her head. “I can’t imagine taking such a long trip alone, especially not in one day.”

      Callie believed her. Mom hadn’t changed much. Callie strode past her and went out on the porch, wrapping up in one of the abandoned quilts. Mom had always been on the timid side. Callie used to shield her from any kind of stress, even did most of the housework. But it wasn’t enough, and Grandma Jo moved in permanently to help out. Which was a good thing since it got worse after the night of the Ouija board incident. Mom quit her job and sat all day and night vegging out in front of a TV shopping channel, although Callie never saw her order anything.

      The porch door opened, interrupting the unhappy memories.

      “Here you go,” said Grandma Jo, handing her a small demitasse cup.

      Cocoa and sugar for love and sweetness. Callie accepted it and tried to relax.

      All three started rocking in syncopated silence. Each sipped their hot chocolate and gazed at the moon. Here, in the moonlight, with the forested mountains in the background, she was in tune with nature’s energy. Aunt Mallory always claimed that Piedmont, where the ancient Appalachians gradually bottomed out, was a special place filled with secrets, whimsy, and mountain lore of old customs and old ways.  Callie could almost picture fairy rings deep in the piney woods.

      “This is awesome, Grandma Jo. It has a hint of mint or some kind of herbal taste.”

      “One of my special concoctions,” she answered, flashing a look at Mom.

      “You’ll have to teach me to cook while I’m here.” Callie straightened in her chair. “Speaking of which . . . how long are you expecting me to stay?”

      The question startled Mom, who looked to her own mother to answer.

      “At least for a semester or two at the junior college,” Grandma Jo said with her usual calm. “I know we can’t force you at your age, but I promise we have your safety at heart. For tonight, let’s just enjoy being together.”

      They all raised their cups for a toast.

      “I’ll drink to that,” Callie said, feeling a bit light-headed.

      A few more minutes of rocking and moon gazing, and her limbs grew heavy with an unfamiliar lethargy. She shook her head to clear it, but it became harder and harder to keep her eyes open. It was a pleasant drowsiness, like a clock winding down. Her hearing and sight became paranormally acute. Each night sound was amplified, and the waxing moon was extraordinary, a beautiful coral orb.

      “What did you put in that drink?” she heard Mom whisper to Grandma Jo.

      “Just a little something extra.”

      No wonder she felt so strange. Indignant, she stood to give Grandma Jo a piece of her mind. The sudden movement left her dizzy, and she swayed like a drunken sailor.

      “Let’s help her to bed,” one of them said.

      Callie tried to protest, but her body and mind weren’t in sync.

      She leaned on two sets of arms as she wobbled to her room. Someone removed her shoes, and the warmth of a quilt settled around her body. They tucked her in bed like a helpless toddler. They had no right to treat her like she was still a kid. And she would tell them so as soon as her brain functioned again.
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      Six o’clock a.m.

      Callie stared at the alarm clock in surprise. She’d slept a good ten hours. Quite unusual. Then she remembered. Her own grandmother had drugged her. A fine welcome home.

      She sat up and looked around her old room curiously. It was unchanged from when she’d left seven years earlier. Several prints of ballerinas in lavender tutus hung on lavender walls. The lavender and pink patchwork quilt matched the same color theme. Evidently, at age twelve, she’d been into lavender in a major way.

      Callie got out of bed and tried to unpack her suitcase and hang her clothes without waking everybody up. Normally, she started her day with Tai Chi, and today she was even more eager to exercise after being stuck in a car all yesterday.

      She had no idea when the others would be up, so she dressed quickly and stepped out of the house. The air was heavenly-cool, fresh mountain air. She took a deep, cleansing breath and scanned the backyard for the trail to Lavender Mountain. It would be perfect for a morning hike. The exercise would calm her down, and she’d be prepared to confront Mom.
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      A slight movement and the glint of sunlight on honey hair stopped him in his tracks as he neared the top of Booze Mountain.

      Although she was a good two miles away on a rock outcropping on the next mountain, James’ supernatural vision zoomed in on the girl.

      She was doing a combination of martial arts and yoga, moving from one pose to another in a fluid, graceful pattern. Even in the crisp, wintry air, she wore only a close-fitting tank top and yoga pants. What a body! Her muscles rippled with each movement. Her high kicks showed off the nice curve of her hips. The hair was a mass of waist-length curls, pulled into a ponytail.

      He had to get closer to see her face; sure it had to be as striking as the rest of her.

      Damn, she was hot. When did she move in town? James realized he was standing still as a stone. He didn’t move, though he knew no human eye could detect him from this distance.

      After about fifteen minutes, the girl stopped and sat on one of the boulders. She appeared to be meditating. Then, with no warning, she jerked as if startled. The girl raised a hand up to her eyes, shielding them from the sun, and looked straight at him.

      James instinctively stepped behind a large tree. How could she know he was here? He waited a few seconds then looked again.

      Nothing. She had vanished.

      Disappointed, he ran a hand through his hair. Unless she was an immortal too, she couldn’t have seen him. As far as he knew, there were only a couple of immortal females anywhere near this area.  Females were rare and all immortals immediately sensed when one of their kind was present.  It was a primitive, animalistic instinct that prepped them for either self-preservation mode or a battle for power. He sensed nothing from her.

      A foolish grin split his face. It was a coincidence she’d looked his way. But for some unfathomable reason, he had to see her face, had to know if she was the complete package. Tomorrow, his morning jog would be on Lavender Mountain. With any luck, she’d be back.
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      By the time Callie returned to the house, everyone was heading out—Mom to her job at the local humane shelter and Grandma Jo to her volunteer stint at the library. Geez, she’d been here less than twenty-four hours, and they were already going about their business like today was nothing special.

      “Aren’t you worried I’ll be in danger home alone?” she asked with false sweetness.

      Grandma Jo shrugged into a tomato-red jacket. “You should be fine here at the house. Tonight, we’ll have a talk about you running around the mountain by yourself like you did this morning.”

      Callie crossed her arms at her chest. “If you’re going to treat me like some kind of prisoner while—”

      “Don’t be melodramatic,” Grandma Jo said sharply before softening her tone. “I could stay home today,” she offered. “Things aren’t usually busy on the weekend.” She paused by the door.

      “No, go on. I’ll settle in and maybe later take a drive around town. After all, I did sleep a good ten hours last night because someone slipped me a spiked cup of cocoa.”

      “Well, if you’re sure now,” Grandma Jo said without blinking. She didn’t look a bit apologetic.

      Once she had the house to herself, Callie walked through each room, curious if there were any changes. But it was as if time stopped seven years ago and the same old furniture arrangements and knick-knacks had been left untouched.

      Magic was everywhere. Crystals hung from every window, casting rainbow rays of light. The kitchen and pantry smelled of dried herbs. Colored candles adorned almost every surface. Much of the outdoors was indoors; potted plants, fossils, river rocks, and water fountains.

      She smiled, thinking of calling Aunt Mallory later. She would get a real kick out of the open secret of their birthright on display. Grandma Jo said that’s how most secrets are best kept, in plain view for all to see. Even their personal and revered Book of Shadows, with its special spells and recipes, lay out on a table sandwiched between Southern gardening books and romance novels. The plain black leather cover had no title emblazoned on its spine.

      Back in Jersey, Callie stuck the label ‘geography notes’ on her own Book of Shadows. It sat on the desk in her room, and none of her nosy cousins ever looked at it. If ‘diary’ had been on the cover, Callie had no doubt they would have shown it to everyone in the neighborhood.

      The house was quiet, refreshing. She would take her time in the shower and then explore more.

      Thirty minutes later, Callie emerged feeling recharged. She put on a robe, went to the den and curled up on a sofa, grabbing her cell phone to update Aunt Mallory. Before she could finish dialing, a loud knock erupted at the front door.

      It sure as hell can’t be for me. No one knows I’m here. She ran to her room and threw on jeans and a t-shirt.

      Ding-dong. Whoever it was repeatedly jabbed at the doorbell.

      “I’m coming,” she yelled. Barefoot, she hurried to the door and opened it.

      “Surprise!”

      A punked-out girl her own age stood on the front porch beaming. She should have looked scary with orange and purple streaks of hair, black clothes with silver studs, and heavily made-up, smoky eyes. But those eyes were full of good humor. Callie smiled back at the vaguely familiar girl.

      “Do you still have a Ouija board?” the girl asked.

      It clicked.

      “Skye. I can’t believe it’s you.” Callie’s jaw dropped as Skye sauntered into the hallway. Hard to believe a mere seven years ago, this rocker chick was in pigtails and blue jean shorts.

      Callie waved Skye into the den, and they sat across from each other and stared. Callie tried not to look too long at the dark lipstick and multiple ear piercings, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “How did you know I was here?” she asked to ease the awkwardness.

      “Grandma Jo told me you were coming this weekend. I drove by and saw the car with Jersey plates, so I knew it was you. Either that or your grandma has her a Yankee boyfriend.” Her grin widened.

      “Oh.” Callie shifted uncomfortably. She felt like a fresh-faced misfit next to her old friend. “It would be more likely for Mom to have a boyfriend than my grandma.”

      “Yeah, I suppose. But your mom kind of keeps to herself though, know what I mean?”

      “I guess.” Actually, she had no clue. Did her mother date?  Total strangers probably knew more about Mom than she did.

      An awkward silence descended. When she’d first moved away, she and Skye had faithfully written every week . . . which eventually drifted to every month . . . then dwindled to birthdays and Christmas. . . and then nada, except for an initial flurry of emails when Skye opened a Facebook page. For Callie, the communication was too painful. She’d ask Skye for information on Mom and Grandma Jo. Skye would write back saying she’d bumped into them in town shopping or at the library, they looked fine, etc. Callie’s heart would clinch, wishing she was home, wondering when, if ever, they would let her return.

      Abruptly, Skye leaned forward with an intent gaze.

      “What?” Self-conscious, Callie ran her fingers through her still-damp hair. Was mascara running down her cheeks? Jeans unzipped? T-shirt ripped in a revealing spot?

      “I’m waiting for you to do something incredible.”

      “Excuse me?” Callie said with a snort.

      “You know, like suddenly become invisible or change your eye color or something.”

      Callie gaped. Either Skye had lost her marbles over the last few years or she was making fun of her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Skye shrugged. “People say you’re the super witch.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Nope.” Skye’s voice was easy and sincere. “Everyone in the coven says you’ll come into your full power on the summer solstice. When that happens, we’ll see awesome magic.”

      “Hate to disappoint you, but I’m just your everyday run-of-the-mill kind of witch. I know a little about herbs, a good bit about channeling energy and casting the elements, but other than that—nada. Everyone makes too big a deal about my birthday falling on the same day as the solstice. It’s a coincidence.”

      Skye’s grin drooped.

      Callie laughed. “Hmm. Let me think. I can do Tarot readings, see auras, and sometimes I can—”

      “Auras! You can see auras?”

      “They’re usually faint,” she admitted. “Unless the person has a strong personality.”

      “What color is my aura?”

      Callie relaxed at Skye’s honest interest. She wasn’t as hard and sophisticated as her appearance suggested. She was still her old friend.

      “Let me grab a candle and set up an altar so we can meditate together. Then I’ll be able to read you.” Callie got a white candle, and together they sat crossed-legged on the floor across from each other. She lit a match, and they stared into the flame taking deep breaths. Callie began a chant:

      “Auras of light,

      rays of power,

      come to me

      this witching hour.

      

      Harbors of power,

      beings of light,

      be now present,

      grant me the sight.”

      

      A light breeze blew back Skye’s hair. Callie concentrated on her and allowed her vision to lose focus. Wisps of orange energy encircled Skye’s body. The energy patterns became more vivid and defined as an ovoid shape. Callie closed her eyes again, breathed in and allowed the room to come back into focus.

      “What did you see?” Skye asked. She leaned forward, rubbing a leather band bracelet.

      “Orange, of course.”

      “Like my hair, right?” Skye groaned. “I wish it had been indigo or violet or something cool like that.”

      “It was colorfully unique,” Callie said. “Orange represents cheerfulness, creativity, and a positive outlook.”

      “That’s me. No doubt.” Skye shrugged. “I’d rather be fascinating and mysterious, but I guess you are what you are.” She looked around the room mischievously. “Now where did you put that Ouija board?”

      “I’ll never play with that evil thing again.” At least her friend didn’t appear traumatized by that night. Callie blew out the candle and stood. “Grandma Jo was right. It attracts petty spirits who amuse themselves by scaring the crap out of people.”

      Skye rose. “Let’s take a drive around town. We’ll go in my truck. I’m parked behind you.”
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      Callie paced the bedroom, waiting for Mom to get home. Spending the day with Skye had been fun, but now it was time for business. They had put her off for years, but tonight she would get answers.

      She walked by the dresser, and her hip bumped against something heavy, foreign. Surprised, she looked down and saw a thick, black book covered in dust that hadn't been there yesterday. She picked it up, curious, and rifled through the yellowed pages filled with a metallic, crimson handwriting.

      Hexes.

      Poison.

      Psychic dominion of the weak.

      Callie clutched the dresser as her vision tunneled to a pinprick of darkness. The book fell from her hands, hitting the carpet with a muffled thud. She took huge gulps of air and waited for the dizziness to pass. When it did, she sank to the floor, weak and nauseous. She reached for the book again in morbid fascination. There were detailed spells and rituals to injure and curse opponents by calling on demons and using frightening ingredients; blood, nail clippings, toxic herbs.

      Mom's?

      Impossible to tell from the elaborate calligraphy with its bold flourishes. She flipped to the front for an inscription, only to see a torn page.

      She didn't want to believe it belonged to Mom or Grandma Jo. But it must. If she was in danger, it was from one of the two. Someone had placed this book on the dresser for her to find. A warning perhaps.

      Pots rattled downstairs in the kitchen, domestic and normal. Grandma Jo was already home when Callie returned this afternoon. If it was her book, why would she leave it out for Callie to find?

      It had to be Mom’s. Callie paced again, considering. It made a sick kind of sense. Mom's breakdown and long absence could have been caused by dabbling in black magic. It had eaten away at her sanity, corroded her mind and will until she broke completely and ended up in the psychiatric hospital.

      The light from a car's beam flared against the windowpane.

      Mommy's home.

      Callie raced downstairs, book in hand. The kitchen was bright and cozy, alive with the comforting smell of fresh baked bread and lasagna.

      “Oh, for the love of Saint Brigid,” Grandma Jo said. “What’s she dragged home now?”

      Mom bustled in carrying a large animal tote with two cats, a huge grin lighting her lined face. “Got a surprise for you, Callie. I think you’ll love him.” She opened the tote and out ran a tiny orange tabby, meowing loudly.

      Callie’s heart melted as she knelt on one knee. The tabby looked at her for several moments, decided she was no threat, and then leaped into her arms. Love at first sight.

      “I knew he was the one for you.” Mom grinned, relaxed in a way only being with animals did for her.

      A mangy-looking, underfed black and white cat walked out of the crate.

      “I declare, Ginnie Fae, why this cat?” Grandma Jo asked, hands on hips.

      “She’s a full-grown female, dropped off last week. I’ve been watching her with the kittens at the shelter, and she’s very patient and loving. She’ll be good company for the tabby.” Mom rubbed the older cat affectionately. “I’ve decided to name this one Willow.” She straightened and sniffed. “Smells great. I’ll help you set out the dishes.” She took a step forward and then stopped, her eyes on the book in Callie’s hands. “What’s that?”

      Now that the moment had come, Callie was nervous. It has to be done. She lifted the book for them to get a better view. “You tell me.”

      Mom’s face crumbled, the earlier contentment crushed. “How did you . . .?” She cut her eyes to Grandma Jo, accusing.

      “It’s past time, Ginnie,” said Grandma Jo. “She deserves to know the truth. I’ll be in my room if you need me.” Grandma Jo patted Mom’s arm and turned to leave. She fixed Callie with a stern gaze. “We did what we thought best.”

      Mother and daughter faced each other, alone.

      “This book is yours. You wrote these disgusting things, right?”

      Mom stiffened. “That was your father’s Book of Shadows.”

      Callie’s head spun. This wasn’t what she expected. He died when she was only four, and she had absolutely no memory of him.

      “My father?”

      “He isn’t dead… He’s alive and wants to see you.”
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      Callie’s head hummed and she struggled to speak. “I can’t believe you lied to me all these years and kept him from me.” Her whole body trembled with outrage. She’d never been this angry, even when she’d been sent away.

      Mom jerked her head toward the den. “We’ll talk in there.”

      She followed, seething. Mom sank into a chair and covered her face with her hands, which only made her angrier. Mom specialized in avoidance.

      “How do I know it’s his book and not yours? All you do is lie and keep secrets, and I’m sick of it. I’m nineteen now. I can legally do what the hell I want.”

      “That’s quite enough.” Grandma Jo entered the room and walked between them. “You have every right to be upset, Callie.” Her eyes radiated sympathy, and she placed a hand on Callie’s arm. “Try to calm down a little and let her explain.”

      Callie plopped on the sofa, the condemning book clasped against her chest. She wanted answers, and it seemed like she was finally going to get some. “Okay, I’m listening.”

      Grandma Jo nodded and went to the window, fixing her gaze outside while Mom talked.

      “I met your father when I was your age,” she began in a soft voice. “I left home for the first time to go to school at Piedmont College. Lucas was a thirty-one-year-old grad student, but the age difference didn’t worry me. We both attended a new age kind of study group off campus with some other students. He was very charming back then, and so I confessed to him I was a witch. I expected him to be leery of me after that, but he pursued me harder.” She hesitated, and Callie braced herself for the rest.

      “Things got serious fast. He knew I was a witch, and it excited him. So, despite objections from my parents, we married within a few months and—”

      “Wait. Why did he like you being a witch?” That was weird.

      “Because he had an ulterior motive. Turns out, Lucas wanted to father a child with hereditary witch genes. I was the means to an end.”

      She was afraid to ask but had to know. “And . . . what was that end?” she whispered.

      “Power. Lucas was all about the power. He envisioned creating a family and coven he could manipulate.” She shook her head. “I was so stupid.”

      “No, not stupid. Naïve.” Grandma Jo corrected.

      “Stupid. Anyway, I dropped out of school and worked while he finished his degree. Lucas asked a lot about magic, said he wanted to become a witch, too. I thought it was great he wanted to join our coven.”

      Mom clasped her hands in her lap. “But I became frightened. It started with little incidents. He became cruel to our dog, Jinx, and I had to find Jinx a new home.”

      Callie frowned. “Did he mistreat you?” Maybe that was why Mom was such a weakling. If she was telling the truth.

      She didn’t answer right away. “Yes,” she finally said. “Oh, he didn’t beat me or threaten me. It was more subtle. He’d ignore me for days and cast spells calling on demons. When I warned him he was misusing power, he laughed. Told me I was too dumb and too much of a coward to use magic to its full effect.

      “It’s against the Witches’ Creed to read another’s Book of Shadows without permission, but one night out of fear and curiosity…I did.” Mom faltered, eyes on the black book Callie held.

      “He found out you read his book,” Callie guessed. Her scalp prickled, and a heaviness settled in her stomach.

      “I confronted him. Lucas denied ever practicing any dark magic. Claimed he was just gathering information. He even made me feel guilty for reading it. Not long afterwards, I became pregnant.”

      “So you were trapped,” she said in a dead voice. The news kept getting worse. Nobody wanted her.

      “No.” Mom stared at her with clear, intense eyes. “I never regretted having you. You were such a beautiful, spirited little baby, and everybody loved you.”

      “Except dear ole Dad?”

      She picked her words with caution. “He was proud of you. Early on, you showed talent. That, combined with your birth on the summer solstice, convinced Lucas you would become a powerful witch.”

      “If I was all that, seems like he would have stuck around. Why leave us?”

      Mom walked to the fireplace and held her hands over the crackling flames, as if drawing energy from their warmth.

      “I want the whole truth,” Callie insisted. “I can take it.”

      “I know you can.” She sighed. “You have a certain mental toughness and physical strength. Guess I have to give Lucas credit for that.” She laughed with a trace of bitterness.

      Comparisons to a father like Lucas didn’t sound like a good thing. What if she inherited those dark tendencies? That is, if Mom was telling the truth and that Book of Shadows really belonged to him.

      “After you were born, things were better. I convinced myself it was going to be all right. But by the time you were four, Lucas went back to his dark ways. I overheard him boasting to one of his friends that when you turned twenty, he would use your talents to recruit an even larger, more powerful coven.”

      She mulled over the unsettling news. “Were you a part of this coven?”

      “No, he knew I would try to neutralize their black magic.”

      Callie nodded. She would do the same. “How did you get away from him?”

      “I came home and confided to Mom and Dad. They called our coven and several neighboring covens. They made a pact to stand with our family to protect you. I told Lucas what I’d done and to stay away from us.”

      “I don’t imagine that went over too well.”

      “He was furious. He never anticipated defiance.”

      “That was brave of you,” Callie said reluctantly. Words she never imagined saying to her mother. But she hadn’t heard her father’s version . . . yet.

      Mom appeared not to hear, staring at the flames. “I moved home and started my life over with you. He never contacted me about custody visits.”

      “So he didn’t want to see me.” Callie couldn’t hide the pain in her voice. Even if he was the worst sort of jerk, that hurt. She looked down at her hands tightly clasping the black book.

      Mom laid a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know what’s been in his heart all these years, but I know he tried to see you at least once, when you were twelve.”

      She jerked her head up.

      “Do you remember the night you and Skye played with the Ouija board?”

      The blood drained from her face. Everything always went back to that night.

      “He wasn’t trying to hurt you,” Mom said in a rush. “But his astral spirit came for me that night. Other nefarious spirits picked up on his energy and amused themselves by trying to scare you.” She cried, her breathing labored.

      Grandma Jo rushed over to Mom and stroked her hair. “I’ll take it from here, Ginnie. Why don’t you go lie down?”

      Mom lowered her hands. “I’m sorry, Callie. I sent you away for your own good.”

      Callie watched as they left the room. Her father was alive! No wonder Mom always changed the subject when she asked about him. She didn’t know what to think. All she knew was she had an overwhelming desire to meet him and hear his version.

      Grandma Jo returned and pointed at the book. “Shall we burn it?”

      “No!” Disgusting as it was, the book was the only real link she had to her father. “Have you heard from him recently?”

      “He called Ginnie right before we sent for you. Somehow he found out you were living in New Jersey and threatened to visit.”

      She couldn’t stop a sudden burst of hope. She wanted—needed—to see him.

      “He said he hadn’t forgotten you’ll be turning twenty in June.” Grandma Jo eyed her steadily. “When that happens, the coven will channel its collective energy into you, and your full power will awaken. Powers you don’t even know you have yet.”

      “Aunt Mallory told me all about that airy-fairy stuff,” Callie said with a dismissive wave. “Even if it’s true, it sounds like my father has enough power without me. Maybe he just wants to see me.”

      Grandma Jo’s expression turned from concern to alarm. “Don’t delude yourself on that score, Callie. He’ll use you for his own gain, pure and simple.”

      “People can change.” The more Grandma Jo dug in her heels, the more she was determined to defend this unknown father.

      “Not him.”

      “Well, he knows I’m back here. What’s to keep him from coming now?”

      “I’m not saying we can keep him away with our protection spells. He’s far stronger than us, and there’s no telling how many witches work for him. But we thought you’d be safer here, close to the coven.”

      Callie crossed her arms. “I’m an adult, and he can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do.”

      “Okay, you’re forcing me to tell you this.” Grandma Jo ran her fingers through her gray moussed hair and sighed. “You remember how your mom was before you moved away.”

      “Yes. Aunt Mallory told me she had a total breakdown after I left.”

      “That night, while you played with the Ouija board, Ginnie had contact with Lucas. A purplish-black mist absorbed into her skin and raided her mind. His dark magic nearly undid her. He wanted to weaken her mind so she would give in and turn you over to him.” Grandma Jo looked out the dark window and was silent so long, Callie was afraid she wouldn’t continue.

      She had to know. “You can’t be sure he sent that mist.”

      “Yes, I can. And he nearly ruined all her psychic ability. Your mom was powerful. She could interpret signs and manipulate energy. Now the only thing she has left is her special touch with animals.”

      “But losing psychic ability doesn’t make you crazy.”

      “Don’t use the word crazy,” Grandma Jo said, a sharp bite in her words. “Ginnie was fragile, and Lucas’s attack was enough to put her over the edge. For a witch to have all of her powers stolen isn’t like having your hair turn gray. Those doctors at the hospital didn’t want to do anything but drug her up and have her talk about her childhood.” Grandma Jo snorted. “I brought Ginnie home and nursed her myself. She slowly recovered, but her magical power is lost forever.”

      Callie knew how timid and withdrawn her mother was, even now. She could function, but life had clearly damaged her spirit. “I still don’t see why you’re both so sure it was my father who attacked her.”

      “The minute I walked in your room that night and smelled the wormwood, I knew.”

      Callie searched her memory. “You both came in and said something about the smell . . . but I didn’t understand the words you used.”

      “Artemisia absinthium. It means wormwood mixed in a drink called ‘absinthe.’ It was Lucas’s signature scent; one he could never mask.”

      “Does it smell like menthol and licorice?”

      Her grandmother nodded thoughtfully. “That’s a pretty good description. Nasty, vile stuff.”

      “So he came because of me.” It’s all my fault. “If only I’d never seen that stupid Ouija board.” Guilt washed over her. Callie squared her shoulders. She wasn’t going there, not tonight when she still reeled from learning her father was alive.

      Grandma Jo put an arm around her shoulders. “You can’t blame yourself.”

      They sat together in silence, each with their own thoughts and memories.

      “Do you have any photos of him?” Callie asked at last.

      Grandma Jo went to her desk, opened a drawer, and shuffled through some paperwork before pulling out an old photo. “There’s just this one,” she said, holding it out.

      She grabbed it and gazed into the eyes of a stranger. Her father. It was a faded print, but his charisma leapt through time. The eyes sparkled, and he smiled with confidence and charm. His short hair was combed back, and he wore a dark pinstripe suit with a little hanky sticking out of the front jacket pocket. Evidently, the über-preppy style back in the day.

      “Can I keep it?”

      “Yes, but don’t let your mother see it.”

      Callie hurried to her room to study his face in private. He didn’t look evil. She didn’t know what to believe. At the first light of day, she would walk in the woods again to work off steam and think it over.
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      In spite of the morning’s gathering storm, James decided to hike Lavender Mountain. Sundays were pretty much a bust anyway since everything in town was closed.

      The wind swirled, and the sky was dark and gray even though it was already an hour past dawn. The smell of rain hung thick in the air as lightening danced in the clouds just over the mountains.

      He questioned his sanity for venturing out in this weather. He was a fool hoping to run into the hot chick he spotted yesterday. If she had any sense, she would be home in bed. Besides, once he saw her up close he was bound to be disappointed. Nothing could match that angelic vision in person. Still, she might be interesting enough to pursue for a time. He craved new company and a change from the rut his life had become.

      “Come on, boy,” he called out to his dog. Sin was a full-blooded beagle getting along in dog years, but still able to enjoy a long walk. Sin looked up from his sniffing and digging and obediently came to James’s side with a wag of his tail.

      Distant thunder made him pause in his tracks, but he shrugged and moved on. He was almost there anyway. As he neared the bluff, he caught site of a patch of orange among the brown and gray trees. Quietly, he moved forward for a better look and discovered how wrong he’d been.

      The hot chick was devastating. Her hair blew wildly in the wind, like rays of warmed honey in the gray winter cold, making him want to wrap his body in its warmth.

      Something about this girl was special.
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      The hike wasn’t such a hot idea. Callie shuddered and huddled deeper into the blanket wrapped around shoulders. It wasn’t enough protection in a winter storm. The sky darkened by the minute until it looked more like a deep dusk than a dawn. Even with her unusually high cold threshold, this was too much cold to bear. A shame, since storms created an energetic atmosphere more receptive to magic.

      Frustrated, she gave up on the idea of working magic and turned to hike back down the mountain. An extra strong gust of wind blew her hat off, and her hair spilled loose. Just great. It would be a tangled mess in no time. Suddenly, she stopped, sensing a presence. Just as she had yesterday morning. Only now it was closer, much closer.

      Could it be her father? Maybe they were right, and he was an evil person out to get her. She didn’t move but listened and scanned the trees as thunder gathered in volume and the first drop of rain hit her numbed face.

      Callie looked behind at the steep drop down the cliff. She had to go forward and face the unknown danger. There was no retreat. Hugging the plaid blanket tightly around her shoulders, she stepped toward the path. An unmistakable sound of twigs breaking beneath the feet of someone, or something, pierced the air. She hardly knew which to hope for—beast or human. Before she could formulate a plan, a tall, attractive guy stepped out of the woods.

      Although he was a good twenty feet away, the strength of his energy blocked her movement. She’d never encountered such a tangible force field. She searched his face in a panic, which quickly changed to awe. Dark brown eyes bore into her and rooted her to the spot. She was relieved to see he looked as startled as she felt.

      “Who are you?” In an attempt to disguise her lingering apprehension, her voice came out loud and belligerent.

      “James.” He crossed the distance between them. “James MacLauren. Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Callie couldn’t stop staring into his eyes. They were like warm chocolate with topaz specks—mesmerizing. He stood well over six feet tall, and she gazed up at him, openly displaying her admiration. Her fear of physical danger passed, replaced by a fear of looking like an idiot. She blushed. “I’m Callie Bradford.”

      “Callie.” Her name lingered on his lips, his deep voice vibrating with warmth. “Are you new here? I’m certain I’ve never seen you before.”
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      His dog threw back his head and howled.

      Callie knelt and held out her hand for the dog to sniff. “What’s your dog’s name?”

      “Sin.”

      “Sin?” She looked up questioningly.

      “Yeah, as in, ugly as Sin.”

      “He’s a cutie.” She laughed as Sin licked her hand.

      “You should have seen him when I first found him howling up under my house. He was wet, dirty, and reeked. I think he had a run-in with a skunk.”

      She hugged the dog close. She didn’t have Mom’s talent with animals, but she loved them.

      Thunder echoed around the mountaintop. James looked overhead. “We should head back down. Rain’s picking up.”

      “Okay. I’m freezing anyway.”

      They set out on the trail down the mountain together, Sin running ahead. When the trail narrowed, Callie motioned for James to pass her.

      The rain came down heavy, but the thickness of the tree canopies shielded them from most of the downpour. It was as if Mother Earth enveloped them in a cocoon of protection and intimacy.

      Callie admired his tall, muscular body as he deftly negotiated tree roots and jutting rocks. He was lean and moved with an easy confidence. Whenever he held back a tree branch for her to pass, he smiled in a way that made her whole body tingle. Her unexpected encounter with the most handsome guy ever had a surreal quality. Maybe her luck was finally changing.

      The air hissed and crackled, and the already-dark sky deepened several degrees.

      “What’s that noise?” Callie stopped and looked around.

      James tilted his head upwards to the treetops. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      A swirling mass of blue, purple, and green light rimmed the edges of several of the tallest tree branches overhead. The hissing grew louder, and the branches glowed brighter until it looked as if the uttermost tips of the limbs were dipped in indigo fluorescent paint.

      It was too spectacularly beautiful for Callie to be afraid, but Sin howled like a banshee. James picked him up in one hand and grabbed her arm in the other.

      “Run,” he ordered curtly.

      They flew down the trail so quick, it made Callie dizzy.

      “What’s going on?” she panted, fear taking root.

      A sudden illumination from the lightning bolt blinded her while thunder cracked in her ears. Its loud echo resonated like an earthquake. A tree exploded and large branches mixed with bark and wood splinters rained down. Callie shrieked and pressed her hands to her ears in a useless attempt to drown out the noise. She didn’t open her eyes or protest when James put Sin in her arms then picked them both up and ran. Callie held Sin close to her chest where he whimpered and trembled. A sensation of cold air blowing fiercely did nothing to calm her. She buried her face in James’s coat to avoid the stinging rain and flying branches.

      “I think we’re out of danger now.”

      She felt the low rumble in his chest as he spoke. She didn’t want to look up, wanted to stay in the safety of her head against his chest. But curiosity drew her away from the comfort of his body. She and Sin both lifted their heads and looked around.

      “How close did we come to being hit by lightning?”

      “Only a few yards I would guess.”

      They were clear of danger, and yet he still held her.

      She let him. After the piercing thunder faded into the distance, the mountain seemed hush. A light rain beat quietly on the tree leaves above. Like a lullaby.

      He set her down slowly, and her body brushed the entire length of his before her feet touched earth. Callie blushed and stepped back reluctantly. Sin jumped down and began sniffing and running, the storm forgotten.

      “Before the lightening hit, what was that ball of fire in the sky? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “St. Elmo’s fire. I’ve only seen it about three times in my life. This is the first time I’ve ever seen one during the day.”

      “I thought St. Elmo’s was an old TV show,” she said weakly.

      “The hissing sound and blue-green glow is from an electrical field called a corona. You only see St. Elmo’s during a thunderstorm when the negative charges from the ground collide with the positive charges above. I’ve seen the tips of cow horns and grass blades light up before.”

      Smart guy. And sexy and maybe even dangerous. She’d never spent a more exciting morning. “How did you know lightning was about to strike?”

      “Soon as you see the glow and hear the electrical field hiss, it’s time to get the hell out of Dodge. But it also means the storm’s about to pass. That’s why sailors thought St. Elmo’s fire was a good omen when they saw one at sea.”

      A good omen. She could use one after last night’s drama.

      They started walking again, and she was surprised when they reached the edge of the woods in minutes. How did they get down the mountain so quick? She must have kept her face hidden in his coat longer than she thought.

      She led James to the small path toward home. Some inexplicable compulsion slowed her steps, and she turned to face him, reluctant to leave him and the magic of the woods. He stood less than a foot away and smelled of earth, rain, musk and leather, an intoxicating brew.

      She studied his face with its stern jaw and perfectly sculpted, high cheekbones. He looked as if he might have some Cherokee blood. Smokey, dark eyes blazed against his light olive complexion.

      Unbidden, her hand rose to touch his cheek. She was being bold, but she had to touch him, had to feel that olive skin beneath her pale hands. “James.” Her voice was soft and breathless. In the midst of a winter thunderstorm, she had found a haven of warmth and wonder.

      He drew back abruptly and held her at arm’s length, studying her in turn. “What are you? A witch or something?”

      Callie jumped and blinked in disbelief. How could he have possibly guessed? He grinned, and she realized he was joking.

      “You could say that.” She resisted a childish urge to cross her fingers behind her back.

      “So that’s your home?” He nodded in the direction of the house.

      “Yeah, home sweet home.” In the gray wetness, lamplight shone through several windows, warm and inviting. But to get there, they would have to make a dash for it in the lingering rain over a large expanse of open yard.

      “Ready to run?” he asked.

      No. No, she wanted to stay right where they were forever. No way could she admit it though. “Okay,” she agreed.

      Together they emerged from the woods, running fast to reach the shelter of the back porch. Sin got there first and barked in excitement. Callie reached down to stroke his wet fur. “C’mon in, but we better leave Sin out here. I’m afraid our cats wouldn’t give him a warm welcome.”

      “No problem. Stay here a minute, boy.”

      Callie felt self-conscious as they entered the den. Mom sat in a recliner by the fire reading, and Grandma Jo was on the floor in some kind of yoga pretzel pose. Willow stretched out on the fireplace rug, sleeping.

      She cleared her throat. “Hi, everyone. This is James. I met him out hiking, and we got caught in the storm.”

      Mom put down her book and surveyed the newcomer warily. Grandma Jo looked up, startled. Callie suppressed the urge to giggle as her normally composed grandmother blushed at being caught in such an undignified position.

      “Oh . . . what a surprise.” She scrambled to her feet and put a hand to her spiked hair. “Look at you both soaking wet. Can I get you some tea or hot chocolate?”

      James smiled. “Hot chocolate would be awesome.”

      “Just the regular hot chocolate,” Callie said, arching an eyebrow. She motioned James to the hallway. “Let’s go put our stuff up.” She shook off the wet blanket wrapped around her shoulders then reached for his coat.

      The hall seemed tiny; James’s presence filled the small space. The enclosed nook, with the sound of the rain beating down on the roof, created a feeling of intimacy. She didn’t know whether to be thrilled or scared of getting caught as his eyes shifted to her lips.

      The sound of banging pots and pans brought them to their senses.

      Callie smiled sheepishly and nodded her head toward the den. “Why don’t we go sit by the fire?”

      In the den, Mom stared at the flames. She looked up, and Callie was surprised to see an uncharacteristically guarded expression on her face.

      “How did you happen to run into Callie early on a Sunday morning? Not many people would be out hiking in this weather.”

      Callie’s face went red with anger and embarrassment. Did her mother imagine he was some kind of creepy stalker?

      “I walk every morning at daybreak. Usually I hike around Booze Mountain where I live, but sometimes I want a change of scenery.”

      “Booze Mountain?” Callie laughed. “I’d forgotten that name. Where on the mountain are you?”

      “We’re practically neighbors. I live almost at the top, only a couple miles from you.”

      Grandma Jo entered with a tray of hot chocolate and fresh-baked carrot muffins. “If you’re anything like my granddaughter, that walk will have made you hungry.”

      “Absolutely. Thank you.” James eagerly accepted the food and drink.

      “Thanks, Grandma.” Callie cautiously took a sip. “I see this is up to your usual standards, minus that herbal note in the last batch you made.”

      Grandma Jo settled into a rocker by the fireplace. “I’m surprised we haven’t met before now. I’ve lived in Piedmont since I was a young bride.”

      “I’ve only been here a couple of years.”

      “I see, James . . .? What’s your last name?”

      It dawned on Callie he was being drilled.

      “MacLauren.” James smiled at Callie, not the least bit flustered. “I live with my dad. Maybe you know him, Carter MacLauren?”

      “Hmm. No, I don’t think so. Ginnie, have you ever met a Carter MacLauren?”

      “No.” Mom stared intently at James, the forgotten book on the floor by her feet.

      “Does he work in town?” Grandma Jo asked with deceptive mildness.

      “No, he’s recently retired, used to work as a pharmacist.”

      “In Piedmont?” Grandma Jo asked in surprise.

      A ball of orange fur suddenly landed in James’s lap, knocked over his hot chocolate, and streaked out to the hallway.

      “Whoa!” James swiped at his jeans.

      “Grendel! I’m sorry. Let me clean it up. He’s a bad kitty.” Callie grabbed some napkins and began mopping up the mess.

      “No problem. What’s his name again?”

      “Grendel. You know, after the monster in Beowulf.”

      “A perfect name for him,” Grandma Jo said. “He’s always knocking things over or driving Willow crazy jumping on her. Here, let me fix you another cup of chocolate.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’d better get home soon, though. Dad and I were going to Rome today.”

      “Rome?” Callie asked in disbelief.

      “Rome, Georgia. We’ve got to get some supplies.”

      She smacked her forehead. “Duh. I thought you meant, like, Italy. “While you finish drinking, I’m going to put on some dry clothes. I’ll give you a ride home.”

      Upstairs, donning dry jeans and a t-shirt, she was bummed to catch a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her hair was soaking wet and clung to her in wet clumps. Of course, she had to be looking her worst when she met the world’s greatest guy. Quickly, she grabbed a towel and ran it through the wet locks. It wasn’t much better, but it would have to do. Wouldn’t do to keep him waiting too long in the interrogation room. After years apart, she was aggravated by the motherly grilling of James.

      A bit of amber glistened on the dresser, and she suddenly understood. They wanted to make sure James had no connection with her father. She picked up the amber and stared at her reflection. Her image blurred, and James’s face glimmered on the mirror’s surface, the glass transforming to a fuzzy movie screen.

      Against a gray sky, James knelt by a tomb, head bowed in sorrow. Callie concentrated her attention on the tombstone and read the inscription: In loving memory, Elizabeth Channing MacLauren, January 31, 1825 - March 18, 1865.

      A loud clap of thunder, and her gaze jumped to the window. When she turned back, the mirror’s slate was wiped clean. She was again alone in the room staring at her reflection.

      Nothing like that had ever happened before. What could it mean? She knew of other witches who could scry—divine the future--by looking into crystals or black bowls of water. But she never had any desire to try and foresee the future. Too scary.

      Shaken, she returned downstairs.

      “… and how long has your father lived in Piedmont?”

      So, the drilling continued.

      “Ready to get a move on?” Callie asked as she entered the den, interrupting Mom’s questions.

      “Sure, appreciate the ride. Nice to meet you both,” James said with a nod to his interrogators.

      “See you in a bit,” Callie said, ushering James out of the lion’s den.

      “Wait, Callie,” Mom called as they slipped into the foyer.

      James winked at her. “I’ll get Sin and wait for you on the front porch.”

      Callie stuck her head back in the den. “What?”

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” Mom whispered. “This could be a trap from your father.”

      “A trap?”

      “Someone befriends you and then lures you to Lucas.”

      “You’re being ridiculous. Can we talk about this later?”

      Mom pursed her lips, thinking it over. “Okay, but be careful.”

      Callie rolled her eyes, grabbed an umbrella, and stepped outside to join James. “Time to make another run for it. Only now we’ve got an umbrella.”

      Electricity crackled between them as they climbed in the car. Sin jumped in the backseat, wagged his tail, and shook out his fur, splattering them.

      Shivering from cold, Callie turned on the heat. “It’ll take a few minutes to warm up.”

      “I don’t think your mom likes me.” His tone was neutral.

      “She has an overly-suspicious mind.”

      He stretched his long feet in the cramped Volkswagen. “Then I won’t take it personally.”

      Once they got on White Plains Gap Road that connected the two mountains, Callie sent him covert side-glances. Mom had planted the seeds of suspicion, so she tried to see him objectively and take a step back from the initial attraction. It was hard. Not only was James good-looking, there was undeniable chemistry between them.

      “Take a right here. This road takes you to my house.”

      Callie turned and started up the mountain. The higher they went, the narrower and more winding the road became.

      “I’m glad there’s no snow and ice like in New Jersey. If there was, I’d be really nervous about now.”

      “You don’t sound like you’re from Jersey.”

      “I only lived there a few years, not enough for the accent to stick.”

      “What brings you to Piedmont now?”

      She paused. “I moved back in with my mom.”

      James nodded. “Were you living with your dad in Jersey?”

      “No.” She took her eyes off the road, frowning, searching his face. “What makes you ask about my Dad?”

      James threw up his hands defensively. “A natural assumption. Sorry.”

      His easy smile relaxed her. “True. I should have realized . . . Anyway, I was living with my aunt. I came here to reconnect with my family. I’ll be attending Piedmont College for a couple of semesters.”

      “Guess I’ll be seeing you at school.”

      “Great!” Callie blushed at her enthusiastic response. “I’ll be the new girl, so seeing a familiar face will be nice.”

      “This is my house here on the left.” He pointed to a large, wooden A-frame home that looked like an expensive vacation ski lodge.

      “Awesome.” She pulled into the driveway. “The views must be incredible.”

      “That’s why Dad bought it.”

      She stopped the car. The rain had let up some, but it still beat down pretty strong. “Want to borrow my umbrella? You can give it back to me later.”

      He brushed aside her question. “Come inside for a minute.”

      “You said y’all were going out. I don’t want to hold you up.”

      “A few minutes won’t matter. You can meet him, and I’ll give you a grand tour of the place.”

      The minute Callie entered the house, she couldn’t help but be awed. They walked into a huge great room with a back wall of plate glass. It almost felt as if they were still in the midst of the winter storm. Wind-blown sheets of rain loudly beat against the windows while trees bent and swayed in unison. Bolts of white-blue lightening crashed into the valleys below.

      “Amazing.” Callie strolled to the window. “With a view like this, you don’t ever need to leave home.”

      She sensed James behind her. Even without touching, she felt the heat from his body. He was dangerous all right. She leaned back into him and closed her eyes. A sense of peace and comfort settled around her.

      “James, where’ve you been? I thought we were heading . . .”

      Callie whirled around to find a middle-aged man walking through the kitchen.

      “Hey, Dad. Went out for a hike this morning and met a new friend. This is Callie.”

      An easy smile lit Mr. MacLauren’s face. She couldn’t tell much resemblance to his son. Where James was tall and dark, his father was only medium height and his hair a light brown with a fair sprinkling of gray. His eyes were kind and, like James, he seemed in excellent shape with the same bristling vitality.

      He extended his hand to her, and she did likewise. Their palms touched, and his eyes registered surprise and then wariness.

      “Nice to meet you.” Callie almost choked on the words as his face hardened into suspicion. She looked at James and saw he also noticed his dad’s reaction.

      “My pleasure.” He nodded coolly and turned to his son. “We better get a move on if we’re going to Rome. The rain’s gonna slow us down.”

      “I was leaving.” Callie headed for the door eager to leave the suddenly stifling atmosphere.

      “I’ll walk you out.” James grasped her firmly by the elbow.

      The minute they were on the porch, she flashed him a rueful gaze. “I don’t think your dad likes me.”

      He didn’t deny it. “What is it with our parents? Maybe we should introduce them.”

      His laughing eyes eased her embarrassment. Who cared what they thought anyway?

      “Well . . . I really should go. Have fun on your trip.”  She popped open the umbrella and dashed to her car.

      Once inside, she glimpsed James standing in the doorway waving. The scent of Sin’s wet fur lingered in the interior. She drove down the mountain as rain pelted the window. Without James by her side, the memories of last night came flooding back.

      Your father’s not dead, Callie.

      He’s an evil man.

      The swipe of the windshield wipers beat out the same warning as the Ouija board did seven years earlier.

      Dan-ger. Dan-ger.
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      “I can’t believe break’s over and it’s time for classes.” Skye’s older brother, Michael, tapped the steering wheel with one hand while glancing at his cell phone with the other.

      “Maybe you should pay more attention to the road,” Callie said.

      The twisting street was wet from the recent rains. Carpooling wasn’t such a good idea after all. Still, when Skye offered a ride, she was grateful not to have to start the new college alone.

      “Only five and a half months and then we’re out of this small town.” Skye was cheerful as ever. The cold, wet Monday morning return to school didn’t get her down. “You should move to Tuscaloosa with us, Callie. You’d love the University of Alabama. It’s huge. Lots to do.”

      “Just think, this summer we get to start practicing football at Bama. Bet a few days of practice at one hundred degrees with ninety-five percent humidity and we’ll wish it was winter.”

      Callie looked at the tall, lean guy beside her in the backseat. Tanner, Skye and Michael’s friend, had eyes alive with mischief. He turned his attention to her. “Are you going to be at the coven meeting Friday?”

      She met his gaze with surprise. “You know about it?”

      “Tanner’s a witch too,” Skye assured her.

      The openness of it all was astounding. In Jersey, she and Aunt Mallory were the only witches she knew, and they had to be secretive even in their own home.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

      “Hope you’re coming, sky-clad,” Tanner said, dark eyes sparkling.

      “What’s that?”

      Michael roared with laughter, choking on his morning Diet Coke.

      “Don’t tease her,” Skye scolded. “I’ll explain sky-clad to you later,” she said to Callie. “When we get to school, I’ll take you in to get registered and show you where your classes are. Got your transcript?”

      “Check.” Callie glanced down at her notebook and then patted her jeans pocket to make sure she had the amber.

      “Guess you’ve turned Yankee on us.” Michael’s eyes caught hers in the dashboard mirror.

      He had the same green eyes as his sister, but the similarity ended there. Where Skye was petite and redheaded, Michael had light brown hair, conservatively cut, and a stocky body suited for football. He had a full scholarship to play linebacker for Alabama, which was fortunate since his grades sucked. Although a year older than Skye, he’d been held back in first grade and had been in their same grade growing up. Hence, the extra year at community college to pull up his grade point average. Skye and Tanner had opted to attend with him so they could start Bama together.

      “Yep. I’m a Southern Yankee,” Callie said. It was fun being with Skye and Michael again. She turned to Tanner. “How long have you been in Piedmont?”

      “About five years. My dad lost his job in Scottsboro when the textile mill closed. We have family here, and they helped set him up in the dry cleaning business.”

      “Your family’s part of the coven?”

      “Yeah. I hardly ever go to the meetings myself though. Boring.” He gave an exaggerated yawn. “Mostly it’s just a bunch of old women.”

      “What about you, Michael? Do you go?”

      “Most of the time.”

      “How big is the coven now?” she asked.

      “We’ve stayed pretty small,” said Skye. “There’s about twenty of us, mostly older women. We meet every full moon and get together for the major sabbats.”

      “The only people in the coven younger than us are the twelve-year-old Fillcrest twins,” said Tanner. “Their mom, Morgan, calls herself the pagan soccer mom. She’s the only one in the coven out of the broom closet. Even drives a black SUV with the license tags HEXU. Everyone likes her in town; they just think she’s a bit of a kook.”

      Callie snickered. “Guess that’s better than being ridiculed or run out of town with pitchforks.”

      The parking lot was full of pickup trucks with either Alabama or Auburn football bumper stickers. Students milled around, talking and laughing, some smoking cigarettes by their vehicles before following the crowd inside. She searched for James but no luck.

      As they entered the noisy building, Callie was glad to have Skye as a guide. After today, she’d have the layout nailed.

      “This way.” Skye pointed to the left.

      Hard to get excited about classes when all she could think about was her father and James. She followed as Skye pushed open the office door.

      A cold darkness immediately chilled her body, and she came to an abrupt halt. It was like being thrown into a deep cave. The sensation came and went so fast, she wondered if she imagined it. She glanced around. Everyone else was chattering and going about their business. Skye held the door open.

      “Ready?”

      “Sure.” Callie shrugged it off. Must be new-girl-at-school jitters.

      A middle-aged woman frantically tried to answer ringing phones while students shoved notes in her direction. Skye took Callie’s papers and waved them in front of the secretary. The woman scowled and motioned them to take a seat in the crowded lobby.

      “Looks like this might take a while,” Skye said. She jerked a folding chair out from the wall and sat down on it with a loud thump.

      Callie rolled her eyes. “Who cares if we’re late for class? It’s just school.”

      Skye snickered. “You’re right. What was I thinking?”

      Twenty minutes later, the scene was still bedlam. Phones kept ringing, and late students straggled in with written excuses. Several times Skye attempted to approach the secretary only to be dismissed with an impatient wave.

      The door to the Dean’s office opened, and a paunchy, slightly balding man with glasses surveyed the room. His eyes rested on Callie, and he started over.

      “That must be the new dean,” Skye muttered. “Mr. Pierce, the old one, suddenly retired before Christmas.”

      “I’m Mr. Connors. Can I help you ladies?” He extended his hand to each of them.

      Callie’s hand touched his, and a low thrum of energy created an uncomfortable tingling in her right arm. She pulled her hand back and discretely shook it out. What was that all about? She glanced at Skye but she didn’t seem to notice anything amiss.

      “This is Callie Bradford. She’s transferring from a school in New Jersey.”

      He gave a curt nod. “I can help y’all with that. Come into my office.”

      A light-headed ringing buzzed in her brain, and she was grateful to sit again until she noticed the toxic atmosphere was even worse here than the lobby.

      Connors sat behind his desk, looking over the papers, while she checked out the room. On his desk was a framed photograph of two small children at the beach, playing in the sand. Probably his kids. There was nothing else in the office of a personal nature. She shifted slightly as the amber in the front pocket of her jeans heated against her skin.

      “Everything seems to be in order. I trust the transition to Piedmont College won’t be difficult. Your grades are excellent.”

      “Thanks.” Callie met his eyes. His black pupils gave her the sensation of falling and becoming trapped in a deep well. There was a buzzing in her ears, and the voices of others sounded far away.

      “Great,” Skye chirped. “So everything’s set.”

      “I have you a prepared class schedule.” He handed it to her, his gaze intent. “If you have any problems, let me know, and I’ll do my best to help.”

      “Okay,” she managed, coming unsteadily to her feet. She hurried to the door before he could shake her hand again. Nausea churned her stomach.

      “Whoa, slow down,” Skye said when they were in the hallway. “What’s your hurry? Like you said earlier, it’s just school.”

      “That Connors gives me the creeps. Didn’t you get any funny vibes in there?”

      “No. He’s just a geeky old guy. Did you see a dark aura around him or something?”

      “No aura.” She shook her head. “I only see them after I’ve meditated, and I always ask someone’s permission before I look. I’ve heard it’s like invading someone’s private space.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about the old man. Unless you plan on making trouble here, I doubt you’ll ever see him again.”

      Callie started to tell Skye about the trapped sensation but decided to let it go. No reason to ever go in there again.
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      The day dragged on until last period, American History 402.

      Before Callie saw his face, her body experienced a jolt of electric recognition. James was near. She searched the crowded classroom and located him sitting in the back. He waved her over to an empty chair beside him. What luck!

      As she slid behind the desk, James gave her a wink. A heated flush warmed her face and neck. The scourge of the shy.

      “I hoped we’d have a class together,” she said. She couldn’t stop staring. His hair was dark, a bit longish with a slight curl at the ends that touched near his collarbone. He was muscular in a lean kind of way, not bulky from weightlifting like Tanner and Michael.

      James leaned close. “The school secretary had your schedule printed out on her desk this morning. I took the opportunity to snoop and saw you were in this class, so I saved you a seat.”

      “Attention, students. Let’s focus and get back to work.” The professor waved a thick book in the air. “We’ve already covered the Revolutionary War, Civil War, and Reconstruction. The second half of the year, we’ve got the World Wars, Cold War, Vietnam, Gulf War, and today’s Middle Eastern Conflicts to study.”

      Wonderful. Human history neatly catalogued as brief spaces of peace between wars, punctuated by peaks of mass violence. She opened her book and tried to concentrate.

      Midway through class, a vague sense of unrest wafted through the air, distracting her. She pinpointed its location—right in front of her where Skye and Tanner sat. Tanner slouched in his seat and held his cell phone in his lap, texting away. After a quick glance at the professor, he stopped and hit send. The cute, blonde girl next to him cautiously slipped her cell phone out of her purse, read a text message, and smiled at Tanner.

      Skye sent them a withering look. Ah, so that’s how it was. That sense of unease she’d detected was plain old jealousy. If she peeked at Skye’s aura, it would be swirling with green envy. Poor Skye. Tanner treated her only as his best friend’s little sister. Did he even realize she had a crush on him?

      The blonde girl began texting. Hard to listen to the teacher while watching the drama play out two seats in front. Finished, the blonde giggled and slid Tanner a coy glance.

      The professor caught on. “Miss Singer, you know there’s no cell phones allowed on in class. Is there something so important to make you violate the rule? If so, why don’t you share it  with the rest us?”

      “No, sir,” blondie said, all innocence. Quickly, she slipped her phone back in her purse.

      Skye snorted, and Tanner kicked her foot under the desk.

      “Ouch!” Skye said loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Okay, class, let’s get it together again. If I see any more cell phones out, I’ll take them up.”

      The minute class ended, James headed out the door with a breezy wave. He still hadn’t asked for her phone number, but at least this time she knew she would be seeing him again. At least five days a week from two o’clock until three o’clock.
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      After school Friday, James went for his usual hike in the woods. Halfway through, the faint sound of rustling leaves alerted him to danger. He slowed his pace, straining to hear any other suspicious sounds. Nothing. He continued walking up Booze Mountain but not as fast. His acute senses were roused, an automatic reflex after over a hundred years of experience defending himself against enemies.

      There it was again, the noise a little closer now. Animal or human? Whoever or whatever was out there tried to mask the sound of its footsteps in the ebb and flow of the wind. He walked faster to see if the other’s pace increased then came to a complete stop. Twigs and leaves crackled in a steady advance. This was no animal. His senses tingled.

      Another immortal was closing in.

      The wind picked up to a blustery pace, making it impossible to pinpoint his foe’s location. James bent, pulled a fifteen-inch bowie knife from his boot, and removed his jacket for battle. Even though he hadn’t fought another immortal for over five years, he knew it was either fight or die. The knife was always with him for protection, but if this immortal carried the traditional broadsword, his own weapon would be far inferior. He’d have to depend on speed and strategy to win.

      His blood pulsed rapidly through his veins as his body prepared to defend itself. Every beat of his heart coursed more energy and heightened sensations, increasing his strength. He crawled between two small trees located behind waist-high, thick groundcover, hoping this would conceal him until his eyes scoped in on the enemy. It was quiet now; not even the leaves rustled in the wind.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      What type of immortal was tracking him? The kind that killed to steal the power of their slain brothers, or was it the other variety of immortality like him? Smaller in number, the more enlightened of his species only wanted to live undisturbed by the power-lusting kind.

      Today he’d run into the wrong kind.

      James was no fool. He never initiated attacks, but he practiced his skills daily, knowing they were vital in the next inevitable death match. He wondered if his enemy discovered him by accident or if this immortal had hunted him down. Either way, he needed all his savvy to stay alive.

      Crack. The limbs of a nearby tree rocked.

      James turned toward the sound, which was a mistake. His attacker had thrown a large stone from over a hundred yards away, an impossible throw for a mere mortal, but easy enough for their kind. By the time James realized his mistake, the attacker crouched a mere thirty yards away and would be upon him before he had time to stand and was ready to strike. The enemy raised his sword, eyes wild and intense as a rabid dog. Black hair, midway down his back, swirled in the winter wind. Bare-chested, his skin glistened with sweat.

      “Today’s your last day on Earth!” he shouted as he lunged toward James and thrust his sword.

      James rolled to the ground, barely out of reach of the swinging sword. It struck a blackjack oak with enough force to cut it in half. That bought him the precious time needed to get back to his feet.

      Realizing the extent of his severe weapons disadvantage, James headed at a breakneck speed into deeper and thicker woods, needing the protection of the large trees. Now a full swing by his opponent would be almost impossible.

      “Come on, you coward, stand and fight,” his attacker called, trying to lure him out into more open ground.

      “Come in and get me, you bastard!”

      The immortal moved in with reckless abandon to kill. But the tactical advantage of his broadsword was diminished by his enemy’s aggressive anger.

      James stayed hidden behind a tree as his attacker continued to swing wildly. A sudden shower of sparks erupted when the attacker’s sword cut a six-inch gash into a sizeable tree. James noticed the enemy struggle as he tried to pull the sword out. Maybe this could be worked to his advantage. James knew he was faster than his opponent even if not as strong.

      He let his attacker catch a glimpse of him, but kept his position behind the oak. When the blow came from the broadsword, he saw he had misjudged the tree’s thickness and his foe’s strength. The blade went through the tree, tearing a three-inch deep gash across the left side of his body. Pain crashed through him, and blood gushed from the wound. At least it wasn’t a fatal blow and would quickly heal, courtesy of the rejuvenating ability all immortals possessed.

      His mind raced, contemplating his next move. He decided to run out into more open ground to encourage another wild swing from his enemy. With his opponent close on his heels, James sprinted toward the next large tree twenty yards away. Another jabbing blow from the enemy’s sword cut his shoulder, but James was able to slash his opponent’s right arm down to the bone with his razor-sharp Bowie dagger. His enemy recoiled from the temporary pain, giving James enough time to seek refuge behind another large oak.

      “Why don’t you come out and fight like a man, coward?”

      “If you want me, get closer.” He could see his opponent’s frustration and anger increase. Maybe it would make him careless. James danced from side to side from behind the tree cover, teasing and taunting.

      Finally, his enemy had enough and took a lunging swing. The sword cut a good eight inches into the tree, and this time James was ready. Before the enemy could remove the sword, James grabbed him by the crown of his long, wild hair and jerked him back. He thrust the Bowie dagger into his back, piercing his heart. His enemy fell to his knees with James still clutching his long hair.

      It wasn’t over. One more grisly act remained because no immortal could lose his life—unless beheaded.

      James paused as he brought his knife to the attacker’s neck. The man’s face was scrunched in agony, eyes tightly shut. He gulped, and the thick cords of his neck pulsed against the metal blade.

      “Open your eyes,” James ordered.

      He kept them closed. “Just do it,” he said in a deep rasp. “What are you waiting for?”

      “I’m offering you a choice.”

      He opened his eyes at last. Gone was the cunning, predatory gleam; now they reflected bald fear. “You won. There is no choice.”

      “I’m offering mercy, you idiot.”

      “Mercy?” He laughed bitterly. “No such thing among us. It’s a fight to the death, and victor takes all.”

      “There is another way.” James didn’t want to kill, but he would if necessary. The odds were this man wouldn’t accept change. Usually they didn’t, especially the older ones.

      The man moved his head slightly and spit on the ground. Beads of red blood spotted his neck where James kept the knife pressed. He couldn’t release the hold unless the man accepted his offer.

      “What’s your name?” James asked.

      “Andrew Scott.”

      “Well, Andrew, this could be your lucky day.” He loosened the knife’s pressure a fraction. Andrew tensed, a crafty look flitting across his face.

      “I’m not letting you go unless you agree to my terms.”

      Andrew smiled without humor. “You have my attention.”

      “Here in the hollows, there’s a new and better way. We’ve learned to exist in peace.”

      “I . . . have heard such,” he admitted.

      It was James’s turn to be surprised. “How?”

      “There are rumors. I’d heard some younger immortals are changing from the Old Ways. But I didn’t believe it.”

      “Believe it.” He loosened his hold slightly, testing Andrew. When he didn’t try to escape, James felt a stir of hope. Maybe this man would be different.

      “You mentioned terms?”

      “First, you must swear never to be the aggressor in a fight unless it’s to protect the New Ways or another’s life.”

      “Agreed. Next.”

      Andrew’s quick acceptance was a relief. “As proof of your sincerity, you must hand over your broadsword.”

      “Hell, no.”

      James sighed. “You’d rather die than surrender your sword? Don’t be stupid.”

      “My sword is my power. You would leave me defenseless.”

      “No. You’ll still be immortal and have all the physical strength as before. You will adjust. I fought and defeated you with only a bowie knife.”

      Andrew studied him a few heartbeats, assessing the offer. “I agree to your terms.”

      He eased the knife from Andrew’s throat, still alert for any sudden aggressive move. Those who trusted too easily tended to die early.

      Andrew slowly sat up, grimacing in pain.

      “You wound hasn’t fully healed,” James said. He extended his hand and pulled Andrew to his feet. The movement left James light-headed. He’d lost more blood than he’d thought when Andrew cut him.

      Andrew staggered to the tree where his sword was impaled in the trunk. He groaned with the effort but managed to extract the weapon.

      He held it out, its point lowered to the ground. “This belongs to you now. I thank you.”

      James nodded, surprised at Andrew’s grace in defeat.

      “I don’t understand these changes in our kind, but I think they could be a good thing.” Andrew’s throat worked, and when he spoke again, his voice was gruff. “I owe you my life. Should you ever need me, I live in Horse Creek about thirty miles north.”

      James took the sword, and they shook hands. Andrew turned and walked down the mountain, injured yet able to live another day.

      “Hey, how old are you anyway?” He yelled out before Andrew slipped from view.

      “Six hundred nineteen.”

      He sat down abruptly, Andrew’s sword clasped in his hand, and awaited the sword’s transfer of power. Although not as intense as the Wakening—when a defeated immortal’s life energy passed to another—absorbing the sword’s energy would be a physical ordeal, especially with all the blood loss from the fight. His body shook as the sky turned dark as night. Thunder rolled in, and large, blue-white bolts of lightning rained down.

      And then all was blackness.
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      Callie poked at the fire, mind alternating between searching for her father and thoughts of James.  Only a week had passed since returning home, but so much had happened, it seemed longer.

      “I like action, not sitting around,” she told Grendel.

      The orange tabby continued grooming without deigning a look in her direction.

      “Ever since I came here, everything feels so out of control.”

      Grendel walked over and rubbed against her legs. She picked him up and set him in her lap.

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do anymore.”

      Grendel purred in evident contentment. Some sympathy.

      “You sure are mellow right now,” Callie said with a sigh. “You must be all tuckered out from tormenting Willow all day.”

      Grendel yawned and closed his eyes.

      James had been friendly enough all week but never once asked to see her outside class. Had his father turned him against her? The weekend stretched before her, empty and uninviting.

      “At least I’ll see my friends tonight at the coven meeting,” Callie muttered.

      Grendel opened one eye reproachfully and jumped out of her lap, settling down on the rug for uninterrupted sleep.

      “Some friend you are.”

      Grendel gently snored in response.

      A vague unease stirred in her chest. She opened a book, trying to shake the gloom and foreboding. She struggled to concentrate, but after reading the same paragraph five times, she gave up. Callie slammed the book shut and stared into the fire. The unease grew, and her breath came in shallow gasps.

      Annoyed, she got up from the rocker and paced. Grendel looked up with a little meow, warning Callie not to step on him. She glanced out the window and came to an abrupt halt. Despite the clear sunshine, large dark clouds hovered above a spot on Booze Mountain. Lightning bolts rained down unceasingly.

      A shiver passed through her. Something was very wrong. Grandma Jo called isolated rainstorms a ‘devil’s doorway.’ If it was over Booze Mountain, James might be in some kind of trouble.

      Callie raced to her room and sat by her altar. Her hands trembled slightly as she lit a candle and set out the divining bowl. Scrying wasn’t her strong point, but she silently thanked Aunt Mallory for insisting on teaching her the basics. Anything was better than sitting around waiting for bad news.

      Damn. She didn’t have any charged water. Callie ran to the pantry to see if Mom or Grandma Jo still kept a supply. She tossed soup cans and boxes from shelves until she found the large Mason jar marked ‘moonshine.’ Not the clear liquid rednecks drank; it was water that had been set out on a full moon night to absorb lunar energy.

      Clutching her treasure, Callie hurried back to the altar and poured the moonshine in the black-bottomed divining bowl. She took deep breaths.

      “Hope this works,” she muttered, stirring the moonshine with a willow wand. After three clockwise stirs, she chanted:

      Be with me, dear spirit guide.

      Don’t allow mischief to hide.

      Illuminate my mortal mind

      And reveal to me some signs.

      Callie set the wand aside, stared with determination into the dark water, but saw only her own reflection. She kept at it and breathed upon the water’s surface. When the ripples subsided, she began an incantation:

      Part the dark veil of waters for me

      So I may magically know or see

      Why the storm cloud hovers above.

      Has any ill fallen on those I love?

      The water shimmered, and she picked up the faintest hint of a smell . . . It was . . . oh no . . . it was blood. Yes, she was sure of it. Her stomach heaved. She picked up the sound of the winter wind whirling through the treetops. The candle flickered, and the sudden chill on her skin gave her goosebumps.

      Still, she couldn’t see what was happening. She debated driving up the mountain or trying to scry again. She decided to give it one more go.

      Open my mind and free my heart.

      Let the physical barriers part,

      Not by any personal skill,

      But from thy benevolent will.

      Steam rose as if the water was a geothermal spring from inner earth’s core. Through the shrouded mists, a man lay on the ground with a pool of blood on his side. James. Her psychic eye zoomed out to take in the surrounding landscape for exact location clues. He lay near a meadow about a hundred yards from Devil’s Bend, a sharp curve on the main road.

      She would find him.  Quickly, she closed the magic circle and asked for help.

      Be with me as I make haste.

      Do not let me arrive too late.

      Help him, heal him, and breathe him life.

      Guide me in whatever’s right.

      Callie snuffed the candle and grabbed what she might need: keys, cell phone, bandages, blanket. She ran out to the Dixie doodlebug and threw all but her keys in the backseat. She pressed the ever-present amber tightly in her palm the entire drive up Booze Mountain.

      “Please don’t let me be late,” she said repeatedly, driving as fast as she dared.

      At Devil’s Bend, she pulled off the side of the road and got out to check the sky. The storm clouds hovered just beyond the field to her left.

      Callie grabbed the supplies and ran toward the thunder. The sound of the wind, rain, and thunder roared in a dark patch of sky.

      She had no idea how to find him from this point. She ran and screamed his name into the darkness. It was like being in a black and white nightmare with no ending.

      Against the stark backdrop, she spotted an irregularity—a slight patch of blue on the ground near a ridge. She ran toward the only color in the terrifying landscape. With each step, the blue object came closer . . . It was a wool jacket laying on the ground next to . . . a motionless body.

      James. Dead or alive?
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      Consciousness returned in degrees. At first, he could only hear the wind. The world was black at the edge of his senses. He awoke for a bit, felt the cold on his skin, and then slipped back into nothingness. Time and reality were meaningless; only the need to rest and sink into oblivion mattered. His vision returned last. He opened his eyes and saw treetops and open sky. Not normal. He wiggled his fingers, and mud oozed through them. Okay, he was lying in the woods on his back. What in the hell was going on?

      A voice called, so faint James wasn’t sure he could trust his hearing. It sounded as if he were beckoned from a great distance. Against the whirling siren of the wind, he strained his senses. This time he was sure. Someone was calling him. Though he was too weak to answer, the voice kept getting closer. Beneath him, the earth vibrated with approaching footsteps. He tensed and hoped whoever was coming was friend, not foe. He was too drained to defend himself.

      “James? Are you okay?”

      The face of an angel appeared. No, it was better than an angel. It was Callie. Her eyes were enormous, her hair plastered in thick, honeyed ringlets over her face.

      “Callie,” he said weakly.

      Her face crumpled as rain ran down her face. He must look as bad as he felt.

      James gave his best attempt at a smile. “Do you always bring the rain with you? It’s like the day we met.”

      “I think you’re the one causing the rain. We really need to talk about that. Not now though.” She reached behind her and picked up a blanket. “Cold?”

      “Freezing.”

      Callie bent, about to pull the blanket on him, when she suddenly stilled, and her eyes widened.

      “You’re bleeding! There’s so much blood, it soaked through your jacket and spilled on the ground. What happened?”

      It all came back to him. The fight with the immortal and the energy transferred from the sword. Andrew’s weapon must have packed extra power because he used it so many years in battle.

      Callie lifted the side of his jacket and then his shirt. “I don’t see a wound. Where did the blood come from?” She sounded puzzled and relieved at the same time.

      Uh, oh. This would take some explaining. He couldn’t tell her the truth—that he was an immortal, and all injuries quickly self-healed. But his brain was too tired to come up with a rational explanation, so he kept silent.

      “What’s this?” She lifted the fallen broadsword by his feet and examined its bloody blade. “You were attacked.”

      James grimaced. “It’s my sword. I tripped and fell on it.”

      She clamped her lips together but didn’t challenge the lame story. Callie dropped a warm, thick blanket on top of his shivering body. “My car isn’t far but you’re too weak to make it there.” She reached in her jacket and pulled out a cell phone.  “Should I call your dad or an ambulance first?”

      “No ambulance!” Doctors would order all kinds of lab tests. No telling what kind of freak show that would turn into.

      “Okay. Give me your dad’s number.” Her hand poised over the number pad.

      “Just give me a minute, and I’ll be able to walk to the car.” Already the warmth of the blanket and being with Callie was working its magic. The rain stopped, and the dark clouds washed away with the dying wind.
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      “I can make it now.” James rose to his feet and swayed a bit.

      Callie put out a hand to help steady him, but he pushed it away and wobbled forward a few steps. “I’ve got it.”

      “You sure?” Stupid male ego. What seemed a short distance when she ran across the field earlier now seemed to stretch for miles. “The ground’s not too wet; I’ll drive my car over and get you.”

      “I won’t argue with that,” he agreed.

      Callie took off at a run. When she got in her car, she turned the heater on full blast. No telling how long he’d been lying unconscious in the cold. She peeled out from the road and straight into the field. A few feet from James, Callie jerked the steering wheel in a sharp turn so the passenger door was directly in front of him.

      “Get in,” she said, unlatching the door from inside.

      James fell in the seat in an ungraceful heap. “The heat feels amazing.” He leaned back, eyes closed. “Thanks, Callie.” He didn’t open his eyes as she sped across the bumpy field. “Hope this doesn’t tear up your car’s shocks. It’s so old, they’ve got to be about spent.”

      “My car’s the last thing I’m worried about right now. Should I take you to your house? Is your dad home? I don’t mind driving you to the hospital—.”

      “—All I need is a little rest.”

      Callie tried to think of a tactful way to discover the truth. “I don’t mean to pry, but are you epileptic? Did you have a seizure that made you fall?”

      “No.” He kept his eyes shut and didn’t volunteer any more information.

      “Diabetic?”

      “No.”

      Callie’s fingers tap-danced on the steering wheel. “Looks like you lost a lot of blood back there.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Blood’s all over your jacket, shirt, and that scary sword. But I didn’t see any kind of cut or other injury.”

      “I have no explanation for that.”

      “Seems pretty strange.”

      “Maybe it’s strange you suddenly appeared out of nowhere.” He pinned her with his gaze. “Matter of fact, you knew I was out there. You were calling my name before you found me.”

      Callie kept her eyes on the road. “I have no explanation for that,” she said, repeating his words back to him. Two can play that game.

      By the time she reached his house, the silence between them was awkward.

      “Thanks again,” James said, reaching for the door handle.

      Callie sprang out and hurried to the passenger side.

      “I don’t need any help.” There was a definite edge of irritation in his voice.

      “Humor me. I’ll walk with you to the door.”

      James rolled his eyes and stepped past her, the sword dangling in one hand by his side. He wasn’t unsteady now, but he moved slowly as if exhausted.

      At the porch, he turned and cupped her face in his hands. “I don’t know what to make of you.” His smile was rueful.

      “Ditto,” she said in a husky voice. She reached around his neck and hugged him, so relieved he was okay.

      He gently pushed her away, holding her at arm’s length.

      “Don’t you want my phone number? Every time we meet, I don’t know if I’ll see you again outside of class.”

      He laughed and touched her nose. “Oh, you definitely will.”

      The door opened, and she jumped.

      “Excuse me. I was on my way out.” James’s father jiggled his truck keys.

      “Hello, Mr. MacLauren.”

      He nodded but didn’t return her smile. “James, I’ve got a pot roast in the oven and . . . What’s wrong with you?” Carter frowned and looked from James’s pale face to the sword at his side.

      “Tell you about it later.” Father and son exchanged a guarded look. “Callie found me and drove me home.”

      “How convenient.” Carter studied her and rubbed his chin. “You just happened to be in the area?”

      It sounded like an accusation. “Yes, sir.” She stared down at her feet hoping he wouldn’t see the guilty flush.

      “I reckon you better tell me about it now,” Carter said to James, heading back inside.

      “Your dad still doesn’t like me,” she observed.

      James laughed but didn’t deny it. “Does it matter?’

      “Guess not.” She barely knew the man, and James didn’t seem to care.

      She drove home with more questions than when she’d left. But at least she knew he was safe. That was a start.
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          Wolf Moon Howling

        

      

    

    
      Mother Moon shining bright,

      Bring us wisdom, healing, light.

      Be amongst this coven of friends,

      The magic circle never ends.

      We honor the Old Ways

      This wolf moon phase.

      

      The high priestess raised her wand in her right hand and pointed to the moon. As one, the white-robed coven members raised their wands.

      We draw down the moon

      And call on its power.

      Be with us all

      This magic hour.

      

      A tingling bolt of lunar energy entered Callie’s wand and traveled from her fingertips up her arm. She pointed the wand to her heart, and a silver-blue pulsing encircled her body in a halo effect. Light-headed, she glanced at the others. No doubt they were used to these group rituals, but she and Aunt Mallory never raised this kind of vibration in their solitary work. She was at one with the earth, a part of each moonbeam, tree, and stone.

      They had met tonight in the usual place in deep woods by a sacred, old oak tree. In the small clearing, they joined hands and cast their magic circle. In the center was their altar—a wide tree stump ringed with white and silver candles and a chalice of water. Myrrh, sage, and St. John’s incense burned in the black cauldron and lent a heavy, mystical fragrance to the ritual.

      At a sign from the high priestess, they sat upon blankets, facing one another in circle formation.

      Skye and Michael sat to her right, Mom and Grandma Jo to her left. Callie smiled in surprise to see Tanner in attendance with his family. Even more unexpected, he was actually behaving in a suitably solemn manner. He caught her stare and winked.

      Callie bit back laughter. She’d missed being in community with friends and family. Openly celebrating tonight’s full moon ritual hit home how stifling the solitary practice in Jersey had been.

      The high priestess opened the floor. “Josephine Johnson, you may now address your brothers and sisters.”

      “Merry meet. I ask we cast a protection spell for my granddaughter.” Grandma Jo pointed at Callie. “We welcome her back home with joy, but we also fear the evil forces that would attack Callie and use her power for their own selfish benefit.”

      Callie inwardly winced. What did the coven know about her father? Skye and Michael gaped at her in surprise. She scanned other faces in the circle. Most only registered a desire to help. Tanner raised a questioning eyebrow.

      The high priestess stood before her and placed her wand on the top of her head.

      

      Circle of candles glowing bright,

      we ask protection here tonight.

      We put in place a magic shield,

      To evil it will never yield.

      All darkness must now turn aside,

      Around her only peace abide.

      And it harm none.

      May this spell not go undone.

      The priestess touched a finger under her chin. “If you sense evil brewing, remember this shield is in place for protection. Call on its power as needed.”

      She nodded wordlessly and hoped she wouldn’t need it. They moved on with other matters—a healing for an aging relative, a request for wisdom in a job decision, and other day-to-day stuff.

      The coven joined hands again and walked widdershins, counterclockwise, from the original casting to close the circle and end the meeting. Laughter filled the night as members ate and drank shortbreads and lemonade.
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      A witch!

      James watched the strange ceremony from a treetop, hidden in the night’s darkness. No wonder Callie knew where to find him in the woods. How much did she know about immortals? He doubted she knew his secret since she appeared mystified about his injury.

      It sounded like she was in danger, but he hardened his heart. A witch was nothing but trouble. Best to pull back now before it was too late. He had enough problems masking his eternal youth from normal humans. Not to mention dealing with power-hungry immortals searching for death matches. No point taking on a witch who could supernaturally bind him to her for the next few decades. Not even if she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.

      Carter warned him long and often that witches could ruin a man’s life. Well, maybe not an immortal’s entire lifetime—that never ended—but witches could make an immortal’s time a living hell for as long as their witchy lives lasted.

      Once the coven moved to other matters, James climbed down the tree. Although out-of-range for most mortals’ detection, he took his time, careful not to break a limb or cause any noise.

      He smiled in wry amusement. Even if they did see him, what could they do? Boil him in a cauldron? He could outrun them. Still, caution and mistrust were ingrained after over a century of living in disguise. And though he only half-believed Carter’s superstitions, best not to take chances when it came to witches.
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      “So what’s the deal, Callie? Are you in some kind of danger or have your mom and grandma gone off the deep end?” asked Michael as they sat in his car eating sandwiches from Fat Girls Barbeque.

      She stared at her three friends. They evidently had a pow-wow after the coven meeting last night, and today was like an intervention for teen witches with screwed-up families.

      “We want to help if we can,” Skye said, downing what had to be at least her third Diet Coke of the day.

      Callie considered. Nobody said she had to keep secret about her father and the supposed danger he posed. Confiding in her friends would be a relief.

      She stared down at her sandwich, her normally ravenous appetite gone. “I don’t know what you’ve been told about why I lived with my aunt in Jersey.”

      “Nothing,” said Tanner.

      The other two nodded.

      “I always thought my father was dead.”

      “Thought? You mean he isn’t?” Skye asked.

      “No. He’s alive. I found out last week.”

      Tanner whistled. “Wow. That’s a mighty big secret they kept from you.”

      “They claimed it was for my own protection.”

      “You need protection from your own dad?” Michael took a huge bite of barbeque. Football players, especially linebackers, never lost their appetite.

      “Mom left him because she found out he’d become a black magic warlock.” She didn’t mention the dark book of spells in her possession.

      Skye cocked her head to one side. “Why is he a danger now, after all these years?”

      “He’s waiting for me to turn twenty on the summer solstice.” She hesitated, not wanting to sound conceited.

      “Why?” asked Tanner, clueless.

      “Callie has special powers.” Skye twisted a purple strand of hair. “She reads auras and stuff.”

      Tanner gaped at her, his hand frozen as a fry dripped ketchup in his lap.

      Her face flamed. “They think reaching my age of majority and a full initiation in the coven will make me powerful. My dad’s threatened to return that night and make me join his coven.” She shoved a fry around.

      “You don’t believe your dad will do that?” Michael asked.

      She shrugged.

      “I’ve known your mom and Grandma Jo all my life. I could tell last night they’re really afraid,” Michael said.

      “But he can’t just take me and make me do whatever he wants,” she pointed out.

      “People do mean crap all the time, Callie.  Don’t you watch the news?” Tanner grabbed the to-go paper bag, rummaging for something else to eat.

      “Maybe you don’t want to believe them, Callie.” Michael looked sympathetic.

      “Maybe I don’t.” She took a bite of coleslaw. “But it’s possible he’s changed.”

      Everyone avoided her eyes and concentrated on their food.

      “Of course it’s possible.” She heard the doubt in Skye’s voice. “I don’t want to be a downer, but if your dad’s changed, wouldn’t he have bothered to get in touch with you over the last . . . what . . .  fourteen . . . fifteen years?”

      “He might have a reason.”

      They stared at her like she’d lost it.

      “Okay, I admit it’s far-fetched, but until I know for sure, I’m not ruling it out. I’m going to find him and make up my own mind.”

      Michael put down his drink. “How? Do you even have his address?”

      “There are ways to get information.”

      “Are you going to do some scrying?” Skye’s eyes blazed in excitement. “Or maybe use the tarot cards? Do you have a crystal ball?”

      She laughed. “Actually, I was thinking more in terms of a little detective work on the Internet.”

      “Oh.” Skye’s mouth turned down. Michael and Tanner hooted with laughter. She blushed and held her chin up defiantly. “I’m pretty good with the computer. I’ll help you.”

      Michael finished his lunch and started backing up the car. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you at school…in case there’s any trouble.”

      Callie’s throat tightened. Unexpected acts of kindness always got her.

      “Same here, Yankee Girl,” said Tanner.

      “Don’t you dare call me a ‘Yankee.’” Her laugh was a little unsteady, but they all pretended not to notice.

      They moved on to lighter topics all the way back to school, so by the time she returned to classes, her equilibrium had returned.

      At last period class, she walked in seeking James. He was there, looking awesome as usual. But he avoided her eyes as she slid into the desk beside him.

      “Hi.” She willed him to meet her gaze.

      “Hi.” He fiddled with his pen and didn’t look up.

      She opened her notebook and set down her purse with a sigh. Weren’t girls supposed to be the moody ones?

      “Happy Monday. Back to work, everyone. Turn in your homework and open your books to page one hundred eighteen.” The professor was his normal, cheerless self.

      She tried to focus on the lesson, but James’s nearness made it hard. She brooded through class and gathered her courage. A girl had to do what a girl had to do.

      “Class dismissed,” the professor called as the bell rang.

      James shot out of his chair and bolted for the door.

      Irritation overcame shyness. She followed him to the parking lot and caught up to him before he could get in his car and escape.

      “James.”

      He went still, and she feared he’d pretend not to hear. He faced her with obvious reluctance.

      “What is it?” James crossed his arms and leaned against his car.

      She inwardly winced at his bored expression but was determined to grind ahead. “I wondered if you’d like to come to my house tonight to study. Mom and Grandma Jo are both going to be out, so they won’t bother us.”

      “No.” He turned and got in the car.

      “No?” She was too confused to be angry. One minute he promised to call, the next minute he acted like he couldn’t stand to be near her.

      James gunned the engine and backed out without another word or look. She stood alone and stared at the spot where his car had been two seconds ago. What had she done to make him run?

      “What’s up, Callie?”

      She turned to find her trio of friends. The ghastly moment was that much worse knowing they witnessed James giving her the slip.

      “I didn’t know you knew James MacLauren,” Skye said.

      She stared at the books in her arms. “I thought I knew him but guess I was wrong.”

      “Can’t believe he took off like that.” Michael looked down the road at the rapidly disappearing car. “What a jerk.”

      “It’s no big deal, really.” Geez, Michael acted as if she was another little sister, like Skye.

      “What did you do to the guy?” Tanner said. “Ask him to marry you and offer to bear him a dozen kids?”

      She flipped her hair. “Looks that way, doesn’t it?”

      “Don’t feel bad,” said Skye. “He acts stuck up with everybody. Listen, why don’t you come over tonight, and we’ll do some searching on your dad.”

      She was grateful for the change of subject. “Thanks. I’ll pump Mom and Grandma Jo for details on his past. I’m not expecting much out of them though.”

      “Maybe they’ll surprise you,” Tanner said. “Convince them it’s important to be prepared so you can protect yourself better.”

      Skye nudged his side. “You do have half a brain sometimes.”

      “I hope Emily Singer appreciates that. Along with my hot body.”

      “Good luck with that.” Skye shrugged as if she could care less.

      If Callie didn’t know better, she’d buy Skye’s act too.
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      “I’m not having any luck with Facebook or Twitter,” Skye said later that night as they hung out in Skye’s bedroom.

      “Well, we didn’t expect much on those sites. When I asked Mom and Grandma Jo about his work, they were deliberately vague. All I got was this: he has a business degree from Jacksonville State University and they lived in Jacksonville for five years where he was employed as a real estate agent.”

      “We should get something from the alumni association at Jacksonville State.”

      She drew the faded photograph out of her notebook. “I have a picture of him.”

      Skye whipped her head up. “Let me see.” She studied the photo. “A real hottie in his time, I bet. Let me scan it.”

      She paced to calm off her nerves while Skye worked.

      “I’ll try some free sources first, but we may have to use a site that charges for information.”

      “I’ve got some money.” She kept pacing as Skye pounded the keyboard.

      “Here’s something.”

      She rushed to sit beside Skye.

      “This looks like it might be him. What do you think?”

      Callie studied the pictures on the screen. Skye put her old photograph of Dad side-by-side with a newer image of businessman Lucas Bradford of Bradford Investment and Realty of Atlanta.

      “I think it’s him. You’re brilliant!” She touched the computer image of her father’s face.

      “I just Googled ‘Lucas Bradford’ and then went to a website with professional profiles.”

      “Can you get his address?”

      Skye hit a few more keys. “For a mere $39.95, you can view his full profile and get his current address, telephone number, educational—”

      “Stop. I just need to know how to contact him.” She grabbed her purse and pulled two twenties from her wallet. “You got a credit card or something? Here, let’s do this.”

      “Sure. But you know, we might get this for free by trying an Atlanta directory and then—”

      “No, go ahead and buy it.” She could hardly sit still.

      “Okay, okay.”

      A few more clicks and the printer hummed and spit out paper. Callie snatched it up and stared at her father’s phone number. Her head spun as she stared at the numbers that could connect them.

      “Well, go on. Call him.”

      “What do I say?” She could hardly breathe much less carry on a conversation.

      “Start with Hi, I’m your daughter and see what happens.” Skye got up. “I’ll give you some space.” She left the room, softly closing the door behind her.

      Her fingers trembled as she punched in the numbers. The loud rasping of her breath filled her ears as the phone rang on the other end.

      “You have reached the office of Bradford Reality of Atlanta—”

      It was a recording.

      A strange brew of relief and disappointment churned her gut. She’d try again during office hours tomorrow.

      “No luck!” she called out.

      Skye came back in. “You don’t look upset.”

      “I’ll try again later.”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask…do you have that amber with you? The one you carry in your pocket all the time?”

      She pulled it from her pocket.

      Skye rolled it in her palm and held it up to the light.

      “Mom gave me that before I left Alabama.”

      “Nice. Did she charge it for protection?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t know it then; I just thought it was a gift.” A special gift.

      Callie shifted restlessly. That first night away from home had been awful. She’d laid in bed, crying, when she remembered the gift. She picked up the amber and cradled its warm comfort as it nestled in her palm, finally drifting to a fitful sleep. Whenever she awoke that night, the amber gave off a faint golden glow and a humming energy. As if it contained a spark of celestial magic.

      Skye interrupted the unhappy reverie. “You know, I make and design jewelry. If you want, I can put a clasp on your amber and make it into a necklace.”

      “That would be awesome. But how long would it take? I don’t want to be without it.”

      “I can do it right now. I’ve got some leather cord, and you could switch it out later for a nice chain. I’ve even got a couple of smaller clear quartz crystals I could put on either side of your amulet.”

      In no time, she stood in front of the mirror admiring Skye’s handiwork. “I love it! Now I won’t have to be lugging it around in my pocket.”

      “No way I could have kept up with it like that. I’d have lost it the first week.”

      “It was my only link with Mom.” She preened in the mirror, admiring the necklace. “Not only is this pretty, but the quartz crystals will amplify the amber’s energy.”

      “I thought of that,” Skye admitted. “You know we’re all worried about you. This is my little contribution to your safety. I’m so glad you’re back. I missed my best friend.”

      “Me too,” Callie said gruffly. She touched her amulet. It was like inhaling warmth and security. Wearing the crystal next to her heart chakra gave it more power, and now it would always lie against her skin, even while asleep.
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      “Bradford Realty and Investments.”

      Callie’s grip on the phone tightened. It had taken over a week to get up her nerve to call again. “May I speak to Lucas Bradford?”

      “One moment. I’ll direct you to his assistant.”

      She looked out the window and waited. It was a clear, bright, ordinary morning and she was making the most extraordinary call of her life.

      “Mr. Bradford’s office. Marian Atwell speaking. Name please.”

      “Callie Bradford.”

      “What is the nature of your call, Ms. Bradford?”

      Darn. No easy way to get around this dragon lady.

      “This is his daughter. I’m calling on a personal matter.”

      Silence. This time Ms. Atwell’s voice wasn’t so breezy and impersonal. “I, um, wasn’t aware that Luke, I mean Mr. Bradford, had a daughter.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Like I said, it’s important I talk to him.”

      “I’m afraid he’s on an extended leave. I’ll be glad to take a message.”

      Another delay. “Okay, here’s my number. Are you going to call him right now?”

      “I’ll try, Ms. Bradford.” The professional voice returned to its former crispness. “Good day.”

      Callie settled back in bed. And waited. She glared at the phone and willed it to ring.

      It didn’t

      She waited to take a shower. When she couldn’t put it off any longer, she carried the phone in the bathroom. It rang as she lathered up her hair with shampoo. Callie leaped out of the shower and picked it up.

      “Hey, just checking to make sure you remembered this is your week to drive us all to school,” Skye said.

      “Oh, it’s you.” She couldn’t hide the let-down.

      Skye laughed. “Great to hear from you too. See you in twenty minutes.”

      It seemed this was to be a week of disappointment all the way around. James was still acting like a jerk.

      She trudged through the day of classes, cell phone close at hand. But there had been no call. By the time she returned home, the compulsion to run burned like a fever.  A long, hard run, preferably uphill. She raced to her room and changed into a jogging suit before bolting back down the stairs.

      “What’s the rush?” Grandma Jo asked from the kitchen.

      “Just need to let off steam. Be back in a couple hours.”

      “We don’t like you running around the mountain by yourself,” Grandma Jo scolded. “It’s not safe. What if something happened to you alone out there?

      She held up her cell phone and headed toward the back door. “Remember this new-fangled invention, Grandma? You’ve got my number.” She smiled when Grandma Jo sighed loud enough to be heard across two rooms.

      It was her first real smile today. All week everyone kept asking what’s wrong with you? Even that creepy Dean Connors met her in the hallway and commented on her long face.

      Callie ran up the mountain. Nothing was ordered and logical in her world anymore. Lucas and James were two different, yet all-consuming, puzzles.

      At the mountain’s peak, she slowed and made her way, exhausted, to her spot on the rock bluff to meditate. The view was spectacular. She couldn’t wait until the trees were green to get the full effect, but even in the dead of winter, seeing nothing more than houses as matchbox-sized dwellings did a lot for her perspective.

      She closed her eyes and relished the sunlight touching her face. She grounded herself to the earth, imagining a beam of light from the base of her spine growing like roots in the soil. The air smelt earthy and clean, refreshing.

      Cleansing, salty tears washed her cheeks. Now she was thinking more clearly, she realized what hurt right now wasn’t so much her family’s situation. After all, her father was a stranger. But James . . . She couldn’t help believing they were meant to be together. Whether meeting him was plain luck or a gift from the goddess, she didn’t know and didn’t particularly care.

      She conjured him in her mind’s eye. Every detail—his scent, his aura, and his rich voice. For the first time in over a week, she allowed herself to fully remember the feel of his arms around her.

      Bad idea.

      Loneliness pierced her like lightning. James! She couldn’t help the silent scream in her mind.
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      He watched Callie from across the mountaintop. Always watching, always at a distance, the story of his life. His heart was ever guarded, reserving a small piece of himself hidden that must remain a secret from mortals. Especially witches.

      “Beautiful, isn’t she?” he murmured. The better to tempt.

      Sin wagged his tail in answer.

      Callie sat on the rock ledge, exactly where he saw her the first time. Her eyes were closed, face impassive, as if in a trance. She had blown him away then, and now that he knew her, she knocked him out.

      “I’ve got to be strong, Sin. For all I know, she’s cast an enchantment spell. Maybe she’s really an ugly, toothless hag with a big ole wart on her nose.” Sin barked, and James patted his head. “A man can always count on his dog to agree with him. Besides, she’s a baby. I could be her great-great-great grandfather. Or something like that.” He scowled at his own words as he watched Callie.

      Her face twisted in pain, and wet tracks cascaded down her cheeks.

      The tears did him in.

      James sighed into the howling wind. “I’m going to regret this one day, but I can’t stand to see her cry. Should we go see her?”

      Sin barked again in agreement.

      “Let’s go, boy.” He gathered him in his arms; the dog could never keep up with his speed.
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      Barking erupted . . . She knew that bark. Callie held her breath. At the opening in the woods, James emerged with Sin wriggling in his arms. She scanned his face questioningly and saw that the old, friendly James was back.

      Sin ran to her, and she bent to rub behind his ears, her eyes locked on James. He came slowly toward her, wordless, and opened his arms.

      She went to him, no reservations. The guy had issues, but she could overcome whatever doubts he had. She read in his eyes he cared, and that was enough for now.

      They clung to each other, and peace washed over her senses in waves of pink and red vibrations. Their auras melded, and everything about it was right. Whenever he was near, his unique energy enveloped her with feelings of a home she’d never had, dreams and promises yet to be fulfilled.

      He pulled away first and wiped the tears off her face. “Hope I’m not the cause of these. Or is that being awfully conceited?” He smiled, and she melted in the warmth of his gaze.

      Her face reddened. “You’re partly to blame.”

      “Guess I should be glad I’m not the only reason. Sorry I’ve acted so cold lately. I missed you.”

      “I should ask you why, but right now I really don’t care.” She hugged him tightly. “We all have our secrets.”

      “That we do.”

      He ran his fingers through her hair and kissed the top of her scalp. “Callie,” he groaned. His breath was deep and ragged, and she realized hers was the same.

      “Have you ever—?”

      She knew what he was asking. “Only a couple of times,” she whispered.

      And how she’d regretted it. Her old boyfriend, Greg, had turned out to be a major disappointment. In bed and otherwise. She didn’t ask James the same, afraid she wouldn’t like his answer.

      “That’s what I thought.” He sat down on the rock and pulled her by his side. They sat arm in arm and looked over the mountain.

      “You said earlier I was only partially to blame for the tears. What else is bothering you?”

      “It’s a long story,” she warned.

      “All stories are. I’ve got all the time in the world, believe me.”

      She detected an edge in his words. “All the time in the world?”

      “Figure of speech.”  He brushed aside her question. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

      She’d give him an edited version. “It’s my father. All my life I was told he was dead, only to find out he isn’t. Even worse, it’s possible he’s a dangerous man.”
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      “Dangerous?” James remembered the protection ritual at the coven meeting. “He must be the reason you lived with your aunt in New Jersey.”

      “Yes.” She glanced away and offered nothing more.

      “I see. Then he’s a . . . violent person?” he probed gently.

      “That’s what I’ve been told. I want to see for myself. Skye helped me find his phone number.”

      James whistled softly. “Are you going to call him?”

      “I already did.” She kept her face averted.

      “And?”

      “And nothing.” She picked up a rock and threw it. “I called again this morning and left a message, but he hasn’t bothered calling back.”

      Ah, that explained the tears. “Maybe he’ll call tonight. Give him time, and try not to think about it,” he advised. “Hell, that really sounded stupid, didn’t it?”

      “Not to think about it?” She looked at him and smiled slowly. “Have you got any ideas on how to distract me?” She reached a hand to his face.

      “A few.” He drew her close and kissed her forehead.

      “You can do better than that,” she teased.

      Sin jumped between them, barking and wagging his tail.

      “I do believe the little fellow is annoyed with us for leaving him out,” she said.

      They laughed, and the intimate spell was broken. They lay on the stone outcropping, hands joined, and watched the sun set, casting an orange glow over the Southern sky.

      “Did you know American Indians thought rocks were the bones of Mother Earth?” Callie asked, breaking the comfortable stillness.

      “Actually, yes. I’ve heard lots of Indian tales. Did you know some tribes thought the stars were the campfires of their ancestors?”

      “I like that.”

      He stared into the sky, hoping their ancestors were smiling down on the two of them. Taking a chance with a witch could make life hell for a few decades.

      He hoped Callie was worth the risk.
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      Callie stopped checking her cell phone every few minutes but carried it everywhere, even class. If she got in trouble . . . too bad. Three more days passed before it suddenly vibrated in the middle of history class. She jumped in her seat and gasped so loud, everyone turned and stared. She shielded the cell with her palm and checked caller I.D.  It was him. She rose and hurried for the door.

      Skye, Tanner, and Michael followed.

      “Well, everyone hop out of your seats and leave,” the professor’s voice rang behind them as he threw a piece of chalk to the floor.

      Callie glanced back.

      James stood and smiled sardonically. “Excuse me.”

      “Come back when you can. It’s only history, after all.” He gave an exaggerated sigh and picked up the fallen chalk.

      In the hallway, she answered the phone and waited.

      “Callie? This is your father.”

      Her heart hammered, and her palms were so sweaty, she was afraid she’d drop the phone. “Thanks for calling me back.” Her voice was breathless.

      “It was quite a surprise when I got your message. I’ve been away on business.”

      She’d waited on this call for over a week, but she couldn’t think of a thing to say. He was really on the phone.

      “Does your mother know you called?” he finally asked.

      “She wouldn’t approve.”

      He gave a deep, soft chuckle. “No doubt about that.”

      “Until a few days ago, I thought you were dead. When I found out you were alive . . . well, I have questions.”

      “I’m sure you do.” He sounded subdued, but not surprised, to learn he’d been resurrected from the dead. “Let’s not do this over the phone though.”

      “Okay,” she agreed instantly.

      “Atlanta’s not that far. I could drive over tomorrow, if that’s not too soon for you.”

      “Tomorrow?” Everything was happening so fast.

      “Let’s meet mid-morning in town. Will that work? I don’t think Ginnie and Grandma Jo would exactly welcome me at their home.”

      To hell with her schedule; she’d make it work. “Tell me when and where.”

      “How about ten o’clock? I’ll head out of Atlanta in the morning before the traffic gets bad. It’s too early to meet for lunch, so how about a park?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Do you know where JayCee Park is?” he asked.

      “Sure. Where exactly in the park should we meet? And how will I recognize you? I mean, I’ve only seen one old photo of you.”

      “There’s a Confederate cemetery there with a soldier statue. Kind of morbid but easy to find. I’ll be surprised if there’s anyone there but us, but I’ll be wearing a brown corduroy jacket and jeans.”

      “Thanks . . . uh . . .Dad. See you then.”

      “I’m glad you called, Callie. I can’t wait to see you again.” His voice was warm and soft. He didn’t sound evil.

      She turned back to the classroom in such a daze, she nearly ran into the small congregation in the hallway.

      “Well?” Skye demanded impatiently.

      “He wants to meet tomorrow.”

      “Wow, that soon!” Skye pumped her for more information. “What did he say? Was he nice?”

      Michael frowned. “You sure it’s safe?”

      “I guess. We’re meeting at JayCee Park at ten o’clock.”

      Tanner nodded. “I have P.E. that period, so it’s no problem ducking out.”

      “I’ll be there,” Michael said.

      “Me too,” Skye added.

      She stared at them, astonished at their quick generosity. “Thanks, but none of you need to skip class. We’re meeting in broad daylight. I’ll have my amber and—” She broke off abruptly at the sight of James leaning against a locker. That was a slip-up. He would never understand. She touched the amber pendant self-consciously. “It’s my lucky charm,” she said quickly. “Some people carry rabbit legs or four-leaf clovers, but I’ve got this.”

      James crossed his arms and kept silent.

      “We better get back to class,” Skye said. “The professor was pretty hot when we all walked out.”

      “The three of you go on,” James said. “I need to talk to Callie. And don’t worry.  I’ll go with her tomorrow. No need for all of you to miss your classes.”

      Skye frowned. “Are you sure one person will be enough?”

      “More than enough,” he assured her.

      Tanner and Michael sized him up. They were both large football players, but James was more than a match for them. He had an air of confidence and authority that inspired trust.

      Michael nodded. “Let us know if you change your mind.”

      Tanner tore off a page from the notebook he carried and scribbled. “Here’s my cell number in case you need us.”

      James stuffed it in his jean pocket. “She’s safe with me.”

      “I can go by myself,” she said after they were alone in the hallway.

      “Everyone thinks there’s a danger, so why take chances?”

      “Suit yourself.” It wouldn’t hurt to have backup though . . . just in case Dad was a bit psycho.
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      For the hundredth time, Callie touched the amber pendant as she gazed out the car window. Four thousand pounds of steel hurtled her toward this meeting with her stranger-father.

      I’m safe. She had the amber, she had the protection shield from her coven, and she had James.

      “What’s that smell?” James leaned in from the driver’s side and sniffed her neck. His warm breath felt like a balm to her edgy energy. She could feel its heat all the way down to her toes.

      “You don’t like it?” Great, the last thing she wanted this morning was to stink.

      “I love it . . . it’s bewitching.”

      She glanced sharply at him, but his face was impassive as he stared at the road. Callie leaned back in the seat and brought the inside of her wrist to her nose. Smelled good to her. Last night, she and Skye had holed up in her bedroom and made a protection potion. A little added insurance never hurt. They mixed sage, a bit of basil, lots of patchouli, almond oil, and a few drops of holy water blessed by the last full moon. Since patchouli also attracted lust from the opposite sex, Skye poured the leftover oil in a vial. No doubt to use around Tanner. The guy needed serious help seeing what was right in front of him.

      Too soon, James pulled into JayCee Park and parked near the deserted Confederate cemetery.

      She bounded out of the car, and they walked to the graves, not at all bothered by the atmosphere. Just as the writer Zelda Fitzgerald used to stroll through the Confederate cemetery in Montgomery when she needed to clear her head, Callie found cemeteries peaceful places, not haunted grounds.

      “James, you know why Confederate markers have pointed tops instead of round tops, don’t you?”

      “Legend says it’s to keep those damn Yankees from sitting on them.”

      Callie laughed. But in spite of the joke, he seemed grim. “I heard it was a Southern Masonic symbol thing, but I like your legend better.”

      She followed him to the statue of the Confederate soldier on horseback. Inscribed beneath it were a few stanzas copied from an Arlington National Cemetery Confederate marker:

      Not for fame or reward

      But in simple

      Obedience to duty

      As they understood it

      These men suffered all

      Sacrificed all

      Dared all - and died.

      “The Lost Cause. Such a waste,” she murmured.

      “You can’t even imagine,” James said. “It was horrible.”

      He spoke as if he were there. Impossible. Callie stilled, recalling the vision of him kneeling by the grave of Elizabeth Channing MacLauren who had died in 1865.

      “Who was Elizabeth Channing?” she asked softly.

      His head jerked back, and then he tried to mask his strong reaction. “An ancestor.” He shrugged and looked around with an exaggerated casualness. “Want to tell me how you know her name?”

      “Nope. Don’t believe I do.” He didn’t want to answer her questions; so why should she answer his?

      “That’s what I thought. One day soon, we really are going to have to talk.” His gaze focused directly over her left shoulder. “Brown corduroy jacket and jeans, right?”

      She took a deep breath and slowly turned to see her father easing out of a silver Jaguar. He waved, oozing charm and confidence.

      “Showtime,” she tried to joke.

      James threw an arm over her shoulder and took a defiant stance.

      “That’s not necessary.” She elbowed him, but he didn’t flinch.

      Her father stood before them. He looked exactly the same as in the old photo, except his hair was a bit longer.

      “Callie.” He hesitated and then drew her into a brief embrace.

      She smelled something vaguely familiar; it tugged and teased the dark corners of her mind.

      “You look so young,” she blurted.

      “Good genes and good living,” he said with a smooth grin. He stepped back and eyed James.

      “This is my friend James.”

      The two men glared. An undercurrent of animosity and tension sparked the air. What was it about their two families that didn’t mesh? First, Mom’s suspicions, then his dad’s antagonism, and now this.

      With obvious reluctance, her father held out a hand. For a minute, she feared James would ignore it.

      “Mr. Bradford.” James’s voice and body were stiff, and his hand reached to his side pocket for something but came up empty. As James shook his hand, they leaned into one another and mumbled something.

      A mild rumbling erupted beneath her feet, and the late January wind crackled with red-hot energy.

      James turned his back to her father and stood directly in front of her. “I’ll give you some privacy and wait in the car. I’m across the street if you need me.” He shot a grim look in the vicinity of her father.

      Lucas Bradford ignored him and took one of her arms in his. “I see a bench. Why don’t we talk there.” He moved her forward, dismissing James without a word.

      She looked over her shoulder at James and waved in apology. He nodded and motioned he would wait by his car.

      “Is that your boyfriend?” her father asked once they were seated.

      “Yes.” A shadow passed over his face. “Why?”

      “Bad vibes, that one.”

      “Oh, please. Why do you care?” Was he actually going to pull the concerned father card after all these years?

      “You’re right. I didn’t mean to start us off on the wrong foot.  I apologize.” His smile brought to mind a used-car salesman closing a deal.

      Unexpectedly, a ripple of pleasure shot through her veins like a mild psychotropic drug. She suppressed it immediately and placed a protective bubble around her body to stop the supernatural onslaught.

      “I know what you’re doing,” she accused. He was extremely powerful to smash the coven’s protection spell. The thought-form sensation he’d thrown at her penetrated her consciousness as if she was a defenseless baby. She’d better watch it.

      He didn’t act surprised or offended. “I was trying to ease the strain. It’s not every day you meet your only child after being apart for years.”

      “You never had any more children?” she asked curiously.

      “No.”

      “Ever remarry?”

      “Never. Once was enough.” His laugh was bitter. “What has Ginnie told you about me?”

      “That you’re dangerous and use magic for your own personal benefit.” She kept it deliberately vague. Let him do the explaining.

      “Doesn’t everybody use their talents to improve their life?”

      “It’s forbidden to use our Gifts in a way that will harm others or manipulate their will.”

      “Says who?” He kept his tone mild and his smile fixed.

      “Basic Witchcraft 101. Everyone knows hatred or revenge spells return threefold to the person casting them.”

      “Not everyone believes that nonsense. Have you had any personal experience with hexes?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “You sound like your mom. How about opening your mind a little bit?”

      “I am not like her!” Immediately she saw the trap he’d laid.

      “Then loosen up and consider another point of view.”

      She focused her mind to discern his aura. The color of it could help her determine his true intentions.

      “Uh-uh, no.” He shook his head slightly. “Now I know what you’re doing. Hasn’t anyone ever told you that looking at other people’s auras without their permission is an invasion of privacy?”

      His mocking amusement made her flush. “Why did you want to see me?”

      “You called me. How could I not be curious about my own daughter?”

      “Is that all I am to you—a curiosity?” The words fell neutral and flat.

      She had few illusions about this meeting. Hadn’t expected he would declare his love and regret for years of abandonment. Still, she couldn’t help feeling some disappointment. Should have known better after reading his black book with its spells of binding and pain, all scrawled in carefully constructed selfishness. She shivered and mentally distanced herself from her father.

      “Would you believe me if I said I was sorry for not being a part of your life?” His tone was humble, and he cocked his head to one side.

      “Are you?”

      “Of course. I’ve thought of you often.”

      He was saying the right words and looking the part of repentant father, but she wasn’t buying it. Everything was too studied, and he kept up protective, screening barriers that prevented her from gauging his energy.

      “Then why haven’t you ever called?”

      “I did try to see you once.”

      Callie faked surprise, wondering if he would mention the Ouija board fiasco. “When?”

      “You were twelve. Ginnie turned me away out-of-hand.”

      “Must not have wanted to see me too bad if you only came once.”

      “Ginnie convinced me you’d be better off not knowing me.”

      “You could have come to see me in New Jersey. Mom and Grandma Jo couldn’t have stopped you.”

      “I didn’t know where you went. Besides, why did you want me to drive all the way here from Atlanta? To get on my case?” Irritation escaped as red wisps of steam from his self-contained mantle.

      She pursed her lips. If anyone should be angry, it was her. “You deserve it. Did you ever pay child support or have you been a total deadbeat?” She didn’t bother to hide her anger. He had it coming.

      A strong smell wafted in the air. That unique mix of menthol and licorice she had only encountered once before—the night of the Ouija Board incident. Grandma Jo said it was absinthe, from the wormwood herb. Her father had been there that night. Mom hadn’t lied about that. Even the Ouija board tried to warn her. She remembered the words: ‘A D-A-R-K V-I-S-I-T-O-R F-R-O-M Y-O-U-R P-A-S-T I-S A-L-M-O-S-T U-P-O-N Y-O-U B-E-W-A-R-E F–A --’

      It had been trying to spell F-A-T-H-E-R when Lucas attacked Mom.

      The book of black magic was his too. How stupid to think he might have changed.

      Lucas—she couldn’t bring herself to call him father now—said nothing and stared straight ahead. When he faced her again, his tone was gentle, jaw set in determination. “Callie, I understand the way you must feel. I won’t offer any more excuses except to say I’m sorry and I’d like to make amends. Yes, I’ve always paid child support, and I’ll help you now with college or whatever you’d like to do.”

      “Why?” She didn’t expect this. It was too easy, too suspicious.

      “My company’s doing well, even with the lousy economy. I’ve expanded my real estate business and started an import/export company. As a matter of fact, I’d like to offer you a job.”

      “What kind of job?” She couldn’t help being flattered, as he no doubt expected.

      He shrugged. “You could do something in public relations or take an administrative position until you figure out what interests you. With your special Gifts, you could be a real asset.”

      “And how would you have me use my so-called special Gifts?” Her voice was sharp with disapproval.

      “When you come into your full potential on your birthday, you’ll be a powerful witch. There are ways to use that to your advantage.”

      “You mean to your advantage. First of all, there’s no guarantee I’ll get special powers.”

      “It’s more than that,” he interrupted. “I’ve studied all the astrological implications of your birth date, I know your hereditary powers, and I’ve even observed them first-hand.”

      “Second of all,” Callie continued, ignoring his interruption, “I don’t use witchcraft to hurt others or cast spells to manipulate.” She half rose from the bench before settling back down. He’d come all this way, so today might be her only chance to talk. “And what do you mean you’ve observed me first-hand? You haven’t observed anything since I was four. Besides, I’ve seen your black book; I know the kind of spells you cast, the damage you’re willing to do to get what you want. I’m not like you. Why should I help you?”

      He didn’t answer her questions. “We seem to have got off on the wrong foot.” He smiled with fake warmth. “I came today to try and make up for the past. Like I said, if you want to continue college, I’ll pay. If you’re not interested in school, why don’t you come live with me this summer in Atlanta and work for me on a trial basis? If you don’t like it, I won’t force you to stay.”

      The offers made her head spin. It was generous but . . . live with him?

      “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” she said. She couldn’t help the wistful note in her voice. Here was her father asking to be a part of her life. Trouble was, she couldn’t drum up an ounce of affection for him.

      “Sure it is. Give us a chance to get to know each other.” His laugh sounded forced. “It would be advantageous for both of us.”

      Advantageous. Wrong word. She rose from the bench. “Thanks for coming, Lucas.” He didn’t deserve to be called ‘dad.’ She stuck out her hand to avoid another awkward hug.

      Lucas looked at her hand in open-mouthed surprise. “I can’t believe you’re turning me down. Callie, I live in a beautiful high-rise penthouse. There are a million things to do in the city for a girl your age. I’ll even throw in a car, along with a salary that any college student would jump at.”

      “No. Mom was right about you.” She dropped her hand and took a few steps back. “Have a safe trip back to Atlanta. Sorry you came this far for nothing.”

      Her entire body slammed into an invisible, dense concentration of energy. She stared at Lucas in angry astonishment. She’d never encountered such a phenomenon and didn’t expect it in broad daylight from her own biological father.

      “You’re making a huge mistake.” His voice was hushed, yet the echo of his whisper ricocheted in her mind. He stared at her intensely, shadows smoldering in his dark eyes, the irises almost black.

      Callie sensed James’s strong presence at her side before she physically laid eyes on him. He glared at Lucas.

      “Let her go,” James said.

      The two men sized each other up. Callie detected an animalistic, green vibration as ancient as the mountains, flowing between them. Her skin tingled, and every cell went into alert mode fueled by adrenaline.

      Lucas backed down with a small shrug and reached into his corduroy jacket pocket. “Here’s my business card with my private number. Call me if you change your mind about the job.”

      She accepted the card but said nothing. There was nothing left to say between them. After fourteen years, they were strangers with no bonds other than chance genetics.

      They watched him drive away in the Jaguar with an angry squeal of tires and the roar of fine engineering.

      “I hope you’re not too disappointed,” James said.

      She sank onto the bench, putting her head between her hands and knees up to her chest.

      “You’re not crying, are you?” James sounded alarmed.

      She raised her head and smiled slightly. “No, but for the first time in my life I feel utterly exhausted, like I ran a marathon or something.”

      “It’s all that adrenalin leaving your system.”

      “Just like a man to blame everything on hormones.”

      He laughed and sat beside her. “Tell you what, let’s you and me play hooky today.”

      “I’ve never in my life skipped school.”

      “What? You’ve never honored that time-old tradition? You’re a disgrace. We need to correct this right away.”

      She stared at him in bemusement. Why not? Even if she went back to class, her mind and heart wouldn’t be in it. A day alone with James was an unexpected treasure. She’d be a fool to pass it up.

      “You’re on. What’ll we do?”

      He stood and extended his hand to help her up. “Little girl, you’ve no idea the things we can do.” His gaze was dark and sexy.

      “I’ll be your willing pupil,” she said, accepting his hand.
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      The day that started so depressing became magical because she shared it with James. Neither brought up the mystery of the other; instead, they spent the day relaxing in the beauty of the wilds. He took her to Little River Canyon, and they hiked to the falls.

      “I’ve never met another girl with your energy,” he said. All day she’d matched him stride for stride as they climbed up and down the hill trails.

      “You’re not complaining, are you?” She stepped into his arms, and they leaned into each other. She never wanted to let go.

      “Not yet,” he said.

      Callie wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his face down. The heat from their bodies was thick in the air.

      “You know you’re playing with fire,” he whispered. His breath was hot and husky against her neck.

      “I don’t care. I want you, James.” She fought through her shyness. “I love you.”

      His eyes widened in surprise.

      “It’s okay if you don’t love me back. I just—”

      His embrace tightened. Gradually, he loosened his hold. James always broke away first. She wished he would give her the same words, but she knew in her heart he felt the same, even if he couldn’t say it aloud.

      For now, the knowledge alone was enough.
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      What a bastard. James lay in bed picturing Lucas Bradford among the Confederate tombstones. He had to admit it was clever of Lucas to choose it as a meeting place. Cemeteries were hallowed ground to immortals, and no fighting was allowed. His temples and neck still ached with the strain of masking his anger in front of Callie all day. The man was calculating and had come to Piedmont to size up his daughter. He would never accept her refusal to work for him.  The easy way of trying to charm her and get her willing cooperation didn’t work. She had no interest in what he offered.

      He had heard the whole conversation. His hearing was as sharp and superhuman as his vision and strength. James rubbed his neck and kneaded the back of his head. Callie impressed him with her determination to do the right thing. Lots of girls her age would have either been tempted by the lure of a nice lifestyle or so desperate for a father’s approval, they would compromise their principles. Callie was strong enough not to be crushed by her father’s lack of character and confident enough to make the right decision. But it had to hurt. He vowed to stay in her life at least long enough to make sure she was safe and free from whatever that man tried to do.

      Because the worst thing of all was that Lucas Bradford was no ordinary man and no ordinary warlock. He tried to hide his true nature, but James was onto him instantly, and his head reeled with the implications.

      At their introduction, James had reached automatically for his dagger but stopped. As he shook Lucas’s hand, the jerk had pulled him closer and whispered in his ear, “Do you really want to do this in front of the girl?”

      Lucas Bradford was an immortal, and that made him extra dangerous.
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      Callie looked out her bedroom window and stared toward James’s home on Booze Mountain. As she did every night, she sent out her love and wishes for him to have a peaceful night sleep. Tonight she added extra force to her wish. All day she sensed the inner agitation he tried to hide. Callie centered her thoughts and built up her desire to the point she could compact that energy into a thought-form. She shaped it into a small ball and then cupped it in one hand. She opened the window and blew it into the wind toward James.
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      “Good goddess, child, you’re eating even more than usual,” said Grandma Jo.

      “Your vegetable stew’s the best.” Callie scooped her fourth bowl from the soup tureen. “Besides, all those veggies are good for me.”

      “You do look radiant these days,” Mom said. “Although I expect that’s more because of young love than your diet.”

      She didn’t deny it. Over the past month, her connection to James kept growing. She could hardly believe her luck.

      “Oh, I’ve been meaning to ask y’all for the longest. What does ‘sky-clad’ mean?”

      They both stared at her with their mouths open.

      “What?” She looked back and forth between them. “What did I say?”

      Mom colored while Grandma Jo enlightened her. “It means going naked during a coven ritual. As in, only the sky is your clothing. Where did you hear that?”

      “Um, I don’t remember.” She took her bowl to the kitchen and made her escape.

      That Tanner. She had a score to settle with him. She grinned, picturing Grandma Jo sky-clad at a coven meeting. The more she tried to suppress her giggles, the louder she laughed until the kitchen filled with the sound of hysterical hiccupping. Grandma Jo came in with dirty dishes and caught Callie bent over double, tears running down her cheeks.

      “I can guess what’s so funny,” Grandma Jo said with a stern frown. “For that, I do believe I’ll let you clean up the mess all by yourself.” The amused sparkle in her eye let Callie know she wasn’t really offended.

      “No problem. You’re always so good about cooking; this is the least I can do.”

      She gathered the dirty dishes and ran hot water. She actually enjoyed washing dishes and looking out into the night sky. The smells of dinner lingering in the air, the feel of warm soap lathering her hands, the view of stars glistening light-years away—the routine of cleaning up the day’s sustenance felt like a prayer.

      The spring equinox was only a week away, and she looked forward to openly celebrating the rebirth of spring. At Candlemas in early February, when the coven celebrated the secret beginnings of spring growth, she’d felt the stirrings of her power increase. She said nothing to anyone. It would only worry her family and confirm there might be truth about her coming into super witch powers.

      Callie rinsed the final dish and began drying the clean stack. She used to believe February was way too early to celebrate a return to spring, but this Candlemas marked the beginning of a difference. Subtle at first, her awakening increased gradually each passing day.

      “Are you okay, Callie?” Mom’s question brought her focus back to Earth. Ginnie picked up another towel and started drying the utensils.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Nothing’s different.” She groaned inwardly at the bad choice of words.

      “Hmm . . . different. If you say so. I could have sworn I sensed a shift in your aura.” Mom kept her attention on drying the silverware.

      “You did? I thought . . . you know, that most of your psychic abilities were gone except with animals.”

      “That’s what most people believe.” She put the silverware in a drawer. “Over the years, a little of my skill has returned, although it will never be as powerful as before I met your father.”

      “Grandma Jo said you were very gifted.”

      “And that Gift has passed onto you.”

      “Mom.” Callie gathered her courage. “I have started to feel a change. I don’t know what to think. All my senses are stronger, and I feel things that, logically, I shouldn’t.”

      Mom smiled, a gentle calmness on her face. “Such as?”

      “It’s hard to explain. But, like, at Candlemas, I could feel the roots of plants and trees tingle beneath my feet. Even though it’ll be weeks before we see green growth in the ground, I could feel it awaken.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Sometimes I’ll just know things. Like, Skye and I were out shopping last week, and I had the sudden urge to go in a different store. I rounded a corner where there was an old man with a cane. I knew he was going to fall, and I had to get to him. The closer I got, the more he teetered. It was like a slow motion picture frame as I caught him before he hit ground.”

      Mom nodded and said nothing.

      The hidden wonders inside tumbled out. “I see people’s auras sometimes even when I’m not trying. I smell what’s for dinner before I walk in the door. Once a hawk—the same one—kept appearing everywhere I went for two days. I know the exact moment the sun sets and the moon rises, and when I meditate, I visualize leaving my body and floating.” She studied Mom’s face. “Does this all sound crazy?”

      Ginnie winced. “‘Crazy’ is a sensitive word for me.”

      Callie put a hand over her mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. We’ve never talked about it before, so maybe we should. Let’s sit in front of the fire a bit.”

      In the den, Grandma Jo looked up from her book and saw something was up. Without a word, she left them.

      “Lucas’s psychic attack left me weak and confused, but not forever dead to the Craft as we first thought. A witch’s will is a mighty thing. It’s a flame that can never be fully extinguished once it has illuminated the path of the Other Way.”

      “What’s the Other Way?”

      “The way of magic. The path we take as witches.”

      Callie gathered her nerve. “How did it feel right after the attack?”

      “There was a burning sensation and a smell like smoldering wires. An inky, purple smog soaked into every brain cell. I had to concentrate to keep darkness from taking over my mind. Afterwards, I felt an overpowering numbness and lethargy, as if all my senses were wrapped in thick cotton or like being held underwater, and reality shimmered above me but out of reach. Every sound was muffled, making it difficult to understand what people were saying.”

      She remembered the way Mom had stumbled around the house with vague eyes. “I didn’t think you would ever come back from that.”

      “I was never in any pain. My biggest regret is that I couldn’t take care of you when you needed me.”

      Callie closed her eyes and let the words spread like aloe on burned skin. She wasn’t sent away because she wasn’t good enough or unloved. A deep sorrow lifted out of her body, and she felt freer and lighter.

      But even as the sorrow faded, Callie felt a rising, burning anger replace it. Lucas had to be stopped.
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      Callie and James set their cafeteria trays at the usual table with the usual crowd. Skye was already seated and eating whole grain Cheerios from a box and drinking Diet Coke.

      “That’s a hell of a lunch you always pack,” James said.

      “A carb fest downed with life’s magic elixir.” She held up the soda can in mock salute then pointed it at their trays with its unappealing mound of spaghetti. “Now that’s what I call a hell of a lunch.”

      Callie poked the gross mess with a fork. “Totally unappetizing, but I’m starving.”

      James and Skye smiled at each other.

      “I know, I’m always starving, but it’s the truth.”

      Michael and Tanner arrived with bags from Fat Girls Barbeque.

      “I’m jealous,” Callie said as they unwrapped the pulled pork sandwiches. “How did you manage to slip off campus?”

      “Ms. Bromwieser never takes roll call and could care less if you skip,” said Michael. “We aren’t in high school anymore.”

      “What’s this? Some special class for football jocks? I need a transfer,” she joked.

      “Let’s split,” James said, banging down his fork. “I can’t eat this disgusting orange goo.”

      “Just leave?” Her mouth opened in surprise.

      “Oh, go on, Miss Goody-Goody,” Skye said. “We know it’s not the first time you two have skipped out.”

      “If we leave now, we can grab some real food and get back in time for your next class,” James said.

      She threw her fork on the tray and stood. “I’ll need at least two of those barbeque sandwiches,” she warned James.

      “I figured as much.”

      “The least I can do in exchange is turn your tray in for you.” She gathered both trays and walked to the other side of the cafeteria.

      Emily Singer sat with some other girls Callie recognized. She smiled and waved. Everyone but Emily stared at her stonily.

      “How can you stand to hang around that Goth girl?” one of them asked in disgust.

      “Are you talking about Skye?”

      “Just look at her,” said another girl, lips curled in disgust.

      Callie glanced back at her friend. She was so used to Skye’s heavy makeup and piercings, she forgot how Skye appeared to others.

      “She’s really not that bad,” Emily spoke up.

      Callie shot her a grateful look. Tanner could do a lot worse than Emily.

      “She’s gross. Always has been. And she’s weird. I’ve heard some strange things about her and her family. Michael’s the only normal one in the bunch.”

      “Me too. I heard—”

      “Why don’t you shut up!” Callie snapped. She remembered these girls now from elementary school, the same nasty girl clique.

      “No, you shut up.”

      It took Callie a moment to place who said that. Oh, Gina, ringleader of the mean girls. She’d been a bitch since sixth grade.

      “You and Skye were always a couple of weirdos,” Gina continued, her perfect features twisted into a sneer. “Always secretive and whispering nonsense. You’re both total losers.” Gina looked away and spoke to the girl beside her. Callie was dismissed as too unimportant for further discussion.

      She seethed, and without stopping to think, directed her anger at the uneaten mound of spaghetti in front of Gina.

      Blop. The whole gelatinous mess splattered onto Gina’s white shirt, leaving a very satisfying tomato-red stain. Gina jumped up and glared accusingly.

      “How did you do that?” Gina screamed.

      “Do what?” Callie asked. “I’m standing way over here.”

      “Freak! You and Skye are nothing but a couple of freaks.” Gina screeched and trembled with rage.

      The lunchroom turned deathly quiet and she felt everyone’s eyes on her.

      “Is there a problem?” James asked, already behind her.

      She jumped in surprise. “Not at all. I’m not wasting any more time on such narrow-minded idiots.” She stomped off, James by her side. The noise level in the lunchroom returned to a buzz. Probably talking about her for all she cared. It took all her self-control to take her time emptying the trays and leave the cafeteria, head held high.

      “Want to tell me what that was all about?” James asked as he pulled the car out of the parking lot.

      “Just some stupid snobs making fun of Skye.”

      “There’s always bullies. Some things never change.”

      His words set off a bell in her head. What was he implying about things never changing? Callie tried to focus on his words, but she was still too upset to look for hidden meanings. She stared out the car window fuming and thought of a dozen ways to hex the snobby girls. Maybe menopausal chin hair on the blonde and a permanent case of laryngitis for Gina.

      “Michael and Tanner being football stars helps keep some of the nastier behavior at bay,” James said.

      “There’s no excuse for it. At least Emily tried to defend Skye. Of course, she’s probably doing that because she’s got a thing for Tanner.”

      “Really?”

      “How can you sit behind them in history class and not know?” Honestly, guys could be so dense.

      James shrugged and searched through his music and selected a classical number.

      “And it sucks big-time. Skye’s the one in love with Tanner, and I get the feeling Michael has a crush on Emily.”

      “Playing matchmaker can backfire on you,” James warned. “Don’t try waving your magic wand to make it all right.”

      She narrowed her eyes and stared at his profile. Was it her imagination, or did he intentionally suggest magic at every opportunity?

      “Maybe I will. And while I’m waving that magic wand, I’ll also command it to send me winning lottery tickets and Angelina Jolie lips.”

      “Your lips are fine as they are.” He leaned over and lightly touched her lips with his fingers.

      Nice. She closed her eyes and relaxed. Very nice.
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      “Give it a rest, Callie. I told you I don’t care about those girls.” Skye sat cross-legged on the bed, sketching in her notebook.

      “It has to hurt. Even a little?”

      “Nope. If it really bothered me, would I keep my piercings or the purple streaks in my hair?”

      “Maybe.” She studied her friend for cracks in her composure.

      Skye looked up from the notebook. “I know you had something to do with Gina’s spaghetti-stained shirt. Aren’t you worried about bad karma from the Law of Three?”

      She shrugged. “Threefold trouble because I used magic for bad? Nope. Gina got what was coming to her, so I consider it nothing more than speeding up justice. But we were talking about you, not me.”

      “I’m used to those girls.” Skye set the notebook aside. “People, even thick-headed ones, can sense I’m different after a while.”

      “How?”

      “Our family never goes to any of the local churches, I’ve never been part of the Baptist Youth Fellowship, and I’ve always had strange obsessions like collecting crystals, wearing lots of charm jewelry, being superstitious, not celebrating their traditional holidays—”

      “I get your point.”

      “And to top it off, my parents had to give me a witchy name like Skye. Michael got off easy in that department. Didn’t people in New Jersey think you were strange?”

      “They think Southerners are strange anyway,” she said with a laugh. “Most people probably just thought my aunt was flaky and I was a snob. I didn’t have lots of friends. The not going to church on Sundays thing was no big deal. It’s not like a small Alabama town where your religious denomination is considered a defining personality trait.”

      Skye studied her. “Sounds like we could have used each other all these years. At least I’ve always had Michael, and then Tanner came along too.” She gazed off into space with a small, unconscious, all-telling smile.

      “About Tanner—”

      Skye immediately picked up her notebook and became engrossed in it. “What about him?” Her tone was challenging.

      “It’s obvious you have a thing for him. Don’t you want to talk about it?”

      “No.” Skye looked up with forlorn eyes. “It’s hopeless. He only sees me as Michael’s kid sister and a friend.”

      “Then you have to change his mind.”

      “Are you suggesting a love spell? Believe me, I’ve been tempted over the years. It’s murder watching him date half the girls in the county and never even look at me.”

      “Tanner can be an absolute pain in the ass,” Callie agreed.

      Skye laughed. “I have no idea what I see in him. Half the time I’m with him, he ticks me off. And the other half . . .” Her face reddened, and she looked down.

      “Oh, I know about the other half. James is—” Callie’s voice trailed off.

      “You’re so lucky. He’s a hunk and he’s crazy about you.”

      “Really? Sometimes I think so, and other times I can’t read him so well. He’s so private.”

      “He’s never hung out with anyone here in Piedmont before. Always kind of kept to himself.”

      “I think he has his secrets.”

      Skye’s eyes shone with excitement. “Do you think he’s a witch like us?”

      “No . . . but he definitely has a mystery.”

      “Does he know you’re a witch?”

      “No. At least I don’t think so. I haven’t told him, but sometimes I get the strangest feeling he suspects.”

      “You should tell him.”

      “Eventually. When the time is right.” She tapped Skye’s notebook. “What you got there?”

      “Sketches of some charms I’d like to make.”

      “Can I see?”

      Skye handed her the notebook.

      She flipped through dozens of pages of intricately drawn jewelry designs. Each piece used semi-precious gems and rocks with a description of the charm’s magical properties. There was an orange calcite bracelet for creativity, turquoise earrings for luck, headbands with amethyst and moonstones for fortune and protection, and tiger’s eye anklets for truth and healing. Almost every jewelry piece had a rose quartz somewhere for love and harmony.

      “These are amazing,” she said. “Have you made any of them yet?”

      “A few. But even at wholesale prices, it’s a bit steep for me to make all my designs. You really like them?”

      “Skye, these are gorgeous. You have to make them one day.”

      “My plan is to have my own website business. And if that takes off, it would be fun to have a metaphysical shop where people could come in and browse.”

      “When you’re rich and famous, I can say this was one of your first creations,” Callie said, holding up her amber necklace.

      “I wish I could talk my parents into giving me the money,” Skye said. “I’d much rather have a start-up business than spend money going to college. I already know what I want to do.”

      “You’re lucky. I have no clue what I’m going to do.”

      “Why don’t you come to Alabama with all of us next year? We could be roomies, get our own place.” Skye’s eyes grew animated.

      “I’ll let you know soon,” Callie promised. “My father’s offered to foot the bill.”

      “At least he’s come through with something.”

      “I know. Hard to believe isn’t it?” She started to tell Skye that Lucas offered her a job but thought better of it. She picked up one of Skye’s jewelry designs. “You have a talent that’ll take you places. Me, I’m floundering.”

      The future was only a vague concept. So much depended on what happened at her initiation.
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      Callie finished filling the doodlebug with gas and scurried inside the Dixie one-stop to pay. Damn, it was cold outside. Maybe she’d get a cup of hot chocolate. She made her way over to the beverage station, grabbed a Styrofoam cup, and pushed it under the dispenser. The warm liquid thawed her chilled fingers. Now for a little whipped cream, a dash of cinnamon . . .

      “Fancy meeting you here.”

      No, it couldn’t be. Callie whipped around. “How did you—? I mean, when did you—?” The cup slipped from her hands, sending the scalding liquid down the front of her jeans. “Crap.” She grabbed a handful of napkins and jerkily swiped the sticky mess.

      Lucas extended a handkerchief. “My apologies. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “The hell you didn’t.” Callie ignored his outstretched hand, and he stuffed it back in his jacket. “I should have sensed you. Guess you know how to shield your presence.”

      He glanced at the nearby customers. “We can speak privately in my car.”

      She spotted the silver Jaguar in the parking lot. “How long have you been following me?”

      He ignored the question. “Allow me to buy your gas.”

      Callie gaped as he made his way to the cashier. She opened her mouth to protest then clamped it shut. Let him pay. It was the least he could do after all this time.

      She stomped out the door, debating whether to drive off or hear him out.

      Lucas grabbed her elbow. “What harm can it do to talk? Fifteen minutes is all I ask.”

      She glared. “What if you decide to whisk me off to Atlanta against my will?”

      He countered with a question of his own. “Why would I do that before you come into your powers at the initiation?”

      Good point. She heaved a loud sigh. “Oh, all right. Fifteen minutes.”

      The car’s interior smelled of rich leather. Lucas climbed in beside her and started the engine.

      “No way.” Callie grabbed the door handle. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Lucas withdrew his keys from the ignition. “Fair enough.”  He put an arm on the steering wheel and faced her as best he could. “We got off to a bad start.” She opened her mouth to speak, and he threw up a hand. “My fault. I came on too strong with the job offer and money. Once I thought it over, I realized how it came off. Like I was trying to bribe you into having things my way.”

      “That wasn’t the problem. The problem is that you want to use me. All you care about is power.”

      “I won’t deny power’s important to me. But you’re my daughter, my only child.” His voice cracked, as if swallowing tears. “I want to be a part of your life, whether you join my coven or not.” His face was perfectly schooled in sincerity: chin tucked in, head lowered, watery eyes.

      Crocodile tears.

      “You don’t fool me.”

      “Please, Callie.” He raised a hand as if to touch her then dropped it back down. “Give me a chance.”

      A chance. She wanted to believe him, wanted a father. She’d been so lonely growing up, feeling like she didn’t have a mother or a father. Callie hugged her elbows by her stomach. People could change. Maybe he was really trying.

      “At least come for a visit,” he said softly.

      “Couldn’t you just visit me here in Piedmont for starters?” She inwardly cringed at the slight tremble in her voice, not wanting to betray any sign of weakness.

      “I would, but Ginnie and your grandmother wouldn’t allow it.”

      “I could talk to them, make them—”

      “No,” he cut in abruptly.

      She took in the slight narrowing of his eyes, the fingers drumming the steering wheel. He was pissed.

      “If you want a relationship with me, you would at least try.”

      “I am trying.” He pasted on a smile. “So, what do you say? If you came next weekend I could take you to a play at Fox theatre, a Hawks basketball game, shopping, whatever you like.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “More bribery?”

      “Merely a taste of the kind of life you were meant to have.”

      He hadn’t changed. “The kind of life I could have if I helped you and your coven.”

      Lucas shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant.” Her voice rose. “It always comes back to your ambition.” She opened the car door.

      “Wait.” Lucas grabbed her elbow. His grip squeezed painfully into her tender flesh. “Don’t be an idiot, Callie,” he hissed. “You can’t even imagine what we could accomplish together.”

      She clenched her teeth. “Let go of my arm, or I’ll scream bloody murder.”

      Lucas looked at the stream of customers going in and out of the store. He loosened his hold. “If you change—”

      “Yeah, I’ve got your number.” She jerked her arm free and tumbled out of the Jaguar. “Don’t come see me anymore,” she said, slamming the door shut.

      Lucas rolled down the Jag’s window. “Make no mistake, Callie. We will see each other again. If it’s not until your birthday . . . remember it was your choice.”

      She swiftly made her way to the doodlebug, determined not to let Lucas see her cry.

      He didn’t deserve her tears.
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      “Caledonia Bradford, report to the Dean’s office. Reminder to all graduating this semester that cap and gown fees are due this week.”

      The P.A. announcement nearly made her drop her books. She’d only been called to an office once, way back in second grade. She paused at her locker and looked at Skye. The warning bell for class change had already rung, and only a few students lingered in the halls.

      “I haven’t heard anyone call you Caledonia since first grade.” She laughed as Callie rolled her eyes. “At least you don’t have a witchy, hippy name like me.”

      “Mine’s witchy too. Caledonia’s the ancient name for Scotland. Mom picked it to honor our Celtic witch heritage.”

      “You’re lucky. She could have honored that Druidic branch by calling you something ghastly like Druidella. Anyhoo, why do you think the Dean wants to see you?”

      Her stomach fluttered. “I can’t imagine.”

      “Told ya’ that man creeps me out. Something about him is off. Tell me what happened later in history class.”

      Callie kept touching her amber pendant as she sat in the administrative office waiting to see the Dean. She didn’t have to wait long before two guys with surly expressions on their faces came out of Connors’s office and took seats across from her.

      “Don’t ever come back on campus, or I’ll have security remove you,” Connors warned them. He turned to Callie, his face still flushed in anger. “Come in,” he motioned as he headed back to his desk.

      Callie entered and again was hit with a sense of unease, even stronger than her first day at school. Was it because of her heightening powers? Maybe it was residual anger from Connors’s encounter with the students he’d expelled.

      He stared and tapped a pencil against the desk. His gaze was unnerving. She listened to the staccato beat of the pencil and wondered if this was a new form of school discipline torture. Make the student sweat out all the possibilities of why they were in trouble.

      “I’m disappointed in you, Callie,” he finally said, voice acid with sarcasm. “Never expected to hear your name come up in this scandal.”

      “I-I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You seem intelligent enough. No reason to resort to cheating.” He continued to tap the pencil against the desk.

      “Cheating?” Callie’s hand automatically clasped the amber pendant. What was he talking about?

      His eyes zoomed in on the pendant. “Unusual necklace.”

      Callie nodded, stunned into silence.

      The sound of the pencil snapping was unexpected and ominous. They both looked down at it, now broken in half. Shavings of number two lead and yellow painted wood formed an irregular pattern on the maple desk. It took a lot of strength or a lot of anger to do that damage.

      “As you must know, this college has a zero tolerance policy against cheating of any kind. First offense is expulsion.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never cheated on a test or paper. Never.”

      He steepled his fingers. “Your name was brought up in connection with a cheating ring where a group of students have hacked the computer system to change their grades.”

      “That’s a lie. Who said that? Those two guys you just kicked out of the office? I don’t even know their names.”

      “They knew yours.”

      This was far worse than anything she could have imagined. Why would someone do this to her?

      “I swear I didn’t do it,” she choked out.

      “Unfortunately, there’s no proof you were involved. Only the word of the students that were caught. I have no grounds to expel you.” He leaned forward, frowning. “But I’ll be watching you.”

      “Yes, sir.” Callie rose on trembling legs, eager to escape.

      “One more thing. Perhaps you should be more selective in the company you keep. Could be that someone you consider your friend is actually an enemy.”

      An enemy? She hardly even knew the other students. None of this made sense. But she nodded and turned to leave.

      A single, small black feather lay on the floor by Connors’s desk. It was out of place in the pristine room and sent a cold trickle down her spine.

      Callie walked out quickly, her mind reeling. Connors was lying. That was easier to swallow than his claim she’d been fingered in a cheating scandal. The man disliked her, although she couldn’t imagine why.

      The out-of-place feather might be a clue. She searched her mind. What had she heard before about black feathers? Ah, yes . . . Aunt Mallory mentioned they were a sign of warning, some kind of Cherokee belief in the black crow as an animal totem that watched over the landscape with keen intelligence and cautioned other birds about potential threats.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Tanner asked when she took her seat in history. “Heard your name on the P.A. Caledonia? Really? What kind of name is that?”

      Callie noted James’s empty chair with relief. She wanted to sort through this thing with Connors alone. “Don’t ever call me Caledonia again, mister football jock.”

      “What happened with Connors?” Skye asked.

      “He made a ridiculous claim that another student accused me of cheating. I’ll tell you about it later.”

      Skye rolled her eyes. “Told you he was a jerk.”

      “All right, everyone, I’m returning your test papers. I must say, the scores were even worse than I anticipated.” The professor’s usual sarcasm was turned up a notch. “I can’t imagine what you’re doing here in class and where your little minds wander. You would think, by the pure power of osmosis, you would absorb some of what I’m saying.” His self-satisfied smile revealed his pleasure in handing out F papers.

      Tanner raised a hand. “What’s an osmosis?”

      Emily smiled at him while the rest of the class snickered.

      “Your witticism is only exceeded by your pathetic lack of academic skills, football superstar.” The teacher dropped a test paper with a large, red ‘F’ on Tanner’s desk. “Better hope you don’t lose that precious athletic scholarship.”

      Really, he went too far sometimes.

      Skye sent the teacher a withering look. Uh oh. Skye had the stereotypical redheaded temperament. Her anger, once roused, could be glorious.

      The professor was writing on the blackboard when a slight swirl of air blew over the back of his head. The hairs lifted, showing the seam of the toupee across a bald patch on his scalp. Several students snickered. When the volume got too loud, he turned and glared. He knew they were laughing at him but couldn’t figure out why.

      Callie caught Skye’s eye and gave a slight shake of her head. This was a no-no on appropriate use of power.

      Skye grinned, totally unrepentant. She leaned back in her chair and whispered, “Remember the spaghetti incident? Maybe I’m dealing out a little justice too.”
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      Cheating.

      Callie’s anger festered the more she dwelled on Connors’s lies. She found herself tapping her pencil on a notebook, and she glanced at the other students in the quiet library. Nobody was paying her any attention. Most had their heads buried in a book, and others were researching on the computers. Normally, the library would be her last choice as a refuge, but she didn’t want to chance running into James if she’d gone for a mountain hike.

      She removed the amber from her neck and cupped it in her hands. Maybe if she meditated about the meeting, she’d discover a clue about the disturbing incident.

      Eyes open, she breathed deeply and projected herself mentally back into the Dean’s office. She sat across from Connors, watching the tapping of the pencil; the motion slowed down like stilled movie frames. She observed his left hand stationary on the desk while the right hand pounded the pencil. When the pencil shattered in two, the broken fragments fell slowly.

      Her vision focused on the ring he wore on his right forefinger. It was gold and bulky, with a large garnet stone that at first glance looked like a traditional class ring. She zoomed in on the details of the piece. One side pictured crossed daggers, the other an engraved five-star pentagram.

      She had seen a ring like this once before.

      On her father.

      She awakened from her trance, chills prickling her arms. No wonder the Dean gave her the creeps. He was in league with her father. Had Lucas hired him to keep an eye on her and report on her activities and friends? Maybe Lucas wanted her to get in trouble. Wanted her to come to him for help and accept his job offer.

      She had to find the truth. She would sneak into Connors’s office and snoop. The sooner the better. If she thought about it too long, she might chicken out.

      She could do it right now if his secretary, Mrs. Campbell, was away from her desk. Or she could steal a master key from the janitor’s office in the basement and come back later.

      Filled with resolve, she left the library and entered the administrative building by the back door. At the end of the hallway, she peeked around the corner to the front office where Mrs. Campbell sat. The secretary leaned back in her chair, yawned, then checked her watch, evidently counting down the minutes until five o’clock. If only she would take a bathroom break and leave her desk a few minutes.

      Time she tested her power of suggestion. She’d seen Mrs. Campbell drink coffee in the mornings. That would work. Callie closed her eyes, formed the image of a cup of coffee, and imbued the image with the aroma of fresh brewed steam rising. She telepathically sent the image to Mrs. Campbell and was thrilled to see the secretary perk up and sniff.

      “You would love a cup of coffee right now.” Callie whispered the suggestion. “Go to the lounge and get some before you lock up for the night.”

      Mrs. Campbell rose from her desk. Callie felt a tiny thrill of power, understanding for the first time how heady it must be for Lucas to control others. She waited until the secretary was out of sight then hurried into the office. It had a window on the side at ground level. Callie eased it open a couple of inches, enough for her to come back a little later and get in. She was about to congratulate herself on how easy it had been when heavy footsteps and the creaking of a cart rolled near the door.

      The janitor.

      Shit. Nothing was ever easy. She hid behind Connors’s desk and held her breath, listening to the cart in the hallway. The janitor was close enough, she could hear his low humming.

      Callie peeked over the top of the desk and gasped. Her purse sat in plain sight on its surface. Double shit. Even if the janitor was only passing by, he could see it. She closed her eyes and willed him to move on down the hall. For one tense moment, the cart stopped outside the doorway . . . and then the wheels squeaked as it moved on.

      Heart pounding, she grabbed the purse and ran to the door, making sure the hallway was deserted before scrambling out the door.

      But the hardest part was still ahead.
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        James stirred restlessly. It was close to five o’clock, and he hadn’t seen or heard from Callie since lunch. He’d dropped her off at school after getting barbeque and decided to skip the rest of the day. After decades of school, there wasn’t much to learn, although it was always amusing to dip back into the school scene. He bounced back and forth between work and school, always ducking and dodging and changing aliases as needed. After a good twenty years, people questioned your eternally youthful appearance, and that meant it was time to move on yet again.

      

      He tried to call Callie for the third time with no success. Ridiculous to feel he had to have constant contact with her, but the fear in her grandmother’s voice about Callie’s safety had stayed with him. To set his mind at ease, he called Skye.

      “She said she had to go to the library after classes,” Skye enlightened him. “Did she tell you about Dean Connors?”

      “No. What’s up?”

      “Some crazy accusation that she’d been named in a cheating ring.”

      “Callie? She’d never do that.”

      “I know. Weird, right?”

      Something was very wrong.

      “Thanks for letting me know, Skye.” James turned off his phone, frowning.

      Could she be in trouble? The whole incident must have shaken her. Inspiration struck. If he hurried, he could get Callie a bouquet of daisies and meet her at the library. That would cheer her up.
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      Callie lingered behind the rush of students and employees exiting, wanting to be the last out of the building. She walked slow as everyone else pulled out of the parking lot in a noisy burst of car engines and honking horns. When the last car left, Callie did a U-turn and ran to the side of the school.

      The window was still cracked, and she slid it up all the way. Awkwardly, she flung her legs into the opening and fell inside, painfully bumping her knees on the linoleum. A few lights provided enough illumination to navigate, and if she pulled the blinds down behind her, it would cover all but her shadow from anyone outside.

      She searched the floor, but the black feather was gone. Had he seen her looking at it? Or maybe the janitor swept it up already. She sat at Connors’s desk and saw the photograph of the two smiling girls she’d noticed earlier. She picked up the frame for a closer look.

      Odd. Something was off. She turned the frame over to take out the photo.

      “Well, well, well,” she said aloud in the eerie silence.

      These weren’t his girls or grandkids, just a cut-out magazine photo. Why would someone have fake photos on their desk?  She opened the center drawer and flipped through paperwork. Meeting notes, appointment reminders, and calendars . . . the usual stuff.

      She rifled through a calendar, unsure what she was looking for. There were lots of miscellaneous meetings and phone numbers. June 1st was circled in red with the words ‘LAST DAY OF SCHOOL!’ Seemed the staff was as eager for this day as students. She skimmed the rest of the month, and then her mouth dropped in surprise at the last entry: ‘June 21, summer solstice, CB’s twentieth birthday.’

      “Bingo—got you,” she whispered. Connors had to be working with Lucas.

      There were no more entries after her birthday.

      Hurriedly, she yanked opened the other desk drawers, searching for more damning evidence. The last one was the jackpot. Inside it, she found a round, wooden engraving of an inverted pentagram. Black magic for sure. This man was one of her father’s disciples.

      A sharp tapping sounded on the windowpane.
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      She wasn’t at the library.

      James’s forebodings increased as he drove around campus, trying to spot her. In the admin building’s parking lot, he spotted her car. The only other vehicle there was a pickup truck on blocks that had been there for weeks. He pulled up beside her empty car. Where could she be? He forced himself to stop imagining worst-case scenarios. The first logical step was a search of the grounds.

      James got out of his car and closed the door quietly. Using his keen, extraordinary night vision, he checked the school grounds and detected a slight movement in the shrubs toward the back left side of the building. He headed in that direction, careful to hug the wall and duck underneath windows.

      Approaching the area, he stopped and enveloped himself in silence to acclimate his senses even more to the night. There was the usual rustle of the trees and sounds of cars from the roadway. He filtered those out and honed in on the smaller area where he stood. His patience was rewarded with the sound of rustling paper, as if someone was turning pages in a book. He heard a female gasp and a few words whispered.

      He knew that voice. Callie was in there. He stood and peered in the window. Even with the blinds down, he could see her profile at a desk.

      He rapped on the windowpane. “Callie,” he called out in a voice he hoped was loud enough for her to hear but not loud enough if anyone else lurked nearby.
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      Her heart returned to an almost-normal rate when James called her name.

      His voice rose a couple of decibels. “What are you doing?”

      She hastily returned everything in the desk to its proper place and went to the window. “Uhm . . .hello, funny meeting like this.” She shifted on her feet. What must he think of her?

      “That would be an understatement. Climb out of the window, and we’ll continue this discussion outside.”

      “Good idea.” She smiled breezily, as if getting caught sneaking into someone’s office was an everyday occurrence. She opened the window a little wider and started to sling one leg over the ledge. Halfway out of the office, James swore under his breath.

      “Damn. Someone’s coming.”

      She halted and strained her ears. “Are you sure? I don’t hear anything.”

      “It’s too far away for you to hear. But someone is definitely coming. Hurry up!”

      Callie scrambled out and shut the window. James grabbed her arm and started pulling her toward the parking lot.

      “I still don’t see anything.” She let out a startled yelp when James picked her up and ran.

      The world sped by so fast, she felt dizzy. In seconds, they were in his car and going ninety.

      James turned onto the main road at break-neck speed, and Callie gripped the front console.  Though she still couldn’t see or hear anything, she sensed a dark energy. Clasping her amber pendant, she gathered spirit energy for protection. Callie visualized a blue-purple cloud rising from the earth’s core, encasing the car in an indigo aura.

      She glanced at James who kept checking out the rearview mirror. She craned her head to the back windshield and saw a black Cadillac bearing down on them, a mere three feet from their bumper. The man behind the steering wheel had thin brown hair with a receding hairline and dark eyes glinting behind eyeglasses.

      Connors.

      Good goddess, he somehow knew she’d searched his office. If James hadn’t shown up, she’d be at his mercy right now. She gulped. Connors might be chasing them to take her to Lucas, if he didn’t kill her first.

      “You recognize that guy?” James asked.

      “It’s the Dean, Mr. Connors.”

      James slanted her a sharp look. “Skye told me about your meeting with him. That was his office you were in, right?”

      She nodded miserably. Now she’d get them both killed.

      They drove down the mountain, going eighty on the narrow, twisted roads. James rounded a bend, and his car scraped against the guardrails, the right tires inches from dropping off solid ground. She winced at the grinding of metal on metal and closed her eyes against the deep gorge below.

      James overcorrected the car’s direction, and they hit the side limestone cliff on the opposite side of the road. The car bounced into the middle of the street, spinning in circles.

      This is it. Death by car crash or death by Connors’s hands. The world spun dizzily.

      “I’m sorry, James,” she managed. “It’s all my fault.” If something happened to him . . .

      James twisted the steering wheel, righted the car, and they were again flying down the mountain.

      If they could make it into town, Connors would have to stop the chase. He wouldn’t risk witnesses to what was either a planned murder or an abduction. Callie concentrated on protecting them as best she knew how. Too bad she didn’t already have some special power when she needed it.

      Black thunderbolts rained down to strike the vehicle and were repelled by the shield, sending white-hot sparks bouncing off the protective aura. James swerved slightly but never slowed the car.

      “Whatever you’re doing, it’s working,” he said.

      “You know what I’m doing?”

      “Not exactly. But Connors is backing off.” He checked the rearview mirror then slowed the car to the speed limit. “Let’s drive around awhile to make sure. I don’t want to take you home if he’s anywhere near.”

      She looked behind and watched Connors decelerate the Cadillac to the point she lost sight of him completely.

      A strained silence developed as James entered downtown. They merged into the throng of traffic without incident and still no more sign of Connors.

      She took out her cell phone. “I’m going to leave Mom and Grandma Jo a message that I’ll be late, but I’m okay.”

      “Why were you breaking in Connors’s office?

      “It’s . . . uh . . . complicated.”  She evaded. “How did you know where to find me?”

      “I had an uneasy feeling, so I called Skye, and she told me you’d be at the library. Did she know you planned to break in the office?”

      “It’s not like I was stealing or anything,” Callie muttered.

      “Skye told me what Connors said today. What’s going on?”

      “I was trying to find out why he has it in for me.”

      James rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Funny, I’ve been at this school all year and I’ve never met him.”

      “Skye says he’s new this semester. The old Dean had a sudden leave of absence over the holidays. Here’s what I discovered—Connors knows my father.”

      James tensed beside her. “Are you sure?”

      “They both wear the same unusual ring. I went in his office to get more information on who he really is and why he’s here. His datebook had my initials scribbled by my birthday.” No need to tell James about the black magic, at least not until she was out in the open with him about her own magical dabbling.

      “Strange. And I don’t think you’ve told me half the story. Let’s go to our place to talk before I take you home.”

      She cocked her head to one side. “I didn’t know we had a place.”

      “Sure. The rock ledge on the mountain where we met.”

      A warm glow lit the dark, cold place in her troubled heart. “But it’s already dark; we can’t hike up there, even with a flashlight. And my family will expect me home soon.”

      “Trust me,” James said.

      She did. Totally. Even if he had his secrets like she had hers. He’d already saved her ass this afternoon.

      James abruptly pulled the car over to the side of the road.

      “What are we doing now?”

      He didn’t answer, but came around to the passenger door and lifted her out of the seat and into his arms. “Do roller coasters make you dizzy?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then this shouldn’t bother you. Hold on tight.” With those words of warning, he ran.

      It was faster than a roller coaster and twice as scary. James ran like a dervish. Tree branches swayed when he sped by. The darkness didn’t slow him. He unerringly avoided tree roots and low-lying branches.

      It wasn’t humanly possible.

      She stilled at the thought. She always suspected something about him was different; now there was no denying it.

      They were at the rock cliff in minutes. James set her down with a gentle flourish before taking a seat beside her.

      Neither of them spoke but looked out at the view of stars and sparkling lights from the houses below. From here, she could see not only Booze Mountain but also Duggar Mountain where Skye lived. They used to joke that Piedmont was in the haunted hollows of Alabama’s very own Bermuda Triangle. A mysterious area formed by mountains instead of the sea.

      “It feels safe here with you,” she said at last.

      “Of all the things you could say to me, that’s the last thing I expected.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” A brow arched. “Aren’t you spooked by my freakish abilities? Or didn’t you notice the superhuman race uphill?”

      She returned his intent stare and shrugged. “I’m not easily spooked.” Relief flashed in his eyes. “Did you think I would be?”

      “You don’t know all of it yet.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Besides, I have freak-worthy secrets too.”

      “Such as?”

      Her throat tightened. Would she lose everything if she told him the truth?

      “Let me make this easy for you,” James said. “You’re a witch.”

      Her hand crept to her throat. “You know?”

      “Almost from the very beginning,” he answered casually, as if discussing the weather.

      His eyes held a tender amusement that stunned her. “Are you a witch too? Is that how you guessed?” That would explain a lot. It might even explain his superhuman physical prowess. Maybe it was some specialized form of witch power she hadn’t encountered.

      “No.” He regarded her again with an intent, wary look. “I’m an immortal.”

      “A what? You mean . . . like a vampire?”

      “No, nothing like that. You’ve never heard of an immortal?”

      She searched her mind. “I saw a television movie once about men who lived forever and went around chopping each other’s heads off. They wore kilts and called themselves the immortal ones. Is that what you mean?”

      “Well-put,” he said sardonically. “That pretty much sums it up.”

      A bit of the puzzle that was James fell into place. “When I found you in the woods that time . . . you’d been in a fight with another immortal!”

      “Right. He slashed me pretty deep on my side with his sword.”

      The blood rushed from her face.

      “I’m fine now,” he assured her. “You saw how quickly it healed. The only thing that can permanently hurt me, or end my life, is to be beheaded.”

      “Tell me everything.”

      He sighed. “Okay. It’s time.”

      She took hold of his hand. “I can handle whatever it is.”
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      “I died April 2, 1865 in the Battle of Selma, Alabama. Well, technically I died my mortal death. When I awakened from that nightmare, it was to a new life as an immortal.”

      James saw the wonder and questions forming in her eyes. She hadn’t turned away in horror. At least not yet.

      “1865 . . . I thought the Civil War was over by then?”

      “The history professor would be proud to know someone’s listening in class. You’re close; Lee surrendered to Grant at the Battle of Gettysburg a week later on April 9, 1865.

      Her hand squeezed his. “How did you die?”

      “It was on the second day of the battle. I was one of only four thousand rebels defending a Confederate munitions plant. What a ragtag group we were too. At nineteen, I was older than most of them. Those of us in the Alabama Brigade were half-starved. But we had General Nathan Forrest on our side, and we fought hard, convinced we would win since we were so far in the Deep South.”

      He paused and gazed over the cliff. “Death came for me late in the day. Near the end of the battle, a Union cavalry force broke our columns. Like everyone around me, I was getting ready to run for it when I got hit and went down. There was an explosion of pain in my chest and then numbness.”

      She rubbed a thumb over his palm. “Is it hard to talk about this?”

      He shrugged. “A little. But ask me anything you want.”

      “What happened after you were shot?”

      “When I came to, it was dusk, and the munitions plant was ablaze. The earth smelled of smoke and blood. I was lying flat in a field, surrounded by dead and dying soldiers. The pain returned, and I tried to sit up, until I spotted Union soldiers roaming the field, rounding up prisoners. My strategy was to play dead, but some of the Union soldiers ran swords through those too weak to make the journey to a POW camp.”

      Callie shuddered. “Maybe they were putting some of the wounded out of their misery.”

      “No. There were no kind acts in that war. After killing the wounded, the soldiers rummaged their haversacks for valuables like food or weapons. One of them came my way, and I managed to grasp my dagger in my right hand.”

      “I take it the guy figured it was time to check you.”

      “Right. When he bent over me, I grabbed his jacket and quickly stabbed him in the heart. But it wasn’t quick enough. He screamed, and several soldiers saw me withdraw my dagger. Somehow I rose and ran into the woods. Well, more like a loping and limping. I took several more shots in my back but reached the woods alive. Once in the cover of the trees, I crawled as far as I could, expecting at least one of them to chase and finish me off.”

      “Did they? Is that how you died . . . or sort of . . . passed from mortal to immortal?”

      “No. They didn’t need to chase me. By then, the loss of blood, combined with God knows how many internal injuries, did me in.”

      Callie laid her head on his chest. “And yet, here you are.” Her hand rose to cover the beat of his heart.

      “I’m not sure if that’s a blessing or a curse.” James stood and strolled a few feet away, memories churning in his guts. He picked up a stone and threw it with superhuman force. “My next memory is waking in a small log cabin being tended by Carter.”

      “Come sit back down by me.” She patted the ground beside her. “So Carter’s not your real father.”

      “Not biologically, but he taught me the way of immortals and how to survive.” James slowly lowered to sit beside Callie again. “My real dad and two older brothers had already died in the war.”

      “You were reborn.” She said in amazement. “Did you have a choice between dying or immortality?”

      “If there was, I wouldn’t have opted for this life. No one knows when, how, or why the race of immortals started.”

      “So you’ll never die.”

      He couldn’t tell if she was awed or horrified. “The only way for an immortal to die is to have their head chopped off.”

      She shuddered in revulsion. “And the odds of that happening are—?”

      “I’ve lived through twenty-six fights.”

      “Do all fights end in death?”

      “Almost always. Immortals kill to become more powerful. The life energy of the dead immortal transfers to the victor.”

      The vulnerable hollow of her throat convulsed. “Then why didn’t Carter kill you? And why does he look like a middle-aged man instead of younger like you?”

      “The age of our first death, the human death, is the age we keep for eternity. Carter became immortal later in life than me. As for why he didn’t chop off my head . . . there are small pockets of us changing from the Old Ways. I can’t tell you if it’s some sort of biological mutation going on, or if it’s an intellectual or spiritual evolution of our species. I’ve never had the desire to hunt down other immortals to absorb their power. I only kill in self-defense.”

      He watched her carefully as she took it all in. Would she find him repulsive now? It would probably be for the best, even if it hurt like hell.

      “Power,” Callie said slowly. “Everyone is after power. Like my father.” She squared her shoulders. “I’m still here, I’m not running.” She smiled. “I’m glad you had no choice in the matter, otherwise we would have never met. I only wish I could be an immortal with you.”

      “Believe me, it’s no picnic. Everyone you love eventually grows old and dies. You always feel like an orphan, no matter how long you live.”

      “You have no surviving biological family?”

      “None. When I came home from the war, my mother was dead from a combination of starvation and exhaustion trying to farm. She died in March. If she could have held out a little bit longer, I would have been home to help her, and the war would have been over. That haunts me. She wasn’t even forty when she died. That seems like nothing to me now at my age.”

      Callie’s eyes flashed in understanding.

      “Elizabeth Channing MacLauren was your mother. I saw you at her gravesite, shortly after you died and went through the change.”

      The air whooshed out of his lungs. “You must be some kind of special witch.”

      “That’s what they tell me,” she said ruefully, as if she didn’t believe it.

      Their gazes locked as the protective veil of secrecy between them lifted.

      “It’s such a relief that you know about me,” she said.

      “Did you plan on telling me?” His voice sharpened with sudden, instinctual suspicion.

      She jerked away. “Of course. You don’t believe me?”

      He didn’t answer immediately, and the silence grew heavy. They both jumped when her cell phone rang.

      “Hey, Grandma. I’m okay. Be home in a few minutes.” She put the phone back in her jean pockets. “Maybe we should head back. I’m a little ticked right now.” Her voice was level, but her eyes showed hurt and anger.

      “Callie . . . I’m sorry I—”

      “It’s okay. Guess you trust me at least a little to tell me about yourself.”

      “Actually, I think I do trust you.” His own words surprised him, but he realized they were true.

      “You think?”

      “Okay, I know. I’d rather we didn’t have our first fight right now. Not when we’re finally being honest.”

      “You’re right. Let’s not do this. I’m glad you opened up.” She walked into his arms and held him tight.

      He squeezed her fiercely then pushed her away with a shaky laugh. “You keep holding me like that, and I won’t be able to take you home.”

      “Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Maybe I want to be wicked.”

      “A wicked witch, huh? We should go now, little one,” he said in a hoarse voice.

      “Little one? Now I see why you keep pulling away and saying I’m too young. It’s because you’ve got nearly 165 years on me.” She laughed, but it died as quickly as it had come. “And you’ve had worlds of experience. Lots and lots of women.”

      “I don’t know about lots.” He smiled unrepentantly.

      Callie held up a hand. “I really don’t want details. And if I ever ask, remind me of that.”

      “Got it.” He kissed her in relief. The last thing he wanted was to go over his life’s sex history. “Your family’s waiting. I’ll take you back to school so we can get your car. We’ll talk tomorrow, and you can fill me in on all your secrets. In the meantime, promise me to be extra cautious. Something bad is stirring in these hills.”

      “Is it safe to go back down the mountain?” She peered uneasily at the dark trail leading down and swallowed hard. “My dad and his friends are bad news.”

      “There’s still more we need to discuss. How about we spend Saturday together? I’ll pick you up about eleven o’clock, and we’ll go to Rome. Probably safer than roaming Piedmont.”

      “Works for me.” In spite of all the troubles and danger, the bond between them grew tighter.

      “Don’t think I haven’t forgotten you have a ton of questions to answer. I want to know exactly what’s going on with your father.”

      [image: ]

      Callie Googled ‘Battle of Selma.’ There were a little over 3,000 deaths, 2,700 of them in the Confederate soldiers’ column. She pulled up tintype photos of soldiers in uniform before heading out to war. Many of the Confederates looked cocky, as if leaving the farms for a short adventure. She compared those images to photos of actual battle scenes, POW camps, and post-war photos. Their faces were gaunt, more than half-starved on a steady diet of fat pork, crackers, and chicory coffee. But what struck her most of all were the eyes, huge, shell-shocked, pained eyes.

      James had gone through this at her age.

      She wondered what he would make of her story. He didn’t seem shocked she was a witch. How much contact did he have over the years with her kind? Whatever happened, she would make this work. She drifted asleep, concentrating on the image of his face and the feel of his lips in her hair as he held her on top of the mountain.

      Their place.

      [image: ]

      The earth was cold and wet, but James was in flames of agony, the familiar landscape of his death. The shotgun wound in his back burned as hot as the distant fires. He was in hell. The smell of smoke and blood mingled with the sound of moans and screams. As he lay there, bleeding and weak, an ominous silence crept in as more of the fallen soldiers around him died. He wished the peace of death for himself. Instead of a gentle slip into unconsciousness, he heard soldiers on horseback enter the field and alight from their horses. They laughed and called out to one another as if arriving at a party.

      It’s a dream. But he couldn’t open his eyes and end it. He faked death, even knowing how it would end. The way it always ended. A Union soldier would single him out. In the twilight of the dreamscape, James saw the hate-filled eyes and mirthful smile seared forever in his brain.

      “We got us a live one here, boys.” The soldier reached over his body, and James lifted his dagger to strike.

      Then he was stumbling to the nearby woods. If he could just make it . . . the harder he tried to run, the farther away the darkness of the forest became. If he could get to the edge . . .

      The shotguns blasted and the force of the bullets drove his body forward. Now he crawled with determination. Death didn’t want him after all. Only a little farther.

      “James. You’re okay, you’re home in bed.” Carter’s hand on his shoulder finally roused him from the dream.

      He sat up and forced his mind to clear. Safe . . . he had come through intact. Strange. These dreams were occurring more often. It was such a long time ago, and when he looked back on the war and his youth, he felt like a different person entirely. No reason to keep replaying this.

      “The nightmares are becoming a habit,” Carter noted in concern.

      James ran his hands over his face and nodded agreement.

      Carter hesitated. “Maybe it’s all the unrest in the air. Have you noticed an increase in enemy activity? You had that fight a few weeks ago. Several times this past month, I sensed unfamiliar immortals in our area, but escaped without them picking up my scent.”

      “Callie and I came close to an encounter tonight. We managed to outrun it.”

      “Did you recognize the other immortal?”

      “Callie did. Says his name is Connors, the college Dean.”

      “Everything’s connected to that girl.” Carter’s face twisted in a scowl. “Mighty funny how all this started around the time she showed up.”

      “Give it a rest. None of it’s her fault.”

      “I’m not saying it’s necessarily her fault, but that girl is trouble.”

      “That girl’s name is Callie.” He returned his dad’s scowl. “She’s in danger, and I’m looking out for her.”

      Carter crossed his arms over his chest. “I knew it. What’s going on?”

      James hopped out of bed and pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. It felt like betraying Callie to talk about Lucas, but maybe he did need help. After all, Carter was centuries older than him and might have ideas on how to proceed. And from his first meeting with Callie, Carter picked up that something about her was unusual.

      “I met Callie’s father. He’s an immortal.” James watched Carter’s eyes widen in shock.

      “Her father? That’s impossible. Immortals can’t have children.”

      “That’s what I thought too. But think about it, Dad. Our species is changing. We now have female immortals, something unheard of until the last hundred years or so. There are pockets of immortals these days that have no desire to fight. So maybe it’s possible some can reproduce.”

      Carter shook his head. “No way. Her mom must have had another lover.”

      “I have to admit I wondered. If Callie was immortal, of course, I would have recognized that immediately.”

      “That proves her real father isn’t immortal.”

      “But suppose for a moment her dad truly is an immortal. Either Callie didn’t inherit those genes or—”

      “Or what?” Carter’s voice was filled with suspicion.

      “I didn’t want to tell you, but you were right when you warned me there was something unusual about her.”

      Carter shook his head, his face a contradictory mixture of anger and self-satisfaction. “She’s a witch isn’t she? That first day you brought her home and she shook my hand, I felt a kind of tingle at the contact.”

      James sighed. He dreaded telling his dad. “Yeah, she’s a witch, all right. And by all accounts, an extraordinarily talented one.”

      “Ditch her. I mean it, James. Get away from her before it’s too late.” His dad’s face was livid, the veins on his forehead ready to explode.

      “I understand how you feel about witches, but—”

      “Damn right. Curse them all to hell.”

      “Listen a minute. You have a right to be bitter after Angelique. But Callie’s diff—”

      “I told you to never mention that witch’s name to me. The thought of her still makes my skin crawl.”

      “It’s been over a hundred years ago. Are you going to let her ruin your life forever?”

      “Who says she ruined my life? When I need female companionship, I take what I need without long-term relationships. I advise you to do the same. Better yet, find another one of those new female immortals if you still believe in love. I doubt you’d keep foolish notions of everlasting love if you had to spend an eternity with one.”

      “You can’t help who you love.”

      Carter regarded him in silence, his mouth set in a grim line that James recognized as an attempt to control his temper. “What took you so long to find out? I sensed a certain energy in her at once.”

      “Give me a break. I’d never met one before. Any sparks between us, I attributed to lust on my part.”

      “Stay away from her. I don’t want you to go through the hell I went through with that witch whose name I will never speak.”

      “She would never betray me like Angel . . . like you-know-who.”

      “Don’t be a fool, son. A witch is a witch. They’re all poison.”

      “Now I’m the one getting angry. We should drop the subject.” He stormed away and then turned at the door. “I promise to remember your warnings if you’ll promise to at least consider Callie might be a decent person. No matter what she is or who her father may be. We can’t help our heritage and the mixed blessings and curses that come our way. It’s how we deal with our fate that’s important.”

      He left without waiting to hear Carter’s response.
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      Callie awoke to a sharp rapping at the front door. Groggily, she checked the alarm clock. It didn’t take magical powers to know that no good news comes a-knocking at three-thirty a.m.

      She jumped out of bed, startling Grendel, who’d been curled asleep on her stomach. The kitten awoke instantly, arching his back, his tiny body set for flight. His eyes glowed like a miniature alien as he looked for the source of danger. Seeing nothing, he glared at her in reproach.

      “What’s all that racket?” Grandma Jo ran out of her bedroom and into the hallway wearing a satin red nightdress and wielding a baseball bat. Her short, spiked hair stuck up in all directions, and her night cream cast a slightly bluish tinge on her face.

      “Grandma Jo, really.” Callie couldn’t help but laugh. Any other grandma would have on a long flannel nightgown and sport pink sponge curlers.

      Mom’s bedroom door flung open and coincided with the ring tone on Callie’s cell phone.

      “Hold on, maybe the call’s from whoever’s at the door.”  She ran back in her room to grab the phone. “Who is it?”

      “Callie, it’s me at the door. Sorry to wake you but—”

      “Hold on.” Callie returned to the hallway where Grandma Jo and Mom hovered. “It’s James.”

      “At this time of morning? I’m going to give that young man a piece of my mind,” Grandma Jo sputtered, heading down the stairs.

      “What’s happened?” Mom asked with a voice high-pitched in concern.

      “Guess we’re all fixin’ to find out,” Callie said. She put the phone back to her ear. “We’ll be at the door in a sec.”

      The three of them rushed down the stairs. Grandma Jo reached the door first and threw it open. “You better have a good—”

      James stood in a ring of light on the front steps holding Sin. His dog whimpered in pain and trembled.

      “Sorry. It was stupid of me to come, but I couldn’t stand to watch Sin suffer anymore.” He cleared his throat. “The vet’s office doesn’t open until seven, and I’m afraid it’ll be too late by then.” His worried eyes sought out Ginnie. “I know you work at the shelter, so I thought you might know how to help him until I can get him to the vet.”

      “Of course I’ll help.” Mom pushed her way in front of Grandma Jo and Callie. “Mother, how about getting that old blanket out of the laundry room for me?” She waved in James and his dog.

      He hesitated. “You might want to keep him on the porch. He was throwing up earlier.”

      “I’ll take my chances. We need to set him up on the blanket in the den where it’s warmer.”

      Callie touched James shoulder in sympathy as he walked by.

      “I can’t believe I’m so worked up over a dog,” he said with a shake of his head.

      “He’s part of your family. You love him.” She looked at Sin. “Poor baby. If anyone can help, it’s Mom.” She leaned to whisper in James’s ear. “She has a special . . . gift with animals.”

      “Here’s your blanket.” Grandma Jo laid it out in the middle of the room. “I’m going back to bed.”

      “Yes ma’am. Sorry I woke you,” James said.

      Grandma Jo’s face softened. “Oh, that’s all right.” Her hand reached up to comb down the spikes in her hair. Her face froze as she felt the blue grease on her face. “Reckon I look a sight.”

      “No ma’am,” he said politely. “You look pretty awesome considering it’s the middle of the night.”

      Grandma Jo blushed. Callie had only seen her blush twice, and both times it was around James. Well, she could totally see why his handsome grin would make anyone at any age get a little flustered.

      James carefully placed Sin on the blanket. Mom bent over the beagle, examining his body with careful hands. She placed her ear close to Sin’s head and put a hand on his stomach.

      She raised her head. “It’s poison. The cloying, sweet smell is unmistakable. Once you smell it, you never forget.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t know why anyone would want to hurt him. He sticks close to the house, and we don’t have nearby neighbors.”

      Mom caught Callie’s eyes. “Go in the pantry and get me a bottle of fulvic acid and a bottle of arsenicum album. It’s all arranged alphabetically on the top shelf. Oh, and I’ll need a bowl filled with moon water.”

      James sat and held his head in his hands.

      Callie quickly gathered supplies and returned to the room where her mom gazed at James intently, stroking Sin’s body in a rhythmic pattern.

      “I know what you are.”

      He froze. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I know you’re one of the immortals.”

      He sucked in his breath. “Did Callie tell you?”

      “No.”

      Callie tamped down her frustration. Some trust he had in her. “I wouldn’t betray your secret like that.”

      They both ignored her.

      “You live a dangerous life.” Mom continued the gentle stroking. “Promise me you won’t expose Callie to one of your death matches.”

      “Never.” James backtracked. “Not if I can help it anyway.”

      Mom nodded.

      Callie mentally shook herself. Now wasn’t the time for anger when James was upset. She turned to Mom. “How’s Sin holding up?”

      “Still hurting, although he’s letting me touch him. That’s always a good sign.” She opened the arsenicum bottle and removed two pellets. “Watch how I do this,” she told James. “Put the pellet under his tongue and then hold his mouth closed a few seconds so the medicine dissolves.”

      “Will this make him throw up more of the poison?” he asked.

      “No, it’s already been expelled. This is an old-folk remedy that’ll ease his stomach pain.” Mom let go of Sin’s mouth and placed the water bowl near his head. She opened the jar of fulvic acid and sprinkled a tablespoon into it. “This is a detoxifier with natural electrolytes. It’ll neutralize any remaining traces of poison. Sin’s dehydrated, so he should be thirsty.”

      Sin half raised up on shaky legs and took a few tentative licks of the water.

      “Good boy,” Mom said in a low, smooth voice. “Drink it all up.” She looked up at James. “For the next twenty-four hours, give him one arsenicum pellet every four hours. Keep his water bowl filled, and add a sprinkling of the fulvic acid from time to time. You can’t give him too much. It’s a completely safe antioxidant. Think of it as a mega-doggie vitamin.”

      “Is he going to be okay?” James asked hopefully.

      “Should be. But if you take him to see the vet, don’t mention my involvement. Doctors and veterinarians don’t exactly cotton to our folk healings. Now, I’m still not quite done. Let me gather a few more things, and I’ll be back to try a bit of Reiki energy healing to ease his stress.”

      His brow furrowed. “Reiki?”

      “A fancy, new-age term for old-fashioned tender loving care. I’ll gently massage him while sending him love and assurance in my touch and voice.”

      Alone in the room, James reached for Callie’s hand. “Your mom’s pretty amazing.”

      She nodded, surprised to find she agreed. “Mom’s a different person when it comes to animals. She knows her stuff and has no fear. I’ve seen her nurse back to health all kinds of animals, including wild ones. She can calm even the most frightened and aggressive.”

      Sin wobbled to James and laid his head in his lap.

      “I can tell he feels better already. Don’t you, boy?”

      Sin gave a slight twitch of his tail.

      Mom reentered with candles, oils, and crystals. She looked to Callie, a question in her eyes.

      “It’s okay, Mom. He knows we’re witches, so it’s cool to go ahead and do your thing.”

      “I hope you’ll be discreet about this,” Mom said. “We don’t want trouble with neighbors.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” James eyed the spell charms curiously. “I’ve never seen anything like this. And it’s not everyday someone my age witnesses something new.”

      “How did you know he was immortal, Mom?”

      “I’ve known almost from the very beginning,” she said, arranging three candles in front of Sin.

      “Why didn’t you say something? He only told me tonight.”

      “It’s always best to learn another’s secrets in your own way and in your own time.” Mom lit the candles and mixed a few oils in a silver bowl.

      “What are you doing?’ James was clearly fascinated at witnessing his first spell.

      “The black candle absorbs illness, while the red candle speeds healing. The brown one in the middle represents Sin. I’ll visualize pulling the illness from Sin and filling his body with healing light. That, combined with healing touch, Reiki, will relax him and ensure the medicine is effective.” Mom held up a hand. “I’ll need silence now to do my work.”

      She poured a few drops of lavender, rosemary, and thyme in the bowl and stirred the mixture three times, clockwise, with her index finger. She picked up an amethyst, a rose quartz, and an orange calcite crystal, and anointed them with the oil before circling the air above Sin three times.

      
        “Mother, help us heal his pain,

        May no trace of toxin remain.

        Give my hands a healing touch,

        Help this dog James loves so much,

        As I will, so mote it be.”

      

      She gently stroked Sin’s body. Gradually, the dog stopped trembling. He yawned, heaved a loud sigh, and went to sleep.

      Mom snuffed out the candles while Callie gathered the tools. “Be back in a few minutes, James.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Bradford.” He started to stand.

      “Stay and let Sin catch some more sleep before you go.” Mom left, taking her magic tools.

      “Amazing,” James said in a hushed voice.

      In the silence of the dawn’s first light, Sin snored in deep sleep.

      Callie sat on James’s lap and ran her fingers through his dark, wavy hair. “Hey, you okay now?” she whispered.

      He regarded her solemnly, the gold flecks in his eyes piercing. “When we’re alone together, like this, everything seems perfect.” His eyes wandered to her lips.

      Her breath caught as his mouth met hers. The pressure was gentle and undemanding . . . for about two seconds.

      His tongue licked her lower lip before invading her mouth. Callie readily deepened the kiss.  She couldn’t get enough of James, had craved his closeness since she first ran into him on Lavender Mountain. She tightened her arms around his neck while his hands roamed her back, her hips, her stomach, hot against the nylon fabric of her pajamas. His hands crept farther up, past her ribs. A bolt of hot need swept through her when he touched her breasts.

      “No.” James set her aside and stood. “Your Mom and Grandma are too near.” His voice was husky, his breath harsh.

      Callie groaned. It was always something

      He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Time to go.”

      He picked up Sin from the floor while Callie reluctantly gathered the dog medicine in a basket and followed him to the door. The air was frigid, so she grabbed an afghan and tucked it over Sin. Her heart tightened as she watched James gently load Sin in his car. That done, he waved and left.

      Callie hugged her arms, watching on the porch until the car’s taillights disappeared. “Goodbye, love,” she whispered, bringing a finger to touch her just-kissed lips.

      [image: ]

      Poison.

      The word wrapped around his brain. That girl is poison. Over and over, Dad’s voice replayed in his head. Did he really think so little of his mentor, his father figure, that he could accuse him of poisoning Sin on so slim of a coincidence?

      “The Dean can see you now.” The school secretary interrupted the distasteful thoughts.

      “Thank you.” He rose and headed for the door, but not without noticing the secretary checking out his ass. Even after all these years, a little female appreciation never grew old. His mood lifted a bit.

      Damn. He felt as if he was suffocating the moment he stepped inside the office. The air sizzled with hostility and menace. The Dean turned from the computer to face him.

      “Welcome, James.” The voice dripped in sarcasm.

      “Mr. Connors.” James folded his arms, trying to hide his clenched fists. Here he was, face-to-face with yet another immortal. They appeared to be jumping out of the woodwork. This one seemed different though, more contained.

      Connors nodded at James’s fists. “You have admirable control.”

      “I have to say the same for you.” He sensed the buzz of aggression coursing through Connors, but the man controlled it. Immortals possessing this trait were rare, and yet here was the second one he’d encountered recently capable of such restraint.

      Lucas, Callie’s father, was the other.

      She was right. There was some connection between the two. “Who are you really? And what are you doing here?”

      Connors’s face was grim, and his eyes flashed beneath the bifocals. “I could ask you the same.”

      “Just killing time.”

      “A useless endeavor given our situations.” Connors’s voice was tight and hoarse.

      “What’s your interest in Callie Bradford?” James asked.

      “So she ran to you for help? Did she admit going through my personal papers and spying on me? Little bitch.”

      James leaped over the desk and clutched Connors’s shirt collar. “Don’t ever call her that.”

      Connors grabbed his right arm and removed it from his shirt. They glared.

      “If her father sent you to try and coerce her to join his coven, think again. Callie isn’t interested.”

      “Maybe not yet. But she will be.” Connors smirked. “By the time her birthday and coven initiation takes place, she’ll be begging to join us.”

      “You’re delusional.”

      “I’m delusional?” Connors snorted. “Why do you care about this mortal weakling? It’s bad enough you’re one of these modern, namby-pamby immortals who won’t fight. Now you’re telling me you believe in something as antiquated as love?’

      “If she’s such a weakling, why are you spying on her?”

      “Good question. I have my doubts about her so-called super abilities, but it’s not my call. I’m only following orders.”

      “Whose orders? Lucas Bradford’s?”

      Connors picked up a pencil and started tapping the desk, an unconscious gesture of agitation. “No need to bring his name into it.”

      “Now who’s the yellow-bellied coward? Used to be immortals never took orders from anybody, much less one of his own kind. Or is this some new, modern twist I haven’t heard of yet?”

      Connors’s face flushed. “A few specially-selected immortals have banded together. With Lucas as our leader, we can rule the world. We want you to join us.”

      “No, it’s Lucas who would rule the world. The rest of you are tools to help him increase his own power. I want nothing to do with you.”

      “You’re wrong. Lucas has talents you’ve never seen. Combined with his immortality, he’s nearly invincible. If he’s right about Callie’s skills, she’ll expand our coven’s power to unconquerable heights. That’s if she’s really his biological child. I have my doubts, but I’m always one to hedge my bets. If you’re smart, you’ll join us.” He stopped tapping his pencil, a cagey look creeping over his face.

      “Not interested. At all. Some of us don’t find it necessary to kill each other, and we don’t care about world domination. All I want is to be left alone.”

      “You’re taking a chance with a female witch, you know. Callie has the power to bind you. You could end up giving her all your fortune, become her lap dog, and answer to her every desire for . . . oh, let’s say . . . seventy years or more?”

      “She wouldn’t do that.”

      “You are pathetically trusting, James.” Connors shook his head in mock regret.

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “And yet you trust Carter, the man you call ‘father’? Perhaps he isn’t the paragon of virtue you imagine.”

      James struggled to keep his expression neutral. Another quiver of doubt crept in his mind about the man who had taken him under his wings. With a great show of indifference, he shrugged. “I don’t care what you think of me or my family, but stay away from Callie. If you hurt her, I’ll kill you.”

      “You could try.”

      “That’s a promise. And I’ll be on the lookout now for you and your . . . coven.”  He turned his back on Connors. For the first time in his immortal life, he wanted to attack and be the aggressor. He wanted to smash the man’s face for threatening Callie and making him doubt Carter. He needed to leave before he gave into those animalistic urges.

      His hand closed on the doorknob when Connors fired his parting shot.

      “Tell me, lover boy, how’s your dog?”

      How did Connors know? James stilled and then left, slamming the door so hard the frame almost came undone.

      About half a dozen students gaped at him as he walked by.

      “Wha . . . what have you done?” The secretary rose and tried to look around James into Connors’s office.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to close the door so hard,” he said with nonchalance. Several of the students gave him a silent thumbs-up signal as Mrs. Campbell rushed into Connors’s office.
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      Callie giggled at James’s expression of resigned doom. “It’s not so bad,” she assured him as she drew him into the den. “And it won’t take but ten minutes. Tops.”

      “No hexes? No turning me into a toad?”

      His voice was light, but she knew being in a roomful of witches wasn’t easy for him. “You’re perfectly safe.”

      The buzz of conversation stopped as they entered. About a dozen coven members crowded the small space including Tanner, Michael, and Skye. James had reluctantly agreed to Mom’s request to cast a protection spell for him.

      “I’ll do it because she saved Sin and because it’ll help ease your family’s mind,” he’d said. “My faith is in my own cunning and strength. That’s what has kept my head attached to my neck all these years.”

      “It can’t hurt,” Callie reminded him as she pointed to the chair in the middle of the room.

      Clove, bay, and basil smoldered on the charcoal incense burner, all herbs for protection. Lighted black candles flickered in the semi-darkness, and the altar gleamed with assorted hematite, agate, malachite and bloodstone crystals. To make James more comfortable, Callie asked the coven to do the set-up spell work in advance and not dress in ceremonial robes.

      Grandma Jo stood behind the chair and patted his shoulder. “Everyone, this is James MacLauren, and we are gathered to raise our energy and bless him with protection.”

      The high priestess, a petite, attractive woman in her mid-forties, stepped in front of James and motioned for the coven to encircle them. “Join hands as we begin.” She took a deep breath and chanted:

      
        By the goddess and power of three,

        We erect a shield for thee.

        Whether in shadows where enemies hide,

        Whether by light where foes may lie,

        May the strength of hematite

        Be with James in any fight.

        Fortify with agate and bloodstone,

        Near at home or wherever he roams.

        May the omen of malachite

        Warn him of impending strife,

        Guard him from those who would do harm,

        Preserve him with this coven’s charm.

      

      

      The priestess gathered the altar crystals in a leather drawstring pouch and held it above the incense smoke, infusing it with magic. She handed the pouch to a coven member on her right. “As this is passed around, each of you project your energy into the crystals while visualizing James wrapped in a cocoon of safety.”

      James’s back was stiffly anchored to the back of the chair, eyes gazing at the wall in front of him.

      Keep it short. Callie caught the eye of the priestess who gave a slight nod. As soon as the last coven member held the pouch, she took it to James. The priestess laid a hand on his scalp for a final blessing. His eyes widened, and Callie knew he’d felt the energy pass through his body.

      “It is done.” The priestess stepped away. “Be warned, these crystals offer you some protection, but there is only so much we can do.” At his nod, she addressed the coven. “Thank all of you for coming today. Merry meet.”

      Amid a chorus of merry meets, she bee-lined it to James and whisked him back out the front door.

      “Told you it wouldn’t take long. You felt the energy, didn’t you?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s not going to do much.”

      “You can’t know that until your next fight.” She frowned. “Which hopefully won’t be anytime soon.”

      “I’d say the likelihood of a fight against either Connors or your father is a given. I paid a visit to the Dean today. Connors is an immortal, like me.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut and hugged her arms to her chest. This was worse than she thought. If Connors was both a witch and an immortal, he was a powerful enemy. She hoped the protection spell her coven just cast for James would be strong enough to work.

      “Don’t fight them,” she whispered urgently, “I’ll try and figure out something with my coven to keep Lucas away.”

      James silently led her to his car and opened the passenger door.

      “Where are we going?”

      “My house. You’ve been asking about Sin all day, so I’ll let you see him for yourself.” He shut the door and walked to the other side.

      As soon as he got behind the wheel, Callie squeezed his knee. “I mean it, James. Don’t fight with them. I’ll handle my father.”

      He set the leather pouch on the console, pulled out onto the road, and shot her a tense look. “I don’t want to fight Lucas; it would destroy whatever’s between us.”

      She shook her head. “No way. I’m more worried my witchy side will scare you off.” She gazed out at the rolling hills where dusk lightly gathered. The witching hour when any kind of magic was possible. Especially in the spring when nature stirred to life after the deep silence of winter.

      “I can handle your witchy side if you can handle my immortal weirdness. I’ll admit everyone in your coven seems decent. Too bad all witches aren’t like them.”

      “In any race or religion, there’s going to be a few bad apples.”

      “Like your father?”

      “Like my father.” She turned to the window again, catching sight of the blooming dogwoods, the first traces of spring. She was not her father. It was her path, her choice, to live in darkness or light. And she, thank goddess, had been raised in the light, so the choice was easy. “Hey, stop the car. Pull over.”

      “What the—?” Alarmed, he hit the brakes and pulled off. Luckily, no one was behind them.

      The instant the car stopped, she flung open the door and ran to a cluster of violets. James followed close behind.

      “Callie, what’s wrong? Where are you going?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.” She strode to a patch of purple under a nearby tree and turned to him triumphantly. “Violets,” she said, pointing at the flowers.

      “Oookay…. so what?”  He frowned, looking for signs of danger.

      “I have to pick these violets.”

      He stared at her for a long moment. “You scare me to death, have me pull over, then run off into the woods . . . all because you wanted to pick flowers?”

      “These aren’t any flowers. They’re violets.”

      His brows drew together as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or throttle her. Well, let him scoff. If he was irritated, he’d get over it.

      She bent and started gathering handfuls of the purple blooms. She straightened abruptly. “Did you bring the crystals with you?”

      “Don’t tell me I’m supposed to carry them everywhere.”

      “Absolutely. You never know when you might need them.”

      “I meant to ask earlier, what’s the deal with the malachite? That woman said something about it being an omen.”

      Callie resumed picking. “When danger lurks, the malachite stone will break in two.”

      “Huh. Not sure I buy that.”

      “Let’s hope it’s never put to the test.” She gathered a few more blooms.

      James sighed deeply. “I give. What’s with the emergency flower-picking stop?”

      She knew it would sound silly. “It’s an old superstition really, but anyone who gathers the first violets of spring will have their deepest, secret desire granted.”

      He crossed his arms, apparently unimpressed.

      “It’s especially true if the violets are blooming under a dogwood tree. It means the flowers have been visited by the fairies. Don’t you want to pick any?”

      He shook his head and laughed. “If I’m going to date a witch, guess I better expect the unexpected.”

      “Make fun all you want. We’ll see who has the last laugh when my wish comes true.”

      “And what is your deepest secret desire?”

      To love you forever. Only she couldn’t tell him that. He wanted everything to move at a snail’s pace. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret. You’ve lived a long time; there must be some old superstitions you believe.”

      He watched her gather flowers. “I do have quite a collection of thunderstones.”

      “Thunderstones? I thought I knew all about rocks and crystals, but that’s a new one on me.”

      “They’re black rocks with white streaks caused by lightning. When I was a kid, people believed they cured anything from snakebite to childbirth pain. I collected them because they’re also supposed to give you enormous physical strength if you bathe with them.”

      “Do they?”

      He shrugged. “It’s like most things. If you believe it works, it will.”

      “I’ll have to tell Michael and Tanner about the thunderstones. They’ll try anything they think might give them an edge in football.”

      Alarm flashed across his face. “You can’t tell anybody about me. About the immortality.”

      “Of course. I’ll tell them it’s an old superstition you heard.” Satisfied with her bouquet, she went to James and kissed him briefly on the lips.

      The innocent kiss exploded into raw, primitive desire so fast that they each drew back in surprise. All of the deep, sensory awakening that had been growing as she approached her twentieth summer solstice made everything a heightened sensation. James’s rapid breathing proved he was just as moved by the kiss.

      She managed to find her voice. “Have you ever made love in a violet patch in the woods?”

      “Hmm . . . let me see. There was that time in the gardens . . . but wait, those were yellow flowers, not purple . . . and then there was the affair with the farm girl, and we wound up covered in poison ivy, but I don’t recall any purple flowers there either . . . and I can’t forget the time—”

      “Stop.” Callie covered her ears, laughing. But the stab of jealously was swift, and it took all her will to stamp it out. “Bet you haven’t made love to a witch, have you?” She couldn’t keep the hopeful note out of her question.

      The laughter quickly left his eyes. “Not knowingly. If I did, I was lucky enough to escape without being bound.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you serious? You’re a witch and you don’t even know your own supposed power?”

      “When you say bound, do you mean like bound by marriage?”

      “No. The kind of binding I’m talking about is a much greater hold than marriage vows.”

      She nodded, finally understanding. “You mean a witch casting you in a binding spell. But you know physical love doesn’t have to take place as a condition of the bind, right? A witch could bind you to herself at any time.”

      James said nothing. A chill grew in the air between them.

      “You must know I would never do that to you,” she said quickly. “Binding spells are wrong. They’re only supposed to be done as a last resort when your life, or a loved one’s life, is in danger. When you bind someone, you destroy their free will. Usually it’s done to keep someone away from you or others in your family.”

      “But it can also be used to enslave someone. Making love to a witch automatically binds an immortal to them. Or so says Carter.”

      “I’ve never heard that. But then, I never knew there were immortals until I met you. Does your dad know someone that was bound?”

      “He was. Her name was Angelique, and for decades he was miserable under her spell.”

      She hated to ask. “What did this Angelique do?”

      “Made him sign over all of his wealth. But that was the least of it. When she grew tired of him, Angelique took other lovers and even brought them into their home. By the end of the first decade, Dad was begging her to release him. She refused. Angelique even started using him to hurt others that crossed her path. Dad wouldn’t go into the details, but I know he’s still haunted by his past.”

      “How horrible,” she whispered. No wonder Carter was so bitter.

      “One of the first things he warned me about after I became immortal was to never wed or bed a witch. He claims those of us fated to live an eternity hold a special attraction to them.”

      Callie almost dropped the violets. “I swear I didn’t know you were immortal when we met, and it wouldn’t have made any difference in whether or not I was attracted to you. Not then, not now.”

      “I know.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “I tried to fight my feelings for you at first but not anymore. Let’s take it slow, real slow and see what happens.”

      She squeezed against his body, saying nothing. Slow wasn’t part of her vocabulary, especially when it came to him. She looked down at the violets. Her deepest, secret desire was to have James with her always. But the only binding between them would be from pure love. Nothing else would do.
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      Upon entering James’s house, Callie was slammed with sensations of loneliness, tension, and suspicion floating through the air like particles of gray ash. The only warmth and brightness came from Sin’s enthusiastic greeting.

      She patted his back. “You’re doing well aren’t you, boy?

      “He’s his usual pain in the ass.” James softened his words by rubbing Sin behind the ears.

      “Where’s your Dad?”

      An expression of pain flickered in James’s eyes.

      “Gone. He left a note saying he was going to visit old friends nearby.”

      “I see.” She walked into the den with its high-vaulted ceiling and banks of windows. “No one’s ever here. Figured you were pretty much loners and didn’t want people getting too close.”

      “True. Most of our friends are immortals like us.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are there very many of you around? I thought being immortal was rare.”

      “Not as rare as you might think. I’d say in a day’s driving distance, there are about six families scattered around these mountains.”

      “Wow. You told me there are some females now, right?”

      “They’re the rarest of all, but they’re getting more common.”

      “Do you know any female immortals?”

      His eyes shifted. “I’ve met one or two.”

      Alarm tingled down her spine. “If you fell in love with one of them, you would have each other forever.”

      “Forever is a long time with one person.”

      She didn’t smile. “That’s what you want . . . someone who’ll never leave. I can’t give you that.” She ought to encourage James to seek out an immortal for a mate, no matter how much it hurt. “Would you be able to have immortal children with a female of your kind?”

      He pressed his lips together and gazed out the window. “I didn’t want to tell you anything yet, but I can’t lie to you. I never will, Callie.”

      “What is it?” Panic stirred in the pit of her stomach. Having James had been too good; maybe the dream was about to end.

      “Immortals are sterile. We can’t have children.”

      She let out a sigh. He wasn’t breaking up with her.

      “Don’t you get it?  It’s one of the many reasons we shouldn’t be together.”

      “It’s just another obstacle.”

      “I thought you wanted to have children one day.”

      “Honestly, it’s not something I’ve thought much about. But I suppose I would like to have a couple kids eventually.”

      “You could never have that with me.”

      She stepped into his arms and held him close. “All that matters is that we have each other.”

      James kissed her as if she was his last hope for happiness. Then he stepped back and took a steadying breath. “One day you might hate me for being nineteen forever. We’ll never grow old together or have children.”

      “I could never hate you.”

      “You feel that way now, but there’s no guarantee you wouldn’t resent me someday. If at any point this is too much for you, I’ll understand.”

      “Okay. But I’m not going to run on you.”

      The heaviness between them lifted.

      James took her hand and led her to the couch.

      Callie sank into the expensive leather. “When did your Dad leave?”

      “Last week, the same day Sin was poisoned.”

      “When’s he coming back?”

      “I have no clue.” James shrugged and sat down. “Come here.” He pulled her into his lap.

      Something in his tone was off. “Did you two have a falling out?”

      He whistled. “I won’t try to deny it. You’re far too perceptive. Carter and I had . . . words. He probably thought it best we have some space.”

      “Why did you have words?”

      He looked away. “Everyone who lives together has problems sometimes.”

      “It was about me.” She nodded in understanding. “He didn’t like me right off the bat. Did he sense I was a witch?”

      “He sensed something.”

      “You never told me how you knew. Can immortals sniff us out?”

      “Not exactly.” James shifted uncomfortably. “Dad . . . Carter . . . told me to be careful around you. Said something about you seemed fishy.”

      “And then—?”

      “So I followed you one night,” he admitted reluctantly.

      She stiffened. “When?”

      “Not long after we met. I saw you and your coven having a ceremony in the field by your house.”

      “I can’t believe it. Usually if someone’s close by, we pick up on their energy.”

      “I was a good distance from you. I can see and hear abnormally well from afar. It’s part of being an immortal, probably to track each other down and detect danger when another approaches.”

      “Damn. . . that’s embarrassing that you heard Grandma Jo.” She looked at her hands. “Is that when you cooled off toward me that time? You thought I was a freak.”

      “Me? Think you a freak? Remember who you’re talking to.” James took her hands. “Look at me.  I’m the freak of nature.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      He pushed her hands away and stood. “I can’t think when you look at me that way.” He went to the wall of windows, putting distance between them. “You’ve told me everything now about Connors and Lucas?”

      She threw up her hands. “Everything. And you were with me when I met Lucas.” She narrowed her eyes. “Did you hear our conversation when you stood by your car?”

      His face reddened slightly. “I don’t make it a practice to listen in on private conversations, but I wanted to protect you.”

      “I was in plain sight the whole time,” she pointed out.

      “Sometimes the unexpected and deadly can be with words and not daggers.”

      She held the amber up. “I had my charm.”

      “You have more faith in that piece of stone than I do.”

      “It’s not a mere piece of stone; it’s an ancient, fossilized resin Mom enhanced with magical protective powers. You’re just as bad carrying that knife around all the time.” She crossed her arms in annoyance. “Are we having another fight?”

      “It’s not a mere knife. It’s a Bowie twelve-inch blade with handmade Damascus steel forged by folding over a thousand times to give it a higher carbon content.”

      “Uh-huh. A sliver of metal.”

      He shook his head and laughed. “Okay, point made.”

      “You’re not fun to argue with if you’re going to laugh and agree with me so easily.” Her smile returned.

      “C’mon, let me show you something.” He returned to her side and pulled her up from the couch.

      “Where are we going? Your bedroom, I hope?”

      “Actually, yes. But not for the reason you’re thinking.”

      “Damn.”

      They walked up a spiral staircase forged of iron from Birmingham.

      “You know in Feng Shui, a spiral staircase is considered the worst kind of bad luck. All of the energy spirals down the stairs and drains into the earth.”

      “Fung . . . what? I’ve lived a long time, but that’s a new one on me.” He led her down a hallway to a room at the end.

      A sensual haze made her words clumsy and fast. “Feng Shui. It’s the ancient Chinese belief in circulating Chi, energy, throughout a home by the architecture and placement of objects. Even colors and—” She stopped babbling. “Never mind.”

      They entered his bedroom, and she was immediately drawn to a large sword hanging on the wall. It looked like an antique museum relic and radiated intense heat. A barely discernible reddish-orange haze emanated a couple of feet around it.

      “I’ve never seen an object have an aura before.” She walked over for a closer look. “Animals and people, yes. What’s its history?” She reached a hand out to touch the sword.

      “Whoa.” James grabbed her arm. “I’m the only one that can hold this weapon.”

      “Too late.” Her right index finger was red and already forming a blister.

      “Sorry, I should have warned you. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She waved off his concern. “Does it burn everyone or just witches like me?”

      “Everyone.” He lifted her hand, licked the burnt finger, then gently blew on the tender skin.

      Callie’s whole body vibrated and hummed from his breath. Her hand trembled, and he slowly smiled, a knowing look in his dark eyes.

      He broke the charged atmosphere by turning and lifting the sword from its wall mounting. “Immortals and their swords are bound together until their last death match—if there is one.” He stroked the sword with a proud air of possession and held it closer for her to view.

      She eyed it warily, careful not to accidentally rub against it.  “Are you saying this weapon recognizes its master?”

      “Not like a pet or something,” he said, sounding slightly offended. “Our broadswords are more like an extension of our body. After a battle, we cleanse it with natural spring water. This rids it of our enemy’s hatred, while at the same time lets us keep some of their power.”

      She backed away a step. “So the more you kill, the more powerful the sword—and you—become.”

      “Exactly.” He returned the broadsword to its mounting. “I didn’t make the rule, but that’s just the way it is. I’ve only killed in self-defense, Callie.”

      She felt his worry and hastened to reassure him. “I hate the thought of you being in danger.”

      He appeared even more put out. “I happen to be quite good in combat. Maybe you should worry about the other guy.”

      She stifled a grin. “I’m sure you’re great at whatever you do. And I understand about the sword growing more powerful after every encounter. A witch’s wand is similar. The more spells you cast, the more magic the wand stores.”

      The tightness in his jaw relaxed, and the guarded look in his eyes melted. “This is the sword I carried when I was in the Alabama Brigade.” He pointed to an engraving on the handle of the saber: ‘CSA.’

      “Confederate States of America. This is too cool.” She gazed at him in awe. “You really are old.”

      “I see it’s finally sinking in.” He shook his head, still caught up in memories. “When I awakened from the transformation, this sword and the clothes on my back were all I had. Carter explained every immortal has a power sword and to keep it with me at all times for protection.”

      “I’ve never seen you with it.”

      “It doesn’t exactly blend in with modern attire. That’s why I carry a smaller dagger instead. It doesn’t have the power of my CSA weapon, but with every death match, it gains strength to aid in the next fight.”

      Fascinating. “Has the CSA sword lost its power over the years? Now that it doesn’t get any action, so to speak.”

      “No. Any weapon an immortal carried at the time of his change will stay powerful until his death. If he dies.”

      Her gaze fell to the dresser positioned below the saber. An old-fashioned oil lamp, a small leather, weather-beaten Bible, and a faded black-and-white framed tintype were neatly arranged on the pine surface.

      She reached for the photograph, glancing questioningly at James. “May I?”

      “Sure, this won’t burn. Can you guess who it is?”

      She picked it up and stared. Faded and grainy as it was, the resemblance to James was striking. “Your mom?” She flipped it over and read the inscription on the back: Elizabeth Channing MacLauren, January 31, 1825 - March 18, 1865.

      “That’s her. She died awful young; everybody did back then. It was a hard life. We all deserted her . . . Dad, all her sons. My biggest regret will always be that I went to war instead of staying home and protecting her.”

      Callie wrapped her arms around him. “I thought time was supposed to heal all wounds,” she whispered against his chest.

      “Not for me. I have forever to mull over every mistake. The time I spent with my real family was so short. I took everything for granted.”

      Callie squeezed him harder. She could make him forget all the sadness of his past. At least during her lifetime, she could try, if he would let her love him. But she suspected he would always keep a bit of his heart guarded.  It was his way of protecting himself from the inevitable grief of watching another mortal die, leaving him alone yet again.

      “I’ll never leave you, James.” She cupped his face in her hand.

      “Sure you will.” He tried to smile. “Everyone leaves me behind eventually. It’s not your fault.”

      “Maybe you should try to find one of those rare immortal females.” It hurt even saying the words.

      “I’ve met a few, but they didn’t do it for me. Not like you.”

      It wasn’t a declaration of love, but it was probably as close as he would give. “You could try harder.”

      “You don’t really mean that.”

      She stared into his troubled brown eyes. Eyes that had seen it all. She could never give him up.

      “No, I don’t mean it,” she agreed.

      He kissed her suddenly. A flood of desire washed over her entire body as she pressed into him with a desperate longing. He crushed her to him and then abruptly pushed her away. Their heavy breathing was the only sound in the room.

      “I knew this wasn’t a good idea. Let’s get out of here.” He turned and strode out the door.

      She lingered, staring at the washed-out image of his mother. So little left of that long-ago time. Only now did she understand the feelings of separateness and loneliness that immortality held for James.

      Somehow, she had to find a way to make it all work. First, she had to come into the fullness of her power at the coven initiation, rid herself of her father’s evil, and convince James to take a chance on loving.

      Good thing she was an optimist.
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      His lungs constricted from the smell of smoke, and his mouth filled with the metallic tang of blood as he crawled in the red clay dirt. Just a little farther. His ears picked up the husky breath of a nearby predator. His heart beat as loud and heavy as a war drum. The end was near, and he realized he didn’t want to die after all. Another four feet and he could hide behind the brush and trees …

      James fought through the panic. You’re dreaming again. Wake up, damn it. He bolted upright in bed, heart still thundering.

      The dead silence of the night shimmered with danger. Too quiet. His senses hummed in warning. His gaze roamed the bedroom, searching for another immortal waiting to pounce. He glanced at the nightstand, about to fling back his blanket and grab his sword, but abruptly stopped. On the table’s surface were the book, a lamp, and the leather pouch of crystals from the coven.

      The pouch’s drawstring was open and the contents spilled out. It had been closed when he went to sleep. The green malachite stone was split into two pieces. An omen of impending danger, the witches had warned.

      He eased up from the mattress and padded over to his broadsword. The metal was warm and solid as he flexed his palms against the grooved hilt. Outside the window, a sliver of moonlight illuminated the outline of tall pines. He searched the treetops but only spotted a couple of owls.

      The enemy must be inside.

      Careful not to make any noise, he pulled on a pair of discarded jeans at the foot of the bed. He crept toward the doorway but swiftly turned and eyed the crystals glimmering on the nightstand. Hell, it couldn’t hurt to carry them. He changed direction, scooped them into the leather pouch, and stuffed the whole thing in his pocket.

      Sword in hand, he eased open the bedroom door, flattening himself against the wall. When nothing lunged at him, he cautiously moved down the hallway, trying to sense the presence of another. If he was lucky, maybe Dad had quietly returned home and slipped into bed. But a quick glance in Carter’s room showed the bed unmade.

      Someone else had invaded their home.

      He approached the iron stairway and instantly spotted the silhouette of a man standing by the wall of windows in the den, a broadsword hanging by his side. There was something familiar in the man’s profile . . .

      “We meet again, James MacLauren.”

      He recognized that voice.

      James flipped on the light switch. “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked, voice tight with fury.

      Lucas stepped away from the windows. “Time we had a chat about my daughter.”

      He made his way down the stairs and entered the den, stopping a few feet from Lucas. “Why come in the middle of the night? If you think I’m intimidated that you managed to break in, you’re dead wrong.”

      Lucas smiled grimly. “Now’s the perfect time. Carter’s away and Callie’s nowhere near to keep us from speaking freely.”

      James watched him closely for any sudden moves. “Talk? Guess that’s why you’re carrying your sword.”

      “A last resort.”

      James gripped his sword tighter. “Speak your peace and then get the hell out of my house.”

      “Very well. Callie’s a special girl, as I’m sure you’re aware.” He paused, but at James’s silence he continued. “Of course, she’s either told you or you’ve figured it out for yourself. Did she also tell you she will soon become an even more powerful witch?”

      “Yeah. Get to your point.”

      Lucas stepped forward. “She belongs to me, not you,” he said slowly.

      “She belongs to herself.”

      He made a slight tsk-ing sound. “I meant Callie belongs with me. Her place is with my coven.”

      “That’s for Callie to decide.”

      “I believe you have unduly influenced my daughter. Does she know you’re an immortal?”

      James kept his hand tensed on the sword’s hilt. “She does, not that it’s any of your business.”

      Lucas advanced another step. “Did you tell her I’m immortal?”

      “No. It doesn’t matter anyway. You’re dead to her.”

      Lucas’s mouth tightened. “She’ll change her mind.”

      James snorted. “Stay away from her. You only make her miserable.”

      “Nobody stands in the way of me and my daughter.” Lucas raised his sword a few inches. “Change is coming for our kind. The Old Ways are dying out. Unless we band together, our race will soften to the New Ways as the Old Ones kill each other off. My coven is a haven for keeping the Old Ways. We’ll have power over newer, changing immortals like you.”

      James raised his own sword. “Stop hiding behind your coven. You want to rule us all.”

      Lucas’s eyes flashed in anger. “Make a choice. Join me now or die.”

      His mind raced. Either he would die or he’d be forced to kill Callie’s father. Could she ever forgive him if he killed her blood relative?

      “I don’t want to fight you,” he said. “Leave us alone.”

      “Not an option.” Lucas lunged at him, but James was ready.

      Their swords hit. The metal clanging sent a volley of blue sparks arching overhead.

      Lucas drew back in surprise. “Callie has cast some kind of protection spell. But it won’t be enough to counter my own magic.” He lunged again, and James jumped to the side to escape the sword’s parry.

      Lucas cursed and struck again and again. Each time, James countered his strikes by either deflecting the strokes with his own sword, or scrambling backwards for safety. Sparks lit the room like an exploding firecracker factory. Furniture tumbled and crashed. Yet neither would yield.

      His broadsword blocked a vicious thrust from Lucas. The violent vibration traveled up his arm and numbed it. He was growing weaker, and James knew he’d met his fiercest competitor. The fight couldn’t go on much longer.

      Lucas knew it too. A grim smile of satisfaction crossed the man’s sweating, determined face. He unleashed a volley of blows, closing in for the kill. James retreated backwards and stumbled on an upended chair. Before he could get back on his feet, Lucas stomped a foot on his chest and pointed the tip of his broadsword against James’s neck.

      This is it.

      There were no second chances for him this time. Death had come at last. He swallowed hard, and the cold steel nicked his neck. James squeezed his eyes shut against the gloating Lucas. He wanted his last image to be of Callie.

      An agonized cry rent the air.

      James opened his eyes.

      Lucas clutched his side. Blood from his wound dripped onto James. He rolled to his side and sprang to his feet. What new hell was this?

      Carter stood behind Lucas, a sword raised high overhead, ready to deliver another blow. A death blow.

      “Stop! Don’t kill him.”

      Carter scowled. “Why? This man almost killed you.”

      “It’s Callie’s father. Offer him mercy.”

      “Hell, no. He dies.”

      James stepped between the two men. Lucas still clutched his side, but he was starting to recover from the injury.

      “Give us your broadsword and you may live,” James said, offering mercy.

      Lucas took a step back, hand holding the sword firmly by his side.

      “Do it,” James ground out harshly.

      Lucas retreated another step. Growing stronger. “Callie will never forgive you if you kill me.”

      Carter pushed past James. “I don’t care if she never forgives me.”

      Lucas’s wily gaze shifted between the two men. Abruptly, he ran for the door, still clutching his sword. James grabbed Carter’s arm to prevent him from giving chase.

      “Coward!” Carter screamed at the retreating figure. He turned back to James. “You know he’ll be back. You should have let me cut off his head.”
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      Connors worked hard to keep a smirk off his face. The perfect opportunity had fallen in his lap with little effort on his part. He’d been doing his cover job as a college dean, which meant keeping watch on Callie’s activities, when Carter MacLauren had arrived at his office.

      “We understand each other then, Mr. MacLauren. This little personal transaction will benefit us both. With any luck, it will cause a sufficient wedge between James and Callie that ought to last at least until the end of summer. Young love is so fragile, isn’t it?” He couldn’t help the tiny bit of smugness in his voice.

      “I’m only doing this for James’s own good.”

      Connors could see him rationalizing. Ridiculous how some of these new immortals banded together in family units.

      “Of course you are,” he assured him. Connors studied the enlarged photo of Theodora Ansley. He had yet to meet a female immortal in person. But that was about to change, thanks to Carter MacLauren.

      “And you’re sure Ms. Ansley is willing to live in this hick town until the semester ends in two months?” He himself planned to never set foot in Alabama again after this business was done.

      “I’ve already spoken with her. She was thrilled at the chance.” Carter squirmed in his seat. “She’s been in love with James a long time. You’ve never seen two people so fit for each other; it’s almost as if—”

      “How lovely,” Connors interrupted, bored with the direction of the conversation. He tapped his finger on the photo. “I’ll have a position become immediately available in the library. Have her email me an appropriate resume. If she gets it to me today, I’ll do what I need on this end to have her start Monday morning.”

      Carter nodded. “That’s quick, but Theodora is nothing if not flexible when she wants something. I’ll offer to have her stay with us until she can find a place in town.”

      “Even better. The longer she lives in your house, the harder for James and Callie to stay together. The temptation will be too much for James. I mean, look at her.” He held up the photo of the exotic-looking young woman, bikini-clad on a beach. “How could anyone resist her? Why would they want to?”

      “I’m hoping James will see she’s a much more suitable choice. Callie Bradford could ruin him. One day he’ll thank me.” Carter ran a hand through his hair. “In exchange for this help, you and Lucas will leave us alone, right? I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m sure Callie’s the cause. Ever since she came, there’s been a growing tension among the immortals. You can do what you want with her, but leave James and me out of it.”

      “I can personally assure you we have no interest whatsoever in your son.” Connors rose from his desk and extended a business card to Carter. “My contact information. Have Ms. Ansley get in touch with me today with an education and work history. Good day.”

      Carter started to speak, changed his mind, and then headed for the exit. He paused at the doorway. “James is not to be hurt. If he is, I promise I’ll make you pay.”

      Idle chatter. The man had no idea who he was threatening. Well, in the end, all immortals would be under control of the new coven.

      Connors gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Not to worry. Everything will work out in the end.” And, hopefully, that end would be at the summer solstice.

      Once certain that Carter was out of hearing range, Connors hit speed dial on his phone. “Hello, Lucas. Reporting in that I have a plan to take James out of the picture. That’ll make it easier to get to Callie when the time comes.” Connors filled him in quickly. “Using this other woman will be easier than trying to engage him in another death match, or poisoning his pets to try and scare him off your daughter. Safer for us, too.  We don’t want to lose any more men or risk detection by outsiders.”

      “I’m not so sure another woman is a great tactic,” Lucas replied. “It could backfire. Make Callie more determined to keep her hooks in him. And how did this Carter person get involved in our plans?”

      A frown briefly crossed his face at Lucas’s lack of enthusiasm. “Carter MacLauren was visiting other immortal families around this area, inquiring after increased immortal attacks in our area. He let it slip to them that James’s new girlfriend was a witch. Naturally, word got back to one of our men.” Connors didn’t like having to explain his actions to anybody, even Lucas. He tapped his pencil on the desk with growing agitation. “In any event, I contacted him and suggested we meet to discuss working together for our mutual benefit. He took the bait, showed up immediately with no appointment.” Connors twitched when his pencil snapped in two, sending shards of yellow shavings in all directions. Stupid habit.

      Uncharacteristically, Lucas paused a few heartbeats. “How is my daughter doing?”

      Surprise flushed through Connors. “How is Callie? What do you mean? She’s attending classes regularly and has a small group of friends. There have been no more incidents of her snooping in my office—what’s that? Sir, how am I supposed to know how she’s feeling?”

      As if he cared. Was it possible Lucas was growing soft about this so-called daughter? His job was to inform Lucas on who Callie was close to and warn him at once if she disappeared unexpectedly from school.

      “Just curious,” Lucas said, clearing his throat.

      Connors frowned. “I didn’t know this job meant trying to assess the psychological state of an adolescent female.” He hoped Lucas didn’t want him to start doing something incredibly tedious like listening in on Callie’s conversations with the other air-headed students. He was destined for so much more than this type of work.

      “Very well. Sounds like you have matters in hand.”

      “Glad that’s all you need then, sir. I’ll keep you apprised of any changes.”

      He smoothed a hand over the calendar on his desk. A few more weeks of this assignment and he would never have to answer to anybody again.
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      “Have you seen her?” Tanner slammed his books down on the cafeteria table.

      “Seen who?” Skye broke the tab on her second Diet Coke of the day and took a long swallow. “Ahh. . . the magical elixir.”

      Tanner ignored her and leaned toward Michael across the table. “Well?”

      “Yep. Hot City.”

      Skye and Callie watched them smile at each other like morons.

      “What gives?” Callie asked.

      “Seen who?” Skye asked, louder this time.

      Michael grinned. “The hot new librarian.”

      “Hot? Librarian?” Aiden Cargill stopped in his tracks, lunch tray in hand. “No such thing. You must be making fun of Mrs. Pepper.”

      “Mrs. Pepper is no more,” Tanner said. “Go check it out.”

      “Where’ve you been, Cargill?” another guy two tables down shouted.

      “Are y’all pulling my leg or what?” Aiden asked, setting his tray on the table next to them.

      “No, man,” another guy yelled across the room. “Just get to the library after lunch. You won’t be sorry.”

      Callie looked at Skye, and they shook their heads.

      “Idiots,” Skye proclaimed. She took another swig of Diet Coke.

      “I wouldn’t mind practicing a little tantric magic with her. And wait until you see her car!” Tanner waved his hands excitedly at Michael, as if Skye hadn’t spoken. “It’s a red Corvette.”

      “Damn.” Michael put down his sandwich. “Could one woman be any more perfect?”

      “Seriously, guys, get a grip.” Skye set the soda down with a loud clank.

      Callie winked at her. “They’re male. They can’t help it.” And what the heck was that tantric magic Tanner mentioned? She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of asking about it though.

      “We’ll see how funny it is when James comes in here all fired up about the sexy librarian with the hot car.” Skye looked around the cafeteria. “By the way, where is he?”

      “In the library, of course.” Tanner grinned at Callie. “Don’t worry. Half the male student population is in there now. Doubt he can see her through the crowd.”

      She returned Tanner’s smile and winked at Skye. “I’m not worried. I bet this librarian is laughing her ass off at these freshmen guys mooning over her.”

      “Right. If she’s gorgeous and rich, these boys are either boring or amusing her. What happened to Mrs. Pepper, for real?”

      “I heard her granddaughter in Florida had a baby and wants help for a few weeks,” Michael said. “What luck!” He and Tanner high-fived across the table.

      “I heard the new librarian is rich as hell and is filling in right now as a favor to the Dean,” Tanner added. “Connors is an old friend of the family.”

      Every instinct went on full alert.  “Old friend of the family,” she murmured. “Interesting.”

      “You still got a thing against Connors?” Skye asked. “I would if he’d practically accused me of cheating.”

      “Connors is more than he seems.” She decided to let them in on the secret. “He knows my father.”

      Everyone stopped eating and gaped at her.

      “Are you sure? How did you find out?” Skye asked.

      Callie looked down at the mushy cafeteria food on her tray. “I broke in Connors’s office and rifled through his desk. He had my birthday listed on his calendar.” She pushed around a bit of limp cabbage. “I also found a pentagram and a black feather. He has to be connected with Lucas.”

      Michael whistled softly. “What’s he doing here? I don’t like this, Callie.”

      “Me neither.” She was comforted by the concern.

      “Then it’s possible this new librarian might be connected to your dad too?” asked Tanner.

      “It sounds far-fetched, but maybe. I wouldn’t trust her.” She stabbed some runny squash with a fork. No way could she eat this crap.

      “Should we break into her desk like you did Connors’s?” Skye asked. “I can’t believe you did that, Callie. Thought you were the goody-goody wonder witch.”

      Tanner cleared his throat. “It would be a great sacrifice, but if you want, I could volunteer to spend all my free time with this librarian. You know, help arrange books by the Dewey Decimal system, show her around Piedmont, and drive the Corvette running her errands.”

      “Can you be serious for once?” Skye scowled, biting down viciously on a cracker.

      “Thanks for offering to be Errand Boy, Tanner, but I don’t see how it would help. I’ll be glad when my initiation’s over and I can convince Lucas to stay out of my life.” She set her fork down on the plate of uneaten food.

      “It won’t be much longer,” said Michael. “Another two months.”

      “And we’ll be busy planning our move to the University of Alabama,” said Skye.

      “Seriously, Callie. You know we’ve got your back.” Tanner was uncharacteristically serious.

      “Thanks, y’all.” She pushed the plate away. “Lunch was absolutely disgusting today, worse than usual. I don’t get why a college cafeteria serves mushy geriatric food. The so-called chef must be used to cooking for nursing home patients with no teeth.”

      “James spoiled you taking you off-campus so much for lunch,” said Skye.

      “Guess so.” She scanned the lunchroom one last time. Still no James.

      “Looking for someone?” Tanner’s teasing smile had returned. “I told you he was in the library.”

      Skye crumpled up her paper lunch bag. “Let’s check out Miss Hottie Pants, Callie. She can’t be all that and a bag of chips.”
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      Unbelievable. Theodora Ansley was absolutely, utterly enchanting. She was voluptuous and exotic looking with almond cat-eyes. The golden hue of her skin enhanced the citrine flecks in those hazel eyes.

      “I can’t believe it,” Skye said in a flat voice. “The guys didn’t even do her justice.”

      A crowd of male admirers circled Ms. Ansley, each jostling the other to get her attention. She smiled serenely at them and patted her long, black hair, as if she was the queen bee surrounded by worker drones. Her long legs were crossed under the desk where a pair of bejeweled shoes with six-inch heels dangled precariously off her toes.

      Callie sensed James in the room, and she scanned the flock of guys at the librarian’s desk. Not there. He was more mature than the other guys—but still.

      Ah, there he was. Standing against the periodical shelving, arms crossed. She started to walk forward and speak then stopped. His shimmering waves of annoyance wafted all the way across the room. From his profile, she noted the tense set of his jaw. His whole body was taut, like he had to force himself to stand still.

      And he was staring right at the lovely Miss T&A.

      Odd. What could he possibly have against her? Or maybe he was jealous of the attention she paid her admirers. Her stomach churned. Good thing she didn’t eat lunch.

      Skye pulled on her arm. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.”

      “You go ahead. I’m going to check something out while I’m here.”

      “Good luck with that. You’ll never get through that crowd by the desk in time to make it to the next class without being late.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” She waved bye to Skye, went to an empty computer desk, and logged in.

      Ridiculous, really. Like she was going to learn anything sitting here watching James watch the librarian. She pulled up a geology electronic database and pretended to be absorbed by rock formations and tectonic plate shifting.

      Every few moments, she glanced up. James still stood and stared at Theodora. She shifted her attention to the new librarian, trying not to be noticed. As if anyone would pay her any mind with Theodora in the room.

      No doubt about it. This goddess-like creature was flirting with James. She would laugh or smile at something said by one of the fawning guys then shift her eyes to James with a sly look of amusement. She tossed her shiny hair and occasionally ran a finger along the edge of her bottom lip. A particularly annoying and obvious come-on.

      James straightened with a sudden jerk and turned toward the door, walking in her direction. She dropped her eyes to the monitor and began typing gibberish.

      “Callie?” He paused by her table.

      “What? Oh . . . hi. I didn’t know you were in here. I was looking up a few things before next class. What about you?”

      He shifted a load of books in his arms and briefly glanced away. When he looked at her again, his face was slightly flushed. Anger or guilt? Maybe both?

      “Same thing.”

      “Who’s the new librarian?” She kept her voice casual.

      “Is there a new one?” He shrugged. “I didn’t notice. See you in history class.” With that, he beat a hasty retreat.

      Something was definitely wrong. She swirled her head around to the library desk and caught the cold, speculative gleam in Theodora Ansley’s eyes piercing her. It felt like ice water thrown on her heart.

      A voice from behind made her jump. “Have you read that history article yet?”

      “Hey, Emily. No, I still need to pick up a copy. You weren’t in class yesterday. The teacher said the quality of it was too poor to scan so we’re supposed to pick up a Xerox copy at the library desk.”

      “May as well get one now, huh? Guess we’ll get an up-close look at the new librarian. Tanner keeps going on and on about her.” Emily sounded as gloomy as Skye.

      “So did Michael.” Callie sighed. “I saw James in here, and he claims he didn’t even notice there was a new librarian.”

      Emily burst out laughing. “Yeah, right. As if. That would be like Brad Pitt walking in here and us saying ‘Brad who?’ Not happening.”

      “I know.” Callie gathered up her papers, and they walked to the desk.

      “You don’t have to worry about James. It’s obvious he’s crazy about you.”

      “Really?” Callie smiled in pleasure.

      She knew it, but it was still nice to hear it confirmed from another person. Especially in light of the gorgeous woman in front of them. Now that she was closer, Callie sensed her aura of charm. Theodora oozed sexuality as effortlessly as breathing.

      “We need to pick up the article for American History 101,” Emily said, standing in front of Ms. Ansley’s desk.

      “I don’t know anything about it.” Theodora’s voice was deep and smoky.

      “It’s supposed to be here at the main desk,” Emily insisted.

      Jane Alexander, nerdy as she was brilliant, made her way through the guys to approach Theodora. “I’m having trouble finding any information on eidetic vision and the creative process. Can you help me?”

      Theodora waved a hand in the direction of the computer bank. “Google it.”

      “Seriously?” Jane frowned. “I already tried that.”

      “Did you try Yahoo?” Theodora sighed as if bored by the sheer stupidity of it all.

      “Of course. I tried several Internet search engines. I need you to suggest an electronic database or other resource.”

      Theodora gave a blank stare. One of her admirers snickered.

      A bright red blush crept up Jane’s neck and face. Behind her glasses, her myopic eyes sparkled. Whether in humiliation or anger, Callie wasn’t sure.

      Jane stood her ground. “Maybe you can think of some Boolean search terms.” She tugged on her ill-fitting wool sweater.

      “Now how will you ever learn to do your own research if you ask someone to help you all the time?” Theodora twirled a lock of hair and gave Jane a cool, condescending smile.

      The snickering grew louder from her male fan base.

      “C’mon, Jane,” said Callie. She gave Theodora a scalding look before turning away. “It’s obvious she doesn’t know how to help you,” she added in a deliberately loud voice.

      “Oh, my. I’d forgotten all about teen drama,” Theodora observed to her audience.

      The males laughed appreciatively, and Callie’s face warmed. She walked faster, Emily and Jane at her side.

      “Mrs. Pepper would never have been so rude,” said Emily.

      Jane chewed on her lower lip. “I think Callie’s right. She probably doesn’t know anything about library stuff. I’m going to complain to the Dean.”

      “It won’t do you any good. I hear she’s a friend of the family, and he called her to come to Piedmont as a favor,” she said.

      Aiden Cargill almost ran them over as they left the library.

      “You’re late to the party,” Callie said.

      Aiden elbowed past them. “Got here fast as I could.”

      Jane pushed her glasses up the bridge on her nose. “Guys. They’re so obvious.”
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      Callie bit into the spicy lasagna and savored its garlicky warmth. “Grandma Jo, this is the bomb. I’m starving.”

      “We can see that,” Mom said with a rueful glance at Callie’s plate. “We’re used to your huge appetite—but three plates?”

      “Not to mention the rolls and salad,” Grandma Jo added.

      “I’m extra starving today. Lunch was the pits.” She took another hot buttered roll from the tray and passed it to Mom. “How’s work going?”

      “Pretty good. We had several kittens adopted today. Of course, more strays were brought in, but that’s the way it is at the shelter. I want to save them all, but I can’t.”

      “But think how many you’ve helped over the years,” Callie said. “I can’t imagine how I ever got along without my Grendel.” She slipped him a bit of lasagna under the table. He was as bad as a dog about begging for table food.

      “You’ve spoiled him,” said Grandma Jo. “Look how well-behaved Willow is.”

      Callie smiled at the fat feline perched on the windowsill. Hard to believe it was the same skinny cat they adopted only months ago. “She’s a sweetie, but Grendel has personality. I wouldn’t change anything about him. Except maybe when he lies on my face when I’m trying to sleep.” She pushed her plate back. “I’m full now. I’ll help with the dishes.”

      Grandma Jo rose and stacked plates. “I’ll get them. My Save the Earth seminar this morning was cancelled, so I’ve just been puttering all day.”

      “If you’re sure.” Callie started for the stairs. A sudden thought hit her. “Hey, what’s tantric magic?”

      Mom and Grandma Jo froze.

      “She’s all yours,” Grandma Jo said to her daughter, taking a stack of plates into the kitchen.

      “It’s, um . . . well, it has to do with using sexually generated energy for magical purposes. You see—”

      “Never mind, Mom. I can look up the details myself.” She ran up the stairs.

      One of these days she was going to kill Tanner. He kept setting her up, and she kept taking the bait. She went to her computer, entered ‘tantric magic’ and clicked on the first hit.

      Wow. She wouldn’t mind exploring a little tantric magic with James.

      James. He hadn’t made it to history class after all. Callie kept picturing Theodora and James in the library. Something was up there. Hmm . . .  She’d call him and make sure everything was all right.

      When he didn’t pick up or respond to her text messages, Callie called Skye. “Let’s go for a ride.”
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      “Tell me again why we’re doing this,” Skye said as they drove up Booze Mountain. “You’re being ridiculous, girlfriend.”

      She shrugged. “I have a feeling.” She found herself holding her breath as they rounded the curve to his house.

      “Well, lookie there.” Skye whistled.

      An Alabama-crimson-red Corvette was parked in James’s driveway.

      “What is it with that woman?” Callie asked, jealousy vile and hot in her mouth.

      “Are you going to knock on the door?”

      “No way. Aunt Mallory warned me not to chase guys. They hate that.” Callie accelerated as they climbed the last stretch of the mountain.

      “Now you know how I feel whenever I see Tanner and Emily together. It sucks. Of course, it’s got to be ten times worse for you since James is your boyfriend. I don’t have any right to get jealous.”

      “You can’t help how you feel.” She turned her car around at the top of the mountain and headed back down. “Your brother knows how it feels, too.”

      Skye’s brow wrinkled. “Michael?”

      “You can’t tell? He’s as ate-up with jealousy as you when he sees Emily with Tanner.”

      Skye chewed it over. “You might be onto something there.” She heaved a loud sigh as she looked into the gathering twilight. “What a mess. Why does love have to be so complicated and illogical?”

      “You got me.” She slowed down as she passed the MacLauren house again.

      The curtains were open and lamps were lit in the dining room. Inside, Theodora, James, and his dad sat at a table. Theodora was at the head, laughing and spooning up food on her plate. James was in profile, head down as he concentrated on his meal. The scene was intimate and homey.

      She had never felt so alone. This must be how James feels sometimes. Always the outsider looking in.

      “Maybe this Theodora is some kind of friend of his dad’s,” Skye said. “Don’t work yourself up over this. Bet he calls you back after dinner.”
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      James followed his dad into the kitchen, leaving Theodora alone at the table.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he hissed. He placed the dirty dishes in the sink and rinsed them.

      Carter bluffed. “Thought you’d be pleased.”

      “Get real. Why is she here?”

      “I already told you. A job happened to come open in town, and when she called, I offered our place to stay until she gets on her feet.”

      “Right. We all know Piedmont is an employment mecca.”

      Carter found three clean plates and got out the forks. “You bring in the pie. Look, you know I’ve always liked Theodora. She’s missed you and wants another chance. I hope you’ll come to your senses and see how perfect you two are together.”

      “Stop it. What I really need to know is how she weaseled her way into this job at the college. A librarian? Really?”

      Carter shrugged. “You know how persuasive she can be. A real go-getter.”

      He frowned behind his dad’s back as they returned to the dining room. This was all too convenient.

      “Dessert is served,” Carter announced with a flourish. “For your enjoyment, we have an apple pie by the famous Mrs. Edwards.”

      “Yum. Dinner was marvelous, Carter.”  Theodora helped herself to a slice. As she bit into the hot pie, she looked meaningfully at James. “Mmm” she murmured. “It’s so good.”

      His mouth went dry, remembering hearing those same words during previous, more intimate encounters with Theodora. And by the knowing look in her eyes, she realized he remembered.

      “You’re going to be bored to death living out here and working in a library,” he warned, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

      “I don’t plan on being bored.” She took a second bite of the pie and then shoved the plate away. “Got to watch my figure.”

      How different from Callie. She would have asked for seconds or thirds, he thought with a smile.

      Carter spoke up. “I’ve always had a soft spot for this area. I spend a few years here every couple of decades. I appreciate that it hasn’t changed as rapidly as big cities like Atlanta and Nashville.”

      “All I know about Piedmont is that one Palm Sunday, a tornado struck a church and killed a bunch of people during services,” said Theodora.

      “That was back in ’94,” said Carter, taking a bite of pie. “The roof caved in and killed twenty people. Injured about a hundred.”

      “How sad.” Theodora sipped iced tea and scanned the room, already dismissing the topic. Compassion wasn’t high on her list of attributes. “This place is nice but hardly up to the posh atmosphere of some of your past homes. Are you economizing this century?”

      James shrugged. “Suits me fine. It’s a nice change every few decades or so.”

      “I had enough rustic living in the first hundred years of my life,” said Theodora. “Thanks to the financial magic of compound interest over several lifetimes, I can live wherever I want now.”

      “I was afraid computers and the Internet were going to be our downfall,” Carter said with a chuckle. “As it turns out, it makes it easier for us to forge documents and create new identities.”

      Theodora raised her iced tea glass. “Here’s to existing as modern techno-gypsies. May all our stocks continue to split and may all our hidden assets continue to grow.”

      A loud clink resounded in the room as they toasted.

      “After all the poverty during the Civil War, I never thought I’d be a rich man,” James said, slightly shaking his head. “This house, modest by Theodora’s standards, is a mansion compared to the one-room shack I grew up in.”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong, this is a beautiful place,” Theodora said in a rush. “You have the hot tub, the chandeliers, the spiral staircase, hardwood floors, not to mention the stunning mountain views.”

      “Anything more would have been too suspicious for this area,” said Carter. “Alabama’s not exactly a rich state, and Piedmont’s average salary and housing costs are below the state’s average.”

      “Since we’re talking finances, I have a few questions for you, Theodora.” James set down his glass. “Considering you don’t need to work, much less know anything about libraries, why are you here? Piedmont isn’t exactly your kind of town.”

      Carter gave a disgusted sigh and stood. “I’ll leave you two alone,” he said, taking his plate and silverware.

      “Thanks for everything, Carter.” Theodora touched his arm as he walked by.

      “Our house is yours as long as you need it.”

      James sighed inwardly.

      When she was sure they were alone, Theodora stared at him with seductive, hazel eyes.

      “Isn’t it obvious? I came for you.” She put a hand on his forearm and softly stroked. “Ever since we split last year, I haven’t been able to forget you.”

      He stared down at the familiar, dainty hand with its perfectly groomed nails and expensive rings. The suggestion of desire was in her touch. A touch he remembered only too well.  He forced himself to move his arm down to his side, away from her caress.

      “You could have anyone you want, anytime you want.”

      “I want you.” Her voice was velvety-smooth and husky. She leaned her head to one side and ran her fingers through the strands of midnight-dark silk.

      “Me and every other man that catches your eye. Last time I saw you, you were in bed with someone I considered one of my closest friends.” The memory effectively wiped out the traces of physical desire her touch had stirred.

      Theodora managed a small tear. “I’ve changed, James. Can’t we start over? I came to this podunk town and this crappy job to prove I’m ready to settle down. With you.”

      He laughed with no humor. “You’re almost a hundred years old and you’ve only now learned the meaning of commitment? Excuse me if I don’t believe you.”

      “I have. I really have.” She pouted and ran a finger over her full lips. “Don’t you remember the good times? We had plenty of those.”

      “Unfortunately, my last image of you involved you lying naked on top of another man. That tends to erase fond memories.”’

      A flash of impatience blazed in her eyes. “Yes, you seem rather stuck on recalling that particular day,” she said with a clip in her voice. With an effort, Theodora collected herself and resumed a soft, intimate tone. “What I mean is . . . I’m sorry. It will never happen again.”

      “I know it won’t happen again because you and I are done.” He stood and gazed at her perfectly lovely face. “Maybe Carter forgot to mention I’ve got someone else in my life now.”

      Theodora threw down her napkin and stood. “A mortal?’ she said, nose crinkling. “And a witch to boot. Stick with your own kind, James. I can offer you something she could never give you. A love that will literally never die.”

      She knew his weak point and honed in for the kill. Theodora wrapped her arms around his neck. “Aren’t you tired of college girls?” Her voice lowered to a whisper, and he instinctively bent down to hear. Their lips were inches apart. “Besides, I know how to satisfy you. Completely.”

      Before he could step back, Theodora kissed him with all the expertise of a one-hundred-year old immortal siren.
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      Callie tossed restlessly. Grendel’s cold paws padded up and down her stomach every few minutes, making sleep difficult. The kitten was as restless as the swirling night air outside. The patter of rain and the sudden flashes of illumination from distant lightening ignited a primitive wariness in him.

      “It’s okay, little one.” Callie stroked his soft body, but the gesture failed to calm him. A crack of thunder rent the air, and Grendel dashed under the bed.

      She sat up and watched the rain sporadically pound the windowpanes in sheets. As thunder struck and lightening lit the sky with a white electrical charge, black tree limbs swayed under the onslaught. The effect was hypnotic. Her focus softened, and the pitch-blackness of the windowpane shifted and came alive with an image.

      James’s handsome face took shape. He gazed down at something with rapt attention.

      Theodora. She was in his arms and smiling up at him in a self-satisfied, feminine way.

      Pain slashed through her. But what agonized most was not knowing if this was a scene from the past, present, or future.

      The raindrops washed away the painful image like watercolor paintings melting on a sidewalk during a shower. But as that vision disappeared, another took shape. The drops of water fused and shifted until it formed a new scene worse than the first.

      Men were engaged in physical combat. They attacked, clashing their broadswords like ancient Highland warriors. A battle from the distant past? She remembered James’s broadsword, and he’d said it was a traditional weapon with immortals even to this day.

      Like a camera shifting its angle, she witnessed a group of people in white robes raising their arms in supplication to the night sky. Her coven?

      She strained to carve out details and faces, but it was like trying to fine-tune an old black and white television screen full of static. The harder she tried to concentrate, the more it eluded her, until finally the static stopped and the screen went black.

      Again, rain washed over the glass, and this time she saw herself standing by a grave. The view of the tombstone was from behind, so she couldn’t make out the etched name of the dead. Tears fell from the eyes of her future self, mingling with the present raindrops on the windowpane. She observed her future self raise an arm, holding what looked to be a scrap of paper. In the other arm, she held up a lighter and set the paper on fire. The burst of flame was brief and the resulting ash blew in the wind.

      The view to the Other Side died as the flame burnt out. She was hyper-conscious of the sound of rain on the roof and her own rapid breath in the cold bedroom. No doubt the last vision was the future and the death related to the previous battle scene. She had tried to minimize her family’s fear of danger and hoped Lucas and his coven would leave her alone.

      Now she knew the truth. A battle was coming, and someone was going to die.

      And James might be lost to her already.
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      Callie set her lunch tray down and sank into the chair with a sigh. What a hellish kind of morning. It hadn’t taken long for word to get around school that Theodora Ansley was living at James MacLauren’s house. In the hallways, the girls’ room, and class, she was conscious of people whispering and looking in her direction, the conversations halting as she passed.

      She picked up pieces of what they had said: “Did you hear? . . . Theodora staying with . . . Lucky guy . . . Do you think they . . .?”

      She had kept her eyes down and focused on going about her day. Seeing James and Theodora together last night had been bad enough without the humiliation of the whole school gossiping about it. Her vision of them in each other’s arms replayed constantly in her mind.

      “Chin up, girlfriend.” Skye slid into the seat next to her. “I should have warned you last night that James and Theodora would be the talk of school today.” She pulled the tab on her Diet Coke and dumped wheat crackers from a brown bag.

      “Don’t you ever get sick of that lunch?” Callie managed a wan smile. “I would starve on nothing but crackers.”

      “And if I ate like you, I’d weigh a ton. It’s so unfair,” Skye said, shaking her head.

      Tanner and Michael put their lunch trays on the table and dug in with their usual enthusiasm.

      “Well, are you worried about James and Theodora now?” Tanner’s tone was light, but his eyes were soft with sympathy.

      Skye poked him in the arm while Michael shook his head slightly at his friend.

      “Sensitive much?” Skye scowled.

      “It’s okay.” Callie focused on the pizza. Her favorite lunchroom meal and she couldn’t enjoy it. She took a bite and chewed. Actually, she could enjoy it. Food was her go-to comfort remedy.

      “Don’t mind Tanner,” Michael said. “You know he lives to tease. So what if Theodora is staying at his house? James has you; he’s not looking for anybody else.”

      She was touched by his loyalty. For the first time today, a real smile tugged the corners of her mouth. She was being over-sensitive and grumpy from lack of sleep. After the disturbing midnight visions, she’d lain awake, unable to shake the battle sounds of clashing broadswords and the sight of the unknown tomb.

      Skye was scowling again. Callie followed her gaze and saw Emily Singer headed their way with her lunch tray. Emily had an embarrassed, but determined, air as she made her way to them.

      “Mind if I sit with you today?” She hesitated, glancing in Skye’s direction.

      In the fraction of a second that Emily’s question hung in the air, Callie made a swift decision. It went against every witch code-of-ethics kind of thing, but in the grand scheme of battles and betrayals and death, what was a little push in the love spell department? She focused on Emily and silently willed the girl’s feet to move away from Tanner.

      Emily stumbled slightly and sat beside Michael. A surprised silence descended on the group, but no one looked more startled than Emily who blushed and looked down at her food.

      “Why aren’t you sitting at the mean girls’ table?” Skye asked with considerable hostility. “Aren’t you afraid Gina and your other friends will see you with the Goth Girl Weirdo?”

      “Mean girls? What mean girls?” Tanner rounded on Skye. “Who’s the Goth Girl?”

      Emily’s blush deepened and she said nothing.

      “Leave her alone, Skye.” Michael was talking to his sister, but his eyes never left Emily’s face. “Emily’s not like those other girls.”

      “What other girls?” Tanner asked in bewilderment.

      Honestly, he could be so dense.

      Skye blushed. “The girls who make fun of me all the time.” She shrugged as if it didn’t matter in the least and crumpled up her paper bag.

      “Who’s being mean to you?” Tanner was clearly outraged.

      “It’s no big deal. I’m used to it. They’ve never liked me.”

      “Gina and her gang of tag-alongs gave Skye a really hard time in junior high,” Michael explained. “She used to come home from school crying almost every day.”

      “Michael! That was a long time ago. I don’t care anymore. Besides, they haven’t been so bad since you and Tanner became the stars on their beloved football team.”

      Tanner shook his head. “They must be jealous.”

      Skye looked at him, dumbfounded. “Jealous?”

      Tell her, Callie silently willed him. Just tell her.

      “You’re the prettiest girl in Piedmont,” Tanner blurted.

      Callie wanted to scream in triumph. She wasn’t sure who looked more surprised at the pronouncement, Tanner or Skye. It was all she could do not to burst out laughing. Nothing she’d done had made Tanner think or say anything not already there in his mind. She merely gave him a little push to speak up.

      “Sorry, Skye. I hope I never did anything to hurt your feelings,” said Emily.

      Skye swung her rapt gaze from Tanner’s face to stare blankly at Emily. “What did you say?”

      “She says she’s sorry.” Michael said. “Like I told you, she’s not like those other girls.” He turned back to Emily. “Let’s take our trays outside for lunch and get some air.”

      Callie watched them leave with a self-satisfied smile. She glanced at Tanner to see if he minded Emily being with Michael. She didn’t need to worry. Tanner and Skye were staring at each other, unaware of the drama around them.

      Callie took a few last bites of pizza and rose. “My work here is done,” she murmured quietly, putting her water bottle on the tray and gathering her books and purse. If only she could easily smooth out the wrinkles in her own love life.
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      Last period history was lonely without James. She hadn’t seen his car in the parking lot this morning or seen him at school all day, but she had secretly hoped he’d come for this class.

      Callie gazed unseeing at the blackboard as the professor outlined the history of the Gulf War. Talk of war only made her think again of the upcoming battle in her vision.

      For months, she’d deluded herself into believing her father would eventually disappear.  She had buried her head in the sand and let her love for James distract her from reality.

      And reality totally sucked.

      Truth was, if not for her, there would be no battle and resulting death, and James would be free to love Theodora or find an immortal female.

      Letting him go without a fight would be the right thing to do. More than anything, James wanted someone to love him and never die and leave him alone. The one thing she couldn’t give him.

      A sudden thought chilled her. What if the tombstone in her vision was James’s? In a battle with other immortals, he was vulnerable to having his head chopped off. The one act that could kill him.

      Getting mixed up with her was the worst thing ever for James. Callie’s vision blurred with tears. She knew what she had to do. If he didn’t break it off with her, she would have to end it.

      She wished she had never left New Jersey and come to Piedmont. Never found out her father was alive.

      A knock on the classroom door startled the professor.

      “Come in,” he called out in annoyance.

      A student aide entered and waved a pink slip. “Note for Callie Bradford.”

      Her heart involuntarily skipped as she walked up for the note. A message from James? She opened the paper with eager hands. ‘Meet me in the library--Theodora Ansley.’

      She sucked in her breath and gathered her books. Ignoring the questioning looks from Skye and Tanner, she followed the aide out the door.

      The library appeared deserted, and Theodora wasn’t at her desk. Callie went to the periodicals and absently started thumbing through National Geographics.

      “Witch.” The word was a hiss, the sound of loathing unmistakable.

      She dropped the magazine in her hands and found Theodora standing a mere foot away. How had she managed that trick?

      “Who says I’m a witch?” She tried not to show that Theodora’s venom rattled her.

      “I know everything about you, Caledonia Bradford. How your family thinks you’re some kind of special witch, and your father is a rogue warlock who wants you to join him in black magic.”

      Callie stilled, instantly alert. “You know Lucas?”

      Theodora’s face went blank. “Lucas?”

      “My so-called father. Do you know him?” Her voice sharpened.

      “No. I don’t associate with witches.”

      Then James must have told Theodora about her family. The thought of the two of them discussing her hurt almost as much as the vision of them embracing. What else did James tell Theodora? She bent down to pick up the dropped National Geographic, needing a moment to collect her emotions.

      Theodora laughed in a throaty, gleeful way. “And you’re practically a virgin—as pure as the partly driven snow.”

      That stung so bad she forgot to breathe. Blood drained from her face. She closed the magazine and put it back on the shelf. “What do you want, Theodora?”

      “I want James. And I intend to have him.” She crossed her arms under her much-admired, anatomically-gifted breasts and ran her eyes up and down Callie’s body. “What does he see in you? You’re an inexperienced little school girl.” Theodora shook her head in disgust. “Even worse, you’re a witch. Immortal men are usually gun-shy around your kind.”

      “Then you should have nothing to worry about.” Callie tried not to show her surprise. This woman even knew about James’s immortality. And here she thought it was a secret between the two of them. “If you’re through insulting me, I’ll head back to class.”

      Callie walked away. She was almost at the door when, for the second time, Theodora noiselessly appeared in front of her. That was one scary woman.

      “Think of James, Callie. Imagine how devastated he’ll be when your mortal life ends and he’s alone again. Is that fair? He should be with his own kind.”

      Fair? The question stopped her cold, in a way the personal insults couldn’t. “Are you telling me you’re . . . an . . . immortal?”

      “I’m over a hundred years old.”

      “But . . . I thought females were rare, something new.”

      “The concept of new to an immortal isn’t quite the same as it is to a human.”

      She winced at the derisive way Theodora said human. As if mortals were inferior creatures. Did most immortals share her contempt for witches?

      “Well?” Theodora pressed sarcastically. “Don’t you see James would be far better off with me? I understand him in a way you never could.” She lowered her voice and shot straight to the crucial issue. “And I will always be there for him. Forever.”

      She stared into Theodora’s penetrating eyes. Hadn’t she been thinking the very same thing in class? James needed someone like Theodora. But that didn’t mean the woman had to be such a damn bitch. Theodora had no right to slam her because she was a witch, and she certainly had no right to laugh at her sexual inexperience.

      “About the semi-virginity thing,” Callie began. “I’m sure James prefers it to your hundred years of experience in the sex department. You’re like a doorknob—everyone’s had a turn at you.”

      This time, Theodora stepped aside and let her leave.
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      ‘Meet me after school at our place. J.’

      The text message had arrived as she drove home. For the first time, she felt no joy in getting ready to see James. She brushed her long honey-cinnamon curls methodically and surveyed her sober expression in the mirror. “This hellish day keeps going on and on,” she muttered. Either he was going to tell her he was back with Theodora, or she was going to have to convince him she was wrong for him.

      She closed her eyes and forced herself to relive the vision of the upcoming battle and the graveyard scene. Was James killed in that immortal fight? Someone was going to die because of her. She had to try and stop it. Today would be the first, and hardest, step.

      She laid the hairbrush on the dresser. No sense putting it off any longer.

      The climb up the mountain trail failed to charm her as normal. Each footstep brought her closer to losing James. The dread weighed on her physically, suffocating and heavy as a thick, wool blanket.

      She saw him before he spotted her. He stood on the rock ledge, staring into space. His handsome profile made her breath catch. He pushed back a stray, dark strand of hair that blew in his eye. She knew him so well, down to the smallest detail. James was so perfect, so beautiful; it was amazing she even had him a brief time. He already seemed out of reach.

      She hardened her heart and stepped forward.
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      James smiled when Callie walked out of the woods. But she didn’t return the warm welcome, just kept walking in his direction until she came to an abrupt stop several feet away.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you glad to see me?”

      “Tell me about Theodora.” Her voice was flat, cold.

      Ah, jealousy. That he could understand. He’d feel the same if their roles were reversed.

      “I should have told you yesterday. Theodora’s an old girlfriend. I had nothing to do with her coming here. Dad has this ridiculous idea of trying to get us back together.”

      “And what’s her reason for coming?”

      He sighed. There was no way to get around it. “She has this crazy notion of us reuniting.”

      “How hard are you trying to discourage her? I mean c’mon, James, she’s living in your house. It’s got to be tempting.”

      The memory of Theodora kissing him in the dining room made his face heat with a guilty flush. He stepped toward her. “Whatever we had is over. You’re all I want, Callie.” He bent down and kissed her. Her lips, her body—it just felt right, something he never felt with Theodora. Her body softened against him, and the knot of tension in his gut relaxed.

      She abruptly pushed him away. “You kissed her last night, didn’t you?”

      “How . . . how did you—?” He realized his mouth was open, and he shut it with a snap.

      “How did I know?” Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t. It was an unlucky guess.”

      He groaned inwardly. You would think at his age he’d have seen the trap. “It was more like she kissed me. And it didn’t last but a minute.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Her voice was hard again.

      This brittle, sharp Callie was a stranger. She’d always acted so loving, so trusting, so sure they were meant for each other.

      “I told you before I would never lie to you, and I’m telling you the truth now. Theodora means nothing to me.”

      She walked past him as if to collect herself.  Slowly, she faced him, hugging her arms around her chest. “She’s immortal. She’s perfect for you.”

      He stilled. “Is this another one of your guesses?”

      “No. I heard it straight from the bitch’s mouth.”

      Damn Theodora! What else had she told Callie? The woman was ruthless. No wonder Callie was so upset. “I don’t care how angry Dad gets, I’ve had it. She’s moving out tonight. You won’t ever have to see her again, Callie.”

      A softening in her eyes was quickly squelched. “There’s no need for that.” She paused. “Work it out with Theodora. You should be with someone who can stay with you forever.”

      He shook his head slightly. “I can’t believe you said that. You don’t mean it.”

      “I do mean it, every word.”

      Swift anger and hurt pinched his heart. “Stop being noble. Having Theodora for eternity would be a curse, not a blessing.”

      “I’m being realistic.”

      “I thought you loved me.”

      Callie trembled, then her spine stiffened with resolution.

      “I’m a witch. Immortals and witches shouldn’t mix. If that’s not reason enough for you, there’s always Lucas. You don’t know the danger like I do. It’ll be better for both of us if you stay away from me.”

      “I can protect you, Callie. Trust me.” He couldn’t believe this was happening. “You love me.”

      They stared at each other wordlessly, and the silence grew deafening.

      “It’s over, James.” The words were a whisper in the spring dusk, and then she slipped away into darkness.
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          A Little Something Extra

        

      

    

    
      The descent down the mountain was marked by slips and stumbles. She could hardly make out the path through hot tears. Somehow, she bumbled toward home, like a wounded animal returning to its den.

      Thank Goddess no one else was home. She went straight to her room and fell into bed, wrapping into her lavender quilt. Grandma Jo always said a good cry cleansed the soul.

      The shadows grew thicker outside the bedroom window. She had no idea how long she laid huddled there, until the crunch of car tires on gravel interrupted the cocoon of misery.

      Can’t let them see me like this. She rushed to the shower. It would buy her time to get herself together.

      As the hot spray beat down, her tears blended with the soapy water and the sound of the shower covered her sobs. By the end of it, no tears were left and the crying had subsided to an occasional hiccup. She toweled herself off and put on a schleppy robe.

      “Callie, c’mon downstairs. Your mom picked up dinner on the way home.” Grandma Jo’s voice drifted upstairs.

      Great, she’d eat a bit and claim a headache. She took a few deep breaths, combed out her wet hair, and applied balm on her parched lips. She still looked like hell but not quite as heartsick.

      The smell of pepperoni and sausage pizza filled the kitchen. Grandma Jo usually frowned on fast food, but Ginnie and Callie insisted on a nice, juicy pizza now and then. She stood at the bottom of the stairs for a moment, breathed deeply, and joined them at the table. She cut a small slice of pizza and scooped a tiny portion of salad. The token bit of salad was a show so Grandma Jo would see green on her plate.

      “What are you doing in that old robe this time of day?” asked Mom. “It’s early.”

      She kept wet hair fanned in front of her face. “I just got out of the shower and grabbed it. I’m not going out tonight anyway.” She moved a little of the salad around with a fork while two sets of eyes bored into her.

      “I thought you loved pizza,” Mom said.

      “We had it for lunch today. Besides, I’m not that hungry.”

      “Not hungry?”

      “You must be sick,” said Grandma Jo. “Look at me.”

      She reluctantly looked up, hoping her bloodshot eyes would go without comment. “I’ve got a really bad headache. Do you mind if I go lie back down? I’ll eat later.”

      “Of course,” Mom said gently. “Do you need aspirin?”

      “I already took some.” She trudged back upstairs, leaving the uneaten pizza on her plate. No doubt they were speculating about what was wrong, but she was too miserable to care. All that mattered was the solitude and darkness of her room.

      On the way to bed, she glanced at her cell phone on the dresser. Five new messages—all from Skye. She was probably on cloud nine after Tanner called her the prettiest girl in Piedmont. At least one of them was happy.

      Callie closed her eyes and relived the day’s every word with James. She had to do it. Maybe James would realize it one day. Would he really kick Theodora out of the house? Or was he even now turning to her for sympathy? She thought she was all cried out, but the tears were back, stinging swollen eyelids.

      A knock on the door startled her, and she sat up in bed. She must have fallen asleep because there were deep shadows in the room.

      Grandma Jo entered with a couple of slices of pizza on a tray and a glass of iced tea. “We’ve been worried about you. Try to eat a little. It’ll make you feel better.” She set the tray on an end table.

      “I’ll try. Thanks, Grandma.”

      “I also brought hot chocolate.” She smoothed Callie’s hair back from her face. “I put a little something extra in it, like I did the first night you came home,” she admitted. “I think you need it.”

      Callie went straight for the hot cocoa and sipped, tasting the familiar hint of herbal medicine. This time she was grateful for anything that might numb her mind.

      Grandma Jo left, shutting the door softly. Callie threw away the pizza, careful to tie it up in the plastic bag lining of the waste can. Tomorrow morning, she’d slip it out to the garbage can. She took another appreciative sip of the minty cocoa.  Ahh . . . just what she needed.

      A tiny frown crossed her face. What if this became a nightly crutch? Nah, Grandma Jo wouldn’t give her anything addictive. It was probably loaded with something harmless like kava-kava or valerian root.

      The cell phone rang. Skye again. Maybe talking would make her feel better. Skye was probably calling to thank her for Tanner’s cafeteria confession. Callie gently set the mug down on the night table. Her head tingled the tiniest bit.

      “Hey, Skye. What’s up?”

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s up?” Skye’s voice crackled with anger. “What did you do to Tanner today in the lunchroom?”

      She held the phone several inches from her ear. Her brain might be fuzzy, but there was nothing wrong with her hearing. Skye’s shrill voice penetrated the brain fog. Her BFF was definitely not calling to thank her. “I can’t believe you’re mad at me.”

      “All that talk about how you shouldn’t cast love spells because it violates another’s free will, remember that?”

      “But I—”

      “And don’t say you didn’t do anything. Tanner was shocked at what he said.”

      “But all I did—”

      “And I saw how you paired up Michael and Emily too. Did you have fun playing with all of us like we’re your little puppets?”

      “I didn’t mean . . .  I guess I thought . . .” Callie stuttered. “Look, I’m really sorry. I didn’t cast a spell per se; just nudged Tanner to say what he really felt, and then I put the idea in Emily’s head to sit by Michael.”

      “Oh.” There was a long silence. “Are you sure that’s all you did?”

      “Honestly, that’s it. I thought it would make you happy. Okay?”

      Skye let out a sigh. “I guess so,” she said grudgingly. “Things didn’t go so hot after you left.”

      “What happened?”

      “Tanner had this horrified look on his face and then bolted without a word. I sat there at the table by myself the whole lunch break like a total loser. Then, even worse, on the ride home, Tanner wouldn’t look at me. He talked to Michael non-stop, and when I tried to talk to him, he either ignored me or answered without looking me in the face. Even Michael noticed how weird he acted.”

      “Sorry,” Callie said again in a small voice. “But at least you know he’s attracted to you, right?”

      “Yeah. All right, I guess I forgive you. But don’t ever do it again. If he wants me, it’ll happen when he’s ready.”

      “Deal. I bet by tomorrow he’s back to his old self and acts like today never happened.”

      “Probably.” Skye’s voice sounded wistful. “Enough about Tanner. Did you see James? What’s the deal with Theodora?”

      She picked up the hot chocolate and downed the rest of the brew in one swallow, scalding the back of her throat. “It’s over.” She coughed and swallowed iced tea to soothe the burning.

      “You don’t mean it.” Skye sounded stunned.

      “It’s over,” she repeated. “We aren’t right for each other.”

      “Bull.” Skye voice’s rose again. “What’s really going on?”

      “It’s . . . complicated.”

      “And here I’ve been giving you a hard time about Tanner when you and James just broke up. I’m coming over.”

      “No, don’t,” Callie said hastily. “I’m not up to talking tonight.”

      “Sure? I hate to think of you being alone.”

      “I’m okay. Maybe tomorrow.” Callie cut her off and walked to the window, staring at the vague outline of Booze Mountain’s peak in the moonlight. She wondered what James was doing and laid her head against the cold, hard windowpane.
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      For the next three weeks, she heard excited classmates laughing and talking about their summer plans.

      None of it mattered. She did her best to put on a show of normalcy, but the effort was draining. When her head hit the pillow at night, she immediately fell into deep, dreamless sleep. No more waking at dawn to hike the mountain paths; she couldn’t take a chance of stumbling upon James. It would be too much to bear.

      All of her steadily increasing growth and heightened powers as she approached her birthday suddenly stopped. She didn’t lose anything, but there were no new discoveries. Each day was much like the next. Misery enveloped her mind and body like a gray aura muffling the outside world and keeping out light and magic.

      And she wasn’t fooling Mom and Grandma Jo. At first, they tried to probe. “Why don’t you hike anymore? Why aren’t you eating?” To which she would shrug and say, “I don’t feel like it.” They only directly asked about James once. Her remote, dismissive answer of: “It’s over. He’s moved on,” made it clear the topic was off limits.

      Even Skye couldn’t get her to open up. “He’s better off with Theodora,” was Callie’s clipped response to Skye’s arguments.

      “You need to fight for him,” Skye repeatedly urged. But Callie would shake her head and change the subject.

      The first week back at school after the breakup was the hardest. James only came to class once, and he casually smiled at her as if she had never been anything other than a passing acquaintance.

      Tanner and Michael didn’t question her. Skye apparently warned them she didn’t want to talk about it. Tanner was back to his old self, flirting outrageously with any pretty girl who caught his eye.

      Only Michael and Emily were changed by her magical tinkering. They were inseparable. And insufferable, to hear Skye tell it.

      “It’s downright nauseating,” she told Callie. “They’re together all the time at school, and after school, they’re either glued together or talking on the phone. Stifling.”

      “Emily’s excited about dating him,” said Callie. “I wonder if it will last past the summer since Michael’s transferring to Alabama and she’s going to Auburn?”

      “Haven’t you heard? She’s switched schools.”

      Callie felt a twinge of envy and regret. Everyone was moving on but her. It seemed pointless to make plans with potential disaster looming shortly ahead.

      “Go to Tuscaloosa with me,” Skye urged. “Even if you don’t go to the university, you could get a job and we could get an apartment together.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Callie answered with deliberate vagueness. She wasn’t going to commit to anything until after the summer solstice.

      But that afternoon after talking with Skye, Callie knew she had to start making concrete plans to forestall the disaster. She closed her eyes, and an image of the Ouija board appeared. Holy crap, not that thing. There were no answers there. Besides, it had probably been thrown away years ago anyway.

      She sat down on her bed, defeated, but the image of the Ouija board remained. Callie closed her eyes and opened her senses. The Ouija was hidden inside a plastic garbage bag in Grandma Jo’s pantry. Of course. Grandma Jo likely worked continuous balancing spells against the residual energy the board gave off. But it wasn’t strong enough to last forever.

      She’d have to be careful. Callie got a sage smudge stick, some black candles, olive oil, and a few banishing and protecting herbs. That should keep naughty poltergeists from wreaking havoc. All the same, she was glad no one else was around to get hurt.

      She locked the bedroom door for privacy and prepared. Lighting the smudge stick, she walked clockwise around the room, taking special care at all the windows and mirrors. She chanted:

      Blessed sage as you burn,

      All mischief you will spurn,

      No harm may come to me,

      Only truth will I see,

      This room a haven be,

      Safe, secure, and evil-free.

      The sweet, pungent smoke cast a dreamy atmosphere, familiar and comforting. This was the remembered scent of childhood when Grandma Jo lit smudge sticks to chase away the bugaboos Callie was convinced lived under her bed.

      Once the room was saturated with smoke, she put the Ouija board on the floor in the center of the space. She pulled her altar box out of the closet for black candles and matches. On the floor, she mixed cloves and camphor in a small vial of olive oil. The olive oil and cloves were for protection, and camphor added a divination boost. Next, she dressed four black candles for each direction--North, South, East, West—by tipping out some of the vial’s potion and rubbing each candle in a downward motion. While infusing each candle, she commanded the herbal brew to meld with the fire and color energy of the candles.

      Black color to banish,

      Make all evil vanish.

      By fire and flame,

      Keep spirits tame.

      Negativity be burned

      And any harm returned.

      

      She lit the four candles and placed them at each corner of the Ouija board. Closing her eyes, she took several deep breaths before placing her hands on the planchette.

      The moment had arrived.

      “Spirits, are you with me?” she asked.

      The planchette slowly moved over the board and landed on ‘YES.’

      She looked around. There was no unexplained chill in the air, no doors slamming, or floorboards creaking. All was calm—a good sign.

      “How many of you are there?”

      The planchette navigated toward the numbers section of the board and stopped on ‘1.’

      Even better. “Do you have a name?”

      The answers came faster now.

      “M-A-B-E-L.”

      Huh? She expected a name more along the lines of Andora, Ravenhawk, or Ariadne. Mabel sounded old-fashioned and grandmother-ish. This spirit needed testing for reliability.

      “What’s my mother’s name?”

      “G-I-N-N-I-E.”

      So far, so good. “Thank you for coming, Mabel. I need your help. I’ve had visions of the future. Please tell me, am I the cause of a battle?”

      “N-O N-O-T C-A-U-S-E.”

      She pondered the answer. “But there will be a battle?”

      “YES.”

      “Is James in the battle?”

      “YES.”

      “Will he die?” She held her breath.

      “NO.”

      Callie let out her breath. “I had a vision of someone dying. Is the death from the battle?”

      “YES.”

      She didn’t want to ask, but she had to. “Who dies?” she whispered.

      The planchette didn’t move.

      “Mabel, are you still with me?”

      “H-E-R-E.”

      “Tell me who dies.”

      “N-O.”

      “Please, Mabel.” She couldn’t believe she was pleading with a spirit. “Maybe I can stop it from happening.”

      “N-E-C-E-S-S-A-R-Y A-C-C-E-P-T.”

      “No! No one should die because of me.”

      “N-O-T B-E-C-A-U-S-E Y-O-U.”

      Anger washed her gut. “It is my fault. I should never have come home. The best thing I can do is go away again.”

      Even though she didn’t ask a question, the planchette moved.

      “D-I-S-M-A-L-S W-I-T-C-H-E-S C-A-V-E-R-N.”

      What? “Mabel, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard of this Witches’ Cavern. I just want to know who dies.”

      The planchette didn’t move.

      She sighed in frustration. “Okay. If it’s not my fault, then will you at least tell me whose fault it is?”

      The planchette moved so slow it seemed to take hours to spell out one word. Mabel clearly was reluctant to give details.

      “F-A-T-H-E-R.”

      “Lucas.” She spat out the word. “It’s always him. I wish I had never found out he was still alive.”

      All four candles flickered and two died out. A whiff of decay crept through the sage smoke screen. It took all her nerve not to run screaming from the room.

      “Mabel, are you still with me?” A tinkling laugh erupted, like the faint echo of a bell. She kept her trembling fingers locked on the planchette.

      “N-O M-A-B-E-L H-E-R-E.”

      Friendly or no, another spirit had taken Mabel’s place. Maybe this one would answer her question. “Who dies?”

      “Y-O-U W-I-L-L D-I-E.”

      The melodic laughter grew louder and closer.

      Her hands involuntarily jerked back from the Ouija board. “You cannot enter my magic circle. By the elemental powers of earth, wind, air and water, I command you to leave this house and never return.”

      Utter silence. The rotting smell evaporated, and the two extinguished candles sputtered and glowed again. Callie took down the magic circle, more confused now than when she started.
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      James tried to forget her.

      Callie thought she was protecting him from Lucas, but breaking up with him was the best thing she could do for herself. It was better this way. He would stick around and protect her during her birthday initiation, but after that, he was moving on.

      Theodora was still Theodora. Meaning, she wouldn’t give up. Actually, the more he resisted, the more her ego rejected defeat. Theodora found a B&B and kept playing librarian, enjoying the young men’s attention. It was positively maddening. At least Dad had thrown up his hands in defeat.

      “If you insist on being a fool, there’s nothing I can do about it,” he said. “You know what I think of witches.”

      But eventually, Carter, being Carter, couldn’t help running interference.

      “Son, I know you don’t like me getting in your business, but—”

      “C’mon,” James groaned, holding up his hand.  “Last time you tried to help, you planted Theodora on our doorstep.  Now I can’t get rid of her. She’s driving me nuts.”

      Carter flushed. “I brought her here for another reason, as well.”

      He froze. “What other reason could there be?”

      Carter regarded him, brows knitted. “Remember when I went to visit friends? It was about the time Sin got sick.”

      “Right, you were gone a long time.” James gave him a hard stare. “And Sin was poisoned, deliberately.”

      “I agree. I think it was a message to you.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked sharply.

      “We’ve both noticed strange things going on. You had that encounter with an immortal in the woods, and we’ve both felt menacing presences in the area, much more than normal. When you told me Callie’s father was immortal and that he was trying to get his daughter to come work for him, I started to worry.”

      James nodded. “Because you know I’ll protect Callie.”

      “I think Lucas wants you out of her life before there’s a showdown. Poisoning Sin was the start of a campaign to intimidate you into forgetting her. I told you the truth. I did visit friends, but it was more of a reconnoiter mission to see if they’d observed any unusual immortal activity.”

      “And?”

      “Everyone was uneasy. A couple of families even moved away.”

      James was startled. “I’m used to being isolated and fighting our own battles. I never would have thought to check with others. And actually . . . I even suspected you hurt Sin.”

      Carter frowned. “Why?”

      “Because that morning, you said Callie was nothing but poison. I thought maybe you hurt Sin, hoping I would blame her.”

      Carter sighed. “Must you insist in protecting that witch?”

      James’s voice rose. “For the last time, yes. Leaving isn’t an option. But if you want to leave Piedmont, go ahead.” He’d never been so angry with his Dad. “Maybe it’s time we parted ways.”

      His words echoed in the silence, and Carter blanched. “I’d rather stay and protect you.”

      “I can protect myself,” James said stiffly. “If you stay, it’s on the condition you stop calling Callie a witch and stop interfering in my life.”

      Carter’s eyes widened, and James saw his pride was wounded. Too bad. He’d always be grateful for all Dad had taught him when he first become immortal. Hell, he’d even saved his life in the fight with Lucas. But enough was enough. When it came to Callie, his conditions were nonnegotiable.

      “Agreed,” Carter said. “But I’ve got to come clean on something.” He sighed heavily. “I met with Connors and got him to hire Theodora. We both thought it would break up you and Callie. In exchange, Connors promised they would leave you alone.”

      He was incredulous. “And you believed him?”

      “I hoped they’d move on once they got what they wanted. With you out of the way, it would be easier for Lucas to kidnap Callie at her ritual and—”

      “Kidnap her?” James was on his feet, his worst fears confirmed.

      “He didn’t actually use the word kidnap, but I have the impression they’ll stop at nothing for Callie’s power.”

      “How could you think I’d allow Callie to be handed over to Lucas against her will?”

      “I see now that I was wrong.” He placed his hands on James’s shoulders. “Forgive me. I promise from here on out we’ll work together and defeat Lucas.”

      It was the first time he’d ever heard his dad apologize, and he knew the effort it required for him to humble himself. And he needed Carter now more than ever.

      James nodded. “Guess we’ve got a fight on our hands.”

      Carter rubbed his hands together. “Better start gathering allies and drawing up battle plans.”

      “I know just the person who can help us.”

      The defeated immortal Andrew Scott had vowed to help him if he needed.  Time to call in that favor.
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      Dismals witches cavern. Over half a million hits. It was a real place, and it was in . . . Alabama.

      Callie clicked on the first hit—a video.

      A green, primordial forest appeared, surrounded by towering boulders. The canyon was once a hideout for famous outlaws like Vice President Aaron Burr after killing Treasurer Alexander Hamilton in a duel. Jesse James vanished among the rock crevices to escape capture by authorities, and Federal forces imprisoned the Chickasaw people there before marching them down the Trail of Tears.

      “Come here, Grendel. Look at this.” The tabby obligingly jumped on her keyboard and rubbed against the monitor. She stroked his ginger-colored fur. “I’m going to leave and not come back until my birthday’s over. Maybe if I’m gone, the whole disaster won’t happen.”

      Bored, Grendel meowed and jumped atop the printer, waiting to pounce on paper.

      “Wish you could come, but you’d hate that long car ride, wouldn’t you, baby?”

      Frustrated at the lack of print production, Grendel took a flying leap off her desk.

      The canyon was in northwest Alabama near the Sipsey Wilderness, about a three-hour drive from Piedmont. Cabins were available for rent, but because it was privately owned, the price was a little steep for her budget.

      The computer beeped, signaling an e-mail. She minimized the webpage and checked her inbox. There was a message from jamesluvstheo@yahoo.com. No subject line. Heart pounding, she clicked.

      A full-screen photo exploded on the monitor. James and Theodora sunning on the beach in a passionate, sandy embrace. A techno-colored nightmare. She scrolled down the page. Another picture showed James, Theodora, and Carter with their arms wrapped around each other, grinning companionably. In the last photo, James and Theodora held hands before a giant water fountain. She zoomed in on the hotel in the background—the Bellagio in Las Vegas.

      At the end, a single line of text read: Go fly off on your broomstick, witch.

      Jealousy exploded like a green, burning poison. Exactly what Theodora intended, no doubt. All the more reason to get out of Piedmont.

      She composed a brief two-liner: If you’re immortal like you say, then you shouldn’t be so worried about me. You had to wait your turn with James. Because baby, all you’re good for is my sloppy seconds.

      Callie hit send and forced herself back to planning the getaway. Her immediate, largest obstacle was coming up with the cash.

      She leaned back at her desk, still brooding over the photos, and eyed the closet. Dare she? She yanked open the door and pulled out her father’s Book of Shadows, covered under a stack of board games. She rifled through pages of arcane ingredients and black spells: binding enemies, temporary paralysis, glamorizing opponents. Glamorizing? She paused, fingers tracing Lucas’s handwritten instructions.

      Disfiguring others to gain advantage . . . Oh yeah, just the thing for Theodora. Maybe have her entire body erupt in oozing sores, or gain a hundred pounds of jiggly fat.

      Oh, hell. What was she doing?

      Callie slammed the book shut and threw it back in the closet so hard its spine snapped.

      I will not be like my father.
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      James pulled into the Kudzu Cottage B&B. This wouldn’t be fun—and was possibly even cruel—but it was necessary. He picked up the dozen yellow roses with a sigh.

      Theodora waited at the door. “James! You look so handsome.” She wound her arms around his neck, beaming, eyes blazing in triumph.

      He extended the roses. “For you.”

      She wore an elegant, short black dress that was provocative without being over-the-top for a small, Southern town. Her ebony hair was loose, the shiny tresses falling in subtle waves around bare shoulders.

      “Yellow’s my favorite. You remembered.” She pressed her lips against his.

      No passion or magic on his side. All he could think of was his first meeting with Callie on Lavender Mountain and the indigo blaze from St. Elmo’s fire.

      He made himself respond with a credible show of enthusiasm then stepped back from the doorway. “We seem to have an audience,” he said with the right tinge of regret in his voice. “Don’t you have to maintain a respectable reputation working as a school librarian?”

      “Connors has no problem with my reputation.” She stared at a prying group of women.

      The B&B proprietor and her gaggle of lady friends sat around a table under the shaded carport, drinking frozen concoctions and playing cards. The women stared back in unashamed amusement. One of the ladies, in a faded floral print dress and a floppy pink hat, even turned her metal folding chair completely around for a better view.

      “It’s the old biddies’ gin rummy night,” Theodora said in disgust. “They’re probably already half-sloshed.” She grinned. “Why don’t we really give them something to talk about,” she suggested in a husky voice.

      “Maybe later.” He disentangled himself. “We’ve got reservations for seven o’clock.”

      Theodora shrugged, and they walked out to his black BMW convertible. “Sorry ladies,” she called out to their audience. “Show’s over. We’ll be back later for the peep show, if you’re not passed out drunk by then.”

      He was embarrassed and amused at the same time. Theodora hadn’t changed. She couldn’t care less what others thought as long as she was having a good time.

      Their talk was light on the drive; it almost seemed like old times when they’d seen each other exclusively for a couple of years. At least, he’d thought it was an exclusive relationship. For the first time, he was glad he’d caught her in bed with his friend. If he’d married Theodora, he would never have met Callie.

      He pulled into a gravel parking lot, crowded with pickup trucks and Bondo-spackled cars. Theodora looked first at the slightly decrepit cement block building then faced him, brows raised.

      “This is where you made a reservation?”

      “Yep, Lulu’s Fish Camp. Best fried catfish in Alabama.” The tires of his BMW scrunched on the gravel as he brought the car to a halt. He went around and opened her door. His pricey car stood out like a neon-lit sign, but he couldn’t resist the opportunity to drive it. James and Carter agreed cruising in the BMW around Piedmont called too much attention, so he reserved the pleasure of driving it only for out-of-town trips.

      Theodora visibly gathered herself, picked up her purse, and plastered on a smile. A gang of motorcycle riders pulled in beside them. She surveyed the leather chaps and tattooed bikers. “I’m a bit overdressed. Next time let me know ahead where we’re going.” Her tone was as cool and bracing as mountain water in winter.

      His plan was working already.

      Once they were seated and presented the slightly greasy menu, Theodora studied it with growing annoyance. “Everything here is fried, even the pickles and green beans.”

      “That’s what makes it so good.”

      “I can’t believe it,” she said, lowering the menu. “Even the desserts are fried. Fried cheesecake or fried Oreos with ice cream.”

      He fought to keep a straight face. Callie would have ordered both desserts and eaten every bite. “Which one are you getting? If you want, we can order one of each and share.”

      Theodora jerked the menu back up and continued frowning at the selections.

      “Can I help ya’, ma’am?” Their waitress, who looked to be in her early thirties, was a bit frumpy with an apron splattered in grease and hair limp from heat.

      “I want the shrimp plate, but don’t fry the shrimp. Just broil it without butter.”

      The waitress, Tessie according to her badge, raised an eyebrow but wrote it down. Tessie looked at James for his order, but Theodora spoke up again.

      “And I want to change the sides. Instead of French fries I want a baked potato, and—”

      “Ya’ want sour cream and butter ‘n cheese on it?”

      “Is the sour cream low-fat?”

      “No, darlin’.” Tessie’s smile was a bit strained.

      Theodora heaved a dissatisfied sigh. “Then just a pat of butter on the side. For my other vegetable, I want to substitute a salad for the fried corn. Do you have any low-fat dressing?” she asked without much optimism.

      Tessie shook her head, not bothering to look up from her order pad.

      “Then ask the chef to mix together some oil and vinaigrette for me.” Theodora handed Tessie the menu without looking at her.

      Tessie ignored her outstretched hand, leaving Theodora awkwardly dangling the menu.

      James smiled and tried to put some extra warmth in his voice to break the frost in the air. “I’ll have the fried catfish with French fries and fried pickles. You can bring us both iced tea, sweet for me and unsweet for my date.” He took Theodora’s menu, added his to it, and gave them to Tessie.

      Theodora was annoyed but trying to hide it. This was going to be even easier than he’d imagined.

      “I’m glad you called.” She put on her game face. “What made you finally decide to give us another chance?”

      He spoke the rehearsed words. “Since Callie and I split, I’ve been thinking back on what we had. The first couple of years were good, but near the end, I knew something was wrong. You’d be warm one week and cold the next.” So far he’d told the truth.

      “I’m sorry. Can’t you forget the bad and let’s move on?” She reached for his hand across the table. I promise—”

      Two iced teas sloshed on the table. “Sugar’s on the table if ya’ need some,” Tessie said, ignoring Theodora.

      “Do you have any Sweet-n-Low?”

      Tessie pulled out a couple of slightly damp pink packets from her apron and plunked them down.

      James sipped his tea. Now came the hard part. He had to act as if he really wanted this two-timer back in his life.

      He grasped her hand. “If you promise to change, I’m willing to try again.”

      The triumphant gleam in her eyes returned. Good. She bought it.

      “You won’t be sorry,” she said in a husky voice, rubbing a finger on her lips suggestively.

      “No doubt.” He returned what he hoped passed for a smoldering look. “But things will be a bit different this time around.”

      Her smile lost a bit of its brilliance. “How so?”

      “For starters, let’s talk about where we’ll live. Dad and I came to Piedmont with the intention of staying at least six years. I’ve been taking a much-needed break from my management consulting career. You know how bored I get every century or so. I’d like to do something new, something I’ve never done before.”

      “You’re always trying to reinvent yourself.” Theodora looked puzzled. “I’ve never felt the need myself. I’m perfectly happy being me and living off the interest on my capital investments.”

      “Doesn’t that ever bore you?” He was honestly curious. Forever was a long time to do the same thing repeatedly.

      She shrugged. “Not at all.”

      Maybe if Theodora actually applied herself at something, she wouldn’t feel the need to sleep around with his friends for kicks. But he couldn’t say that. He took another long sip of tea to swallow those words.

      “What exciting, new thing do you want to try now?” she asked, as if humoring a child.

      “I want to teach elementary school.” He couldn’t help smiling at the appalled look on her face.

      “There’s no money in that,” she pointed out. “It sounds dreadful. Babysitting a bunch of little kids all day long? The very idea makes my head hurt.”

      “You’ve never liked kids too much, have you?”

      “They’re alien creatures to me. It’s been so long since I was one, I don’t remember what it was like or how their minds work.”

      “Me either. That’s why I want to teach.”

      “But why stay in this boring dump of a town? You can teach anywhere.”

      “My plan is to transfer to nearby Jacksonville State. They have a good elementary education program. And you know Carter loves this area.”

      “So what?” She hesitated a heartbeat. “You’re over one hundred and fifty years old. You don’t need a father.”

      Theodora would never understand what it meant to have a family or life-long friendships.

      “I like living with him. At least until I get married and have children of my own.”

      She almost dropped her glass. “Immortals can’t have kids.”

      “That we know of,” he corrected. “It’s possible maybe we can someday with all the genetic mutations happening.” Time to move in for the kill. “And there’s always adoption.”

      Theodora’s hand, which had been stirring the tea, froze. She looked at him with dawning understanding. “So we live here for years while you get a teaching degree.”

      “Right. And if we get married, I want to adopt.” That ought to scare her right out of Alabama for good.

      “I hope y’all are hungry.” Tessie arrived with their food. “Can I get y’all anything else?”

      He smiled. “No, I think we’re good.” He dug into the fried catfish with relish. He’d bet half his stock portfolio that Theodora packed her clothes tonight and took the first plane out of Atlanta in the morning.
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      Callie loaded her packed bags in the car. Only two days until her birthday. Guilt, and more than a little case of nerves, had gnawed at her for the last three weeks. She wanted everything to be over.

      Back in the house, she called for her shadow. “Grendel?”

      That cat kept her awake every night, but when she wanted him, he was nowhere around. “Kitty?” She looked in his usual hideouts, the laundry basket and the porch rug. Not there.

      Finally, she found him curled up on her bedroom pillow fast asleep. Figured. She rubbed behind his ears. Grendel opened one eye to see who’d disturbed him before falling back asleep, purring softly.

      “I’ll miss you, sweetie.” Stupid to think she had to say goodbye to a cat, but she couldn’t leave otherwise.

      She straightened and looked around the bedroom. Would everything be different when she returned? She touched her amber pendant for courage. If there was a chance leaving could stop the battle and death, she had to do it. If Lucas found her, at least she’d be alone, and no one else would get hurt.

      She taped a note on the refrigerator.

      Dear Mom and Grandma Jo,

      I’m going away and will come back after my birthday. I met Lucas and you were right, he hasn’t changed.  I’ve been warned there will be some kind of battle and death on the solstice.

      So you see why I have to go. I know you’ve been planning this big deal for me with the coven initiation, but it’s not worth the risk.

      Please don’t be too mad. I’m going way out in the country so I won’t have cell phone access. But I’ll see you soon. Try not to worry.

      Love,

      Callie

      She practically ran out the door and got in the doodlebug before changing her mind. She hoped her old car would make the round trip. She backed out the driveway and onto the road, a cloud of red dirt trailing the car. Passing the cutoff road to Booze Mountain, she sped even more until she was a good thirty miles out of Piedmont.

      For the hundredth time, she opened her purse and touched the thick, padded envelope. She wouldn’t get far without it. How ironic this whole escape was made possible by the very person she was running from. Lucas. He’d sent a card along with a check for ten thousand dollars. Inside, scribbled in bold, black ink with the same unusual crimson metallic sheen in his Book of Shadows, he wrote:

      Callie. Please accept this small check as a reminder of my offer to come work for me. There’s plenty more where that came from. Your father, Lucas.

      How like him to think everyone was as materialistic as him.

      She made sure her GPS was programmed and checked the time. She wanted to be settled in her cabin before the night tour began at Dismals Canyon. Traffic was light, the scenery wild and primitive and so engaging that she arrived in seemingly no time, the twilight deepening into long shadows. Hurriedly, she unpacked her belongings in the cabin and left for the tour.

      Her flashlight lit a path from her cabin to the visitor’s center. All the earlier guilt of leaving Mom and Grandma Jo evaporated in her excitement. A group of about twenty people, all carrying flashlights and talking quietly, milled by the center, and she joined them. Everyone seemed to sense the subtle vibrations of the energy bands surrounding the canyon’s eighty-five acres. They probably didn’t know why they felt such a primal connection to this land, but it was there.

      “It’s 7:30. Time for the tour,” said a tall man who looked to be in his mid-forties. He wore a khaki park ranger kind of outfit and carried a large clipboard. “Anyone who hasn’t signed in yet, come see me.”

      She made sure her name was on his list and then stood on the fringe of the crowd. It was mostly families with a few teens about her age thrown in the mix. The younger kids squirmed with excitement and shone flashlights in each other’s faces.

      A strange glow at the back of the tour group caught her eye. It came from an old woman with a ghostly, pale aura. Although her face was wrinkled and she had a slight stoop, her silver hair cascaded past her shoulders, shimmering like the inside of a pearl.

      But it was her eyes that made Callie gasp. Those pale aquamarine eyes were staring directly at her, piercingly lovely.

      “We’re all set now,” the tour guide said. “Just need to let you know a few safety precautions first. The canyon’s steep, so be careful. Look out for tree roots and rocks. Most important of all,” and here the guide directed his gaze at the younger kids who were jumping up and down, “you must stay together. No going off by yourself to explore.” He lowered his voice and pointed his flashlight at two five-year-old boys who were wrestling. “What did I say was the most important thing?”

      “Umm, be careful?” one of the boys guessed.

      “Nooooo…” The guide looked at the other boy.

      “No horse playing?”

      “Both of those are important, but what—”

      “Oh. Oh. Oh.” A middle grade girl raised her hand. “Ask me. I know.”

      “Okay. What’s the most important thing?”

      “Stay together.” She gave a triumphant smirk to the wrestlers who rolled their eyes.

      “Exactly. Stay together.”

      He started down a dirt trail, and everyone fell in behind, flashlights aimed at the ground. Callie found herself in the middle of the pack, and she glanced around for the old woman with the ghost aura. She had disappeared.

      “When we gonna see them lit-up bugs?” one of the wrestling boys yelled.

      “Soon,” the guide promised. “The bioluminescent creatures are nicknamed dismalites, and their glow is from a chemical reaction, much like their biological cousins, the fireflies. Their lights attract tiny, flying insects into their web. Like spiders.”

      They climbed down concrete steps, going deeper in the canyon. The air cooled and darkness thickened. The sound of running water from a nearby waterfall grew louder with each step.

      And suddenly they were everywhere, thousands of bluish-green pinpoints of light on the steep boulder walls of the canyon. So many that she could almost see the path without the flashlight.

      “Magnificent, isn’t it?” the guide said. “It never fails to amaze. If you’ll switch to the red filter on your flashlights, the visibility will be greater.”

      Even the wrestling boys were briefly awed into near silence.

      The light against the dark canyon walls reflected the glowing patterns created by the dismalites like star constellations in the sky. It was almost disorienting, like being in a parallel universe. She looked overhead at the starry sky and then below where the dismalites glowed. The lights encircling her body made her feel like she was floating in space. If only she could share it with James, the experience would be completely mind-blowing.

      She forced herself to stay in the present. It was the only way to get through the pain.
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      She checked her phone as soon as she awoke, just as she had yesterday morning. Still no signal. It would be nice to call home and check in, but she’d left a note.

      Again, she left the cabin to explore the canyon, hoping Mom and Grandma Jo weren’t too worried. After all, she wasn’t a kid. She’d be twenty tomorrow.

      She slowed to a stop. Her birthday, the summer solstice . . . it was all coming to a head. She shook her head and quickened her pace, glancing at the park map. First stop, Rainbow Falls. Then on to several Indian landmarks before winding her way to the Witches’ Cavern and a picnic lunch by a natural pool carved out of solid rock formed by rushing waters.

      The mystical atmosphere of the gray, green, and silver forest totally enveloped her senses. Attuned to the earth’s subtle vibrations, she was able to locate the ancient Indian sacred sites without the map. At the Temple Cave and Dance Hall, she reverently touched the large stones worn smooth from centuries of human touch. She could explore those more tomorrow. Today she was eager to see the cavern. Mabel must have mentioned this place for a reason.

      Back on the trail, she passed by Weeping Bluff and stared at the walls forming the face of an Indian Maiden. According to the park brochure, the water seeping from her eyes were the canyon’s tears for the loss of its only true friends, the Chickasaw.

      “Isn’t she amazing?”

      The sound of a human voice made Callie jump. She’d been alone and totally wrapped up in ancient history all morning.

      She turned toward the sound with a smile. “Yes, sad though that—”

      Aquamarine eyes bored into her. The old lady from last night had reappeared.

      “Have a good time exploring,” the woman said with a wave. She hurried on, disappearing into the stone labyrinths.

      Who was she? Another mystery, one she didn’t need. As long as Lucas didn’t send her, it didn’t matter. Callie didn’t believe the old woman had any evil intent, or if she did, it was well hidden.

      She continued, excited to find the Witches’ Cavern. Everything about this place thrilled her. To top it off, it was fourteen degrees cooler on the canyon floor than the stifling heat above ground. And no poison oak, flies, or mosquitoes, courtesy of the clever little dismalites that ate all the bugs.

      One had to live in the one hundred degree, one hundred percent sweltering summer humidity of Alabama, with its plague of insects, to fully appreciate the blessed relief. The PR people for this canyon missed the boat. All they had to do was advertise it as the only mosquito-free trail in Alabama and tourists would flock from all over the South.

      Callie slowed her pace as she neared the cavern. The air in the sunken forest grew heavier and deeper. The lush greens and pearl grays gave way to darker hues of hunter green, browns and blacks. Massive boulders, once part of the canyon’s towering bluffs, lay haphazardly strewn from ancient, tumultuous earthquakes. The stone boulders seemed thicker here, as if they were closing in on her inch by stealthy inch.

      By the time she reached the Witches’ Cavern, a heaviness had settled in her stomach.

      She studied the cavern opening, a narrow entrance between two sky-rise boulders. She squeezed through, breathing heavy with claustrophobia. Inside, a small stream of sunlight filtered down and bounced against the moss-covered stone cliffs, turning its bright rays into a putrid, yellow-green luminescence. The sort of color you saw in hospitals, funeral homes, and prisons. Gnarled, black tree roots skirted down the stone’s edges like slithering snakes.

      The silence was ominous and absolute. No birds chirping, leaves rustling, or other sounds of life. Only the loud, steady thump-thump of her racing pulse. Every instinct screamed to get out.

      She ran.

      And ran. She didn’t stop running until she was back under open sky and the friendly energies of light, greenness, and nature sounds. She’d run away from home and now she was running again.

      Sudden screaming pierced the air. She jumped, unsure what to expect.

      “Hey lady, what’s the matter with ya’?” One of the boy wrestlers from the previous night shot past her in red swim trunks.

      “You cheat! I was winning ‘til ya’ poked me in the back.” The second wrestler followed, face flushed with excitement.

      Get a grip. She followed them to the natural, stone-carved pool. A nice douse of cold water was what she needed.

      At the pool, the boys splashed and wrestled. They stopped and stared when she jumped in fully clothed.

      “Did Mom send you to babysit us?” one of them asked in suspicious disgust.

      “Nope. Feel free to continue fighting.”

      They went back to their sparring with gusto as she floated on the cold water. Gradually, she shook the effects of the Witches’ Cavern. She would go back tomorrow in hopes of a more welcome reception. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something awaited her there.
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      Callie approached the Witches’ Cavern entrance with grim resolve. This time she wouldn’t be spooked. She touched her amber pendant and envisioned a protective bubble of light surrounding her body. After plunging through the narrow rock opening of the cavern, she strode directly to a flat stone outcropping.

      Gone was yesterday’s disturbing atmosphere. “Everything’s cool today,” she said in surprise, the words echoing as they bounced off boulders.

      She emptied her backpack with her witch-on-the-go kit that held candles, matches, crystals, a wand, and chalk. With the chalk, she drew a pentagram on the stone’s center and walked three times around the outcropping.

      “Air, earth, fire and water,” she chanted. “Let no one enter this circle unless invited by me.” She sat by the pentagram and lit a candle. “Help me, goddess, to find a message at this sacred space.”

      She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. A humming, distant at first, came like the faint droning of a bee. Gradually, the humming became a vibration in every cell of her body. Not overpowering, but a resonating wave that energized.

      “May I enter your circle?”

      The buzzing sound broke off immediately.

      Callie opened her eyes and gasped. “You again.”

      Aquamarine eyes locked with hers, as startling in their magnetism as they were in their unusual color.

      “Who are you?”

      The old woman gave a secretive smile. “Can’t you guess?”

      I know this person. A name flashed in her mind. “Mabel?” she asked breathlessly.

      She nodded. “May I enter and sit with you?”

      “Yes, yes of course.” Callie retrieved her wand formed from a piece of her coven’s oak tree with an amethyst glued at the tip. She stood and pointed the wand, opening a doorway through the magic circle.

      Mabel, though old, moved with a slow grace as she climbed up on the stone. “Shall we sit?” Without waiting for an answer, she carefully lowered and sat cross-legged.

      Callie followed suit. They stared at one another, the chalk-outlined pentagram between them.

      “Happy birthday, Callie.”

      What did Mabel know? Was she even real? Callie studied her in confusion. She seemed real enough. Lines etched her face and her mass of silver hair tumbled haphazardly from a loose knot on the top of her head.

      “What . . . I mean, who are you?”

      Mabel smiled, revealing well-worn laugh lines at the corners of her eyes, oddly endearing. “You didn’t conjure me out of your imagination.”

      So she wasn’t crazy. “But . . . how can you be real flesh and blood when you spoke to me through the Ouija board?”

      “Astral travel.” Mabel waved a hand dismissively. “My spirit communicated with you.”

      Callie was impressed and more than a little apprehensive. “Did you know when your spirit left, another came? It said I would die.”

      “Of course you will. We all die eventually.”

      Despite the matter-of-fact tone, Callie sensed an underlying sadness. “But I got the idea I—or somebody—was going to die . . . tonight.” Oh hell, today was really the day.

      Mabel kept her gaze slightly past Callie’s shoulder and appeared to ponder a response. When she faced Callie, her eyes were stern. “Callie, why are you here?”

      “Because you told me to come.”

      “I didn’t mean for you to come today. Why did you choose your birthday, the time of your coven initiation?”

      Her face burned. “Don’t you know everything already?” Despite her awe, she couldn’t keep the defensiveness at bay.

      “I’ll be frank. You’re running away from your birthright.”

      “I’m running away to stop a battle and a death,” Callie said hotly.

      Mabel lifted an eyebrow.

      “Maybe I am scared a little,” Callie admitted. “I don’t want to cause anyone’s death.”

      “Fate’s a tricky thing. Take some advice from an old crone. Never try to foretell the future without first imploring the goddess not to reveal anything over which you have no control.”

      “Do I have any control over what happens?”

      “To a degree, yes. We all have some control of our lives. Your decisions determine your path.”

      “What’s going to happen tonight?” She held her breath.

      “I don’t have all the answers. Like you, I’m mortal. But I do know from experience that running away isn’t the best option.”

      “You think I should go home?”

      “Yes.”

      “I still don’t understand why you brought me here . . . to this place.” She waved her hand around the cavern.

      “I knew you were thinking of running, and this is a safe place to hide. Dismals Canyon has been important to your family for centuries. It’s sacred. Can’t you feel it?”

      She nodded.  Everything about this place was magical. Every stone, tree, and path rang with familiarity. “Tell me how my family’s connected.”

      “It goes back generations. Callie, do you know the purpose of your coven initiation tonight?”

      “I’ve seen other initiations. It’s when I dedicate myself to the craft and to my coven.”

      “Yours will be different. I can prepare you for the Wakening.”

      “The Wakening?”

      “Lucas was right about the significance of your birthday.”

      It’s a trap. She scrambled to her feet and looked around, expecting him to appear. “You know Lucas?”

      Mabel motioned for her to sit. “Don’t worry. He’s not here.”

      She slowly lowered, shaken.

      “Not only were you born on the summer solstice, you were born on a full moon night, continuing a maternal heritage.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t get it.”

      “It’s a bit convoluted, but you happen to be the seventh female in your matriarchal line to have this same birthday.”

      “But Mom and Grandma Jo weren’t born on the summer solstice.”

      “No, but it doesn’t have to be a continuous progression.”

      “Huh?”

      “Some generations can be skipped.”

      Callie let that sink in. “What are you getting at?”

      Mabel reached over and patted her hand. “It’s very special, Callie. At the Wakening, the spirits of your ancestors will visit you.”

      She bit her lip. It sounded frightening. “Will it hurt?”

      “Not at all,” Mabel assured her. “They won’t literally enter your body but will reveal themselves to you. All seven will bless you and from this night forward, will serve as your spirit guides in different areas.”

      “And they’re all good spirits? No evil ones in the bunch like Lucas?” Thank the goddess he wasn’t part of her maternal line.

      The serene, aquamarine eyes transformed into a storm of sadness. “Just as there is duality in nature, so there is a duality in every person. Do you always think positive thoughts? Haven’t you felt anger and made mistakes?”

      She immediately remembered being so hard on Mom when she first returned home and shifted uncomfortably. “Of course. But most of the time I try not to hurt others.”

      “Most of the time,” Mabel echoed in agreement. “Realize there’s light and shadow in everyone. And don’t underestimate yourself and the power of light to defeat darkness.”

      Callie thought it over. “You’re right. I should be with my coven tonight.” She glanced at the afternoon shadows. “Hope I’m not too late to get back in time. Even if I do, no one’s expecting me.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” Mabel smiled. “Even now, your ride home waits at your cabin. And he won’t take no for an answer.”

      An explosion of hope burst in her chest. “James?”

      Mabel nodded, and Callie quickly blew out the candle and gathered her witch supplies. She was ready.

      “Walk with me to close the circle?” she asked Mabel.

      “Yes, it’s time.”

      Together they walked widdershins around the sacred area and thanked the spirits. She was eager to see James. But she also had a strange reluctance to say goodbye to Mabel.

      “Will I ever see you again?”

      “I’ll be there tonight.”

      “In spirit or in the flesh?”

      “Both,” she said with a chuckle.

      Callie gazed at her in surprise. “You think my coven will let you, a stranger, just walk into their circle?”

      “I’m no stranger to your mother and grandmother, though I don’t imagine they will be particularly pleased to see me.”

      She searched Mabel’s face. Those eyes, it always came back to those aquamarine orbs. Surely, if she had seen them before, she would remember. The only person she’d ever met with such startling eyes had green-colored irises, not . . . oh, Saint Brigid no, it couldn’t be.

      Mabel smiled sadly, as if reading her mind. “It’s true. I’m your grandmother.”

      She stepped backwards instinctively. “No, I already have Grandma Jo.” Well, that was stupid. A person didn’t have only one grandmother.

      Mabel’s face crumpled in sorrow. Maybe the way Lucas turned out wasn’t her fault.

      “I . . . I’m sorry, Mabel,” Callie stuttered.

      “I’ve caught you off guard.” Her voice was gentle. “Your father wasn’t always a greedy, selfish person, Callie. And I can’t help hoping he might change one day.” Mabel reached out a tentative hand. “I’ve always loved you, in spite of my disappointment in Lucas. Until now, I’ve stayed away, thinking it for the best. I hope one day you’ll let me be part of your life.”

      She looked down and saw that Mabel’s freckled, wrinkled hand trembled slightly. She placed her own hand in her grandmother’s. “I see why you were so sad when you spoke about light and shadows. It’s okay. Really. I’d love to get to know you.”

      Mabel briefly closed her eyes and sighed. This meeting must have been hard. She embraced her grandmother, who felt surprisingly frail.

      Mabel pulled away and gave her a watery smile. “Go now. We’ll talk again later.”

      Callie gave her hand a final squeeze and waved goodbye.

      “Oh, wait . . . I almost forgot.” Mabel reached into the pocket of her shirt and pulled out a small glass vial. “Put this on before your initiation. It’ll help you connect better to your guides at the Wakening.”

      She examined it curiously. An orange crystal floated in the oily liquid. “What’s this?”

      “Third eye oil. I make it with jojoba oil, cinnamon, and lemongrass. The citrine inside keeps the potion magically charged.” Mabel gave a little push. “Go. James is waiting.”

      That was all the encouragement she needed. Callie ran back to the cabin, her thoughts returning to James. Could he forgive her for ditching him? Her whole body quickened with hope and anticipation. The closer she got to the cabin, the faster her pace, until she was running at full speed. The cabin came into view. Breathlessly, she scanned the area.

      He was there. He stood on the porch waiting, eyes serious and questioning.

      Callie waved and ran to him. “James!”

      His face lit up as he bounded down the steps. In a heartbeat, she was in his arms.

      He squeezed her so tight she almost couldn’t breathe. Heaven. The scent of him, a combination of leather, soap and pure male pheromones, made her heady with longing. She forgot all about Mabel, her birthday, Lucas, and the initiation. All she wanted was for James to never let go. She pulled away from his chest enough to lift her chin, a silent request for a kiss.

      James complied as quick and fierce as lightning. His lips crashed down on hers and her mouth opened. Their tongues met and she groaned in pleasure, passion spiraling to an ache. Nothing in the universe mattered except her body’s need for James. She pressed even closer against him and felt his own urgent need. His hands were everywhere, but it still wasn’t enough. She wanted more. She wanted everything.

      His strong arms abruptly pushed her trembling body away from him. She started to protest but was spellbound by his stark, hungry eyes. The only sound in the world was their jagged, uneven breathing.

      She knew the instant he decided they shouldn’t continue. The naked desire in those dark eyes changed to a mixture of regret and frustration. His lips parted to speak and Callie laid a finger across them.

      What if this was the last time she was ever alone with him? Even if they both survived tonight’s ordeal, anything could happen. If she had to leave Piedmont with Lucas in order to prevent a battle, everything was over.

      James shook his head and removed her finger from his lips. “No, now isn’t the time, Callie.” His voice was husky but decided.

      She gave a loud, frustrated sigh. “When is it going to be the right time? Are you waiting for me to turn forty?”

      He laughed and stepped away.

      Deep doubt shook her soul. “I know why you keep rejecting me,” she accused. “You’re afraid if we make love, I’ll bind you to me. After all, I’m a witch. Not to be trusted.

      “That’s not it. Not now, anyway.” His eyes darkened. “We have no time. But I intend to make love to you, Callie Bradford. Very soon,” he said huskily.

      “Promise?”

      He pulled her against his chest and kissed her deeply before turning and walking away. “You’re going to be the death of me,” he said, looking over his shoulder.

      Exactly what she feared.

      “We have to hurry,” he urged. “Everyone’s waiting.”

      Quickly, she slipped into his BMW.

      They sped down the county roads in his sleek car. He’d refused to even consider taking the doodlebug. They were well past Dismals Canyon before she thought to ask how he found her.

      “How did you figure out where I was? I told no one. It’s not like Dismals Canyon is high on anyone’s vacay radar.”

      “A lot’s happened since you left,” he said with a brief glance. “Skye’s the one who solved that mystery. Your grandmother convinced her to help. She got the information searching your computer records.”

      “She’s good with that stuff.”

      “You aren’t angry, are you? Your family was frantic.”

      She winced. “I left them a note.”

      “True.” His voice was carefully neutral.

      “All right, I guess it was stupid. But I wasn’t deliberately trying to worry everyone.” Guilt made her sound defensive, even to herself. She glanced at the speedometer and saw it registered eighty-five. “Do you have to drive so fast?”

      “Your initiation ceremony starts in three hours. The earlier we get there, the sooner I can make sure all the guards are in place.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “What are you talking about?”

      “Here’s the short version. Dad and I’ve known for a long time there’s been an unusually large amount of immortal activity. Dad investigated and talked with other immortals living in the area. They observed the same thing. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was all connected to your father.”

      “Why would Lucas have anything to do with immortal activity?” she interrupted.

      He didn’t answer right away. At last, he spoke up. “When we met your dad that day in the park . . . I knew immediately he was an immortal.”

      Her head spun at the news. “Why didn’t you tell me before now?”

      “You were upset enough. And I didn’t see how it was possible.”

      It didn’t make sense. “You said immortals can’t have children.”

      “That’s got me stumped too,” he admitted.

      “Are you saying he may not be my biological father? That would mean Mom . . .” She shook her head decisively. “No. He’s the only man she’s ever loved and he betrayed her. She probably wishes someone else were my father, but it’s him.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I can’t explain it, but I’m certain he’s my dad.”

      “I have to admit, I wondered if your mom might have had an affair.”

      “There must be some other explanation.” Sudden realization hit.  “Oh, hell. No wonder Lucas looks so young. It’s not good genes like he claimed. His face is the same as it was in the old black-and-white photograph—because he’s not aging.” She should have figured this out earlier, but she’d thought immortals sterile. How did Lucas manage to overcome that?

      “Maybe being a witch made this possible,” she speculated aloud. “Witches can cast fertility spells and Mom might have done that.”

      “Dad wondered if a witch spell was involved in—”

      “You talked about this with him?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he already can’t stand me.”

      James didn’t deny it. “You can’t blame him after the hell Angelique put him through. But he’s done everything he can to help me prepare for tonight.”

      “Like what?”

      “We met other immortals in these mountains and organized a force. Lucas is a danger to all of us. If he’s a warlock and an immortal, his powers must be doubled. And his coven might be made up of others with the same power.”

      “Like Connors,” she agreed. “I think he must be a witch and immortal.”

      Fear twisted her gut. Had she done the right thing coming back? Mabel seemed to think so. The thought comforted her. No more running away. It was time she faced her destiny and stood up to Lucas.

      “My coven has powers of its own,” she said. “We won’t be defenseless. We can help your allies.”

      “That’s what your mom said. We’ll need that help. I’ve no idea how many are in your father’s coven and how many are immortal.”

      “You talked to Mom too?”

      “Of course, we had to join forces to prepare.”

      “Bet your dad loved that,” she muttered.

      A police siren exploded out of nowhere. James looked at the flashing blue lights in the rearview mirror. “We could use a little magic right now.”

      “I’m on it,” she said, closing her eyes to concentrate. “Go ahead and stop.”

      James pulled over, got out his wallet, and rolled down the driver’s side window.

      The cop quickly made his way over. “Never mind, son,” he said hurriedly, barely glancing at James’s license. “Everything appears to be in order. Carry on.”

      Within a minute, they were speeding back down the road.

      “How did you get us out of a ticket?” he asked.

      “Easy,” she said with a grin. “I distracted him. By the time he got to your car, the only thing on his mind was taking a pee. I suggested he didn’t have time to fool with us and to go take a whizz.”

      He laughed. “You’re full of tricks. It’ll keep me on my toes.”

      She didn’t want to ask, what with everything else going on, but she couldn’t stop herself. “What about Theodora?”

      He shrugged. “Long gone.”

      “You might regret it one day. She was perfect for you.”

      “She’d drive me crazy in no time.”

      And that was the end of that. Callie smiled in the gathering darkness.

      They arrived home where Mom and Grandma Jo waited on the porch, reminding her of the first time she returned to Alabama from Aunt Mallory’s house.

      “Hurry and get ready,” Mom said, rushing over. “I’ve left some bergamot and cedar wood essential oils on your tub. Take your ritual bath with them and then put on the white robe Grandma Jo laid out on your bed.”

      Grandma Jo smiled at James. “Just in time.”

      No recriminations for running away. What a relief.

      She faced James to say goodbye. Her stomach churned. “Please, please be careful.” Oh goddess, protect him.

      “I’ll be there the whole time tonight,” he reassured her. “By the way”—he bent and kissed her forehead—“Happy birthday.”

      He ambled away to join his fellow immortals without a backward glance.

      

      The bath was relaxing, but she didn’t dare draw out the purification ritual. She toweled off and put on the white robe Grandma Jo had laid out. A knock sounded at the bedroom door.

      “Can I come in?” Skye didn’t wait for an answer. Her face was scrunched with worry. “Are you okay? Are you mad at me for ratting you out?” She clutched a handful of her robe, identical to Callie’s and all the other coven members.

      “No.” She gave her a quick hug. “It all happened for a reason. I’m supposed to be here.”

      Skye let out a loud sigh of relief. “That’s what Grandma Jo said. Are you nervous?”

      “I’m scared to death. But in a strange way, I’m more relieved to get it over with. Will you say a quick prayer with me? I know we’ll pray in the circle, but I wanted a more private one before going in.”

      “If you’re sure. I’ll understand if you’d rather be alone.”

      Callie lit a candle and dimmed the lights. She placed both her hands in Skye’s, the candle between them.

      “Saint Brigid, guardian saint, please give me courage and wisdom and strength for all that is to come this evening.” Callie took the vial Grandmother Mabel gave her and dabbed a drop of the scented oil in the center of her forehead.

      
        Come to me, kind spirit guides,

        I invite you be by my side,

        And to all earthly love and friends,

        You have my heart, love never ends.

      

      

      She squeezed Skye’s hands and blew out the candle.

      “That’s it?”

      “Sometimes the quickest prayers are the best.”

      Skye nodded. “Tanner and Michael are waiting downstairs. We’ve got your back tonight, no matter what.”

      She hugged Skye again, took a steadying breath, and went downstairs.

      “There she is, the mystery girl,” Tanner said. “Are we going to witness a demonstration of your superpowers tonight?”

      Callie smiled. She could always count on Tanner to keep it light. “We’ll see.”

      Michael took her hand. “We’re your official escorts for this ceremony.”

      Tanner pointed to his robe. “We wouldn’t put on these silly robes for just anybody.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice choked.

      Silently, they walked to the field where the coven gathered by the old oak tree. Over two dozen were there, robed and holding hands in a circle, the high priestess in the middle.

      In the center, a bonfire burned, and the hot night air filled with the scent of dried herbs cast into the fire. Orange and yellow ribbons honoring the sun hung from nearly every branch of the tree. Mom and Grandma Jo smiled reassuringly and motioned them forward.

      Outside the glowing circle, Callie sensed the shadowy presence of her father and his coven. She faltered slightly in her step, but knowing James was nearby propelled her forward. Even though she couldn’t see him, he was out there watching over her.

      The summer solstice ritual was in full swing. She and her friends joined hands with the group and began the ritual chanting.

      
        Now day and night are one in length,

        Now earth harvest is at full strength.

        We honor moon and stars and sun,

        We celebrate the all in one.

      

      “Caledonia Bradford, come to the altar,” the high priestess commanded.

      She entered the circle. Nothing would ever be the same once she left it. She knelt before the high priestess.

      The priestess placed a hand on the crown of her head. “Do you come to us in perfect love and perfect trust and of your own free will?”

      “I do.” Her voice was calm and clear in the silence.

      The priestess searched the faces of the gathered coven. “Do you all agree to guide and protect her as a member of this coven?”

      “We do,” they said in unison.

      “Arise and be anointed, Caledonia.”
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      James staggered and shook his head to clear the dizziness. What the hell just happened? He brought a hand to his brow and swiped the sticky warmth spreading down his cheeks. Blood. He slowly turned in a circle, seeking the attacker.

      A whoosh came through the air, and another burst of pain exploded on his right shoulder. A large chunk of rock fell to the ground by his feet.

      A slight rustle of branches from above drew his attention. A young boy, who appeared about eleven or twelve years old, sat in a large oak branch, hand poised in the air to throw another missile.

      “Who are you?” James shouted. He ran toward the tree to demand an answer.

      The boy jumped down from a height of over fifteen feet, stumbling as he landed. That slight loss of footing allowed James to catch up to him.

      He grabbed the boy’s arm. “Answer me. Who are you?”

      The kid was an immortal, no doubt about it. Despite his short height and underdeveloped muscles, he proved difficult to hold. The kid kicked him in the shin and, even worse, bit him in the arm.

      James let go with a yelp, and the kid took off again, agile as a cat. Shit. The boy was quick. James pursued but began to lose ground.

      A full grown immortal emerged out of nowhere blocking his path, sword raised in challenge. He wore the long, black cloak that marked him as one of Lucas’s men.

      “Prepare to die,” he said in a low, throaty growl.

      Sword thrust against sword, the silver blades dancing in the moonlight.

      James quickly gained the advantage and pressed his sword on the immortal’s neck. “Give me your sword and I’ll spare your life.”

      His enemy readily agreed, but as James stepped back, the immortal scrambled to his feet and fled into the darkness, sword still in hand.

      James bit back a curse. “Lucas’s men have no honor,” he muttered in disgust.

      Another whoosh rent the air. James ducked, and a rock sailed over his head. The damn kid was back. He turned quickly, observing a faint movement in the brush before it stilled. If he was going to get the kid, he’d have to outsmart him because he damn sure couldn’t outrun him.

      James sheathed his sword at his side and proceeded down a trail close to where he’d seen the movement. He kept his eyes straight ahead, as if he was unknowing his enemy lay in wait. The trail took him three feet from the spot. As he drew near, James suddenly whirled and ran to where the kid was hiding. He grabbed his arm again, firmer this time.

      “Are you with Lucas?” he demanded.

      The boy’s blue eyes widened in innocence. “Lucas? I’m with Carter MacLauren. Who are you?” His voice had the high-pitched tone of a preadolescent male.

      “James MacLauren.” He released his hold. “I’ve never met such a young-looking immortal. How old are you?”

      The boy frowned. “Twelve at my mortal death, but immortal for twenty-one years.” A crafty look flashed in the boy’s eyes, but it was gone so quick, James wasn’t sure if he’d imagined it.

      His skin prickled and chills chased his spine. Another immortal was behind him. He whirled around, sword raised.

      “Look out. He’s got a dagger,” a familiar voice yelled.

      A steel blade pierced his back, burning like fire. He dropped to his knees, and the kid jumped on top of him, another dagger aimed at his throat. James managed to raise his own knife and block the blow. The kid was strong but no match for him. James rolled to the side and pointed his weapon at the kid’s chin.

      “Please don’t,” the boy said in that childish voice.

      He looked so damn young. James hesitated. “Promise not to strike again.”

      Tears ran down the boy’s cheeks.

      “It’s all right,” James said, removing the knife. “I’m not going to hurt you.” James eased up on an elbow.

      Fast as an arrow in the wind, the kid raised his weapon in the air, ready to deliver a death blow. “Sucker,” he taunted.

      Before he could move away, a broadsword sliced through the boy’s neck, sending a spray of blood raining down.

      A large immortal with long, black hair blocked the moon’s light. “Never trust anyone, not even a kid,” he said, extending an arm to James.

      James felt himself being lifted. Already, his injuries were healing. “Andrew Scott. You made I here after all.?”

      “You once spared my life, and I vowed I would save yours if I ever had the opportunity.”

      James nodded. “Thank you.”

      They shook hands.

      “Shall I watch over you while the wakening comes?” James asked. “Lucas may have more men nearby.”

      “The boy was young; the wakening will be brief. You better return to the witch’s bonfire.”
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      The priestess dabbed consecrated moon water on the top of Callie’s head and drew a pentagram in the air. She turned Callie to face the coven. “As you all know, tonight is special. Let’s join our energy as we bless our newest member.”

      This is it. She was light-headed with anticipation as she stared at the full moon. It glowed with the sheen of an abalone seashell with swirls of mauves, lavenders, pinks, and silver. The colors transformed into a mist. A cauldron of emotions brewed inside her. Bolts of electric energy pulsated in the air, creating a thunderstorm in her brain. The energy coursed through her and charged every nerve as her aura blended with the coven members.

      Out of the pastel mist, figures appeared—the ancestral spirit guides Mabel foretold. One-by-one they approached with their individual Gifts. All looked to be her age but from different times and cultures.

      The first spirit was a plaid-clothed Scottish girl holding an herbal bouquet. “For herbal knowledge,” she said with a Celtic lilt.

      The second guide was an olive-skinned Native American maiden with a crow perched on her outstretched finger. “To be at one with Mother Nature and the Great Spirits is my Gift.”

      Next a young mother appeared, holding a baby in her arms. “My gift is a healing and nurturing touch.” Her voice was soft and calming.

      A barefooted teenager shyly came forward. Her clothes were threadbare, and she clutched a dirty apron. “I ain’t got nothin’ fancy,” she said in the heaviest Southern drawl Callie had ever heard. “I jest help out folks who come to me with their burdens. I don’t rightly know if it’s what you’d call a Gift.”

      A beautiful girl carrying a sparkling purple wand came and touched the field worker’s arm in encouragement. “She brings you the Gift of your family’s Appalachian folklore and its magical roots.”

      “Thank you,” Callie told the blushing apparition.

      “Did she just say something?” One of the coven members asked, but the voice sounded as if it came from deep down a well.

      “I bring you the skill of enchantment and magical spells,” said the fifth spirit with a confident wave of her wand. It left a trail of purple light in the air that danced in the moonbeams filtering through the woods.

      A hippie with long braids, leather headband, jeans, and a tie-dyed t-shirt appeared. In her cupped hand, she held a cluster of glowing gems in every color. “You will be able to communicate with the vibrational force of crystals.”

      There was a pause. Where was spirit guide number seven? Had she counted wrong?

      A shadowy human outline hovered in the mist. “You haven’t counted wrong,” it said faintly. “My Gift will be revealed later.”

      The mist vanished, and Callie came out of the moon trance. Mabel had been right, no pain at all. She caught her mom’s eye, and they shared a private smile. A deep peace settled in Callie’s mind.

      It was short-lived.

      The distant noise of fighting between Lucas’s coven and James’s group of immortals grew louder as the enemies came close to the edge of the coven’s circle.

      At the edge of the blue protective light, Lucas searched the group for its weakest link. He found it between the joined hands of two elderly women. Callie couldn’t make out his words, but Lucas raised an arm, closed his fist, and chanted something. He threw a lightning bolt of power that opened up a slight break in the protective magic. Through the opening, she glimpsed men fighting outside the circle.

      The momentary break was all Lucas needed. He held up his hands, and she felt his power as he held the circle at bay and slipped in. Lucas came directly to her.

      “Congratulations, Callie. I’ve been looking forward to this night for twenty years.” He faced her at the altar and smiled, eyes glittering with the cunning of a fox. Static electricity arced between them, casting dancing light in erratic patterns.

      “You are not welcome here. Leave at once,” the high priestess said in a cold, clipped voice.

      “Not until this business is finished.” His eyes never left Callie’s face. “Come with me and I can give you the one thing you desire above all else.”

      What was he talking about? It took her about two seconds to figure it out.

      She shook her head. “Nobody can give me that. You’re either born with it or not.”

      “What is Lucas offering?” the high priestess asked.

      Father and daughter stared at one another. Her anger grew, and the light show between them increased. Lucas dangled her most fervent dream like a carrot in front of her.

      “Immortality,” she whispered. “He’s offering me immortality.” To have this Gift would mean an eternity with James. His spies had done their homework; he knew her heart’s most secret desire.

      “All I ask in return is that you join my coven,” Lucas continued. “With your gifts and my experience, not to mention the influence of my coven, we can have anything we desire . . . wealth, political power, control of the weak-minded.”

      His smile was wolfish and his eyes gleamed fanatically. “My coven is the best of both worlds. We have the strength and physical prowess of immortals combined with the magical skills of the Dark Craft. With your special Gifts, your addition to this coven would make it invincible.”

      She wavered. Riches and power didn’t tempt her, only the need to be with James forever. But . . . it was wrong. She couldn’t build a life of happiness on the misery of others. Immortality wasn’t in Lucas’s power to give. James had told her it was a completely random biological abnormality. And she trusted James, not this stranger.

      Mom stepped forward. “Don’t listen to him.”

      “Never,” Callie told Lucas. “I will never submit to your will. Besides, you’re a damn liar.”

      The hopeful light faded from his dark eyes until his pupils were as empty as a black hole in the night sky. He inclined his head in the barest of nods. The light show between them stopped.

      Lucas had no power over her and conceded defeat.

      Suddenly, strong arms grabbed her from behind, and she was pinned against a muscular body. The blade of a knife touched her throat, and an image of Connors’s twisted face was reflected in her father’s eyes.

      “We tried it your way. Now it’s my turn.” Connors sneered at Lucas, his breath hot and foul. He tightened his hold, and the knife pricked Callie’s neck, sending a trickle of wet blood down her white robe.

      Mom screamed and her father’s eyes widened in horror. Against her thin cotton robe, the feel of Connors’s thick, roped muscles surprised her. He came across as a balding, paunchy middle-aged man when acting as college dean. But underneath the ill-fitting business suits, Connors had hidden an athletic build.

      She struggled to break free, but as hard as she pulled at the hands encircling her neck, she couldn’t move them an inch. Desperate, she kicked Connors repeatedly on his shins. He grunted but didn’t budge.

      Use your mind. Callie tried to exert a calming aura to lessen Connors’s rage, but it was no use. His strength and power were too great.

      “Don’t hurt her,” Lucas pleaded to his former henchman.

      Through the haze of fear, Callie caught his words. Don’t hurt her. Did he really care about her, or did he want her unharmed so he could kidnap and use her for his coven?

      Connors spit in Lucas’s face. “I knew you were too soft and weak to control your daughter.” His eyes narrowed in disgust. “All that drivel on the phone when you asked me about her feelings. As if I care. That’s when I knew you didn’t have what it takes to rule with absolute power. I’m the one in charge now. And your precious daughter will either come with me or die. Her choice.”

      Outside the circle, screams and the clash of metal striking metal reached a thundering crescendo. It was as she had feared—a full-scale war.

      Her coven, their faces troubled and intent, moved slightly forward at a signal from the high priestess. As one, they melded their energy to bar anyone else from entering the circle. A protective ring of pulsing blue energy surrounded the coven. Indigo sparks flew in all directions whenever a sword or person tried to slash their way through the blue circle of light. The night filled with smoke and shadow while the orange bonfire blazed in the inner circle.

      “Callie! Let me in.” James’s roar pushed through the tumult.

      She had to help James, usher him into the circle before he was hurt. Perhaps one of her spirit guides could assist. Callie lifted her right hand in supplication. At once, one of the guides came to her aid, and a wand materialized in her palm. Lifting the wand, Callie directed her energy to cut a doorway in the wall of light. The wand emitted a sapphire bolt that sparked as it carved a hole in the protection ring.

      James charged through the opening in an instant, eyes blazing in fury, jaw clinched. His hands gripped the huge saber she’d seen displayed on his bedroom wall.

      Before he could reach her, Lucas lunged at Connors.

      Connors was ready. Still clutching her in the vice-like grip of his powerful left arm, his right hand lifted a second sword he’d concealed behind his back.

      Lucas charged Connors, but the sword was waiting, piercing Lucas’s lungs in one ugly thrust. He dropped to his knees and coughed frothy blood. He stared in disbelief as his former aide pulled the sword from his chest and raised it over his head.

      Only beheading can kill an immortal.

      No. Dear goddess, no. Could James reach Connors in time to save her father?

      Callie wrenched at Connors’s arm around her neck, but her strength was nearly spent. Even breathing was difficult with Connors’s grip at her throat. She squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to witness the bloody act. Lucas might not have been much of a father, but he was the only one she’d ever had. Without him, she’d never have received the gift of life.

      Her mother screamed, an agonized wailing. James hadn’t been able to stop the killing. Callie flinched at the unmistakable thump as her father’s head hit the ground.

      Connors’s grip on her throat tightened even more. Breathing was near impossible. But she had one last thing to do. She summoned all her strength, avoiding looking at what had once been her father. Raising her wand, she closed the portal she’d created for James. Now no one else could enter. A shove slammed her back, and the wand fell from her hand. Her head hit the ground, and the world went black.

      [image: ]

      No! He couldn’t be too late. White-hot rage flushed his body, directed against the man who dared hurt the woman he loved. Fever overcame reason, and he charged Connors. He was so fast, Connors hardly had time to react.

      In striking distance, James stepped back on his right foot and swung his weapon through the witches’ bonfire. The sword glowed cherry-red and vibrated with extra power. In one violent stroke, he chopped off Connors’s right hand, the one he’d used to decapitate Lucas.

      Connors bellowed in pain and stumbled backwards. James pressed forward for the final blow. The glow had diminished from the saber but still emitted a humming vibration. To his surprise, Connors had some fight left. With his one good hand, Connors retrieved his sword and smiled.

      “This ain’t over yet,” he bellowed. In a swift motion, Connors threw his sword like a javelin in James’s chest.

      The sword pierced, hot and excruciating. James blocked the pain and concentrated on a final charge. His enemy was now weaponless. James raised his saber high and brought it down in an arc. The bonfire crackled and popped as the whistle of metal and wind sliced through the air.

      The saber made a grisly sound as it connected, cutting through flesh, sinew, bone, and windpipe. Connors’s severed head thudded to the ground and rolled into the witches’ bonfire. Orange sparks filled the sky as the hiss and stench of flesh overpowered the sweet herbal scents placed earlier in the fire. The immortals and members of Lucas’s coven stopped fighting outside the circle. An unnatural quiet settled over the field.

      James dropped the weapon, fatigue settling in his body. It wouldn’t be long before the wakening, when Connors’s life force transferred to him. He crawled over to Callie and sat, placing her head on his lap. He stroked her hair and took one of her wrists to feel for a pulse.

      Nothing. He pressed harder, willing her heart to beat.

      Still nothing.

      Anguish slammed him, fierce and unlike anything he had lived through in all his years. Callie was everything. What a fool he’d been trying to guard his heart. If she were alive, he would gladly take whatever mortal years she had to give. He’d never even told Callie he loved her. Regret burned more than the chest wound. He drew out Connors’s sword, and his jagged flesh immediately started mending.

      He looked up wearily, expecting the wakening energy from Connors. Instead, two balls of death energy hurtled his way. How was it possible? The wakening, the energetic power transfer, always went to the victorious immortal. By all rights, Connors should have received Lucas’s power immediately after beheading his former leader.

      “The wakening power will come to you from both Connors and Lucas.”

      James turned and saw Ginnie a few feet away, staring sadly down at Lucas’s body.

      She raised her head and faced him. “Our coven concentrated its powers to help you and keep Connors from receiving the wakening from Lucas. If the energy transfer from Lucas had gone straight to Connors, he would have had a huge advantage fighting you. We couldn’t let that happen. So now you absorb the power of both men.” Her face appeared steeped in wrinkles, old and haggard as light and shadows danced across her in the firelight. “Take care of my little girl.”

      He didn’t have the heart to tell her Callie was dead. “I will,” he lied.

      Ginnie’s sad smile was the last thing he saw before the wakening burst upon him.
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      A voice whispered from the black abyss. “It’s not your time. Summerland is for the dead.”

      Callie floated toward a green meadow exploding with flowers in every color. She smelled jasmine, lily of the valley, and roses, a bouquet of joy. Mom stood in the meadow waving, yellow butterflies flitting around her hair like a living tiara. Callie waved back.

      From behind, the voice returned, more insistent. She turned and recognized the shadowy form of her seventh spirit guide.

      “You can’t go to Summerland. I’ve yet to bestow my Gift.”

      I must be dead. She’d never believed Summerland was a real place. The witches’ afterlife was nothing but a fairy tale. But if this was Summerland, why was Mom here?

      “What happened?” she asked, shaking her head to clear the confusion.

      “I bring good news.” The guide stopped a couple of feet away. She looked to be in her early eighties, and her movements were slow but steady and graceful. By far the most exotic-looking of the guides, she wore a purple and peach robe. A single, long peacock plume dangled from a braid in her hair. In one gnarled hand, she held a pinecone. “Your father asked you what you desired above all Gifts.”

      “Immortality,” she whispered.

      “Had you been mortal, you would be dead. In his rage, Connors miscalculated and squeezed too tight around your neck when he held you hostage.”

      She touched her neck. It did feel swollen and painful when she swallowed, but with every passing second, the pain lessened.

      “What’s going on?”

      The guide lifted the pendant hanging on her neck. “Do you know what this is?”

      Her heart beat faster, a pounding drum exploding her chest. “It’s an ankh. The Egyptian symbol for immortality.”

      “The Eternal Ones have been with mankind since humans first sprang from the primordial Nile delta. But they really flourished and grew in number during the age of the highland warrior clans in Scotland.” She laid the ankh back down against her chest. “And do you recognize this?” She held out a dried-up cone.

      “Obviously a pine cone. Is this a trick question?”

      “It’s a Bristle cone. From a tree scientists view as a potential biologically immortal specimen. The cone in my hand is nearly five thousand years old.”

      “Amazing. But . . . are you saying . . . I’ll live forever?” She held the twin emotions of hope and excitement at arm’s length. If this was all an illusion, the disappointment would be crushing.

      “Believe it,” the guide said. “Your father was immortal, and his genes have passed to you. As we speak, others only see your physical body lying on the ground.” She stepped closer, still holding out the pinecone. “Take it and know you’ve crossed over to eternal life.”

      James viewed immortality as a curse, but if it meant loving him forever, she’d gladly be cursed alongside him. She wrapped her hand around the rough pinecone bark.

      Her body jerked and convulsed. Screams echoed in her brain.

      “Callie, wake up. Please, wake up. You can’t be dead.”

      Skye. She opened her eyes. Skye hovered above.

      “I was afraid you were dead!” Her friend’s voice trembled.

      “Always the drama queen,” Tanner said. He reached a hand out to help Callie sit up. “Probably just fainted from all the excitement.”

      “Don’t try to stand,” said Michael. “What’s that in your hand?”

      She unclenched her fist. The Bristle pinecone was still there. She’d clutched it so hard, red welts crisscrossed her palm.

      “It’s a message from the Other Side.” She gazed at the cone in awe. It hadn’t been a mere illusion. How lucky could a girl get? She would have James forever, literally for eternity. To think she had dreaded this night for months. She scrambled to her feet. Wait until she told James. He would be as excited as she. Eagerly, she searched for him.

      He lay a few feet away, his body still and pale. From the wakening? Or something worse?

      The sound of sobbing drew her attention. Grandma Jo had buried her face in her hands, body wracking from grief. She’d never seen her grandmother break down, had always thought she was invincible, the strongest woman she knew. The high priestess had an arm draped over Grandma Jo’s shoulder, trying to console her.

      Callie stilled. Summerland. Mom had been in Summerland.

      She didn’t want to look, but she moved her gaze from Grandma Jo to where Mom lay on the ground, eyes shut and grey streaks of ash smeared on her cheeks.

      Her insides turned to ice. While she’d been out cold, everything had blown apart. Grandma Jo’s weeping grew louder, and the stunned coven members broke the circle, coming to see if they could help. The bodies of Lucas and Connors had disappeared. Once dead, immortals vanished with no trace, other than a small pile of ashes.

      Callie wanted to die. If James and Mom were dead, the final Gift of immortality was indeed an eternal curse. She shut her eyes, blocking the image of Mom lying on the ground. She pictured her again in Summerland, where Ginnie danced in the meadow, her face unlined and glowing with happiness.

      “Your mom,” Skye whispered, sidling up next to Callie. “She’s not moving at all.”

      “Has anyone got a cell phone?” the high priestess called out. Suddenly everyone was talking at once and pressing in around Callie.

      “Here,” a young woman handed over a phone. Callie recognized her as Morgan Fillcrest, the pagan soccer mom. “I’ll call 9-1-1 for an ambulance,” Morgan said.

      “Tell them we have two people needing medical assistance,” the priestess said. “I suggest we all take off before the police arrive. That way—”

      “Hey, James is okay,” Michael yelled. “He’s trying to get up.”

      At least James had made it through this night. She stumbled a few steps forward where he sat slumped forward, head buried in his hands.

      “Wait. Make that just one person in need of assistance. Tell them…” the priestess paused. “Tell the dispatcher it may be a heart attack.”

      Morgan nodded and headed away from the commotion to talk to the dispatcher.

      “I suggest we all take off our robes,” the priestess said over the den of noise and movement. “If we don’t, the police will think we’re a bunch of lunatics. Better yet, it would be best if you all went home before the paramedics and police arrive.”

      The members protested but stopped when the priestess raised her hand. “There’s nothing more to be done here. I promise I’ll call each of you with an update before morning.”

      Callie’s feet felt heavy as stones. It took forever to walk to James. She dropped to her knees beside him and ran her fingers through his hair. As long as his head stayed attached to his neck, he’d recover. She’d seen him the same way after the other immortal fight months ago.

      “He needs rest,” Callie told them. “Can you drive him to his house and stay until his Dad returns?”

      Michael nodded. “Gotcha. We need to beat it before the cops get here and start asking questions.”

      One couldn’t be too careful as a witch in the Bible Belt. Morgan Fillcrest notwithstanding, nobody else wanted their secrets revealed. Their cars were nearby behind a pine grove that hid the vehicles from passersby on the county road. Car doors opened and shut, and the roar of engines rang out as everyone took off.

      “Callie?” James’s eyes blinked rapidly. “Can’t be, you’re dead. Are you a ghost?” His gaze was cloudy and confused.

      She kissed him quickly on the forehead. “It’s me. Go with Michael and I’ll see you soon.”

      He snatched her hand. “You feel like Callie, but you’re not real.” His words slurred.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was drunk,” Michael said. “Tanner, help me get him in the car.” He pulled a set of keys from his jeans pocket and tossed them to his sister. “Skye, drive the car around.”

      “I’m staying with Callie,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Thanks, but you need to go,” she said.

      “But your mom . . .” Skye cast a fearful glance at Ginnie’s prone body.

      “There’s nothing you can do. Go, now.” She gave her a gentle nudge in the back and watched Skye race into the darkness.

      James stood between Tanner and Michael, his arms over each of their shoulders as he tried to walk. He’s going to be fine.

      Mom was another matter. Callie stood immobile, afraid to move, afraid of what she would see close-up. She wrapped her arms about her waist, and her body violently shook.

      Already the bonfire was extinguished, the altar items cleared, and everyone gone except the priestess, Grandma Jo, Morgan and Mom’s . . . body. Grandma Jo seemed a bit more in control, but she clung to her daughter’s hands.

      “We need to go,” Morgan urged. “I gave police directions to your house,” she told Grandma Jo. “Let’s get the body . . . let’s get Ginnie home. Shouldn’t take but a minute.”

      “We can take care of that for you,” a male voice boomed from the darkness. Three men emerged dressed in kilts, their bodies dirty and spotted with blood from flesh wounds. Must be some of the immortals Carter recruited to help tonight. Many of them in tonight’s battle had worn the traditional battle uniform of their clan’s plaid kilt, still Scottish highland warriors at heart.

      “I thought you could use some help, so I asked them to come,” said a familiar female voice.

      Grandma Jo gasped in astonishment. “Mabel?”

      “I came to gather my son’s ashes, if that’s okay with you.” She spoke haltingly, her striking aquamarine eyes dulled with grief.

      “I never blamed you for anything Lucas did.” The two women embraced and whispered something Callie couldn’t catch. Their combined sorrow of losing their children on the same night made her knees weak.

      Mom. All those lost years she’d missed, resented, and blamed on her mother. Now they’d never make up the lost time.

      The immortals made quick work of what had to be done. They carried Mom to the house. Sirens blared down the road. She roused herself from her stupor and at last went over to her grandmothers and embraced them.

      “Let’s go home,” Grandma Jo said softly. “It’s over.”
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      The smell of bacon and coffee floated through the air, helping to dispel some of the heavy gloom.

      Callie carried a plate of food to where Grandma Jo sat.

      “Breakfast is ready.” She tried to put a small note of cheerfulness in her voice. Her heart ached for Mom too, but she had to be strong for Grandma Jo. Her grandmother was always the steady one, but now it was her turn.

      “I’m not hungry,” she said, staring out the window.

      “Please. You haven’t eaten in days. You need your strength.”

      “No,” Grandma Jo said flatly.

      Time for a different tactic. “I won’t eat unless you do.”

      Her grandmother tried to smile. “Playing a guilt trip on me?”

      “Whatever it takes.” She set up a tray, and they ate in silence.

      Grandma Jo leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. “Thanks. I feel better now.”

      “You look exhausted. We didn’t get much sleep between talking to the police and making the . . . you know, arrangements.” Her throat tightened.

      Grandma Jo closed her eyes. “I’ll try to take a nap.”

      She gathered the dirty dishes and worked up the courage to ask Grandma Jo what had been eating at her heart. “I hate to bring this up, but . . . why did Mom die right after my father? I mean, it’s weird.”

      Grandma Jo opened her eyes. “People sometimes literally die from broken hearts.”

      “But they’d been apart for years.”

      “I don’t think Ginnie ever stopped loving him.”

      “Even if that’s true, dying of a broken heart seems like it would at least take a few days.”

      “The coroner ruled it heart failure. That’s all I can tell you.”

      There was more to it, but now wasn’t the time to push.

      Grandma Jo rubbed her eyes. “While I sleep, why don’t you run over and see James? Bring him back with you if he’s up to it. You might need his moral support when everyone starts dropping by.”

      “If you’re sure—”

      “Go on. I’ll wash the dishes later.”

      Callie kissed her cheek. “I won’t stay too long.”

      [image: ]

      As she feared, Carter answered the door. She squared her shoulders. “I’d like to see James if he’s awake.”

      “Come on in.” He opened the door wider.

      She followed him inside and sat on the sofa.

      “Sorry about your mother.” He sat across from her in a leather recliner. “It hurts to lose family, and you’re awfully young.”

      Was that a dig? One of his many objections in the past had been that she was too young, unlike the perfect Theodora.

      “Thank you,” she said with cautious politeness. She refused to talk about Mom. He probably thought the only good witch was a dead witch.

      Carter sighed. “Look, I haven’t socialized with witches since …” His voice trailed off. “A long time. And I shouldn’t have tried to get James back with Theodora.” He flushed, looking as uncomfortable as she felt. “James gave me hell about that.”

      “Good.” The word slipped out before she could filter her response. “I mean . . . forget it.”

      He let out a sigh in relief. “I promise no more interference.”

      Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all. And he had been good to James when he first became immortal and needed to learn their ways.

      “I haven’t heard any news. Was anybody killed when you drove out my dad’s coven?”

      “A few.” He shrugged indifferently. “Once immortals engage in a fight one-on-one, there’s usually no stopping until one dies.”

      “James told me that’s changing.”

      “If you can learn to tame the animalistic instinct to kill and conquer.”

      She wondered if she needed taming. “What about female immortals? Do they have death matches like men?”

      “Not the few I’ve met. They do have an immediate, irrational dislike for one another though.” Carter stood. “Go and see James. I was fixin’ to go into town.”

      She also stood. “Thanks for your help that night.”

      “In a way, it was invigorating. I hadn’t battled for centuries.” He waved and headed out. “James is in his room,” he called over his shoulder.

      There was something more than a little bloodthirsty about immortals. She had a lot to learn.

      She climbed the spiral staircase with growing anticipation. At the door to his room, she rapped softly. She put her ear to the door but heard nothing, so she turned the knob and stuck her head in.

      “James?” she whispered. If he was sleeping, she didn’t want to startle him. Callie entered and stepped noiselessly into the dark, quiet room.

      He was sprawled in bed fast asleep. She tiptoed over and stopped at the edge of the four-poster bed. He’d never looked sexier. He lay on his right side, sporting a two-day beard stubble. His dark brown hair was disheveled against the white pillow. Her gaze drifted down to his bare chest, and she stared, mesmerized, at the rippling muscles and the curling tendrils of chest hair. Her eyes roamed farther, down to where the sheet met the hard plane of his hips and abs. Her heart beat faster.

      She knelt on the floor beside him, face even with his. Callie touched his cheek and stroked the new growth of hair on his face.

      The response wasn’t what she expected. In a mere two seconds he awoke, reaching for a weapon. He turned to his left and pulled out a sword concealed under the sheets. Jumping to his feet, he crouched on the bed in a fighting stance, sword raised above his head with both hands.

      And he was naked.

      “What the—? Callie, what are you doing here?” His expression changed from astonishment to embarrassment. He snatched the sheet and tied it around his waist.

      “You look like a Roman nobleman wrapped in a toga.” And then she couldn’t help it. She laughed so hard, tears ran down her cheeks. For the first time in days, her sorrow lifted. Just as quickly, the laughter died, and she cried for real.

      He wrapped his arms around her waist. His warmth and strength comforted her as she inhaled his familiar soap and leather scent. The amber slightly stung her neck.

      “Carter told me she died. A heart attack. I’m so sorry, baby.”

      “So the coroner ruled, but I’m not so sure.

      James held her at arm’s length. “What do you mean?”

      “Never mind. I really don’t want to talk about it right now.” She’d been holding in the grief since the solstice, partly from shock and partly to be strong for Grandma Jo. Finally, it felt safe to let go.

      He could have held her for two minutes or two hours, but eventually she pushed out of his embrace. “I’m better now.”

      James pulled her back to him and delivered a long, slow kiss that wiped out every thought except her body’s need to be joined with his. She sank into the mattress, and he sank with her, his weight pressing down on top of her body. Anticipation fevered her brain. This wouldn’t be like the clumsy, quick sex with old what’s-his-name who had dumped her for another. This was James. A man she loved and adored.

      A sexy man.

      He shifted his body to her side and caressed her breasts. She groaned and arched against him. With practiced hands, he unsnapped her bra from behind. His lips found her hard nipples, and he suckled them through the soft cotton fabric.

      Dear. Freaking. Goddess.

      Quickly, Callie shucked off jeans and panties and then lifted the shirt and bra over her head. He watched her with dark, smoldering eyes.

      “You’re beautiful,” he ground out huskily.

      She returned to his side, naked skin against naked skin. His erection pressed into the apex of her thighs, hard and insistent.

      She did this to him. Talk about power—no spell could compare to the pride she felt in knowing her effect on his body.

      His fingers explored her folds and then entered. She rocked against him, her passion mounting.

      “Now,” she groaned. “I want you now. Seems I’ve waited forever.”

      “You’ve no idea,” he said, partly chuckling, partly moaning. “I’ve wanted you since the day I saw you on Lavender Mountain.”

      Callie raised her hips, pressing her core against his erection. “Stop talking.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      And he was in her. Filling and stretching her. And it still wasn’t enough. She arched her back and rocked against him, meeting his thrusts. Until at last . . . at last . . . her body found its more-than-satisfactory release.

      James lay beside her stroking her hair, and she felt suddenly shy.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He raised a brow. “For making love to the most gorgeous woman ever? I should be thanking you.”

      She giggled. “Not that. Well, sort of. What I mean is . . .” Her face heated. “I’ve never, you know . . . had one of those before.”

      “An orgasm?”

      She nodded and buried her head in his chest. Why did she have to admit that? He’d probably had so many over the last hundred years that this was nothing special to him.

      “Hey,” he said softly, lifting her chin with a finger. “It won’t be the last.”

      The tender amusement in his eyes dispelled her shyness. “I’ll hold you to that promise.”

      He abruptly sat up and smacked his forehead. “I’m such an ass. Here you are upset about your mom, and all I want to do is make love.” He walked to a dresser and pulled out underwear and a pair of jeans.

      “Don’t be hard on yourself. I was enjoying myself too, you know.” Quickly, she dressed in the clothes she’d thrown on the floor.

      James’s jaw was tight when he walked back and took her hand mid-stride, not even pausing as he led her out of the bedroom. He continued his brisk pace all the way to the den as she struggled to keep up.

      “You’re not throwing me out of the house, are you?”

      He laughed. “No, but if you stayed naked in my bed, I’d never let you leave.” He seemed his usual, controlled self again. “How long have I been out of it?”

      “Two days.”

      “I haven’t missed your mom’s funeral then.” His face registered relief. “I want to help you get through it; I know how hard it is to lose a parent. Ginnie was a remarkable woman.”

      She put a hand to her throat. “Can’t, I can’t . . . please . . . I want to escape from it all a couple of hours before I have to go home again and be strong for Grandma Jo.”

      He hugged her tightly, kissing the top of her head. “I understand, baby. I’ve been through it. Many times.” He pasted a determined smile on his sharp features. “I’m starving, haven’t eaten a real meal since . . . well, you know. Dad woke me for a few minutes at a time to make me drink water. Now I need protein, like a big, thick steak.”

      “Take a shower and shave, and I’ll fix you something. You’re still recovering. I don’t want you overdoing it.” She opened the refrigerator and rummaged. Staying busy kept her mind from reliving the image of Mom’s lifeless body.

      “Great. Maybe I’ll feel more human after a long shower.” He opened the freezer, removed a package of frozen meat, and put it in the microwave. “I’ll set it to defrost. The pots and pans are over here.” As he started to leave, he tripped and grabbed the kitchen counter to steady himself.

      “I knew it. You’re still weak. Lie down on the couch while I cook. I don’t want you drowning in the shower.”

      He faced her, his face set and hard again.

      “Didn’t mean to insult your male ego,” she said. “Anyone would be tired after—”

      “I remember something else.” His eyes darkened. “Ginnie wasn’t the only one who died. After I killed Connors, I went to you. You weren’t breathing. I tried to find your pulse, but …”

      She went to where he leaned against the counter, one hand gripping it tightly, the other balled in a fist at his side.

      “I’m okay now.” She put her hands on his shoulders. “I’ve been waiting for the right moment to tell you. Guess this is it.” She took a deep breath. “I found out during my initiation. I’m immortal.”

      “What?” His mouth dropped open. “But . . . I don’t get it. I know immediately when I’m in the presence of another immortal. We have a primal, highly sensitive antenna when it comes to spotting another of our kind. How could I not know you were one? Dad couldn’t tell it either.” His eyes narrowed. “Neither did Connors.”

      “But it’s true. I died, but I came back.” She imagined many things in this moment but not that James wouldn’t believe her.

      “Callie, I understand. I wasn’t going to ask right now, what with your mom . . . well, you know, the timing isn’t the best. I was going to wait.”

      “Wait for what?” Her heart pounded. “Are you breaking up with me?”

      “I’m trying to tell you I love you. I don’t care if you’re mortal and a witch on top of that. I only want to be with you.”

      She opened her mouth, but no words came. She wanted to throttle him for thinking she lied about being immortal. As if she made it up to snag him. But . . . he wanted her anyway, even thinking she would one day die and turn against him for not growing old with her.

      The amber pendant on her throat vibrated, filling her with a low-level tingle of awareness, something it had never done before. The amber became warmer, uncomfortably warmer, and she raised a hand to touch it.

      He grabbed her arm and stopped her. “That thing is actually glowing. Does it hurt?”

      She shook her head, as surprised as he.

      James carefully touched it with one finger and then quickly drew it back as if burned. “You always wear this, don’t you?” he asked, eyes glued to the pendant.

      “Always. Mom gave it to me when I was twelve. She said it was for my protection and to never be without it.”

      “Protection from what?”

      She shrugged. “Everything I guess. Especially my dad.”

      “Take it off.” James tore his gaze from the amber to her face. “I believe I know why your mother gave you this.”

      She undid the clasp and held the warm, glowing charm in her hands.

      “Set it on the counter, away from you.”

      She laid it carefully on the granite countertop and faced James.

      He stared at her as if he’d never seen her before in his life.

      “What is it?” she asked anxiously. “I don’t feel any different. Why are you—?”

      “You really are immortal,” he said in wonder.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, but—”

      He lifted her in the air and spun her around. “I love you, Callie. I knew the minute we met you were special. I just didn’t know how special.”

      “So you believe me now?” she asked when he set her down.

      He nodded at the amber. “It works like an invisibility shield. While it’s on you, it dulls the senses of other immortals so they can’t detect your true nature.”

      She picked the pendant up, and they both stared at it.

      “If not for this shield, your life could have been in danger from other immortals besides Lucas. We’re a violent lot by nature.”

      Mom always loved me, always looked after me as best she could.

      “Did you hear me?” he asked. “You saw what I did to Connors. Did it repulse you. . . how I cut off his head?” His jaw tightened, and his face was stoic as if bracing for rejection.

      “You did it to save me. I think you’re the bravest man in the world.” She kissed him again, putting everything into showing James how much she loved him. “You’re stuck with me forever,” she murmured against his lips.

      “Forever,” he agreed.
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          The Unbinding

        

      

    

    
      Two full moons after Mom’s death, Callie awoke from a fitful sleep with an overwhelming urge to go in her mother’s old bedroom.

      Inside the room, rain-soaked curtains fluttered like ghosts in the August breeze. Beyond the curtain, the moonlight was strong, and dark clouds flitted across its light.

      She picked up Mom’s brush on the dresser. A few silver-white blonde strands remained entangled in the bristles. The only other item on the dresser was Mom’s ever-present bottle of Shalimar perfume. She sprayed some on her wrists and inhaled the familiar aroma of bergamot, jasmine, may rose, and iris. During her most lonely times growing up in New Jersey, she used to spray a little Shalimar on her pillow each night.

      She went to Mom’s altar and sat on the floor. Ginnie’s sacred space. Peace washed over and soothed her. She lit the two white candles on either side of the pentagram. Candlelight illuminated the altar. The elements of earth, air, water, and fire were represented on the pentagram’s points by river rocks, a feather, a chalice of water, and incense. She lifted the chalice; the water in it was fresh. She dipped her fingertips into the water and dabbed her forehead.

      Without warning, Grendel jumped on top of the altar table, knocked over the chalice, and batted the feather around.

      “You’re so naughty.” She picked him up for a tight squeeze. He protested with a loud yowl, and she let him go.

      Her gaze drifted to a stack of black notebooks on the floor beside the altar. Her mother’s Books of Shadows. They held every spell and ritual of her life. She ran her fingers along the books and paused.

      She had to read these, had been summoned here for that very purpose. Callie picked up the top book on the stack, guessing it was the most recent. On the cover was her mother’s cursive script: Ginnie’s Book of Shadows, February 4th - June 21st, 2010. Her gasp filled the quiet room.

      Mom had written this the very day she died.

      She flipped through the pages. From front to back, she read of protection spells and rituals undertaken for her safety. Every night, Mom had cast her magic circle and called upon spirits and elements to bless and protect her daughter. Even though Lucas had destroyed much of her magical abilities, Callie suspected those abilities began to renew before she died. But she would never know for sure.

      She touched the warm amber, ever-present by her heart. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      By candlelight, she read the entries in more detail.  Her heart accelerated as she came closer to the last entry. On June 21st, Ginnie had written of a purification ritual.

      Tonight I have bathed with water consecrated from my altar and added the mineral salts infused with myrrh. The candles I anointed and lit last night burned down entirely and I placed the melted wax under the foot of the willow tree in the backyard. My spell, written in red ink on linen parchment, offers my life in exchange for Callie should the need arise. I burned it in my cauldron and scattered its ashes to the east wind.  It is done, so mote it be.

      The blankness after that entry echoed like a scream in Callie’s mind. It was so unfair that just as they had found each other, her mom was gone.

      An orange, furry source of destruction, better known as Grendel, leapt in her lap again, knocking the book to the floor. As Callie picked it up, she found the edge of a paper stuck out near the back and quickly pulled it out. A black and red braided cord with three knots fell in her lap, and she lifted it to the candlelight.

      Grendel reached a claw out for the cord, drawn to the dangling string.

      “Not this time.” Callie stuffed the cord in her robe pocket. Grendel glared with such reproach that Callie picked up the altar feather and blew it in the air. He was instantly on it. Now she could read in peace.

      Dear Callie,

      If you are reading this, then I am no longer with you. For me, death is not the end and my love for you never dies. Just as my love for your father never died. Yes, I loved him ‘til the end, even after all the terrible years and his turn to darkness. Your James may have told you that immortals believe a witch can magically bind them for their entire life. This is true. That’s why your father never remarried or had other children. It’s also why he didn’t physically harm me the night you played with the Ouija board. To hurt my body would be to hurt his body. In his own way, Lucas loved us both. He just loved power more. On the last page of this book, you’ll find a picture of the three of us taken when you were six months old. It’s my favorite, and the only one I’ve kept from that time in our lives.

      She stopped reading and flipped to the last page. It was there. In the photo, her father held her, smiling like a typical proud papa while Mom beamed by his side. If only it could have lasted. But seeing that expression on her father’s face was the best gift Mom could have given her. She set the photo on the altar and read more.

      I need you to do one last thing for me. This knotted cord was used when I bound your father to me so many years ago. It was wrong of me to do this, but I could feel him turning away and I was desperate to keep him a part of me any way I could. One knot represents Lucas, one knot represents me, and the last knot represents our union.

      On the night of the next new moon, undo each of the knots, take this cord to the cemetery and burn it. When the ashes have cooled, sprinkle them over my grave and say the following words to reverse my spell:

      For better or worse,

      We are bound.

      Both blessing and curse,

      Round and round.

      

      With three knots,

      We are one.

      Only in death

      May this be undone.

      

      This spell I bind

      By power of three,

      My love evermore

      So mote it be.

      

      And when I die,

      At last be free.

      Each knot untie

      By the old oak tree.

      

      Set this cord afire

      And scatter in the wind,

      The spell now expires

      And meets its end.

      

      She held the cord in her hands. Her mind jumped back to the night of her visions, seeing herself standing by a grave and burning a piece of paper. The final piece of the puzzle fell in place. By burning this, she could honor her mother even after death.

      She wondered if Lucas and Mom were together in Summerland. Her father had shown some affection for her in the end. Don’t hurt her, Lucas had said to Connors as he lay dying. Was it possible he was still in love with Mom, just as she had stayed in love with him? She would never know. Never join them in Summerland.

      Unless another immortal chopped off her head. She shivered. I have James, and I’m safe and happy.

      She became aware of another presence in the room. Grandma Jo stood in the doorway.

      “You knew, didn’t you?” Callie asked.

      “About the binding?” Grandma Jo’s demeanor held a sad acceptance. “I found out the night she died.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I knew there was more to it than a heart attack.”

      “There’s such a taboo among witches about binding spells. I didn’t want you or anyone else to think badly of Ginnie.”

      “She had to make sure Lucas realized if he harmed me, she had the power to end his life by sacrificing her own.”

      Grandma Jo nodded. “I figured that out later. At first, I thought Lucas did the binding, but I realized Ginnie was the one with the most to gain from it. You reading her Book of Shadows?” She nodded at the black binder in Callie’s lap.

      She was glad it was dark so Grandma Jo couldn’t see her guilty flush. “I was led to it. Mom even left a letter for me in it.”

      “I hope it helps put everything to rest for you.”

      Whew, Grandma Jo understood.

      “Speaking of spell books . . . you’re the one who put Dad’s Book of Shadows in my room when I first came home. Right?”

      “Might as well come clean,” she said with a sigh. “Ginnie kept putting off telling you about Lucas, and I had to force the issue.” She ran a hand through her gray spikes. “How do you feel about Lucas now that it’s over?”

      “I’m still working that one out. He made our lives miserable, but in the end, he tried to save me from Connors. That counts for something.”

      “Mabel will be happy to hear that. You should tell her.”

      “I will.”

      Grandmother Jo nodded and said goodnight.

      Callie looked at the cord in her hands. She would burn it along with her father’s Book of Shadows at the new moon. She understood why her family had never destroyed it years ago. It had been left for her, a final test. She had to choose between the light and dark, good and evil, mother and father. She had chosen the best path, the way of her ancestors.

      “I love you. Thanks for the letter, Mom,” she whispered in the ghostly silence. Callie blew out the candles.

      The wind died, and the curtains settled down like a benediction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      
        New Moon August

      

      

      The night of the new moon in August was hot but not unbearable. The betrothal was to be held at dusk by the oak tree in the clearing.

      “You look like a beautiful woodland fairy,” Grandma Jo said.

      Together they stared at her reflection in the bedroom mirror. Callie wore a lavender sundress. Her hair was loose and flowed down in soft curls, just as James liked it. On her head was a garland of roses, lavender, and baby’s breath. The amber pendant glowed on her chest. A gold chain had replaced the leather cord, a recent present from James. She pinned on the pearl and opal brooch that once belonged to his mother, Elizabeth. James spoiled her shamelessly, and she loved it.

      The day she’d first met him, she’d stood in front of this very mirror and received a vision of his mother’s gravesite. So much had passed since she’d returned to Piedmont, angry and confused and searching for answers about her exiled past.

      “She’s right, Callie. I see why James is so enchanted with you.” Mabel gave her a quick hug.

      She laughed. “He must be to go through with this coven betrothal ceremony. He didn’t have to do it. We could have just put an ad in the Piedmont Times and announced we were engaged.”

      “I imagine you could talk him into anything you wanted,” Grandma Jo said.

      Her grandmothers exchanged knowing smiles.

      Aunt Mallory entered with a simple arrangement of roses and baby’s breath. “I even tucked in the dried violets you gave me.”

      Callie took one of the violets and crushed it to her nose. The faint, sweet smell reminded her of the day she made James pull over in the middle of nowhere so she could pick the blooms. She’d prayed for her deepest wish to come true.

      It had.

      “Let’s go put the guys out of their misery,” she said. “I’m sure the few males here tonight, especially Tanner, are ready to get this over with.”

      

      James shifted uncomfortably. Even at dusk, it was too hot for formal attire. Beside him, his dad sighed and pulled at the neckband of his shirt.

      “Sorry, Carter.” He kept his voice low. “Given your history with Angelique, I realize standing in front of a witch coven is the last place on earth you want to be.”

      “Appears I better get used to it. I consider this mental preparation for the real wedding. Maybe next time it won’t feel like torture every second.”

      James laughed but stopped abruptly when Callie walked toward him, a grandmother on either side. He couldn’t believe his luck. He had searched lifetimes for someone like her and now had forever to love Callie. She healed the empty void that had been deep inside him.

      He glanced at the oak, remembering how close he’d come to losing her when Connors had attacked at the solstice.

      When Callie reached his side, he took her hand and whispered in her ear. “I promise I’ll always protect you.” He straightened, then bent back down to add, “Oh yeah, and I’ll love you forever, too.”

      She grinned. “I sure hope so. We’re going to be together for a long, long time.”

      

      
        The End
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        Continue the Appalachian Magic Series in book two, Changeling.
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        She has the power to save the world; it’s up to him to stop her.

      

      

      Theda is a homeless drug addict who cares about two things: eating and fixing - not necessarily in that order. If new Earth needs saving from the tyrannical clutches of the Beast, it will have to wait until she's sober. 

      

      Now if she can just trick out her gift to pay for that fix without getting killed, she'll have the apocalypse nailed. Too bad for her that religion of any kind is outlawed and punishable by death, and too bad she's been targeted by a bounty hunter for selling visions. 

      

      Because now the Beast knows she's out there and that means her next fix just might be her last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Phoenix: Act 1

        

      

    

    
      Theda noticed him again, watching her from across the rubble of the street, leaning against the graffiti of a building untouched by the warfare that had left almost everything around her in ruins. No young teen, this one. Older than she was, probably late-twenties. Longish hair the color of charcoal. He was tall although he seemed to be doing his best to disguise the fact, all slouched into himself, one boot sole--cowboy boots, no less--braced against the wall as though he belonged there when Theda knew damn well he didn't. He was too groomed, too... well, too damned clean to belong hereabouts.

      "You don't fool me," she whispered, watching him from behind hooded eyelids as he leveraged the other foot against the heat of the sidewalk bricks where at least some of them still looked like they had when they'd first been laid: nice and flat and patterned. Not so many of those anymore--too much damage from the holocaust for the cobblestones to look neat. Most now heaved up in places, tripping filthy vagrants and respectable survivors alike, not that the two of those things could be separated, anymore, either. The mere notion of filth and respectable matched as poorly as the sidewalk stones--at least in Theda's part of the supercity.

      Even in the shaded late afternoon light, even beneath the shadows of leafy treetops stretching leggy, malnourished branches to heaven, she could tell the guy was studying her. Looking through her, she thought, as she squatted next to her card table on her side of the street, trying and failing to help a middle-aged client back to a doddering stand.

      "You good, old man?" she asked the client.

      He batted a hand in front of his eye before nodding.

      "Smokin'," she said to him in response. "Now get the hell up."

      As he struggled to stand, she peered beneath her lashes at the man across the street. His presence unnerved her in ways that made her make stupid mistakes, the latest one even now lying prone at her feet and struggling to keep his eyes open. She couldn't say she blamed the old guy for passing out--his specific trick had been filled with crusade massacres and his own horrible, impaled fate upon returning home to Turkey. Still, she couldn't afford the lolly-gagging.

      "Come on," she said to the john, slapping his cheek. "Get your wiggle on and get the hell out of here. You got your ride."

      He'd rightfully earned a grisly death during that trick if she had to say so and even gave a damn in the first place. She cared about two things: godspit and money in exactly that order unless she needed money for the godspit, and then the two were reversed. All she concerned herself with was getting paid--just like any professional woman of trade--and in this case, she might have worried about that, so grisly was her client's vision, except she'd long ago learned to get the money up front. This old fart was no different, except he couldn't find his feet to save his soul, no matter how much she yanked at his elbows. He kept stumbling back onto one knee.

      "Fuck, man," she said. "You're going to be all right. Just get the hell up."

      She darted a look across the street to where her stalker, ten minutes earlier, had staked a claim to his spot the same as he'd done for the last four days. Before she had a chance to coax said client from a faint on the sidewalk. The stalker must have seen the exchange of money, watched as the codger had fallen, was watching still as she rapped the gent's cheeks. None of that could be called a mistake, not in separate actions; no. The mistake she'd made, that she'd been making for the last four days, was to ply her trade at all in the face of that unnerving stare from across the street.

      Like the hookers who came and went around her, sometimes flashing splinters of smiles at her, sometimes trying to run her off, Theda had settled into her chisel-colored survival instinct the way any good magician would, if said con found herself trying to live out of a cardboard box in the middle of summer, plying her trade from a card table with a bowed-in middle and joints rusted nearly clean through.

      She turned her tricks from it with the same sense of resolve as the prostitutes. It was a fair enough description, an easy enough way to describe what she did, except maybe that analogy of prostitution wasn't even right. Maybe she was more like the fortunetellers of old Earth: like Nostradamus or those famed kids from Fatima. Or, like a ghost whisperer in some archaic, entertainment-based television series. Except, all those descriptions failed to nail her trade down just right because no one in his right mind in this new world would admit to believing anything remotely divine was left behind.

      "Take it all away, Theda," her mom was fond of saying, back before the god had come and left the globe in devastated ruin. "Take it all away and all folks have left to hold onto is faith."

      Well, faith had come and gone and left nothing in its wake but a wasteland that needed to shake its way back to equilibrium. So much for faith; so much for the prophetess's wisdom. Nothing left hereabouts after the great holocaust but an eastern half of a supercity in near ruin and a western end robust and teeming with plenty. Oh, and crime, of course. And hedonism. And hopelessness. Those things they had aplenty.

      The holocaust, the apocalypse, the rapture as the chosen might have called it, left Theda peering at the bustling afternoon street from a derelict card table day upon day, calling to people as they passed by, in order to earn a living: "Hey," she'd coax. "Want a magic beyond any? I can do it for you. Give you some escape."

      Magic. A foolish thing to ply when men wanted sex and debauchery; she figured that out quickly enough, had to change her come-on, but that was fine; Theda was a smart gal.

      "I can give you a ride you'll never forget," she'd say, and that one would get them. A chance for some filthy old fart to roll over on a girl in her twenties. Old fools. She learned early to target the old men; the younger ones weren't so inclined to pay for sex, not when they could take it for free. There were a few, yes, but most of them didn't bother with hookers unless they had some leftover sense of morals. And those became less frequent than in the early days of the holocaust. A girl didn't find fresh-faced young men like her first trick anymore; they'd all become too jaded.

      She'd offered to do that first trick for half a ten, so long as he had the right paperwork. She knew he imagined an experience entirely different than what he got, but she didn't let it bother her. She merely took his hand as though she planned to lead him off somewhere--an unnecessarily modest notion in the ruins of the supercity where hedonism reigned as equally as theft and assault.

      It made her aware how of foolish it would be to tell her mark what he was truly in store for; he might certainly change his mind and solicit another one of the girls who hung around the corner for what he really wanted. She couldn't have that. She needed the cash.

      So, she'd gripped his hand tightly as she'd drawn out her pin and stuck him deftly in the thumb like her mom had taught her. A bubble of blood rose on the pad of his skin and she fought the urge to smear it between her thumb and forefinger as she slipped his greasy digit into her mouth. She concentrated very hard, as hard as she'd ever done when she and her mother worked together in the last days, before they knew it was the last days, when Theda had begun her training. She drew hard on the flesh, pulling in even more of his fluid as she focused.

      She got shifts of colors for a few seconds, then the unnerving sound of gunfire, the acrid stink of gas and mouldy earth. She presumed he felt the burning that came with the stink she caught. Mustard gas, something whispered to her psyche. So, the poor young fellow had been in the First World War during his last life. Had died as a soldier, retching in his trench, along with a dozen other men.

      She wasn't sure how much he'd understood, but she did know he got all of it: every detail, every nuance of sound, each smell, and sight. He was there because she was there. And because she was there she knew things about him that he wouldn't want anyone to know--least of all himself. Poor soul had flattened right out on the remnants of sidewalk and she'd had to rummage through his pockets for the five-dollar bill before chasing him off.

      Just like her old gent here, who was still swaying on his feet, enough that he stumbled and went to one knee again. She knelt down next to him.

      "I said get the fuck out of here," she hissed in his ear.

      It was often this way with the reincarnated. When their lives got telecast to them in living, breathing, reeking color, they felt the shame again as though they were fresh. Except, most of them didn't quite understand that it was their own soul memories they were experiencing; they imagined it was a reaction to a vision she had somehow pressed into their consciousness, a roller coaster ride of hallucination. They weren't really sure how she did it, or even if it was something she actually did to them. They just knew they lived something in those moments and it was worth the price of admission. A short bit of exhilaration in a life filled with agony and despair.

      Because there was no pleasure in New Earth, not since the god had come, no real joy in living, and so, whether a little trick of the light, a trick of the hand, a trick of some sort of hallucination, it didn't matter. It was a pretty trick she turned, indeed. No one in New Earth cared about such trivial things as morals, ethics, even the old-fashioned notion of sin. It was back to the primeval concerns of eat, sleep, forage, fornicate, and if all that was taken care of, you moved it up a notch. Steal, kill, use, and assault. Same things really, just on another playing level, like some kind of warped Dante's inferno high on a gob of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs.

      Now, not quite eight months after the war, she actually made enough money to buy a day-old egg salad sandwich each morning from the survivor's station, one that, fortunately, came with a smear of godspit taped to the bottom of the cellophane wrapper. The coffee she got free, left on the back step in a thermos by the manager of the station, Ami. A good man for a dealer, even if he was a bit intense for her tastes.

      She wasn't sure why he was being so nice to her. Unless it was because of the trick she'd turned for him, the one he'd said changed his life.

      She wished she could say she was grateful for Ami's kindness; instead, the only thing she was grateful for was the money for the sandwich and the smear of bliss-inducing drug that he taped to the bottom.

      Only the physical touched her: the sun baking her arms to a toast-colored brown, the rain making her card table even more dilapidated. Most times she didn't even feel sorry for the prostitutes who set up shop with a bruise or two on display. These last four days were the first time in nearly eight months that she felt some sort of anxiety past getting her next fix; and she paid attention to that nervous energy. She'd be a fool not to.

      All because of that unflinching stare from across the way. She'd need to find another spot, perhaps, to peddle her wares. For now, she had her hands on her knees, studying this new arrival from beneath a hooded gaze, wondering what he thought of her particular brand of shenanigans. The re-vision she'd executed didn't bother her; what bothered her was what this man across the street must have been thinking as he watched her help a john to his feet. What she worried about was if he'd noticed the way the john gripped her hand as though she were a tether holding his body from falling off a very steep cliff.

      What she worried about was if the new arrival would infer something remotely spiritual about what he saw--because lawlessness, hedonism, and debauchery were all very fine and good in this new world, but religion of any sort most definitely was not.
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      Her stalker was still there two hours later. The sky was gloaming above the buildings and the shadows had begun to stretch out as though they'd leaked from a bucket of tar.

      When she looked up from tucking the ratty table awkwardly beneath her armpit, intending to be done for the day, he straightened up. If he was after a re-vision, he'd come soon enough, she knew, but the waiting had been murder. She paused, sending an enquiring glance his way. Just when she thought he'd amble over, he pushed himself against the graffitied wall and shuffled off up the street. He headed west, away from the slummier bits, higher up the hill where shoppers and business people did their best to make normal lives in a ruined metropolis.

      She felt a moment of panic as she watched him saunter toward the better half of the supercity, hoping he'd pause at the crest of the hill and turn down one of the streets; that would mean he resided in the same half she did and not in the elitist section. That section kept the only real law in the city, in the entire globe. He didn't pause and turn. He kept on over the crest, and then she found herself hoping that he would have nothing to do with enforcing that global law that tortured and put to death anyone who even remotely sparked the mere idea of religion.

      She realized her hands were clenching the edges of the table and told herself that nothing would matter soon, not even the possibility of being accused of religion-mongering; because soon she would be lost in a spit-soaked haze where the only god she worshiped was Pleasure.

      She felt along her jeans, pinching at the pockets. Yes. Still there. Two crinkling smears of godspit and twelve whole hours to ungod each one of them onto her tongue. Plenty of time to forget the worry of the lurking man.

      If she hurried, she could gain her spot before sundown and be blissing out before the streetlights came on. She passed by several wiry men as she raced for her haven, several spitters leaning back to back in darkened doorways, supporting each other as they surrendered to their god.

      One spitter moved as she passed by, reached out to her. "Spare a few bucks, sister?" he said. "I gotta eat."

      "Looks like you're already pretty full," she told him, but she felt her pocket again, just in case her smears had fallen out. She caught sight of his eyes in the streetlight as he leaned toward her, his suspicious gaze falling on her hands and the way they fiddled at her pockets. He knew she was holding. He knew.

      "Greedy little bitch, aren't ya?" he said, trying to find his feet.

      "No less hungry than you, my man," she said casually. He'd probably never manage more than a threat; he was still too deep in his bliss, trying to find a way to take the edge off encroaching reality, but she picked up her pace just the same. She couldn't afford to lose her packets. Not tonight. She'd been jonesing the last two hours just knowing they were in her jeans, just knowing she could pull them out at any time and escape this hellhole they called New Earth. She wouldn't lose even one to this gluttonous bastard who'd already tasted his fill tonight. Godspit. Hunger and gratification in one drug. Thirst and quench. Agony and ecstasy. God in a godless world. The irony was almost delicious.

      The drug had begun as a way to identify those poor souls who'd contracted HIV: a smear of paper across the tongue and voilà. The reaction between saliva and chemical turned the paper a bright violet if the virus was present and remained inert if the virus was absent: a handy test in an age when AIDS had begun to kill more people than Cancer. HIV had morphed and survived and morphed again until the pandemic of it wiped out a third of humankind even before the god came and rescued his chosen.

      So easy to bastardize a good thing and turn it into something ugly. A mere brush of drain cleaner and the smear could paralyze the user in a miasma of dopamine. The gift, the thing that earned it the street name godspit in a world where the term god was akin to ruin and misery, was that it didn't deplete natural dopamine like other drugs did. Instead, it flooded a person's brain with the hormone. The joke in spitters' circles was that the god himself had hocked a loogie at Earth as he departed with his righteous, and so now, no one seemed to care what its pharmaceutical name was; they only cared that it either marked you as clean or condemned you to the sanatoriums.

      She hated to watch her johns smear non-deified papers across their tongues and prove their health to her, when she really wanted to reach across the table and grab the blotch from them, douse it with cleaner herself and surrender to bliss. Each time they turned the strip to her, inert paper white, she mourned the waste of a good smear.

      Tonight, she would pass through both the shadows and the darkest part of night in just that state. And come morning, she'd trundle off to the survivor's station for a cup of coffee, an egg sandwich, and if things continued to go her way, another smear of her favorite distraction to take her through yet another night.

      She felt a familiar itch creeping up her spine as she anticipated the next few hours, felt along her jeans pocket for the piece of cellophane, her throat tight at the thought that they might have fallen out when she'd last touched them. When she heard the telltale crinkle, her heart tripped over on itself.

      "Thank sweet fuck," she murmured and had to steady herself against a pile of debris at the mouth of her little cavern. She'd found it a month earlier beneath a pile of rubble that had fallen from the bridge that joined the two super cities before the Beast and the god waged their war.

      Even in the dark, lit by one remaining street light, she recognized the sections of I-beams that had fallen during the apocalypse, both fortunately settled into just the right configuration to trap concrete hunks and bits of pavement to form a sort of cave. Most nights, she lay in the small niche inside of her cardboard box perfectly unmolested. Most nights, she had the good fortune to pass through the deepest parts of darkness wrapped in her sleeping bag, soaked in the perspiration of such intense ecstasy the cave could have fallen down around her and she'd not have cared.

      She peered inside; relieved to see her spot was just as she'd left it that morning. The cat was still there, the handle of the plastic bag showing through the pile of rubble she buried it in.

      "Here, kitty, kitty," she whispered, chuckling. Her cave was too good a find; she couldn't be sure someone wouldn't squat it when she left for the day, so each morning she buried the same dead cat beneath a pile of rubble in the back corner. The smell repelled the would-be squatters. She pulled at the handle of the plastic bag, holding her breath, and carted it twenty or so feet down the bank of the river where she buried it again until morning.

      Now to get at it. Her mouth was already watering, her palms already itching, and she knew if she dallied much longer, went too far, she'd puke up her anticipation. She eased herself down onto a cement block just outside of her grotto and pulled off her sneakers then stripped off her jean shorts and T-shirt so that when the sweats came she wouldn't soak through her only clothes. Trembling hands extracted the drug from the cellophane, then, with urgency climbing her spine, she went feet first into her sleeping bag.

      She had to get it right, lie back just right, make sure she was perfectly settled, her legs apart, her head cushioned by her pile of clothes. She licked her lips. Swallowed exactly three times. Shook her wrists out another five. She wanted terribly to just pull the strip off the smear and lay it directly on her tongue, needed it so badly that the rasp of her tongue against her palette brought shivers of goose flesh to her shoulders. She let them come. She let them travel down her back and legs. It was part of the ritual, this feeling of desperation, of delaying until she couldn't stand it anymore, until the tremors reached her toes where they turned to cramps that made her instep curl upward.

      That was the sign. She imagined herself an expert diver gasping for breath before plunging headlong off a 20 foot diving board, dragging in air at the last second. Her fingers did the rest without conscious thought. Then the tremors, the inevitable shift, the one she'd been waiting for when the tremors changed to a shiver of pleasure so delicious she lost whatever breath she'd been able to take in, slipping as though into a bath of perfectly warmed oil where every movement was lubricated.

      Moments, or hours later, left with the fuzzy feeling of ecstasy, but with the hot slippery feeling easing away, she realized she wasn't alone. A snake of dread crept up her spine, but the bliss enrobed it with oil, let it leak away through her toes. Something fired in her brain, snapping like an electrical current mating with earth.

      She mumbled one word before the fog glazed over her consciousness.

      "No."

      It seemed that the someone had decided her panties were keeping her from enjoying a full state of bliss, then he decided that her breasts needed to be mauled and bitten, that his partner's erection needed attention.

      Something might have niggled in the back of her brain, that she didn't want this, that if it weren't for the godspit she'd be fighting these two off, but that little tickle evaporated quickly.

      It came again, yes, once more as she felt herself being lifted onto her knees, her backside pulled straining into the air, and this time she fixed on it. She tried to hold onto the thought, struggled to keep it as a coherent focus, telling herself that despite the bliss, this perception of danger was more accurate than the limp feeling of complacency she felt.

      There was a new stink in the grotto, one of sweat and musk. Somehow she knew that the bliss didn't come with such a horrible smell, that she shouldn't be gagging on cock or being slammed into from behind. Even as she fought her way to the surface she felt her scalp burn as bits of hair ripped free and her chest heave as she gagged again.

      She tried to scream around the smothering fullness of flesh. Instead, all she was capable of was squeezing out a few impotent tears. Her lungs lit fire in her chest.

      Just as she began to find the wherewithal to beat against the form in front of her, it inexplicably disappeared. Her mouth was freed, gaping open as her lungs expanded. She sucked at the air, swallowing down great drafts of it, shuddering as she did so, scrabbling for the sleeping bag beneath her with her fingers. She heard sounds of struggle outside, and in the next instant the hips that had been marauding her were yanked away as well, and she collapsed onto her belly, chest still heaving.

      There was this odd sense that she was teetering on a very thin edge. The bliss called her from one side, even as pain and terror tried to pull her back its way. She stretched her arms out beside her, not sure which way she would fall, but certain she would. She waited, breathless.

      Fingers closed around her bicep. She turned her head, thinking she might still fight her way through the fog, find a way to fight against what was surely coming next. All she could register was a shadowed face, the scuffle of boots against cement. Several grunts rumbled through the night air around her.

      The hulking shadow reached in for her. "Are you all right?"

      Was she? She wasn't sure what the correct answer was.

      "They're gone," he said.

      She searched her mind for an appropriate response. She didn't find one until he began tossing her clothes at her.

      "Thank you," she whispered.

      "No need to bother with that," he said.

      She pulled on her underwear, pulled her shorts up over top. "Sure I do," she said, pulling the T-shirt over her head. Her skin still tingled and the fog still crept back into the corners where she'd managed to wave it off, but it wasn't as intense. "You're my savior." The words were thick on her tongue, like soured cream, but she grinned at him just the same, hoping he could see it in the dark. Leftover bliss on top of post rape trauma made her dark humor creep to her tongue.

      He took her by the bicep again, and yanked so that she couldn't help but get to her feet, stooping until she gained the air outside her grotto.

      "Careful," he said to her comment. "Those are loaded words."

      "Yeah," she agreed, chastened. Not everyone got her humor. "True enough." She wondered if he heard the slur in her voice and let her gaze fall to his boots. "Hey," she said as the point of a leather toe scuffed along the pavement. "You're that guy."

      She couldn't tell what look might have crossed his face in the dark, but his voice took on a wary tone. "Does it happen often?"

      She shrugged. "At least once a month."

      "Then you're lucky I was here."

      "I guess." Once a month was nothing to what some women suffered. "Does it happen on the west side?" She wished she hadn't said it in such a sullen voice. She even cringed as she heard the note of envy in her voice.

      "Only if the lady wants it to."

      "An odd thing to say," she murmured.

      "Is it?" He stepped into the hazy light of the street lamp and she could see the grin that twitched at the corner of his mouth. Hair that looked charcoal in the day appeared as black as tar at night. But his eyes--so glacial in the light-- didn't so much as crinkle in humor.

      "Some ladies like that sort of thing," he said.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, pulling away from his grip. "Being called a lady is a rarity in these days," she said. "If they can enjoy it, let them. Only a Westsider would be able to claim rape as a luxury, anyway."

      She stepped backwards, thinking to ease back into her cave, wave him away. "Now, since you won't accept my thanks, then at least get the hell out of here so I can get some sleep." She had about three hours of buzz left, judging by how she felt right then; she didn't want to waste it.

      "Is that what they call it?"

      She glared at him. "Call it whatever the hell you want." She made to stoop her way back inside but he chuckled in a way that made her turn her attention to where his hands bulged in his jacket pockets.

      "I don't think so," he said. When his hands came out again, they held onto two separate metal hoops that she knew joined together to make one set of inescapable handcuffs.

      The bliss still buzzed behind her ears, wanting to sneak down her spine, and even so, she knew her brain was doing its best to push it out, to replace it with fear. She realized in the moment that he suspected the same thing; that she was foggy from her high and incapable of running.

      "You bastard," she said and he shrugged amicably, stepping forward to snap the cuffs around her wrists.

      "It's not a bad line of work," he said, chatting. "Rounding up miscreants with even a whiff of religious fervor."

      She laughed outright, snorting at the end because the mere thought of it was ridiculous. "Religious fervor?" she asked. "Is that what you think I'm doing?"

      "It's not for me to judge," he said. "But when the west side ends up with some idiot on a soapbox, proclaiming his soul is evolving, the mayor tends to take notice."

      "That has nothing to do with me," she said.

      "Doesn't it?" He took her elbow. "It has everything to do with you. I've seen it."

      "You have no idea what you see," she said, intending to resist, but feeling her legs move along as he pulled her with him.

      She made the mistake of glancing toward the bridge as she stumbled along. Two lumps lay inert just yards away from her buried cat. There was a peculiar stiffness to the way they lay, their necks bent strangely.

      She snapped her neck toward her jailer. "You killed them," she guessed.

      His shrug confirmed it and she sighed, unable to feel pity.

      He looked down at her; he really was awfully tall. "You want to thank me for that, too?"

      "No," she said. "I'd have gotten to them eventually."

      He snorted and graced her with a grin that made her stumble again. He noted the way her heel turned on a piece of brick and steadied her almost tenderly. "I figured a zealot like you would want to pardon that trash." It was a tease, she knew it must be, but she rankled at the way he called her zealot, as if he knew her.

      "Zealots turn into martyrs too easily," she protested.

      "Careful," he said. "That's religious talk."

      He stopped short as he said it, making her lurch forward.

      "What?" she asked, noting the way he stared into the darkness.

      "Seems that thank you might be appropriate after all," he said, inclining his head toward a burly shape ahead of them.

      She guessed his meaning even as the hulking form rushed forward, bat in hand, raised to lay a beating on someone--herself, she presumed.

      "Fuck," she said, because it was the only word that seemed to say it all.

      "If only it were that pleasant," he said and threw her to the sidewalk as the intruder fell upon him.
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      She wasn't foolish enough to stick around to see who won the fight. She had one thought as she fell, hands scraping against stone, to the sidewalk. She could only think of one place she might be safe: the survivor's station. Run to Ami.

      She scrabbled to her feet, stumbling as she tried to work her hands in the cuffs, and backed away, watching the two shapes wrestle each other in the darkness. When she thought she might have made it far enough away that they wouldn't notice, she turned and sprinted down the street, careening stupidly as she ran, knowing that if the adrenaline could push out the last bits of haze, she might actually be able to manage the three blocks she needed to.

      She fell on the door, pounding against the wood with her fists until the wood yawned open and she could see in the hall light the man she recognized from the first months after the Holocaust, one of her first tricks, the only person who seemed to care about her at all: Ami. The one who supplied her with coffee and godspit and who begged her, off and on, to come live with him and help out at the shelter instead of living the way she did. His hair was tousled, and he was hitching at the waistband of a pair of flannel panamas.

      "What's going on?" He leaned out into the alley looking both ways. "What are you doing here, Theda?" His gaze struck the cuffs and he made a sound that could have been a curse.

      She caught his eye then, and what he must have seen in her face made him yank her into the foyer and close the door behind him.

      "You're high," he said, facing her. He swept the sandy colored hair from his eyes in a weary way, tucking a thick chunk of it behind his ear, then crossing his arms in front of him. He didn't seem able to drag his gaze from her restraints.

      "I was high," Theda said. "Now I'm just scared."

      His brow furrowed into a concerned line. "I've never seen you scared," he said inclining his head purposefully to her wrists. "Or cuffed."

      She shrugged, scanning the foyer in a fever to get out of the light and away from the door. "Can we go inside?" Her eyes landed on him finally and she noticed that his face had softened, but the lines of worry still creased his forehead. "I don't want him to find me here."

      "Who?" Ami reached for her and, pressing his hand along the small of her back, led her toward the staircase that would take them to the second level of the survivor station, obviously the place where he slept.

      "Are you sure?" she asked him.

      He nodded silently. "If something has you scared, then it isn't wise for either one of us to be standing here in the light." He reached out with his other hand and flicked off the switch then moved behind her as they went up the stairs.

      He opened the first door on the left and waved her in. "It's not much of a bedroom, but you can sleep here. I'll go see if I can find something to knock those off."

      She looked around at the masculine décor while he was gone, the remnants of a bookshelf on the opposite wall. A few books still kept their place beside several jars of drain cleaner with labels frayed and peeling. Theda chewed the inside of her cheek. Just seeing the drain cleaner reminded her that this man might be in possession of more godspit than she could ever dream of having in one stash. She had to swallow down a sudden waterfall in the back of her throat.

      He came back in just about the time she was rummaging behind the bottles.

      "I just store the stuff here." He took down a bottle and tossed it one hand to the other. "I've run out of prescription pads," he said, brandishing a ridiculously small bit of wire.

      "It's not why I came here," she said and settled down on the bed. It creaked beneath her weight. She hoped he'd believe her, and to add credence to her protest, held out her wrists. He jammed the slip of wire into one of the holes, twisted. The cuffs clicked open. She moaned happily.

      "Here." She patted the bed next to her. "Sit with me." She knew he would; the way he begged her to move in, the way he supplied her, the coffee--she put it all together finally.

      Her heart was still racing from the adrenaline and she could feel that the fog inside of her brain had begun to lift. It was entirely possible that she could be safe here. There was no way the lurker could have seen her come inside this building. She was careful to only come here once a day: for the coffee and sandwich. It was an innocent enough pilgrimage; one made by hundreds of homeless. Surely, the lurker wouldn't assume she would run here.

      She licked her lips absently, lifting her eyes to Ami's profile. She could see he hadn't shaved in days. It was the remnants of the bliss that made her want to reach up and scratch through the whiskers, but she did it just the same, mesmerized by the rustle of the gingerish beard.

      He looked down at her, his throat clenched in a strange way. "Who was chasing you?"

      She sighed audibly and let her hand fall to her lap. "Bounty Hunter, I guess."

      He gripped her by the wrists. "Bounty Hunter?" He drilled into her eyes with his own. "What have you done?"

      "Nothing." She wrenched free and rubbed her wrists. "Same thing." She ran her tongue along her palette, frustrated. "The worst thing, I suppose," she admitted.

      "Someone told," he guessed.

      She nodded. "You would think it wouldn't really be much to tell. Or that at least people would be too ashamed to admit it."

      He murmured his agreement. "It seems no one cares about much these days, least of all a lifetime they lived before now."

      "Amen," she said.

      "Careful," he caught her wrists again, but this time much more tenderly. "You know that kind of talk..."

      "It gets people in trouble," she said. "I know. That's why I'm here."

      He groaned. "Did he see you come in here?"

      She shook her head. "I don't think so."

      "Then you'll stay here as long as you need to."

      "Thank you."

      "No need for thanks." He said it in a way that reminded Theda of her lurker. "I owe you," he said.

      "No, you don't."

      He ran his index finger along her palm and let it trail up her wrist. "But I do. You changed everything for me."

      "It was a vision, Ami," she said. "Nothing more."

      "A vision of the person I used to be."

      She chuckled. "You weren't a very nice person."

      He pinched the inside of her elbow playfully. "Witches. Torture. Who'd have guessed."

      "It's over," she told him. "Don't think about it anymore."

      A glint lit his eye as he regarded her. "Is that what you tell all your johns?"

      She sighed, remembering his re-vision, and thinking of all the ones after. "I don't get much time to. They always pass out."

      "Well, it's pretty shocking."

      "I know," she said.

      He said nothing for a long while, and then he touched her thigh with a merest of brushes. "I can't stop thinking about it."

      She tried to block out all his re-vision had shown because she had the suspicion she knew where his train of thought was steaming. "Please, don't. I just had a bad... scare," she finished, thinking of the two foul rapists lying in a pile next to the bridge, not to mention the mountain of a man chasing her.

      "I wouldn't take advantage of your high that way," he said. "I just can't help but think I was shown that lifetime because I was meant to be with you in this one."

      "Ami, really, I--"

      "I was... unkind to you in that one. I can fix that in this one."

      "It doesn't work that way."

      "Then how does it work? Why are you able to show these things if not to fix the wrongs?"

      "That's too awfully close to a religious notion," she said.

      "It doesn't have to be," he said. "It can just be about two people." He searched her eyes with his and the bliss squirmed restlessly in its death throes. She thought about taking her last smear, of giving herself to him, of letting him get her out of his system. It would be pleasant, she knew. He had a good body, he was incredibly attractive. The Karma, if there was such a thing anymore, favored it.

      She slipped her hand onto his crotch, testing, and felt his erection. She caught his eye. "It was good in that lifetime," she whispered. "For a while, anyway. But it can't be right now. I'm tired. I'm scared. I'm jonesing again like you can't imagine." She didn't confess to the smear that was still in her jeans pocket. She'd need that one for later.

      His mouth twisted in an accepting smile. "At least I can help with that." He passed her a smear from his pocket and watched as she laid it on her tongue.

      "Maybe another time, Theda," he said. "When you're ready..."

      "Mmmm," she murmured, letting the hot oil ooze through her pores. "Someday." She pulled him down next to her, let him spoon around her, feeling the warmth of his body curling around her, feeling her clothes just peel away so she could enjoy skin on skin.

      A warm bed and body, three hours to daylight and at least six hours of godspit in her veins: The rest of the night, she figured, would be the best one in a long time.

      And it would have been, if she hadn't awakened to see an unusual set of eyes boring into her face in a way that made her heart lurch, frightened, in her chest.
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      She started, flying up from the bed so quickly, her forehead bashed into a hard object.

      "Youch," a now familiar voice complained. "That hurt." The lurker from the night before rubbed a finger against his brow.

      She scuttled, crablike, across the bed, finding her feet as she wrestled her way past him. "You," she said, backing toward the door, pulling her T-shirt from the floor and holding it over her chest, hoping it covered at least most of her breasts. Where was Ami anyway?

      The assailant took a lazy step toward her, noting that she couldn't keep her gaze on him; it kept betraying her, trailing to the door, to her escape route, back again to her jeans puddled on the floor.

      "That's twice you've ruined my buzz," she told him, deciding to pull her shirt on with some dignity and aim for the pants later.

      He looked her over, head to heel, as she poked her head through the neckline. "Don't worry," he said. "I have plenty enough of that vile substance you love so much to keep you calm for days." He opened his fist to reveal several packets that hooked her gaze as easily as a landed fish.

      She couldn't pull her gaze from them. "Where did you get them?" Her heart chirped in her chest, but not pleasantly. She had the feeling he would indeed use them to incapacitate her, especially after last night's escape.

      "Wouldn't you rather know how I found you?"

      His hair truly did remind her of charcoal, but his eyes... they were so strangely green she wondered if he had Cajun or Acadian somewhere in his heritage. French eyes, her mom always called them. "I'd rather know why you need to keep me calm." She eyed him warily.

      He lifted one shoulder deferentially. "To transport you."

      She broke for the door, pants be damned, and sprinted for the stairs. In her haste, she failed to see Ami lying at the head of them and tripped over his legs. She tumbled, doing her best to catch herself before she could fall down the steps, but it was no use. She'd lost her footing, and then her balance, and then her knee struck the first tread as she sprawled forward. A blinding pain shot through her skull, sending fireworks up behind her eyelids. She gasped, trying to force her hands to the railing for balance instead of to her head to soothe the ache.

      Her hand caught flesh instead and a sob escaped her throat as she realized it had to be the lurker. She tried to wrench free.

      "Stop it," he said. "Stop or you'll fall; I'm trying to help."

      "The hell you are."

      He made a clucking sound as he yanked on her, forcing her, twisting, to a precarious footing on the second tread. "Hell, Heaven, zealots, martyrs. Such dangerous verbiage for a mere addict."

      "I'm not an addict."

      "The hell you aren't." This time the twitch of smile seemed genuine.

      "What did you do to Ami?"

      He shrugged and looked down, contemplating. "Hit him." He toed the inert form with his cowboy boot and Ami groaned. "Maybe a couple of times. With this." He raised his hand and for the first time Theda realized he held a Taser. She cringed.

      "Don't," she pleaded.

      "Don't make me," he said, but for some inexplicable reason, the threat didn't sound like a threat, and his gaze trailed to her mouth where it lingered until she lowered her eyes first, and even then she wasn't sure he wasn't still looking.

      "At least help him to the bed," she said meekly. She had no intention of being Tasered.

      Her lurker narrowed his gaze warily and bent to lift Ami over his shoulder. Theda was watching him struggle toward the bedroom when she realized this was the opportunity for her to run. Torn between making sure Ami was okay and escaping, of grabbing for her jeans where she knew her last smear was hidden, her feet were rooted to the floor for a long moment before she could make a decision. She wasn't sure Ami could ever forgive her, and she regretted having to leave behind all the packets the lurker seemed to have, but better to ask forgiveness than beg permission.

      She took flight down the stairs, padding as quietly but as quickly as she could. She knew her assailant would notice she was gone if he hadn't already, and she prayed there would be no one in the station this early in the morning to see her state of undress. Luckily, her T-shirt was long enough that it skirted the bottom of her panty line. She pulled at the front, trying to stretch it further as she sped for the porch where she assumed Ami kept his jackets. She had the material of a trench coat in her grip even as her assailant came at her from behind.

      She knew he was there without even turning, and she knew it would be a waste of time to do anything but grab for the coat and plunge headlong into the street. Pulling the sleeve of the trench over one arm as she ran, she sent one short plea to a god who no longer cared, that she'd make it.

      She was jerked to a stop before she made it down the fourth step.

      "There's gratitude for you," she heard him say from behind.

      She had no choice but to turn. "Gratitude for what?" She started to slink her arm out of the sleeve, fully intending to catch him off guard with her seeming intention to confront him.

      He reeled her in before she had time to extract all the way. "Gratitude for your friend upstairs. Gratitude for saving your life." He grappled for her elbow, and catching it, yanked her closer.

      "I won't wear those cuffs again," she said.

      "No worries about that." He gave her a rakish look that would have stopped her heart in another time, under different circumstances.

      Suspicious, she tried to keep her distance, tough as it was, being so man-handled.

      "You're not going to Taser me, are you?" She licked her lips, fearful. Where was his other hand anyway? Was it rummaging in his pocket for that horrid weapon?

      "That would be one way to put it," he said.

      Now she really was afraid. "I'll be good," she said. "I promise."

      "Of course you will, Minou." Somehow he managed to bend her slightly backward over his arm. "Now there's a good little addict," he said, showing her three square strips. "Be a good little user and peel the lining off, will you?"

      She shook her head.

      "Do it, or I will Taser you."

      She eyed him thoughtfully. It was quite a choice: being incapacitated from a Taser or from her drug of choice. "How many?"

      He shrugged. "Two. Maybe three."

      Her mouth watered. "I've never done two at a time before." She said it carefully, trying to infer that she might be an addict, but she'd not gone quite that hard-core. Maybe he would believe her. "I think three would kill me."

      He quirked a charcoal brow with just a trace of good humor. "Addicts always lie," he said. "Three it is."

      "I'm not lying."

      "Then peel off what you think you can stand and then peel one more."

      "I won't."

      "You will, or I'll Taser you." He shrugged. "It's your choice."

      Theda's mind was reeling, but dutifully she pulled off the linings of three strips, trying not to look too pleased at the notion.

      "Now stick out your tongue," he said.

      She made a focused effort to stick her tongue out as wide and as flat as she could. There was the tingling sensation as the strips touched her taste buds, and then she broke out in such a fever of pleasure that she had to close her eyes.

      If she sank, it was into such a delirium of heated oil that it filled her nostrils, her mouth, and the pores in her skin until she was full to the brim with it, until she had no space left inside to even feel the man's touch on her thighs as he hefted her into his arms. A quick vision of resin-coated linen and fragrant oils oozed into her memory; the fragrance of myrrh and the heat of balsam filled her nostrils and clogged her throat. She knew the memory, an ancient one by now, but it meant nothing to her in the moment.

      She let it go in favor of soaking in ecstasy, and she didn't have to fight the memory again until her memory bled out a different vision, one filled with agonized screams and fire beneath her fingernails. She fought then, like a crazed woman, her heart flapping about in her chest like a frightened sparrow and sending the bliss into such quick retreat she came awake with a gag.

      The coppery tang of blood was in her mouth, the fullness of a thick finger pressing into the back of her throat. She gagged again, coughing, retching. The eyes peering into hers were not those of her stalker, not green as a summer-bleached lawn; they were black and crinkled and filled with disinterested malice.
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      "What did you see?" The owner of the eyes proved to be a man in his late 50s. Well-dressed. Surrounded by posh furnishings. Theda looked past him to see her abductor leaning against the wall, arms crossed, feet crossed. Despite his seeming nonchalance, she could tell there was tension coiled in his muscles. She leaned into the chair she now realized she was tied to and smiled at the man in front of her.

      "I see a well-dressed hoodlum," she said, twisting her wrists behind her to see how tightly they were bound.

      At that, she felt her head wrenched back, her scalp burning as he twisted his meaty hands in her hair. "I didn't ask you what you see; I asked you what you saw."

      "Bunnies. Puppies." It was foolish to goad him, she knew. She forced herself to swallow casually, doing her best to avoid the gaze of her abductor against the wall. Neither could she bring herself to look at this man in front of her. She knew what he was.

      "Do you know what I can do to you?" The man asked.

      This time she did look at him squarely in the eye. "I know exactly what you can do to me, Mr. Mayor."

      He pulled at his jacket fastidiously. "You've been accused of religion mongering."

      "Who accuses me and with what proof?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "I see," Theda said. "Much like the witch trials in Salem, I take it."

      He got an interesting glint in his eye at that. "Religion wasted old Earth. It destroyed it even before the god came. We plan to protect new Earth however we can."

      "And protecting it means letting crime and atrocities reign?"

      "We'll clean that up in time. Religion caused more devastation than any of that. The idea of a god, of gods. Belief wiped out entire races. Brought on war after war."

      "Hey, you're preaching to the choir, man." She meant it as a joke, thinking an educated man might appreciate the irony. He didn't. She felt a slap sting her cheek and her eyes watered.

      "Such talk. I'd expect no less from a zealot." His black eyes bored into her. A shuffling sound came from behind him as Theda noticed her lurker readjusting his stance. He stood more at attention now.

      She licked her lips. "Listen; you have no worries. Religion and I have nothing in common."

      "Even the mention of such things as witch trials can be construed as religion," he said.

      She shrugged. "Of course it can. Anything can, if you think about it long enough. But what is it except a bit of history?"

      "Old Earth is filled with history; some of which hasn't done it any good."

      "I could say the same about my own history. You, about yours. Doesn't mean it's all bad."

      He leaned back. "Ah, yes. Your history. An evangelical preacher for a father, some kind of self-proclaimed seeress for a mother. What happened to them, Theda?"

      She wouldn't answer. She didn't owe him that.

      "I'll tell you: he thought she was possessed. Died trying to exorcise her demons."

      "She shot him because he tortured her." She said it without feeling. Those days were long gone. Godspit had made them nothing to her.

      "And yet she went with the god when he came." The lurker's voice. She'd know the throatiness of it anywhere by now.

      She snapped her attention to the man leaning against the wall. "Exactly how long have you been watching me?"

      He gave her what she construed as a look of feigned apology as he lifted one shoulder. "I do my homework."

      Theda glared at the mayor. "How much are you paying him?"

      "What does it matter to you? You certainly can't even match it."

      "I guess I just want to know how much it's worth to you to rid the world of religion mongering."

      "Everyone answers to someone," he said, getting up. "Ezekiel here answers to me. I answer to someone else."

      "Listen, I don't know what anyone told you. Ezekiel here is obviously just in it for the money. I sell people little hallucinations so that I can eat, that's all," Theda said. "They put a little godspit on their tongues, and they take a little trip, and they pay me a little cash for it."

      "Yes, but Ezekiel here says they come to you with the smear. You don't provide it."

      She glared at Ezekiel as she spoke. "It's part of the ruse," Theda lied. "How many people in this day and age would allow untested blood to touch their tongue? They bring me an AIDS test, I swap it out for a godspit, and then I use the drug on them. The next time I have a john, I repeat the pattern. That way the johns themselves unknowingly supply the hallucination for their trick." She shrugged. "It's beautifully simple, actually." She turned back to the mayor and tried to smile at him. "And remarkably economical."

      "Interesting," the man said. "And you don't worry about contracting HIV as you unroll your little ruse." He rocked back in his chair, balancing on two legs. Theda waited, hardly daring to breathe, doing her best to keep his eye. There was a moment when she thought he might accept her explanation, but then he got to his feet and paced in front of her.

      "Well," he said, finally facing her. "If you won't tell me, then Ezekiel will."

      She wasn't sure what he meant at first, not until Ezekiel moved from his spot next to the wall and trudged over to the mayor, crossing his arms again expectantly.

      "I won't tell him anything either," Theda said. "Because there's no more to tell. I'm not selling any religion; I'm not pushing any ideas. All I'm doing is trying to keep myself fed."

      The mayor cocked his preened head at her. A shock of pomaded hair fell forward against his brow, and he brushed it back into place. "Keep yourself fed, or keep yourself high?"

      Theda tried to move some blood into her shoulders by working them back and forth as much as she could with her arms so far behind her. When she found no relief she answered with annoyance biting through her tone. "Sometimes one, sometimes the other. If my days are good, it's both." She twisted against her restraints. "If you think it's any more than that, you're ludicrously stupid."

      He actually laughed at that, and for a second Theda let herself believe they wouldn't take things any further. Ezekiel looked at her thoughtfully and pulled out a hefty looking folded knife from his cowboy boot. His eyes were locked on her mouth as he spoke to the mayor. "I think I can take it from here, boss. But it'll cost you extra."

      "I don't care what it costs," the mayor said. "Just get it done." He stalked toward the door and paused long enough to look back over his shoulder. "I have a small matter to attend to, but I should be back within the hour."

      Ezekiel grunted. "Get going then. I'll wait here for my payment."

      He waited until the door was closed before he knelt in front of Theda. She could see that there were some premature gray strands in his hair, and that he'd not shaved in days. No doubt he didn't have time what with all the lurking about and stalking her.

      "If you've been watching me, then you know what I do doesn't take long."

      He nodded, placing one palm on her knee.

      "And you should know I have nothing in mind except getting through every day with a full belly and every night in a blissful state of nothingness."

      "It's not so much your intent, Minou, as what happens after the things you do." With his free hand he flicked open his knife. It was a monstrous thing, with a sharp point and an edge that he obviously worked at keeping. He met her eyes with his and held them for a long moment before he spoke again.

      "Do you think I'll need to sit down first?" There was a note of humor in his voice, but somewhere beneath that, Theda could tell, was anxiety too. She nodded quietly.

      "You know that what happens afterwards is none of my affair," Theda said, trying one last time. "I can't control what happens to people after they leave me."

      He nodded. "I'm sure that's true."

      He squeezed her knee gently before relinquishing it and with one thrust jammed the point of the knife into his finger and waited until blood bubbled to the surface.

      "Open up," he murmured, almost intimately.

      She sighed, resolute. She considered for a moment that if she didn't focus, maybe the magic wouldn't happen. And if the Magic didn't happen, there'd be nothing for him to tell the mayor, and even less reason to hold her. But they'd be watching her then. She knew that. And she knew her power would betray her in the end. Constant consumption of the godspit had left her unable to control it. His life would come to her, and she would share it, and this time she couldn't explain it away the way she had with the mayor.

      "Go on," Ezekiel urged.

      "Do you need the money that badly?" She asked him. "Is it so bad for you that you would prostitute yourself this way?"

      He smirked. "Things are bad all over, as if you hadn't noticed." He shifted on the floor so that his legs wrapped around the feet of her chair. He leaned forward, and she could smell the leather of his coat, the remnants of some cologne he'd put on days before.

      "That man who was looking for me--"

      "Hunting you," he corrected.

      "Hunting me," she repeated. "What did you do to him?"

      He shook his head. "That's none of your business."

      "Sure it is," she said. "Did you kill him for my sake?"

      "For your sake?" He chuckled. "I killed him for mine. I couldn't have him stealing my bounty. Now, go on. Open up."

      "You're a bastard," she said.

      That made his smile even broader. "Precisely what my mother used to tell me," he said. By now the blood was running down his finger and pooling into his palm. He had to keep it level and pointed up so that it didn't run down his wrist. "This is getting messy," he said. "Just do it already."

      "You're not going to like it," Theda warned.

      "The boss man wants proof. My wallet wants more money. What's like got to do with it?"

      "Well, I'm so glad your boss man needs proof to murder someone. Shows he's at least got more scruples than the city he's ruling." She locked eyes with that gaze that reminded her of sun bleached grass, of running through the park with her dog on her heels, both of them chasing balls. Of feeling her toes in the turf, of laughing with her mother. Picnicking with her father. Days where she was just a girl and everything was possible in a world wide open to possibilities.

      Once again, she remembered how far gone those days were now, how they would never come back, and she thought that perhaps pharmaceutical bliss wasn't what she needed anymore. Maybe nights of mindless ecstasy followed by living through days of corruption weren't enough to keep her heart beating after all. Maybe if she performed her little trick, proved herself to the mayor, accepted the accusation and the death that would follow, maybe then there would be peace.

      She felt the tip of Ezekiel's finger probing against her mouth and she opened, letting him slip inside, wiggling against the inside of her cheek, pressing up into her palette until she curled her tongue around him and pulled hard on the wound.

      The magic of the re-visions was always so much like dropping onto solid ground from a tall tree, that at first she didn't realize she'd jumped. The copper taste of blood morphed into the taste of apples and cinnamon as her tongue twisted around the flesh of something she knew was no longer a finger. More supple, rasping across hers and drawing it forward. A tongue, she realized.

      She was breathless with excitement. Heart pounding into her throat, she could only register one thought: Finally. Finally she had him and his arms were pulling her close, so close she felt his erection through her skirts, the taste of the pie she'd fed him still on his mouth, so sweet but not gentle. Not anymore. Fever behind his kiss, as though he too had been waiting. Too long. They'd both been waiting too long.
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      Clothing becomes an enemy that twists and snakes around their bodies, tying her to him with voluMinous skirts and petticoats. She can either take them off or hitch them up, but before she can make the decision, he chooses for her. The cold damask of her dress when he pushes it aside, lays heavy on her stomach, and his hands are already heating her midriff as he inches toward her navel with exploratory fingers. She's wearing nothing beneath so the air in her bedroom is cold on her sex, a delicious thing in contrast to the heat she's feeling. Burning for him, she thinks, and breaks away from his mouth to let go the moan trapped in her throat, hears it echoing back at her from the depths of his.

      "Cathrin," she hears him say. "I can't stop."

      "I know," she confesses. She understands fully; the need to feel him against her, in her, is so great she can't stop her hips from grinding into his hand. His fingers trail between her legs, tangle in her curls for a long moment until she thinks she'll need to ride them to feel some relief.

      "Don't stop," she tells him. "Whatever happens, Markus, don't stop."

      It's the permission she knows he's waiting for, but she barely gets the words out before he plunges both fingers inside of her, opening her, easing in a third, and she does ride him then, needing to feel the friction. He devours her mouth again, moaning into it as she moves against him. "You now," she says. "You. Please."

      "Oh, God, yes," he says and yanks his fingers free of her to work at his breeches. She can feel him rummaging at them as he stretches atop her. Both of them on her bed, stretched sideways across it where they've fallen. She presses into his forearms, unable to keep herself from moving. It's become instinct now; her sex seeking his, feeling empty and vacuous without him. She needs to be filled, plunged into, spread apart, and he's taking too long to do any of it. It seems like an eternity before he has his cock free, before it presses against her thigh.

      She reaches down, wraps her fingers around it, thinking to press it against her opening, let the slickness of her sex there ease his entry, her muscles, so thirsty for him pulling him inward, gripping him.

      "Your mouth," he says against her neck, panting. "I need your mouth or I just won't last."

      "I can't wait any more," she tells him.

      "Not much longer," he says. "But I've dreamed of you so long, I won't be able to do more than thrust the once." His hand moves to her jaw, fingers cupping the back of her neck. "Please, Cathrin."

      He shifts on the bed, expecting her obedience, and for once, she doesn't mind obeying. She can wait a little longer if it means having his cock inside of her somewhere, even if it is just her mouth, and truly, it could be as delicious as his tongue. She can use her mouth to make him beg to fuck her. Yes. She would like that.

      He's already throbbing with anticipation as she swirls her tongue over the tip. It's smooth like the satin of her best dress, but rigid and thick, and it spreads her cheeks like it would her sex, filling her up. She does want it this way, she realizes now. She's greedy for it, wrapping her tongue around, sucking him in. She can taste his renewed desire against the back of her throat. He fills her so she can hardly breathe and has to struggle to let her throat relax. Yes. She can let him ease even further in, just enough to force a moan from his mouth. Then pull away slowly, drag in a breath, joining to him by the thin string of saliva.

      He plunges in again, his hands in her hair, bucking against her mouth like he's fucking her, and she can feel her sex grow wetter with each thrust, aching to be filled like he's filling her now. She lets her fingers press against her clitoris, flicking it once, twice before she sinks her fingers inside. Pumps along with him, moaning against his erection each time she slides over it.

      "Now," he says, but it's a question not an order and she answers by looking up at him, asking her own. "Please, Cathrin. Please let me take you," he says.

      Her nod is all he seems to need. He withdraws and is pushing against her mound within seconds, demanding entry. He's fevered now, his hands trembling as he guides himself inside. Her gasp of pleasure as he buries himself into the walls of her womb ends in a long moan that speaks to the months they've spent waiting, wanting, unable to release themselves from the tension. She feels him there, knocking, pressing, rocking into her. His hands grip her buttocks, titling her higher so he can devour her at any rate he pleases. It's not enough. Not for her. She's waited so damn long for this.

      "Take me from behind. Take me hard. Take me like you're punishing me."

      "I should punish you," he says, gripping her wrist and twisting her around.

      He's inside of her again in moments, and this time she strains backward, lifting her so he can pummel her with his shaft, again and again. He can't fuck her nearly hard enough to dispel the months of waiting. His hands grip her hips, yanking her back onto him, cramming every inch of his cock into her, beating against her womb. She wants to feel him spasm inside her, wrapped so tightly around him that she can feel each final surge, her sex greedy as her mouth to devour him.

      Still, his release is a disappointment. It's too soon. She is nowhere near ready to forgive herself, even if she is coming, even if the world is spilling onto her sheets like the sun has exploded. She wants to cry because it's over, but she falls onto her belly exhausted, his seed already warm on her thigh, growing colder. He collapses beside her, panting but grinning at her from her side.

      "It'll be longer next time," he says. His finger trails along her cheek.

      She starts to grin at him, pleased to hear there will be a next time, but a voice at the door stops her cold.

      "I doubt it," the voice says.

      Cold washes over her as though it's been thrown at her; she knows the voice. It's his voice. She could grab for the sheets, pull her gown down, but instead she squeezes her eyes shut instinctively. Paralyzed by the reality of discovery.

      "Erich," she hears herself say. Her eyes won't open no matter how hard she tries. She can feel Markus beside her, moving about and guesses he's pulling up his breeches, trying to find some dignified way to face his best friend. She might not be able to see, but she can feel the tension charging hairs on her body, the sense that at any moment things will spiral out of control. She hears boots scuffling across the wooden floor. Still, she won't open her eyes.

      "Look at me, Cathrin." It's an order from a familiar voice. She chews on her lip, ashamed of herself for giving in, of wanting Markus so badly.

      "I said look at me," Erich's finger touches her beneath the chin. There is a shift in the sound of his voice. She swallows hard; her eyes flutter open. Even as she discovers that her fingers are clenching the sheets, she realizes that the face in front of her is not contorted in anger. She licks her lips. Waiting.

      "You should be punished, Cathrin," he whispers. His thumb moves from chin to earlobe. Snakes around the back of her neck, pulling her closer to him. There's the fleeting thought that she should wonder where Markus is, but she is so absorbed in her fear and shame, that she doesn't dare resist. Erich's mouth descends on hers, forcing her lips open. He suctions her tongue, pulling it into his mouth just to the point of pain, then releases it. He nibbles at her top lip, bites down.

      "You will be punished." His lips move from hers but his gaze bores into her, commanding her without speech to stay perfectly still.

      "I can't blame you for wanting my wife, Markus," he says. "She's very beautiful; Lucifer in disguise, I think."

      It's a strange description, and she tries to study his face, but can't make out the emotion beneath the careful mask. His hands descend to her bodice and tear at the material. He doesn't stop until it's fully rent, her belly straining for the air. Only then does his mouth descend again, this time to her navel, where he nibbles at the skin and sends trails of shivers down her legs. It's then that she knows this will be her punishment, to be taken in front of the man beside her, to be used forcefully, with no thought to love or tenderness. Her husband thinks it will shame them both, but he's wrong.

      The thought of Markus still standing next to the bed, watching, sends a thrill up her spine. She's dreamed of such a session; she's wild, she knows, but it doesn't matter in this moment. She revels in it. The nights she's succumbed to her husband's expert touch, all the while dreaming of having two men trailing kisses along her skin, of filling her, all those times she'd known she was wanton, but she'd fired to it just the same. Before Erich, she'd foolishly believed it was a woman's chore to please her husband, and when she'd realized he knew how to turn the chore into a pleasure, it became the one thing that decided her. Not his wealth and position. No. She needed a man to thrill her body, and Erich did.

      His mouth leaves her skin only long enough to curse at her, to tell her how she will be punished. To tell her all the delightfully delicious ways he will make her suffer. She can feel her lip trembling in anticipation and her eyes lock on Markus's even as her husband's mouth descends below her navel, to scour between her legs with his tongue. She can see the bulge in Markus's breeches, and knows he feels the same. Her husband might think to punish her with his touch, find his way to dignity through treating her like a harlot, but he can't imagine how badly she wants it.

      "Punish her, Markus," he says. "Make her suffer for making you wait, for cuckolding me."

      She half expects Markus to resist; he's a gentleman, after all. He's Erich's best friend. He should be mortified at his betrayal.

      But he isn't. He shifts onto the bed, facing her, on his knees with his cock insisting she open her mouth for him, and they throttle her together these two. Yet Erich's expression is never more than controlled complacency while Markus's is pure abandonment and surrender. Even in the heat of orgasm, Erich watches her carefully, as though he's examining her, searching for something.

      It's a fortnight before the truth of the punishment finally comes out and she realizes the depth of her betrayal, how profoundly Erich feels that his examination is nowhere near done.

      She's in the parlor when they come for her. At first, she's confused, thinking that Herr Schönenberg is there simply to pay his respects, to introduce her to the newest member of his diocese, Constable Fritzaen. She's seen the man about the village, dressed in cloth of gold as though he was royalty, his wife ingratiating herself among the nobility as though they always belonged. Of course they didn't; Erich would have organized a masque if it was so and he hadn't.

      No, this constable had no lineage but what came from the cesspools of execution and theft.

      She lays down her needlepoint, at any rate, smoothing her skirts as she stands to welcome them. She's about to ask them if they'd like some tea when she notices that Erich is coming in behind them. He doesn't so much as point a finger at her, or lock his eyes on hers when he speaks.

      "There she is," Erich says. "The mark is on her."

      "The mark?" she asks her husband, confused. "What mark are you talking about?"

      No one answers her. The only response she receives is to be manhandled by the constable. He's an ugly man, his face full of scars from the smallpox, his eyes a blue as hard as his grip on her elbow, even bluer against the purple of his doublet.

      "Where has the devil marked you, child?" he asks her.

      "The devil..." The panic is rising now, twisting its way up through the confusion as she searches for her husband's face. "What are they talking about, Erich?"

      "She's lain with the devil," Erich says to Herr Schönenberg "You'll see his mark there, on her thigh."

      Herr Schönenberg jerks his head at the constable, flaring that bulbous nose of his, the strip of his mustache wriggling grossly as he chews at his thin lip. Without so much as a sense of dignity, the hard-eyed constable--the witch Hunter--she realizes now, yanks her skirts up as he leans in to peer at her legs.

      "Yes," he says as his fingers pinch the tender flesh of her inner thigh. She knows what he sees. It's been there since Erich bit her a fortnight ago and has now healed into a perfect half-moon still as red and tender as a newborn bottom.

      "That's not the Devil's Mark," she protests. "Erich, tell him what it is." She tries her best to wrench her skirts back down, to twist herself out of the hard grasp of the constable.

      "Quiet, witch," Erich says. He makes a great show of being unable to meet her gaze. "The devil has you; the devil take you." His face is such a contortion of disgust, that she's unsure whether he's acting or whether he's genuinely afraid of her.

      "Please, Erich." She gets no more out as Archbishop Schönenberg takes her other arm and together with the constable, they twist her, shoeless, through the parlor and out the back kitchen onto the cobblestone streets. Her servants move aside like a wave.

      It's cold even for March, and the frost of the stones bites into her heels as she takes her first steps from her warm home. She can't help stumbling.

      "See how the devil faints in the face of divinity," the constable says.

      "A woman falls when she's dragged shoeless into the street," she corrects him then quickly realizes her mistake. Innocent or not, she'll pay for that haughtiness; that pride will fuel the constable's prejudice now; he has the scent of her wealth in his nose. He'll never see her as innocent.

      She twists her head to peer back at Erich as he stands just within the doorframe, shadowed by the inside. She hopes she can catch his eye, beseech him, remind him of all the nights they'd shared, how pleased he was to have her on his arm, consorting about Trier with such pride. While his fists are clenched at his sides, his mouth is now a controlled line. A sob catches in her throat as she begins to realize the full extent of what's happening. She won't get out of this, not alive.

      "Please, Erich," she says, resisting now. She drags against their arms, twists, kicks. He loves her, he wouldn't accuse her so. She can make it better, take it all back. She can be genteel for him, bear his children if he likes. "Please."

      A sharp sting in her cheek brings blood to her mouth. Her legs turn to water as the pain washes down to her jaw. From one knee she tries to regain her composure, closes her eyes as she drags in a breath.

      She's pulling in air, probing through the blood in her mouth when she's yanked back to her feet. Everything blurs: the house with its brown beams and stucco, the cobble stoned street, the faces about her. She could be swimming underwater with her eyes open as those images twists together, move forward, backward, around on each other.

      There's another sting in her cheek, this time rattling her teeth together and sending a scream of pain down her jaw.

      She fights to open her eyes, but the blackness that seeps in from the edges makes her lids too heavy.

      When she wakes, it's to pain in her wrists. She lifts a feeble head to the blackness around her, lit by torches in their sconces, the smell of sweat and blood heavy on the air. She tries to move and discovers she's manacled to a chair. Her expensive dress has been stripped away, and the shift she's left in is made of coarse flax instead of linen. Someone has undressed her, redressed her in something befitting a criminal or a lowborn peasant. She's cold; the goose bumps on her skin strain painfully away from her flesh. She tries to work through the muddle of thoughts, each trying to find its own prominence. Erich, she thinks. A flash of his face comes to her in the dark.

      "Your husband can't help you," a voice says. "He's the very one who accuses you."

      She lifts her gaze toward the voice. Herr Schönenberg, she realizes. Flanked by two other men, one of them Constable Fritzaen from earlier, the other she recognizes as a magistrate of the court. All of them sit at a table in front of her, one of them with a quill and ink.

      "Why am I here?" she manages to say. Her voice is feeble, as though she's been screaming, and then she realizes that's exactly what has been happening. She remembers that she's been here in front of these men for hours. The memory of that time tries to swim in front of her, but she bats it away, unwilling to revisit the images; they are too painful, that much she knows.

      "You've been charged with heinous crimes against God, surely you remember."

      She struggles with that. "I... I don't want to remember."

      "That's because your master, Lucifer, has taken away your memory. We can help you."

      She hears the scuffling of boots from her left, but before she can protest, searing agony burns up her arm. The smell of roasting skin and unbelievable pain twists the last bits of bile from her stomach, flooding her mouth. It burbles from her lips onto her chest. The stink of it sears her nostrils.

      "Do you remember, now? You've been questioned, Frau Bach. You denied the charges."

      Questioned, yes. There had been plenty of questions; all of them ludicrous. She tries to swallow but her mouth is so dry the flesh sticks together. The judges take her silence as some sort of assent.

      "The devil has stolen your tongue, child. We've been charged by the holy church to discover the truth and divest this community of evil."

      She realizes she needs to speak, but she's too weak. The pain has indeed refreshed her memory. Hours of torture, demands of her to admit to witchcraft. Nothing she says seems to make any difference.

      "It's a misunderstanding, my lords," she croaks out.

      At that, one of the men, the magistrate she supposes, waves an arm and the hooded torturer trudges his way to the door. It's a heavy, oaken thing that creaks when he opens it, and Cathrin can see that just beyond in the torchlight and shadows of another room, another figure is hunched forward on a bed of straw. The figure is lifted by his arm, and dragged into the room. His legs are obviously broken; they bend at abnormal angles.

      "Markus," she murmurs.

      "Yes," the magistrate says. "A man who has confessed to being lured and tempted by you to perform unholy acts. What say you to that?"

      Unholy, indeed. Each one of them at the time felt so delicious, that they couldn't possibly be anything but sanctified. She can't explain that to these men, though. Their agenda is set and nothing can sway them from it. They'd never see a difference between witchcraft and wantonness now that the former has been brought into question. She's seen the condemned women over the last months as they're dragged to their deaths. Each of them so beaten and bloody by the time they are tied to their wooden crosses that even she had come to believe that some physical wrestling of the soul had occurred deep in the dungeons. Now she knows the truth.

      "I say I'm innocent," she says, trying to see Markus, trying to will him to lift his gaze to hers. Surely they will see that all that is between them is the love of a man and a woman. Nothing more.

      "And yet, the man confesses you a witch. Thankfully for him, his end will be swift and painless."

      Markus groans, but when he tries to lift his head, it falls again so that his chin nestles onto his chest as though he's fallen into a tender slumber. Seeing it, Cathrin seethes with anger. Never has she believed Erich could be so hateful as to do such an evil thing.

      "Then you have what you need," she says, the old spite and fire finding some way to the surface through all of the fear. Let them kill her. Let them kill them both. At least this would be over. Maybe the others had been foolish enough to protest their innocence until the last, leaving them bound to crosses with patches of gunpowder tied around their necks. Maybe many others have been naïve enough to think their protestations would end in something other than death. She wasn't that foolish.

      "Alas, no; we do not have what we need. Our last sacred charge is for your very soul, my child. Your confession can set you free."

      "I'll neither confess nor protest," she says.

      "If Lucifer so fights for your soul, then we must compel you to answer."

      "Please," she begs. "Please don't do this. Just kill me."

      There is nothing after but senseless begging and mindless panic. She barely hears her own voice as she screams, and she can't for the life of her find a way to drag in any breath once her lungs are exhausted of sound. The only thing that brings her back from the edge is the fixing of splints around her fingers, splints with screws on the outside. She realizes that they're in earnest now. The small tortures of hot pokers and tearing the fingernails from their beds were but introductory measures. She whimpers as she tries to stare off into space, tries to find some way to leave her body.

      "See how she stares at her master? See how she tries to gain strength from him?" The magistrate says and Herr mumbles a hasty Hail Mary.

      The pain comes as she expects, but the sound of her knuckle cracking and breaking beneath the pressure brings the sweet relief of blackness.
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      Coming to was like slogging through muck; she might as well have had an elephant on her shoulders they were so heavy. Still she wasn't stupid enough to show signs of being aware. That kind of naiveté was for the coddled and the young, the untried ones who slept in cozy beds with eyelet covers. Instead, Theda listened to the sounds around her, assessing her situation. This was not a street; no smoke or exhaust or outdoor sounds. She wasn't sitting at her derelict card table; her hands were tied behind her. She knew without opening her eyes that there was no old gent with pockets at her feet to rifle through for money.

      It took seconds to assess and process then Theda knew exactly where she was; she knew exactly what danger she was in.

      The blood in her mouth was her own, she knew that too. One of the men she heard talking around her had hit her at some point. It was the only explanation; there was far too much of the coppery tang on her tongue for her to have pulled it from Ezekiel's finger or to have accidentally bitten her cheek.

      She ran her tongue along the front of her upper teeth. Testing. There was an abrasion on the inside corner of her top lip, and she could only imagine that there was a cut on the front. She thought of the packets in Ezekiel's pocket; things would go much easier if she didn't have to worry about the sweats and shivers. She might even lose the panic that even now began to tighten her chest.

      "What did you see?"

      At first she thought those around her--three men, she figured by the voices she heard--knew she was aware, but it slowly dawned on her that the man asking the question was asking it of Ezekiel and not her.

      "Did you see something?" The voice was more insistent this time, as though Ezekiel had shaken his head, refusing to answer. Hope flared in the place of the panic. Maybe he had his own motives besides the bounty to track her, to bring her here, to bubble his blood onto her tongue.

      "Nothing?" the voice said. "Or, you just won't say?"

      "Take your pick," Ezekiel said.

      For a moment she wanted to kiss his feet, filthy cowboy boots and all.

      There was a collective sigh before a second man spoke. "We can't accuse her without proof."

      "Says who?" the mayor again.

      "You mean just execute her?"

      "No, you idiot. We just get a confession first."

      "But--"

      "But what? You think she won't confess?" The mayor snorted. "Wait a few hours."

      "Do what you will," she heard Ezekiel say. "It's got nothing to do with me."

      Bastard. She hated herself for holding out a tinge of hope. She should've known; he was a bounty hunter. There was no reason for him to involve himself further. In it for the money, get the money, get on his way with the money. Theda had to work at not groaning out loud.

      "Good enough, then," the mayor said. "Your packet is on the desk. Take it and go. I'll be in touch if another zealot turns up." The mayor sighed, satisfied. "But I wouldn't hold my breath."

      There was a shuffling sound, as though people were moving about before Theda realized someone was crouched in front of her. She smelled cologne, but not the day-old scent Ezekiel wore, the one that had a tinge of musk to make it a near pheromone in her nose. No, this was the stink of expensive, privileged freshness. The mayor.

      "So, my little religion monger," he murmured almost affectionately. "What do you think of a confession? Save us some time."

      He'd known she was awake, the bastard.

      "I'd say go fuck yourself. I'm not a zealot. I could care less about religion, I told you. I just like to eat."

      "Well, someone is setting men to thinking they can evolve their souls. Souls, young lady. Do you know what that means? It means they think they still have one, and that is a purely religious notion."

      "And you can't have that," she said, looking at him finally. He had a mole over his eyebrow that she fixed her gaze on. "Lest your boss decides you aren't doing your job. Lest he decides to replace you. Lest he decides to get rid of your salary altogether, and your taxes, and your identity, and your body."

      He chuckled. "Smart girl. Are you smart enough to confess?"

      She chewed her bottom lip, thinking. "I swap out godspit for the HIV test," she said. "They hallucinate." She tried to shrug. "The rest of it is just an act. There's nothing more to tell."

      "You call it godspit." The man smiled broadly. "Who but a zealot would use that word?"

      "Spit?"

      He glared at her.

      "Everyone calls it godspit," she said testing.

      "Only a zealot would use that word."

      "Then you don't know as much as you think you do."

      "The last john will attest to the fact that you used godspit on him. You used it to invoke a sort of religious ecstasy for him."

      "A hallucination, not ecstasy," she said to the mayor as she eyed Ezekiel who leaned against the desk almost too casually, crossing one foot over the other.

      "But isn't that what godspit does? Doesn't the drug bring on a tremendous ecstasy in the user?"

      "Exactly."

      "So then they're not hallucinations."

      "Sometimes in the throes of ecstasy, a person might hallucinate." She eyed him warily. He was being too methodical, catching her in her lies.

      "So you admit that they do feel ecstasy?"

      "It's what the drug does."

      The mayor stood up, brushing his hands down along his trousers. "I'd say we have enough of a confession."

      "How?" The panic again. What she wouldn't do for a smear right now.

      "You admitted to helping your clients find ecstasy. You use a drug called godspit to do so. It's not a great leap to religion mongering from there."

      "You can't exactly arrest everyone who succumbs to a few hours of happiness."

      He held up his index finger, correcting her. "Not just happiness, little lady. Ecstasy. And not everyone who succumbs to a few hours of ecstasy has what they call a religious experience. Only the ones who visit you." He nodded to the gentleman sitting cross-legged in the corner, his foot dangling up and down. "We've got enough, I'd say."

      "Stop," Theda said when the man eased to his feet, stretching his fingers as though he were about to get to some heavy work.

      "You can't do this," she shouted. "I'm just trying to feed myself, I don't even believe in God. I don't even care about God. I don't care about anything. Ask anyone. Ask him." She pointed her chin at Ezekiel who was stuffing the packet from the desk into his inside pocket so calmly she wanted to cut his throat and watch him bleed out.

      "We don't need to ask him," the mayor said. "We took a religion monger into custody, we recorded a confession for the books. We executed her."

      Executed. No. Surely not. Not today. She'd not survived the apocalypse, dozens of rapes, near starvation, just to be executed for trying to stay alive. She twisted in the chair, eying the men as they looked down at her without pity: the mayor looking smug, the executioner flexing his fingers, Ezekiel as he stepped behind the mayor, his green eyes narrowing in hard concentration.

      "Bastards," she said, feeling the legs of the chair careen with her weight to the side. Now to crown it all off, she'd topple to the floor, giving that killer better purchase on her throat. Even as she fell, thudding onto her left shoulder, a bolt of pain screaming into her shoulder blades, she could swear she heard a thud to her right. A grunt. A gasp of surprise. She kicked along the floor, scooching backward, the blind panic full on her, keeping her from making sense of anything around her except the feel of the floor, the twisting of the ropes into her skin. Twisting. Biting through, drawing blood, and burning. She had to get loose before he fell on her, wrapped those meaty fingers around her neck. Had to.

      She screamed when he touched her, like a fool. Who would care if she died. No one. Who would come to her aid? Not a soul. Help didn't come in new Earth. No one cared. Not really. Least of all for someone accused of doing the unpardonable crime of religion mongering. She screamed again for good measure when his hands pulled at her shoulder, twisted in his grasp, kicking where she could. She grunted in pleasure when she felt her foot land on bone. She even dared face him so she could glare at him in final victory.

      Ezekiel stood there, his charcoal hair covering one eye, the other wincing in pain.

      "Idiot," he ground out. "Get up."

      "I will not," she said. If he wanted to kill her, he'd bloody well have to do it while she was lying on the floor.

      "I said get up," he twisted her to the side, the chair moving along with her. "We don't have much time."

      "What do you mean?" She couldn't see anything now except oak boards, but she could feel that he had her by the wrists. A quick twist and her hands were free. They fell beside her, limp and bloodless, and she had a hard time maneuvering them at will. It would take a while for sensation to return. She did her best to use her cheek and side to maneuver so that she was away from the chair, tried to sit up. Chest heaving, she scanned the area. A pool of blood was rapidly moving toward her and in the moment she noticed that it was the mayor's, she could have sworn all blood left her brain as well. Shock, must be, she thought stupidly.

      She looked up at Ezekiel. "What's going on?"

      He reached out for her again, and twisted her to unsteady feet. "I've just done a very stupid thing," he said.

      She was trying to find some balance, working to process what had happened, sidestepping the double pools of blood that were creeping across the floor, trying to meet. The mayor looked decidedly grotesque with his double grin, one on his face the other smiling bloodily from his throat. The executioner died holding on to his stomach; a whiff of bowel flared her nostrils. The sour taste in the back of her throat made her gag and she stumbled as she tried to wrench her arm out of Ezekiel's grasp.

      All at once her brain leapt into focus. "You saw it," she said. "You saw it all."

      "I saw enough," he said, tugging at her. "But that's not why."

      "Why then?"

      He looked like he would actually tell her, it looked like he would reach out to her, let his fingers move to the back of her neck just where his gaze was resting; but even when she thought he'd speak he grabbed her hand and pulled her, running from the room.

      Just outside the door, her stomach finally rebelled. She let go a stream of vomit that burned her nose as she ran, hunched over, trying to keep up with the arm that was being pulled along ahead of her. It was no use, the heaves overtook her and she couldn't keep up with Ezekiel's pace, ended up being dragged along with dribbles of vomit beading on the floor of the hallway. He was relentless, not stopping to see if she was okay, only dragging her forward all the time, step after step, down the oak paneled hall. Too upscale to be in the Eastern end, she realized. Somewhere through the trembling that had begun to overtake her body, she understood that while she'd been out, comatose with ecstasy, Ezekiel had brought her to the more affluent western half. She tried to wipe a shaky hand against her mouth, but the jostling running and dodging through hallways, to the door of the back staircase, only made the vomit smear across her chin and into her hair.

      "Stop," she gasped. "You have to stop."

      "The hell I do," he said. They'd reached the stairwell and he yanked open the door.

      Looking down, Theda could see a window on the landing that indicated they were at least six floors up.

      "I can't go anymore."

      "Yes, you can."

      "What did you see?" she asked, thinking to slow him down long enough for her to quell her stomach.

      "You really want to talk about that, here?"

      She looked out the window and groaned at the thought of going down another six flights.

      "I'm coming off," she moaned.

      He groaned. "Of course you are. And at just the right moment, too." He cursed under his breath, making her glare at him.

      "It's your fault," she said to him.

      "Right. Because it's never an addict's fault."

      "You forced three smears into me. What did you think would happen?"

      "You didn't seem too upset about it at the time."

      She shrugged. "Have you ever met an addict who would turn down copious amounts of their favorite distraction?"

      He looked her over, head to heel, as though he was trying to decide what to do with her. "Well, you certainly look like shit now."

      She clutched at her stomach, nodding. "I feel like it." She leaned against the railing, legs quaking. She was pretty sure she was going to throw up, again; the pains in her stomach had grown sharper. Her mouth flooded with water. She couldn't look him in the eye.

      "Are you going to be sick, again?" He said it with a strange coolness. "Because I'd like to have some warning this time." He lifted his foot to show where she had doused him on the pant leg.

      "I'll be okay," she struggled to get the words out, to seem alert when every movement of her head took a huge amount of energy. Each breath made the sickness that much more imminent.

      He sighed impatiently. "Well, you can be sick and get the hell out of here," he said. "Or you can be sick and get dead. Take your pick."

      She glared at him. "Not much of a choice." She swallowed down hard half a dozen times, marshaling her strength. Shivers fingered their way up her spine to clutch at the back of her shoulders and drive hot nails into her back. For the life of her she couldn't stop shaking.

      A scream came from behind them. Someone had found the bodies, a woman by the sound of it. Theda groaned out loud, because she knew her brief respite was over; and by now all she wanted to do was to curl into a ball and wait for somebody to put a bullet in her head.

      His mouth worked itself into a pitying line, for one hopeful moment as he regarded her, then his face went hard again and the light in his eyes shuttered out.

      "Oh, for fuck sakes," he said, shaking his head. "Suck it up."

      He grabbed for her wrist again, and threw himself down the stairs, pulling on her as he went. She baptized the steps several times before they reached the bottom floor, and by the time they stepped outside, she was panting and shivering convulsively. All she could think about was curling up somewhere, and the only somewhere she could think about that was familiar was a terribly long way away.

      "Where are we going? The survivor's station?"

      He took one moment to pause, eyes clouded with uncertainty and she realized that he had no plan past running from the building.

      "Ezekiel? Are you taking me back to Ami?"

      "No," he said.

      "Why not?" she asked. "Will they look for us there?"

      "Not exactly."

      "Then what?"

      "Because by now he's probably dead."
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      Night had hunkered down around them by the time she found herself standing next to Ezekiel on the top step of a respectable looking brownstone. She wanted to believe she knew how they'd gotten there, but the truth was she'd been so engrossed in her own misery that she'd let him drag her along, not caring how many times her feet slapped against pavement or cement, not truly giving much thought to the times he'd lifted her into his arms and carried her. She thought perhaps he'd carried her a good deal more than she'd walked, but standing shivering in a cold sweat in front of the brownstone door, she couldn't clearly be sure.

      And by now, she didn't really give a damn, anyway.

      She swayed on her feet as he knocked on the door. Almost over, she told herself. A few minutes more and she could curl into herself somewhere and hope the headache would subside, believe that the little fire ants that must have somehow embedded themselves beneath her skin would give her rest. Except that now that she stood still, all of those things seemed to magnify. Even her vision gave in to the misery, blackness seeping in from the sides. Her legs went to water.

      Ezekiel caught her just as the door groaned open.

      "Eazy?" A woman's voice. Sultry if Theda had ever heard it.

      "Bridget," Ezekiel said.

      There was a long pause that even in Theda's weary state she understood as awkward.

      "It's her," Ezekiel said.

      An even longer pause hummed in the air. And finally a shuffle of movement, the feeling of air moving across Theda's cheeks. It felt deliciously cool and painful at the same time. She shivered again.

      "A spitter," Bridget said.

      "Couldn't see that coming, could you?" A bit of dark humor in Ezekiel's voice, but for the life of her, Theda couldn't understand what it meant.

      "And you both stink."

      "It's the puke."

      "More than that," Bridget said. "She smells like she hasn't washed in months."

      Theda felt Ezekiel's shrug and for a second felt her face flush. Another wave of nausea, no doubt.

      "I don't suppose she has," he said.

      Bridget sighed. "Well, get her undressed and showered. And don't think I'm doing it. I'm not touching that filth. You know where everything is. I'll go make a couple of sandwiches."

      Ezekiel grunted something that could have been a thank you, but all Theda registered was undressed and showered. She tried to twist in his arms. Tried to protest that she didn't need to shower. That the last thing she wanted was a shower. That the thought of a thousand tiny needles of water striking her skin might actually put her into a coma.

      "Stop it," Ezekiel commanded. He was already clunking up the stairs in his boots, heading for what Theda assumed was a bathroom. She started to cry.

      "That's ridiculous," he said. "What the hell are you crying for? You really do stink."

      Another wash of heat swam up from her toes. "Don't make me," she blubbered. "Not yet."

      "It will make you feel better," he said.

      She wanted to tell him he knew nothing about withdrawal, but for some reason couldn't. And damned if she could find the wherewithal to fight him off as he eased her onto the toilet and pulled off her shoes. All she could do was let the hot tears stream down her cheeks.

      She felt his finger on her chin as he tilted her face up to meet his. He was crouched next to the toilet, holding her steady with one arm. The hardness of his features, of the solid jawline, the chiseled cheekbones, softened for a moment. His eyes actually looked sympathetic as he regarded her. She thought he might agree to let her live in her own filth until she felt better. She tried a weak smile, hoping it might be the catalyst that made him decide.

      "You're going to wash. I don't care if it kills you," he said.

      "Give me another smear," she whispered. That would help. She knew it would.

      "And have you drown?"

      "What do you care?"

      That got him. He clamped his mouth shut and swallowed. Theda watched his Adam's apple bob up and down.

      "One more smear," she urged. "What does it matter to you? It will make me nice and docile." She tried to flutter her eyelids at him coquettishly. He laughed.

      "Seems to me you're already pretty docile," he said. Instead of peeling off her jeans and shirt like she expected, he simply plucked her from the toilet seat and plopped her into the tub. Steam struck her face as he ran the hot water.

      "Stretch out," he said. "Not like that, you'll drown. Keep your face up and stretch your legs toward the tap."

      With the buffer of clothing, it didn't hurt as much as she thought; she found she could move her limbs just enough for him to run his hands along her body, scrubbing hard with a bar of soap. He paused long enough to rinse her free, studying the bloodstains that wouldn't come out with a thoughtful crook to his mouth. Then he grabbed the shampoo and worked it into her hair.

      "Rats nest," he said. "You haven't washed it or combed it in months have you?"

      He was rough, and the feel of his fingers in her hair brought renewed tremors across her skin. She trembled and instinct brought her knees to her chest.

      "I told you to lie flat."

      "I can't," she said, the sob catching in her throat. He simply didn't understand; every fiber in her body rebelled against touch. Every muscle was aching, every synapse was crying out for her drug.

      "You can," he said. "You will." His hands went to her thighs and pressed her legs flat before his fingers went to the bottom of her T-shirt. It took a few moments before she noticed that he had his monstrous knife in his hand again. Before she could gasp in panic that he would do her harm, he had cut through the material and sliced up to the neck, pulling both edges to the sides and exposing her bra. One flick and that was cut in two as well.

      His gaze caught on the hard nipples as though they'd fetched up on them. Theda didn't have time to be ashamed; he brought the soap to her skin much the same as he'd done to her clothing. He scrubbed methodically and clinically until the lather was a thick froth, and though he lingered a little too long on her breasts, he did eventually rise to her neck and scrub behind her ears much the same as a mother would do to a child.

      "Getting there," he said but there was a thickness to his voice despite the matter-of-fact words. "Stay still," he said, aiming the knife again toward her jeans and slicing through both Pant legs as though they were made of gelatin.

      Her panties had been gorgeous once: vivid purple with lace in all the right spots. In her mind, she saw them the way she had when she bought them, but looking at them now she could see how ratty they had become. It wasn't the thought that he'd be cutting them and exposing her that made her hands fly to cover herself. It was the thought that she didn't want him to see how ugly those panties were now.

      She caught his eye and thankfully he held to hers. Despite the sensory overload, the nausea, the cramping in her muscles, she could still admit how beautiful those eyes of his were. She told herself that eyes as beautiful as that would have to feel some compassion.

      "I'll be gentle," he said. "Close your eyes."

      She did as she was bid because she knew she was going to have to endure it, and closing her eyes would surely make it easier. If she had enough imagination left in her fevered brain, she could even pretend her underwear were brand-new.

      She wasn't sure what to expect, a languid motion across her labia, a sensual flicker against her opening, but it was over before she had time to feel embarrassed. A few quick strokes, light but thorough.

      He lifted her from the tub, helping her to stand by holding her against him as he wrapped a thick towel around her and brushed his hands up and down over it, bringing warmth to the surface of her skin. He'd been right, she did feel a little better. While her muscles were still weak, she didn't feel as though she would fall if left to stand on her own. Without a word, without checking to see if she needed it, he scooped her from her feet and left the steam of the bathroom behind as he kicked open a door to the left. He deposited her almost tenderly on the edge of the bed inside.

      She could hear Bridget downstairs rattling dishes and assumed she was making Ezekiel some sort of lunch. It had to be long past midnight and yet the woman had been fully dressed and wide-awake when they'd arrived. He seemed to interpret her glance. "She sees the future." He shrugged. "I guess she knew we were coming."

      Theda couldn't do much more than nod. It wasn't such a stretch after all. If she could see the past, why couldn't someone see the future. It was almost comforting to know that there could be one.

      "Who is she?"

      "A lover," he said.

      It was a strangely hurtful blow. She stretched her fingers along where her jeans pocket should have been, searching for her last smear. She'd take it when he wasn't looking, wash away all of the feeling like he'd washed away all of her filth. Except her pants were in the bathroom. She chewed the inside of her cheek thoughtfully, resentfully as she watched Ezekiel assemble blankets and pillows on the floor.

      She was thinking of ways to hit him over the head and escape with the mother lode from his pocket when he faced her, hands on hips, seeming to be considering something. His eyes locked on her bare shoulders as they trembled above the towel and then he sighed decisively and began to strip down in front of her. Her gaze went to his jacket, where the smears waited for her, where they clumped together in one beautiful cache.

      "It's only fair," he said, regaining her attention. He peeled away each bit of his own clothing from boots to jacket and stood in front of her with his eyes closed, arms outstretched. She understood that he realized how vulnerable she'd been in his hands and was repaying her in kind. She let her glance graze his skin quickly, accepting the payment like a hooker would, entitled but careful. She took in each inch of musculature and sinew, noting that the erection she'd felt while he'd been toweling her down had begun to wane. A moment later, he cleared his throat and she realized he was watching her struggle to take her eyes from his member. He quirked a dark brow playfully.

      "I don't wear underwear," he said. "Sorry."

      She twisted away, embarrassed, and eased herself down onto the mattress, burying her face into the pillow, wishing feverishly for a lick of godspit to wipe away the reality.

      "Oh, no," he said. "Not there. The bed is mine. You're sleeping on the floor and when I get back from my shower that's exactly where you'd better be."
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      She woke sometime before dawn and realized she was in the bed beside him. The towel was long gone, and in its place was an over-sized T-shirt. Even so, she must have gotten cold through the night and crawled up into the comfort of a mattress with a warm body. It took her a few moments to realize the house was quiet. Quiet enough that if she eased a foot onto the floor, she might well be able to find his clothes. Somewhere in those pockets was enough godspit to carry her through at least a week. If she was careful, perhaps even a week and a half.

      She did manage to get one foot pressed against the cold tile before he stirred. She froze, waiting to see if he was awake, and when he didn't make another move, she eased over onto her side and tipped forward so that both palms and her other foot landed on the floor. Again, she waited. She breathed deeply for at least 30 seconds before she crept her way over to the chair in the corner where he'd dumped his clothes. She wasn't sure she dared look back at him; instead she slipped her hand into his jacket pocket and felt a rush of relief when her fingers wrapped around a cache of cellophane. A large cache, large enough she felt her chest constrict in anticipation.

      "I counted them," said a voice from behind her.

      She squeezed her eyes closed, pulling her fingers from his pocket. "I just want one," she said.

      "Maybe if you're good, I'll let you have one."

      She turned on him, suspicious. "What's your definition of good?"

      He placed his hands behind his head as he lay against the headboard. She watched the triceps tense and let go as he adjusted himself so that he was leaning semi-reclined. "Good might change depending on the situation."

      She studied him for a short while, considering all of her possibilities. "Look, I know you saved me from the mayor and whatever it was he was planning to do--"

      "What he was planning to do was kill you."

      "Yes. Yes, I understand that. But, I would never have been in that position if you hadn't brought me there."

      He started to peel back the blankets and she remembered his nudity from the night before, that he admitted to not wearing underwear and she averted her gaze hurriedly.

      "Don't worry, Minou," he said. "I found some pajama pants after you decided to crawl into bed with me. Wouldn't want you to think I took advantage of you."

      "I didn't crawl--"

      "Are you sure?"

      She thought about it. "No," she admitted. "I don't remember much."

      He hooked his legs over the edge of the bed, and she could see that he did indeed have pajamas on. His chest was bare though, and she had to bite her bottom lip to remind herself that this man had abducted her. He stretched as he stood, raking his fingers through his hair.

      "I want to leave," she said.

      He placed one palm against the wall, leaning against it, considering. "I suppose you can do whatever you like."

      "You won't stop me?"

      He shrugged. "It's a free country."

      "I don't have any clothes."

      "Then I suppose that makes it a little difficult, doesn't it?"

      She ignored that. "And I have one smear that you took from me. I want it back."

      "That I can't do."

      "You will."

      "I won't. You spent almost 48 hours coming down from the last batch. You're clean. You should stay that way."

      "It's not your decision to make."

      "Of course it isn't," he said. "But I didn't go through all of that just to give you your poison right back." He went over to the dresser beneath a window and rattled a drawer, pulling out a fresh pair of jeans that he stuck his legs into. Pulling them up, he said, "You can leave if you want to, but you should know that there'll be more of me. And this time it won't be a lowly mayor sending a Huntsman after you."

      "He can't come after me anyway," she said. "You--"

      "I killed him, yes." There wasn't a note of contrition anywhere in his voice. "I had to. But that doesn't mean we got off Scott free."

      "No one cares about a little thing like a murder, anymore."

      "You'd be surprised," he said. "On the streets, maybe. Results of cheating husbands and wives, perhaps. All sorts of reasons to take another life; all of those are acceptable, I suppose. But not what we've done."

      She eased herself down on the chair, on the very edge, unsure. "And what is it that we've done?" She fixed her narrowed gaze on his. "Especially when I've done nothing. When it's you who did the killing."

      He laughed at that. "You've done the worst. Do you really think I'm working for the mayor?"

      "But he's supposed to be cleansing his district of zealots. That's what he said. That's why I was there. He hired you to arrest me."

      He pulled a spruce colored T-shirt over his head that made his eyes seem all the more green when he regarded her.

      "Seven months ago a man began spouting things about being able to change things. About his soul evolving. About the fact that maybe things weren't finished here like we all expected."

      A dark suspicion crept along her spine. "How long have you been watching me?"

      He smiled. "You first saw me four days ago." The way he said it, the very focused way he watched her face, she knew it was a lie.

      "How long?"

      "Come on, Theda. You know how long." He had the grace to look uncomfortable.

      Her mouth went dry. "My first trick. You knew him."

      He nodded. "Your first was the Beast's son."

      She noted the use of the past tense. "Was?"

      Ezekiel nodded. "A zealot is a zealot. He killed him. But not before He tortured information out of him. Or should I say, had information tortured out of him." The smile returned, but this time it snaked over Ezekiel's features in a way that made her spine tingle in realization and revulsion.

      "You killed him."

      He spread his hands to his sides, palms up. "What choice did I have? It was him or me. A man doesn't say no to the Beast."

      "And now it's you or me, I suppose." She was off the chair without even realizing she stood, backing toward the door. His re-vision stole back into her consciousness, and she felt again so clearly a sense of panic that she couldn't breathe.

      He was next to her in moments, before she could twist the handle of the door or bolt down the steps. His hand was on the small of her back, pulling her toward him, making her hips meet his. His other hand had found a way to capture her fingers, pulling them forward so that her palm met his chest. She could feel the thudding of his heart.

      "Once I saw it," he murmured. "Once I saw it all, I couldn't go back. I couldn't let them do to you what they planned." His eyes were searching hers and she felt trapped there, pinned by the force of the emotion in his voice.

      "If you saw it all, then you know what happened to you."

      His eyelids fluttered closed, remembering. "I do. I forgive you. If there is such a thing as forgiveness in these times, I forgive you."

      She twisted out of his arms. "Forgive me? You've got it all wrong."

      "Do I?" He looked confused. "I saw her, felt her pain, knew her desires. How can I have it wrong?"

      Theda stared at him. She wasn't sure now what he'd experienced and that made her question the whole vision. She always brought her johns straight to the life that was the core of their being. The life that caused them the most pain, created the most resonance in them because that was the ride that would earn her the next trick. Despite the fact that it was the only crime in new Earth, that she risked her life with each trick, she walked it with them, knew it with them, lived it with them. It had always been about earning enough to survive, never about caring what happened to them after. She thought with the god gone, evolution was impossible. She never once took the time to think those tricks were the ones that enabled the greatest change.

      She hung her head, thinking back to Ezekiel's re-vision, letting the memories of that lifetime wash back over her, feel the pain and anguish. She'd not given it much thought before. This last re-vision she'd been so close to the memory that it felt like her own. It felt familiar, too familiar. It had only been the generous amount of godspit in her system that enabled her to cushion herself from the resulting damage.

      She stepped away from Ezekiel, this time thinking she really would run. "Good, God," she said, forgetting for a moment that the word was enough to prove guilt of religion mongering. "You were her; you were Cathrin."

      He nodded. "I thought you understood that."

      "I should have," she said. "But it was too close. Too familiar. It felt like my own."

      "Theda?" He reached for her, trying to wrap his fingers around her elbow but she danced away.

      "Theda stop; tell me, why didn't the mayor see it?"

      Her mind reeled, trying to process what had happened to her. Why she would think it was her own past she'd seen. "What?" she asked, distracted. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean the mayor saw nothing when his finger was in your mouth. That's why he made me do it, remember?"

      Still pacing, flapping her arms because the question was immaterial at the moment. She had more pressing things on her mind. "The godspit. I had too much in me; there's no way he would see anything because I wasn't conscious enough."

      She'd been conscious enough for Ezekiel's, though. The remembrance created a pain so visceral, she thought she could poke at it if she pressed into her sternum hard enough. It was too close. Too close to merely be a walk-through.

      She started to spin in place, thinking she needed to get out, thinking she needed to find some godspit to reel her back in from this freefall, to give her the good old sense of grounding that only ecstasy could offer.

      She felt his hands on her arms, but she shook him off. She didn't want to look at him right now. She didn't want to think about anything. She didn't want to think about the fact that if that lifetime had been so familiar, she must have been part of it. She'd seen her own life as well as his.

      And if she wasn't Cathrin in his re-vision, then just who the hell had she been?
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      Theda didn't know who she'd been in the lifetime that she read for Ezekiel, but she knew who she was now, and that chick didn't like the feeling of freefall, of being out of control, of suddenly caring. It had been 48 hours or more since she'd taken her last godspit smear, and since then, she'd been abducted from her grotto beneath the bridge, charged with religion mongering in a post-apocalyptic, god-hating world, and been forced to provide a vision for the man who stood in front of her to prove religion mongering was exactly what she'd been doing. This man, Ezekiel, was attractive in a gut-wrenching sort of way, she had to admit that, but he was also the one completely responsible for the predicament she was now in. He had stolen her last smear and dragged her to this place somewhere in the western end of the city after killing her would-be executioners in the capitol building. He'd bathed her with and without her clothes because she'd been too far gone into withdrawal to rid herself of the blood from the murder and the accumulated filth that comes after a bunch of months without access to a shower. He'd been tender about it, sure, even respectful, as though he had some decent molecule somewhere in his body. But then he'd made her sleep on the floor next to his bed like a common dog.

      Oh, yeah; needing a godspit fix was an understatement.

      "I don't know what the hell is going on," she told him as she faced him where they stood in a top floor bedroom of Bridget's apartment. "But I want no part of it."

      She didn't care if this lover, friend, or accomplice of his named Bridget was awake down below puttering in the kitchen, if breakfast with bacon and sausages and scrambled eggs was waiting for her down there, or if Ezekiel passed Theda over the entire cache of godspit that he kept in his pocket--because she knew he had one; he'd taken them all from her friend Ami when he'd abducted her from the survivor station--and one of the smears was even hers, damn him. She was getting out of here. Getting the hell out of Dodge. Blowing this Popsicle stand and any other clichés from old Earth that she could think of.

      "It's too much, all too much." She made a move for the bedroom door, thinking out there in the streets was about as safe as inside an apartment where her bounty hunter could watch her day in and day out, but she felt him hook her elbow, pulling her backwards to his side.

      "You're not going anywhere," he said.

      "What are you going to do; Taser me like you did Ami?" She choked on the name, Ami, the one who gave her free coffee and free godspit to get her through her nights. The man who kept trying to coax her into a decent life and a decent bed, hoping she would join him in helping the unfortunate adjust to their new environment. The one who did truly seem a decent man in this world of ruin. The one Ezekiel had left lying incapacitated and vulnerable, damn him.

      "I could Taser you," he conceded, twisting his booted ankle about so she could see the butt of the weapon sticking out. "If I have to."

      "He was a decent guy and you left him good as dead."

      "Ah," he said. "Your young admirer. He was a dealer. You know that, right?" Ezekiel gave her a short shake. "I left him on the bed like you asked me to before you fled the scene like a criminal." He chuckled humorlessly, holding up his index finger to indicate he'd just thought of something. "Wait. You are a criminal."

      "Still. He didn't ask for that."

      His gaze fell to her mouth and lingered there, making her squirm. "I left him alive, at least," he said.

      "Until the Beast's men find him. That's what you said when we left the capitol; that he was as good as dead." She stared sullenly down at his boots, wondering when he'd had time to put them on.

      He jerked on her elbow, dragging her toward the bed.

      "You can stall all you want, pretending you care about that lovesick fool; you're not leaving," Ezekiel said to her, squeezing into her elbow just enough to make her wince.

      "The hell I'm not."

      He shook his head. Charcoal colored hair fell into his eyes as he loosened his hold and tried to ease her onto the bed. "Be smart, Minou. They'll find you. Just like I did."

      She resisted. She didn't want to be calm, sit prissily on the bed. She wanted out.

      She struggled to remember everything he'd told her back in the capitol building, before she'd been forced to see him through a vision that even now made her tremble. It was a difficult task; the copious amounts of godspit she'd ingested over the last couple of days had begun to play with the time line, but she was sure he'd told her he'd been watching her for months, trying to gain the evidence he needed to prove that she was religion mongering.

      "They might find me, but they won't know anything." She resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him. "You didn't know anything for months."

      "You've got it all wrong, Minou. I knew right away."

      "And you let me ply my trade for seven months? I doubt it." All her struggles did no good; he somehow wrestled her onto the bed without effort.

      "I didn't just watch you for seven months." His lips took on a regretful twist, and he seemed to have a hard time holding her eye. "I gathered information on you."

      She gave him a wary look. "Gathered information? Does that mean you delivered it?"

      "Yes, it does."

      "That doesn't mean anything. They can't prove anything because there's nothing to prove. I'm not a religion monger. I don't go about telling people that god cares. That they can save their souls. It's all too late for that. We all know that." She was on her feet again, waving her arms frantically by now, unable to contain her sense of impotence. Nothing was making sense. She knew that the Beast wanted to rid the world of any spark of religious fervor, but really, what was the point. The god had come and gone. There was nothing left in the world except debauchery. Everything else seemed a moot point.

      "You don't get it, do you? They don't want proof."

      "Then what was all of that back in the capitol building?" She poked him in the chest with her finger. "Tell me that. If they didn't want proof then why did they force me to read for you?"

      It had been a horrific reading, one she'd been forced to perform tied to a chair. The vision was so familiar as she walked through it that she felt as though the life she'd led him through was her own. Just thinking about it made the panic rise again. Witch trials and torture and executions without proof. If not for the highly erotic part of the beginning of his vision, she would swear history was trying to repeat itself. The erotic part: well, that made her peer up at him surreptitiously. If he'd been the Cathrin woman in the vision, she'd been pretty damn promiscuous; it made her wonder if the soul he'd been still had a taste for ménage. Her face burned at the thought and she had to hide it behind the back of her hand as she pretended to wipe fury from her expression. She caught sight of her finger and remembered the feel of his in her mouth as he bled onto her tongue.

      "Let me see you where you cut yourself," she said, grabbing for his arm, intending to examine the point of the finger he'd cut when he'd slipped it, blood and all, into her mouth and against her tongue, bringing on the vision.

      He put his hands behind his back and she wrestled him, twisting his wrist. "Let me see it," she said. "I bet I can do it for you again. Maybe this time I'll find an even better lifetime for you. One where you're the zealot and you're the one being hunted."

      "What am I some kind of Pixy Stix?" he growled, pulling away from her and inspecting his fingertip.

      She straightened up and faced him, chastened but unwilling to appear so. "You were plenty willing back at the capitol building."

      "I was doing what I was told. What I was paid for." He sighed, stepping an easy arm's distance away.

      "And what the hell were you paid for, except to abduct an innocent young woman?"

      He sighed, rolling his eyes as if he wanted to debate the point of her innocence, but instead said, "A test."

      "And I failed it, I presume."

      "Quite the opposite. They wanted to know if you could truly see. They wanted to know if you were the girl responsible for the new zealots. But it didn't matter what the result was. They were going to kill you, anyway. Too many people believe in your little trick to let you go."

      For a moment, she thought of the hunger the woman in his vision had felt for the two men she shared, the reason she ended up with a pouch of gunpowder around her neck, and tied to a cross. She had to remind herself that Ezekiel had been that woman. She remembered the pain he'd endured at the hands of a trumped up witch trial. But it was the other players in the vision that had her attention as she looked at him. She'd been one of them, of that she was certain, but the reality of it, that she had no idea which one, was the real reason for the panic. She'd have to stop thinking about that. That way, lay madness. Hell, she wished she had a godspit smear. She studied her toes, wiggling them on the carpet.

      "It's not a trick," she admitted sullenly after a long moment and peered up at him to see his reaction.

      His eyes locked on hers and something in his posture softened. "I know," he said.

      "What I do has nothing to do with religion, either." She took a step toward him, thinking for some strange reason that if she could convince him of the truth, that she could convince anybody and then this whole mess would be over. She could forget about that vision. She could pretend she'd never had it and move on.

      "I just need to eat," she said. "I told you. I told them. I'm just trying to survive. Surely they'll understand that."

      He spread his arms. "Look around you. Religion destroyed the world long before the god came. It's not about evil or good anymore. Those things have gone."

      "I know," she mumbled. It was true. The notion of good and evil was an antiquated one that proved to bring the world to near destruction for its entire existence. The Holocaust of the god's return proved to be the closest Earth had ever come to extinction and yet here they still were. The Beast wasn't about to let it happen again.

      "But you're wrong," she said. "You can't just set the clock back. We're not Neanderthals. The Beast can't stop us from believing what we want. We have sentience."

      "Some sentience," Ezekiel said. He reached into his jacket pocket and plucked out a handful of smears, showing them to her. She felt the saliva flood her mouth at the sight of them and turned away before he could notice the hunger or guilt on her face.

      "See?" he said. "We're all just back to basics. So many of us."

      The way he said it, the tone in his voice made her look up at him sharply.

      She could feel her eyelids slit together in suspicious study. How dare he presume to show empathy. "You have no idea."

      "You don't know me."

      "I don't want to know you," she said. "I just want to get out of here. I don't want to have anything to do with any of this."

      "You're already involved, Minou. They want you dead. That's all there is to it."

      She snorted. "Me and a dozen other religion mongers," she said. "Let them go find one of them."

      "They will," he said. "Don't you worry. And they will find you, and they will make an example of you."

      She gave him a hard look. "I want my smear back. And I want some clothes." She picked at the oversized T-shirt she wore to replace the clothes he'd cut from her in the tub. The memory of that experience burned on her cheeks as hotly as the steamy memory of Cathrin and her two lovers.

      Exasperation chiseled itself onto his face, but he turned on his heel and left the room only to return moments later with a pile of material.

      "You and Bridget are about the same size." He threw jeans at her first, followed by a plaid shirt, some socks, and a sports bra. He held a thong by its string. She noticed it still had a store tag. "Not as pretty as yours, but I trust these will do?" He asked so sweetly she wanted to kick him in the shins.

      The flaming of her cheeks went behind her ears as she thought of the ratty underwear he'd taken off of her the night before, but she grabbed at the thong just the same.

      "Does Bridget know you rummage through her things?" She shoved one foot through a leg hole then the other, pulling the underwear up beneath the T-shirt as quickly as she could.

      "Don't worry about Bridget." He grinned almost playfully, watching her. "I've had my hands in her drawers before. She'll be okay with it."

      Theda glared at him. The way he watched her through those hooded eyelids with those thick charcoal eyelashes did things to her she didn't want to admit. And thinking of that same gaze settling on the woman she remembered seeing the previous night did even worse things to her. She had to remind herself that he was a bounty hunter, looking to earn a few coins for her arrest no matter how it had ended up.

      "How about some privacy?" She tried to keep her voice even.

      His glance fell to her bare thigh as he shrugged. "Awfully shy all of a sudden for a girl who knows I've seen the entire package," he said, squinting at her. He paused at the door, hand on the knob before he turned back toward her. "Don't do anything stupid."

      She wanted to tell him that stupidity wouldn't have enabled her to survive on her own after the Holocaust, but he'd twisted the knob and left the room before she had the chance.

      He was waiting outside the door when she exited. His hand rested on the banister at the top of the stairs. Fragrant smells of cooking came from below: bacon, ironically, and the smell of cinnamon. Despite herself, her mouth watered and her stomach growled at her. Maybe she didn't have to be in that much of a hurry.

      "A bite to eat," she said, inhaling the wonderful aroma. "Then I'm off."

      "Suit yourself," he said.

      She pushed past him, already imagining French toast and bacon sitting on a white plate, fork tucked neatly beside it. Her foot was on the top tread when Bridget appeared below. In the light of day, not blurred over by eyes suffering the rackings of withdrawal, Theda could see how beautiful Bridget was. Hair as glossy black as liquid tar with a sapphire gaze. Theda imagined those narrow hips sporting the thong Ezekiel had dug out of Bridget's dresser. A lover, Ezekiel had called her. Had his hands in her drawers plenty of times. Theda jammed her hands into the jeans pockets, feeling along her own hip bone. It stuck out in a way that made her chew her lip.

      The woman looked up at them, arms crossed. "The girl's on the Promo," she said flatly.

      On the Promo. The next thing after the electricity to get turned back on. The way for the Beast to pipe through his new edicts. Broadcast on high-definition screens that ran across the buildings they were mounted on. Not many left, true, those remnants of marketing campaigns in the old world, but one or two throughout the city in highly visible spots. That meant they'd already begun searching for her. That meant every bounty hunter within reach of the signal would be on the prowl.

      She gave Ezekiel a twisted half smile. "Let them look," she said with a haughtiness she didn't feel. "The only visual they could possibly have of me is from years ago."

      She imagined the most recent photo, taken before her father had decided to exorcise the prophetess out of his wife. That had been at least five years ago when Theda had braces like most teenagers. She'd been more plump then, the result of the coddling an only child was entitled to. Her hair dyed half a dozen colors, violet being the most prominent. There was no way they'd be able to match that sweet, self-entitled to face to the gaunt, haunted mask she knew she wore now.

      "I could be standing right next to my photo and they'd never know," she said and sauntered down two more steps only to halt at the sound of his voice.

      "Afraid not, Minou."

      She turned, taking in his full height warily. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean they would have somehow gotten their hands on a recent photo."

      Comprehension dawned. "Somehow; meaning you took a picture of me."

      "Took it, delivered it. Identified you by your Mark." He jammed his hands into his jeans pockets. "They know who you are and what you look like. They even know the street you trick out on."

      Theda studied the back of her hand where her identification had been dyed into the skin. A means, so the Establishment said, to cut down on identity theft. "So I'm screwed."

      "You were screwed. But now I've got you." He seemed pleased with himself.

      "Doubly screwed, then." She looked down at the gorgeous woman at the bottom of the stairs, up at the man who had abducted her and then saved her life. Had his hands in Bridget's drawers plenty of times, this lover of his. His hands, so often rough with Theda in these last two days, had been gentle in the tub, caring. She imagined those hands roaming Bridget's body, gentle, loving, but urgent.

      "I don't think I'm hungry anymore," she said and did her best to hold his gaze until he gave in and nodded.

      "Suit yourself," he said. "But she makes a hell of a brunch. You might want to rethink it."

      "What I think is that I'll lie down." She put her fingers to her temple for just the right effect. He seemed to buy it. They both did.

      He galloped down the steps toward the aromas of bacon and cinnamon and she watched him go. They could have a good breakfast together, those two, smiling across the table at each other. They could even hold hands across the gingham tablecloth for all she cared.

      She had much better things in mind to ward off the hunger.
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      Ezekiel had caught her with her hands in his jacket pocket earlier, trying to steal the cache of godspit that he'd stolen from Ami, but she hadn't spent the last year on the streets without learning a thing or two. Big bad bounty hunter really needed to be more observant if he wanted to stay a step ahead of his prey. One thing she'd learned during her time on the streets was that people saw what they wanted to see. Ezekiel wanted to see her put the smears back into his pocket and so she obliged him quite willingly, offering up the expected guilty look, even. She'd made a big show of putting them back from where she'd extracted them, but she'd flipped one of the smears between her fingers as she showed him her palm, proving that she was a good girl, after all, properly reverent and obedient.

      She couldn't imagine a better time to bliss out than when she was safely ensconced in an upscale west end apartment with the bounty hunter charged with hunting her down protecting her. It was a gift if she'd ever seen one. She should feel guilty, like being given a Christmas present when you haven't bought something in return, but the notion of Christmas was long gone with the notion of guilt. And damned if she didn't feel almost as though she was expecting an entire Christmas tree of unexpected gifts beneath the boughs. She couldn't remember a time when she felt as excited about doing a smear. Usually there was the tiniest bit of worry that while she was incapacitated and in the throes, she could be leaving herself vulnerable to just about any danger possible in the supercity. Ezekiel had even found her that way the night he first tried to abduct her: being assaulted by two disgusting derelicts, unable to fully resist.

      But she wouldn't think about Ezekiel. She wouldn't think about the way he'd pulled those two rapists off her when she couldn't prevent them from taking advantage of her ecstasy, and she wouldn't think about the way his eyes peered at her in the street light, making her feel grateful for the first time in months. Making her feel something she didn't think she ever remembered feeling.

      Enough about Ezekiel and enough about all of this zealot business, about the sense that she had lived a lifetime with him long before, one filled with torturous agony and passionate trysts. She had a full smear waiting for her. She had a real bed waiting for her. She had any number of hours stretching out ahead of her and if she didn't do it right now, it would be all she would think about until she finally succumbed anyway. Best get on with it.

      She hooked off the sneakers, pressing each toe into each heel and kicking them next to the bed. Now that she'd decided to go through with it, she couldn't get her clothes off fast enough. Her mouth kept flooding with water and her tongue felt about twice its size. She shook her hands out, drew in several deep breaths, then lay backwards on the bed. She was closing her eyes even as the smear touched her tongue and in seconds the hot oil feeling had seeped into each pore.

      She thought she sank beneath the oil at first and she could swear that the bliss smile had pulled at the corners of her mouth, except something wasn't quite right. There was an army of tiny ants crawling over her skin, biting her in unison here and there like hot pokers pressing into her flesh. First her bicep, then her ribs. Once she thought they'd even found a way to make her cheek feel as though it had been slapped.

      She tried to open her eyes; there was too much oil lubricating them shut. All she could manage was a greased smile that somehow got pinched together so hard her jaw gaped open and her cheeks ached.

      She started to float then and she thought, finally. The godspit had taken over, driving the ants back to their nest. It would be okay now. She'd float and watch the lights and lose everything except the pure euphoria filling her to the roots of her hair.

      [image: ]

      She woke shivering. At first, she wasn't sure she had opened her eyes at all; the darkness was so complete. Before she could orient herself she realized the bed was no longer soft and warm; it didn't yield beneath her shoulder like it should and it smelled of cement and wet leaves. Even so, there was no need for panic; all she had to do was take a breath, force it down to her toes, swallow. Her hands groped into the darkness anyway, searching for information that she could feed to her still-fuzzy brain. She expected to reach out into a good deal of space, but her fingers tangled into something scratchy and holey, like an old-fashioned Afghan.

      "Finally awake?"

      Ezekiel's voice had come from somewhere up around her head. She tried to crane her neck to see him, but even as she tilted her head, she began to realize he was hovering over her, probably mere inches above. She wished she could see him. She wished she could see anything.

      She wanted to ask where they were, but all that came out was a groan. She didn't need him to speak again to know he was furious with her. The tension was enough to light the dark. Better to try to figure out her location. A cursory search with palms over her body told her she was still undressed, but that she did indeed have some sort of homemade crocheted blanket wrapped around her. Her nose told her she was lying very close to some sort of cement wall, that the wall was curved and that it was damp. A drain. That's where they were. And it was obviously nighttime.

      "Why?" she managed to croak out.

      He snorted. "Why? I could ask you the same thing."

      She wouldn't defend herself for using the smear. She didn't regret it. "It was mine. I had a right to use it."

      "There's an addict for you, thinking of yourself first."

      It occurred to her that he could have just dumped her in the storm drain and left her.

      "Thank you," she said.

      "For what?"

      "For making sure I have a safe place to stay."

      She tried to squirm out of the blanket or at least get her arms free so she could find some sort of sitting position, hunkered inside. Her night vision began to adjust and she could make out the way he was curled into the drainage pipe, his arms crossed over his knees. Some of the light from the street leaked in enough that she could see the outline of his face. She imagined how he'd look in the full light, ridiculously overlarge like Clifford the Big Red Dog. She thought she might smile at the image, but then remembered he'd dumped her in a drain pipe.

      She moaned herself upright, wrapping the blanket behind her shoulders and stretching it to her toes. Through the opening, she could see street lamps and beyond those a few squares of dim light that would undoubtedly be apartment windows in the west end. She could do worse, she supposed. She wouldn't be able to set up shop for a while, all things considered, but she might be able to find her way back to the survivor station, get a sandwich from Ami if he was still alive, maybe enough smears to last a week if he took pity on her, make her way back here and lay low until this all blew over.

      "Did you at least bring my clothes?" she asked him. She could make the trek in her underwear, shoeless, but it would look strange enough that it might draw attention.

      "You really are piece of work," he said.

      "I don't think it's too much to ask; you cut my clothes up after all. Granted, you did wrap me in a blanket so I wouldn't freeze when you kicked me out, but that's no reason I shouldn't expect the decency of clothing."

      "Do you have any idea what we went through?"

      A chill swept down her spine and she had to wrap the blanket tighter. "I imagine one of you--probably Bridget--saw me lying there." She said the name with a touch of spite in her tone because thinking of Bridget and her perfect face made her want to hit something. "Then I suppose after she'd taken time to make the bacon and eggs and pancakes and all those nice little things that make a person expect a thank you, she felt as though I was taking advantage." She chewed the inside of her cheek in silence for a moment. "So yeah," she said. "I'm pretty sure I have a good idea."

      She expected him to protest, not touch her gently beneath the chin with his fingers, tilting her face toward his. His mouth was so close to hers his words could have come from her lungs. "You infuriate me," he said. "You're so damaged you can't even see what's in front of you."

      "I see plenty," she argued.

      His fingers swept behind her ear, cupping the back of her neck and massaging just beneath the bone at the base of her skull. She thought for a second that he might kiss her; he was already pulling her close, snaking his other arm behind her back. In that moment, her stomach churned with the possibility of it. She went as limp as she could, yielding to him, letting her torso arch into his.

      She wasn't sure how he managed it, but he yanked her backwards from the storm drain, blanket and all, out into the air currents of the supercity. The blanket was stuck between them, her back vulnerable and cold as the breeze hit it. Her bare feet told her exactly how late the night was; the frigid pavement sent shocks straight to her knees.

      "You want to get high," he said, his mouth sounded like it was clenched into a line of tightly controlled anger. "I'll get you high. I'll get you good and high, high enough that you'll wish I'd never found you."

      She was still trying to process everything, grasping at the blanket, trying to wrap it around herself to find some warmth, when he picked her up and flung her over his shoulder.

      "It was my own smear," she argued against his back, acutely aware of his stubbled chin and jaw against her bare ass cheek. "It was mine to take as I wanted. You stole it from me."

      "You could have waited," he said.

      She felt him striding off, had to grip his waist to keep herself from bouncing against him.

      "Where are you taking me?"

      "Where you belong, obviously. You don't seem to care what kind of danger you're in."

      His idea of where she belonged became clear a few blocks later where she found herself plopped down unceremoniously onto her feet in front of a below street-level door. He pulled the blanket from her shoulders and flung it into the corner of the gutter, leaving her bare of everything but her borrowed bra and thong. She stood gaping at him, pulling her arms up around her chest because she was both cold and afraid. She wasn't sure what she was going to do with her bottom half.

      "This is surreal; you have no right," she started to say, but he placed his palm over her mouth ever so gently.

      "There's no such thing as rights anymore, remember?" His face was close to hers in the dark and she could smell the soap on him from his shower the night before. "You almost died today, do you know that?" The throatiness of his voice unnerved her.

      "That was yesterday," she said into his hand, working hard to remember. Time really was slipping through her fingers.

      Without a word, he took his hand off her mouth and rapped the door smartly. It yawned open, held ajar by a petite and effeminate young man wearing leather from head to toe. "Are you returning, renting, or buying?"

      Ezekiel pushed past him, pulling Theda stumbling along in her bare feet. "None of the above, Sasha," he said. "I brought my own."

      The use of his name made Sasha take a longer look at Ezekiel. "Ah, it's you, Eazy. It's been a while." He sounded displeased but Ezekiel made no apology.

      Theda peered into the smoky gloom. She could make out sofas against the wall, a few broad well-cushioned recliners. There were shelves along the walls that might at one time have been made to contain books, but instead were now filled with hookahs and liquor bottles. A few well-dressed businessmen lounged about, smoking and drinking. A handful of chicly dressed women sipped cocktails. So this was where the esteemed of the west end spent their free time.

      "This way," Ezekiel jerked on her wrist, urging her to follow him behind the effeminate doorman, who looked back over his shoulder briefly.

      "I take it you're looking for the den," Sasha said.

      "Yes," Ezekiel responded.

      Sasha halted midway down a long hallway in front of double French doors. There was a podium much like one would see at a high-end restaurant with a leather bound appointment book and feathered pen atop.

      "Neck, wrist, or waist?" he asked and gave Theda an assessing look that sent her hands to her chest and hips at the same time, trying feebly to cover herself. "Neck, I'd say."

      Ezekiel turned his green eyed stare on her and for a moment she felt even more naked. "Waist," he said, correcting the young man.

      Sasha took a few steps to the left, just beyond the podium and pulled open an ornate chest.

      "What is this?" she asked Ezekiel. "What did you mean by waist?"

      Ezekiel's charcoal brow lifted matter-of-factly. "He wants to know what kind of leash you'll be wearing."
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      Her mouth went dry, and she could feel the last of her buzz leaking out her ears. She could swear she shouted obscenities at him, but Ezekiel merely shrugged in that offhand way he had that made everything seem as though he'd just been offered tea.

      The effeminate rattled around inside the chest for a few moments then held up a length of chain ending in a wide belt that came together into locking ends.

      Theda flew at Ezekiel, fists landing wherever she could score. He gripped her wrist on her last punch and twisted just enough that she found herself pulled backward against him, chest heaving. His heart thudded against her back; his muscled thighs pinioned hers.

      She felt his mouth caress her ear. "It's not what you think, Minou. Trust me." His tone turned apologetic, but she realized as he spoke that the tone wasn't for her benefit; it was for Sasha's. "They say they'll do anything, until they actually get here," he told Sasha in a pained voice.

      "I understand; it happens more than you know," the man said, eying her toe to head. "Pity you aren't selling her; she'd bring a tidy profit with that honeyed hair, ratty though it is." He combed through his own fastidiously as though to instruct her to do the same.

      Theda twisted, trying to aim a kick at him. Sasha grinned. "I'll give you ten thousand for her. That sultry, haunted look, and that kind of spit doesn't show itself in her kind very often, if you catch the pun."

      Several things ran through her mind, not the least of which the concern that she was actually being sold. Human trafficking stories rose after the god came and left, but she'd never known anyone who went missing, had just assumed it happened somewhere, just out of her sphere. She could imagine it on the eastern part of the city, but the west?

      "I'm in a spitters' den, aren't I," she hissed. "You brought me to a spitters' den."

      She felt Ezekiel nod. "Now put your leash on like a good slave and I'll take you through. Show you what you're missing."

      "Fifteen thousand," Sasha--the owner, Theda now realized, said.

      "I'll cut your throat in your sleep," she growled at him, but it only resulted in him upping his price.

      "I'd better get you out of here before I have a chance to make my year's wage," Ezekiel drawled. He took the leash from Sasha and was wrapping it around Theda's waist when Sasha stepped close enough to hold out a jangling set of cuffs.

      "You might want these too," he said.

      "I have my own," Ezekiel told him and then reached down into his boot. He extracted the Taser. "And I have this."

      She'd forgotten about that. Time really had slipped by if she could forget his early threat of using it on her. By now she didn't doubt at all that he would use it.

      "Aren't you afraid we'll be recognized?" she whispered, close to his ear, keeping her eye on Sasha, trying to assess whether or not he thought they looked familiar. "I mean you're in just as much of a mess as I am."

      Ezekiel peered up at her as he clicked the lock closed. "Safest place for us, Minou," he told her. "Folks will be too busy with their own activities to care about us."

      "You don't have to do this," she said.

      "I think I do. I think you need to see where you could end up even if you do manage to escape the beast's henchmen."

      "Henchmen like you," she goaded.

      He said nothing to that, merely pushed open the right door and pulled on her leash just hard enough to let her know he was in command. She resisted for half a moment until the belt cut into the skin of her torso.

      Sasha placed his hand gracefully on the door. "The small matter of payment?" One delicate brow arched itself over a dark chocolate eye.

      "Of course," Ezekiel said. With his free hand, he reached into the inside of his jacket and extracted a manila envelope. Theda recognized it as the payment he'd received from the mayor for abducting her. "How much for a private room, say for two nights?"

      Without so much as looking at the envelope, Sasha stretched his palm out. "You know full well the room is 400 per night, the smears, the leash, the silence is a thousand."

      Theda watched him count out several $100 bills, her mind racing. The payment included a room for two nights as well as smears and silence. Perhaps this was the safest place for her. So what if she had to wear a stupid belt that connected her to Ezekiel in a demeaning way, she could ignore it if it got her a warm bed and a few smears to pass the time. She just hoped he'd leave her the Taser just in case this worm of a man next to them got any weird ideas.

      "Just how much did they pay you for me?" she asked.

      He cocked his head. "A goodly sum."

      "Does Bridget know you come here?" She said, at least wanting to get in one parting shot before he saw her to her room and went back to his lover.

      He yanked on her leash irritably. "I don't want to talk about Bridget."

      He pulled her through the door into a room filled with a different sort of john than she'd seen in the reception area. Here, through the haze of tobacco and pot smoke, there was a mix of women and men in various states of dress and undress. A group of young men circled together in the far corner, standing around in a familiar way that reminded Theda of a time during her childhood when one of her friends was getting bullied. Then, they'd circled around him, protecting him from prying eyes as each one of them took turns beating on him. She was just making the connection between that episode and what she was seeing when she realized that each of the young men in the spitters' den was pushing his pants to his knees.

      "What--" she started to say.

      "Don't look at what you don't want to see," Ezekiel told her, but it was too late. She realized exactly what they were doing even as she caught sight of a girl about her own age reclining on a sofa in the middle of them. She wore a collar around her neck and nothing else. Her fingers were buried in her sex, and the glazed over look that kept her eyes from focusing never strayed to the sight of a dozen erect members aiming for her bare skin. It just pinned itself to the ceiling as though she were wishing herself aloft.

      "Oh, dear heaven," Theda blurted when a lanky youth jammed his erection into the girl's pliant mouth and began pumping.

      "Don't use that terminology here," Ezekiel said, pulling on the leash, aiming her away from viewing the corner. "I'm working hard at a good cover and I don't want your sultry, haunted voice to blow it."

      "Are you making fun of me?"

      "Never," he said, crossing two fingers over his heart, a smile playing over his mouth.

      Theda looked around her more closely, wincing as she witnessed scene after scene of hedonism. "I thought maybe they just came here to--"

      "Use?" He chuckled. "It's more complex than that," he said. "Some are actually here voluntarily."

      "Because of the godspit," she guessed.

      "Smart girl," he said. "Those work for it, and the patrons take advantage of their addiction." He sighed. "They're all trash, really."

      Trash, like her, she knew he wanted to say, and mentally tipped her hat to his restraint. She took note of the room in full. Several young women performing a miscellany of sexual acts, some more violent than others, some more risqué: all of them just to the right of ordinary. There were men too, and not just as johns, but as the gigolo: some with women, some with men. Those with men seemed to fare worse than the rest. Theda found she couldn't look at the pairs of them; it was just too violent.

      "So that's what the owner meant when he asked you if you were renting, returning, or buying. He meant me."

      He nodded. "You have spitter written all over you, Minou. Sorry."

      "And the non-volunteers?"

      "You have to ask?"

      She shuddered. Slaves. All here because of the godspit.

      "You wanted me to see this," she said, realization dawning. She turned to him in accusation. "You intended all along to bring me here; why didn't you just bring me while I was blissed out."

      He gave her a sardonic grin and pulled on the chain, making her stumble. "And have you miss the show?" He tugged on her chain again, this time with more purpose; it rattled noisily. She would have resisted except his cocky grin had shifted to something just shy of apologetic.

      "You needed to see it. This room is just the tip of the iceberg; worse things go on in the private rooms. This place, while worse than reception, is for those who can't afford to buy the kind of anonymity and silence that the more shocking activities require."

      For a second she felt sick and the feeling of freefall rushed back, making her dizzy. "Why are you taking me there then?" She pulled back on the chain, putting her weight into it until he stepped closer, close enough to put his Palm behind her back to guide her gently forward.

      "Relax. We just need the anonymity and silence. I don't plan on doing anything shocking to you." He lifted a brow playfully. "Of course if you wish to do so to me, I'd have to tell you I draw the line at sharing you with another man."

      The reference to his vision made her clamp her mouth closed and seeing it, he let go a throaty chuckle. she trotted toward a hallway behind him, trying to avoid making eye contact with any of the occupants of the room. She knew that he was doing this to try and get her off the drugs, give her a reason to go straight, but all that he'd managed to do was push it that much closer to the front of her mind. She could see that some of the crowd was completely in the throes of euphoria, that regardless of what was being done to them, they looked so completely ecstatic that all she could think was how badly her skin itched, how a smear could smooth out the sensory overload of reality. She had to swallow down a sudden flood of water and will it to stay down until they stood outside a broad, oak door. Her home for the next few days. She couldn't pretend it wasn't a dozen steps up from grotto or drainage pipe.

      Their room reminded Theda of old Earth movies with dungeons and torture chambers. Despite her earlier reflection that it was a decent alternative, she balked at the door when Ezekiel pushed it open and she saw a small cage large enough to fit a large breed dog. She knew right away what the cage was for even before she noticed the assortment of whips and handcuffs hanging beside it. A table in the corner held a dozen candles, and a chest hunkered threateningly beside it.

      "I promise I won't hurt you," he said.

      "I'm not sure I want to know exactly how you knew this place existed," she said, stepping into the room and pressing her back against the wall opposite the cage. She eyed it warily. There was a stainless bowl in the corner. "And I don't want to know how you know Sasha."

      He eased the door closed and drew his hands along her chain until she had to step forward close enough that he could wrap his fingers on the belt. Two twists and he had it adroitly opened.

      "And I really don't want to know how you got that open so easily," she mumbled.

      He peered up at her. "I guess I have some experience," he said, smiling.

      He dropped the belt to the floor in a heap atop the chain, then sighed heavily. "I suppose you can shower if you like; I'll see if I can find something for you to put on. Maybe get you some food." He looked her up and down, his gaze lingering a little too long on her navel. "Meanwhile, why not find something to put on?"

      He nodded toward a king size box spring and mattress that was covered with what looked like black vinyl. She couldn't imagine how that clammy looking material would feel against her skin, but it had to be better than the way he kept trying to avoid looking at her. She had the nearly irresistible urge to turn away from that gaze, but she knew that her back view was just as revealing.

      She inched toward the bed and pulled the cover off, wrapping it around herself sarong style. She was right: it felt disgusting. She didn't even want to admit to herself that the sheets beneath it were made of plastic.

      "The door locks from inside," he said to her. "Can I trust you to let me back in?"

      She chewed her lip at that. "I have no doubt Sasha will find some way to punish me if I don't."

      "It's nothing to what I'll do to you." He stuck his hands in his jacket pockets, seeming to be considering something. "Don't let anyone else in," he finally said.

      She held up her hand in mock surrender. "All right, already. No worries."

      There was a long, tense moment as they regarded each other. It seemed there was something being left unsaid, but she couldn't imagine what it was. She thought of Bridget and what she would say if she realized her lover was here in this place, wrangling a room for a sex slave.

      "It's safe here," he said. "You'll be okay 'til I get back."

      She eyed him warily. "Get back?"

      "Sure," he said. "I'm just going for clothes."

      She watched the outline of his hands in his pockets, the fingers twisting about in there until he finally pulled them free and with a haggard sigh pulled the envelope again from inside the breast pocket. He peeled a series of bills from the much thinner pile of bounty and passed them to her.

      "Just in case," he said.

      She took them hesitantly, thinking it was a trick, watching him run his tongue into the corner of his mouth, considering, before he turned on his booted heel and left. Theda looked down at the money in her hand after he'd gone: four $100 bills. Enough for an extra night in this godforsaken place. Enough for at least a few dozen egg salad sandwiches and pot after pot of hot coffee.

      Enough for half a dozen godspit smears.

      It was that last thought that sent a gasp from her lungs like a quiet exhale of surprised pleasure.
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      She waited as long as she could; perched on the edge of the plastic sheet, making sure Ezekiel was good and gone. By her reckoning, at least half an hour had passed, plenty of time for him to get out of the building. A niggle in the back of her mind nagged her about being trusted, of taking advantage of trust, but she squashed each thought ruthlessly. If he was foolish enough to leave a girl alone with four hundred dollars, then he deserved what he got. It wasn't as though she had to use the smears right away. All she had to do was buy them and hide them and then she could have one anytime she needed it. She didn't have to wait to see if he'd parcel out the ones from his stash or worse: decide not to give them to her at all.

      She could be in control, get some harness put on this sense of freefall, reign in this motherfucken carriage so to speak. She was in the perfect place to score. In fact, she was in better shape here than she would be plying her trade on the streets. It would be insane not to use the opportunity.

      She turned to the wall of mirrors and adjusted the black vinyl bedspread so that it was knotted between her breasts, then realized that the white sports bra ruined the effect. Far easier to score if she looked the part, so she stripped herself of the bedspread and peeled out of the bra. She left the thong on, for all the coverage it offered, and retied the bedspread around her breasts again. The material snaked behind her like a train that could be considered quite chic if she played her cards right. And she intended to play them well.

      Clenching the bills, she let herself out of the room and made sure to leave it unlocked so she could get back in. A sense of excitement began to build in her chest, making her breath come in short spasms, the feeling of anticipation, of knowing that soon she would have her hands on enough smears to take her through an entire week.

      She walked down the hallway head down, with purposeful steps. If a girl wanted to look like she belonged, she didn't go gawking around as though she was a tourist. Halfway down the corridor, a man exited a room, pulling along a sloe-eyed teenage girl wearing a Cleopatra type costume. It was cleverly designed so that the manacles on her wrist were gold colored and painted to look like they were inlaid with lapis lazuli. Except for the fact that the girl had a decidedly vacant stare and rattled along behind her master of the moment, the costume could have been quite stunning. Theda was just beginning to think Sasha was some sort of genius when the man turned on his slave and backhanded her hard enough across the cheek that she stumbled backward and fell against the wall. She slid down it and crumpled into a pile.

      Theda's first instinct was to run; this was no business of hers, but as she tried to inch past, the girl whimpered pitifully. Theda made the mistake of making eye contact.

      "Please," the girl said, but Theda wasn't sure who she was pleading with.

      The man loomed over the girl and grabbed her by the hair, pulling her to her feet. "You forget yourself, Salima," he growled and twisted the girl close to him, glaring down at her face as he pulled her head back. "A queen doesn't beg," he said. "Must I return you to the boutique?"

      Theda tried to ease her way past, but the girl had begun to sob uncontrollably despite the orders to shut up, despite the vicious shaking the man had begun to deliver. Theda didn't know what the boutique was, but the word seemed to have stolen the last of the girl's buzz and sent her into a fit of wailing that only infuriated her master more. It must be one powerful motherfucker of a word.

      "Excuse me?" Theda said and wished even as the words came from her mouth that she could bite her tongue. This was no way to get her fix. No way at all.

      The man whirled on her, pulling the girl along in a renewed whimpering mess. He had pock marks on his nose large enough that the dirt within made them look like moles. Theda tried her best to disguise the shudder that moved up her spine. He looked like he would speak except for the rage that had captured his tongue.

      Theda locked eyes with Salima's. They were black and wide and even in the light of the hallway, she couldn't tell where the girl's pupils ended and irises began. Cleopatra was a perfect persona for the girl. Theda bent over delicately, in a purposefully subtle bow toward the pile of dung that still gripped the girl by her hair.

      "You purchased her from the boutique?"

      She couldn't see him from her subjugated position, but she could tell by the tightness of his voice that his entire face had become a pinched up pile of muscle. "That's none of your business, bitch. Now move on."

      She showed him her fist of money. "Is this enough to get me into the boutique?"

      There was a pause and she dared peer up at the piece of shit. He'd relaxed his hold on the girl's hair just enough that the skin around her eyes returned to normal. "A girl like you doesn't need money to get in," he said, staring at her without blinking.

      "How fortunate," she said, hoping that the small respite had made him forget his anger at the girl. It wasn't much, but it was all Theda had to offer. Salima had already stopped whimpering and was making barely audible little choking sounds that indicated she was gathering her wits back together. Theda offered her a brief look of apology and then turned to make her way down the rest of the hallway. She got nearly a dozen paces before the man called out to her.

      "Hey, spitter," he said and waited for her to turn around.

      When she didn't, he chuckled loudly enough that Theda could make out the undercurrent of cruelty within it.

      "Tell them I sent you," he called after her. "Maybe they'll turn you into an Anne Boleyn." At this he laughed straight out and Theda could hear the chain rattling again, Salima's sobs renewing.

      That was about as much salvation as Theda had in her. She fled the rest of the hallway, her bare feet catching in the material of the bed spread as she stumbled into the yawning expanse of the common room. She took a few moments to catch her breath, and realized her cheeks were wet.

      If she ever needed a godspit fix, it was now.

      She sent harried looks about the room, trying not to take in any actual activities, trying only to assess the faces and postures of those within. Surely one of them had a smear for sale. Surely one of them could tell her where she could score a fist-full-of-cash worth.

      It was like trying to find the least of all evils, trying to lay her eyes on an obvious dealer. The haze of the room barely disguised the glazed looks of the spitters who were obviously just out of the peak of the bliss, coming down, in some cases landing hard. It was when they were the most vulnerable, Theda knew. It was the time when they would do anything for the promise of another fix. It was the time they felt the most shame and the most need in equal measures. Exactly how she felt right then.

      Either no one in the room cared what was happening around them, or they had long become desensitized to it. For Theda, it was like a Virgin peek at hard-core pornography; it was a forensic look at a newborn.

      The smell of pot permeated the room but couldn't disguise the stink of sex and blood. It confused itself with that of sweat until, stumbling through the crowds of patrons and spitters alike, Theda couldn't tell whether the haze came from the smoke or from the stink. It was tough to avert her gaze from the faces of the spitters as they performed whatever act they were bid; there was a desperation behind their eyes that Theda knew so well that her mouth watered.

      Her gaze settled on a couple on the far side of the room. He looked to be thirty something and his companion, obviously a spitter, knelt in front of him as he stroked his member with such fierceness and determination that she couldn't pull her eyes away until a female voice came from beside, breaking the spell.

      "Why do you suppose it's always in the eye?"

      Theda turned. "What's that?" she asked, tearing her gaze away and onto the lithe redhead beside her. A sense of elegant poise quivered in every line of the woman's body.

      "The eye. Why do you suppose they like to shoot into the eye?" The woman inclined her head toward the couple and Theda followed her gaze. Indeed, the girl on her knees was wiping semen from her left eyebrow and off her eyelashes.

      Theda couldn't help chuckling softly. "And always the left one," she said to the redhead. Now that she really looked at her, Theda could see that despite the sense of elegance, the woman's makeup was heavy and artificial. Almost, too perfect.

      "You look familiar," the redhead said.

      "Of course I do," Theda said, floundering for an explanation, any explanation even as she tried to deflect the woman's attention from her face by showing her the fist-full of money. "I'm Anne Boleyn."

      The woman wrapped her fingers under Theda's, closing her fist over the money. "The last Anne Boleyn lost her head over less godspit than that will buy," she said. "You don't look that stupid."

      Theda swallowed, trying to rid her mouth of the waterfall leaking from her cheeks. She was close. So close. She could taste it, feel the tingle on her tongue. She had to get this done before Ezekiel came back, if he came back.

      "I'm not that stupid. I know how much I can get. What I want to know is if you can get it for me?"

      The woman smiled thinly, deepening the lines beside her mouth. "What if I told you the money wasn't enough?"

      "I'd tell you I'll get it from outside and save myself a few hundred dollars."

      The redhead chewed the inside of her cheek, revealing just how much of her lips were drawn on in cherry red pencil. "We both know you're not going to do that," she said.

      So she'd been made. Maybe Sasha had even known when she came in with Ezekiel exactly who she was, maybe he'd seen her face on the promo. Maybe everyone in the room knew. Maybe the man in the hallway, the teenaged Cleopatra. She had to think fast.

      "What you want?"

      The redhead stuck her tongue in the corner of her mouth reflectively. "It just so happens I do have an opening for an Anne Boleyn."

      Realization dawned. "You own the boutique."

      The woman didn't so much as nod. "A few hours. That's all it takes."

      Theda looked down at the bills in her fist. "I can pay. All of this for just one smear."

      The redhead shook her head. "Where do you think you are? This isn't some seedy street corner in the East End."

      "On a street corner, I'd be able to afford a dozen smears." Maybe that's what she would do; slip out onto the street. Find a dealer. Load up. It was still dark out, perhaps even enough that no one would notice her, recognize her.

      "A dozen smears for a spitter like you might last six days tops." The redhead tossed her hair back over her shoulder. "You don't have to answer; I know I'm right. What would you do if I told you that the Anne Boleyn part pays a smear for every day for the rest of your life?"

      Theda tried to tell herself that the tingle in the base of her neck that stretched down to the bottom of her spine, was anticipation. She tried not to think about Ezekiel coming back and finding the room empty. "How long did you say?"

      "A few hours." The redhead crossed her arms over her chest, cocking her head to the side. "It's a pretty good deal if I do say so myself."

      Theda thought about the teenaged Cleopatra and understood finally. A few hours with a disgusting man, playing out his distorted fantasies, and ending up with enough smears to last your lifetime. If a girl played it right, if she ate well, stayed half healthy, she might be able to extend that life into years and years of pleasurable bliss.

      It was more than the ruin of this new world could offer anyone.

      She wanted to tell the boutique owner that she agreed, that it was a fair deal, but all she could do was nod her head in silence because her throat had thickened itself closed, choking off everything but the anticipation.
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      The Boutique took an entire wing of the building and was lit by natural light bulbs. The costumes didn't just droop from clothes hangers, but were draped on wax figures of the famous person they were meant to represent. Alexander the great wore his linen armor as he sat astride Bucephalas. Bonnie and Clyde hung outside of their getaway car, grasping bags of money and semiautomatic rifles. Even literary characters were presented in the boutique: Jekyll and Hyde, Dracula and Mena, even Hamlet and Ophelia.

      Anne Boleyn sat next to her portly husband, looking afraid and vulnerable. The black wig on that wax mannequin had been knocked askew and Theda moved to straighten it. She noticed the pearls around the figure's neck had begun to brown from age or maybe from the sweat of its previous wearers.

      "I want a smear up front," Theda said to the redhead.

      "Certainly."

      "And I want some sort of contract. I want to know how you're going to deliver the godspit to me."

      "You're getting ahead of yourself," the redhead said. "I've been in this business a long time. I know how to handle it. Shall we set you up with your first hit?"

      It was almost too good to be true. "Right now?"

      "A girl doesn't buy an expensive pair of shoes without first trying them on."

      The redhead crooked her finger at Theda, leading her down an aisle of rock stars. At the end was a solid wood door that opened without a single creak. Inside, draped across loungers and fainting couches were a myriad of youth in the throes of euphoria. Theda's heart began to beat so fast she could hear it in her ears. She turned to the redhead.

      "When do I get my smear?"

      "Very soon. You have to be approved first."

      "None of them seemed to be waiting to be approved." She pointed at an older woman propped against a younger man, both like everyone else in the room. It seemed to her that at least one person should be Jonesing like nobody's business.

      "They've been approved already."

      That didn't seem right. Theda knew the high could last for hours, but surely some of them would be sweating from withdrawal by now, some of them smiling ear to ear uncontrollably at peak, some of them shaking into the first escalation of ecstasy. They all seemed to be equally comatose.

      The redhead placed an elegant hand on her hip, aiming it toward a gaunt man in his early 20s curled into an overstuffed chair. "He wore the Jim Morrison outfit a few hours ago for a woman who fancied herself Pamela Courson."

      There couldn't be too much shame or humiliation in that one, Theda thought. "Then why is he still here? Surely he'd take his smears and go."

      The redhead looked at her strangely. "He didn't sign the same contract you have. If he doesn't perform, he gets nothing."

      She'd bought him, Theda realized. Just one more slave working for his fix. She should consider herself lucky to have the option. Theda had seen enough. She'd wasted enough time already; there was a chair in the far corner with an ottoman of matching material that could have been taken straight from her mother's living room. "I want that spot," she said and held out her hand.

      The redhead licked her lips thoughtfully. "Greedy one, aren't you? I'll get your party lined up straightaway so you can relax and enjoy."

      Theda was left to pick her way to the chair. She stretched into it, placing her feet on the ottoman, and laying her head back against the cushion. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine being in her mother's living room, hear the rattling of dinner dishes off to her left as her mom prepared supper. She could hear father praying over his Bible, asking his god to help him lead his flock.

      She forced her eyes open. She would rather see the reality of where she was now, watch the spitters drool in their euphoria, than think back to that time. That time made her itch all over. It made her squirm in the chair. She should have picked another one. She scanned the room, searching for an empty place and found one, a small cot lodged between two fainting couches. She was heading for it when she heard a commotion on the other side of the door.

      Whatever it was, it was going to keep her from getting her godspit; she edged closer, leaning in so that her ear was close to the door jam. Shouting came from the other side, and crying. Sobs that raised the hair on Theda's arms. She knew the sound of it. She knew the sound of the voice complaining on the other end, too. The first was Salima, Theda was sure of it. Selena and her portly master. She cracked the door open.

      Her john had a hard grip on Salima's bicep, shaking her as he yelled at the redhead. "She's no good," he said. "She won't roll into the carpet. She won't seduce me."

      "I wouldn't have thought that would be such a big deal," the redhead said calmly. "It's not exactly what you paid for, after all."

      Theda watched the little Cleopatra's eyes squeeze shut as she cried even harder. That infuriated her john even more. "I want a refund."

      "You won't get a refund," the redhead said. "It's up to you to get your money's worth."

      "Well, I can't," he complained. "She took one look at the snake and bolted for the door. I grabbed her just in time, but I have no idea where the snake went."

      The redhead groaned. "You left that deadly thing to crawl into some crevice? You idiot. You didn't pay me enough to deal with that foolishness." She massaged her temples and then through clenched teeth said, "I would have thought you could handle a little slip of a girl."

      "What about my refund?"

      "There are no refunds, you know that."

      For some reason, Salima began to sob uncontrollably, and this time instead of getting angry, the john let her go so that she sank to the floor, wrapping her arms around her knees. The redhead looked at her irritably.

      "You could have gone with something painless," the redhead said. "One little bite and it would have been over."

      At first Salima rocked back and forth as she wept, saying nothing, but then she lifted her head from her knees as though she'd just realized something that she should have understood before. She looked from the redhead to the portly john, snot and tears mingling on her face. Theda watched her throat constrict as she swallowed in realization. She began to shake her head back and forth, the hair sticking to her face, her eyes so wide it brought a chill to Theda's arms.

      "No." One single word then repeated in a litany that was almost like a prayer if prayers could be voiced in this new world. "No, no, no."

      The redhead kicked at her, knocking her to the floor into a fetal position. "I'm afraid yes," she said. "I have a client waiting to become Jack the Ripper. Are you old enough to know who that is? No? No matter; I think you'll do just fine as Mary Kelly."

      It was the way she said it that brought Theda's mind back to the deal she'd made with the redhead. A free smear for every day she lived. It made her think about the part she had agreed to play: Anne Boleyn. She'd been married to Henry for about 3 1/2 years. She'd managed to live in the tower for 17 days before she was executed. She wondered how many hours that would condense down to.

      The last Anne Boleyn lost her head for less smears than Theda could pay for with four-hundred dollars. A fistful of cash and still not enough to keep her alive for even a day.

      She realized exactly what the boutique sold in that moment and it took the strength out of her knees. She had only to look at Salima and know that the girl hadn't realized she was swapping a few hours of high for a part in a real life snuff play. Hadn't realized it until just now when the part she had to play for her next john would be far worse than the deadly pinprick of the serpent's teeth on her neck.

      And now she was trapped here, with no way to get out except past the redhead and Salima, and the portly bastard.

      And with Ezekiel, her bounty hunter and reluctant protector nowhere in the vicinity, it was then she had to find a way to save herself.
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      Theda backed away from the door. There was no way she could hide; she couldn't give any indication that she'd heard what went on in the other room. What she had to do was try to look casual, to look as though she was waiting for her smear, to paste on the look of an addict jonesing for her drug. She had to make the redhead believe nothing was amiss.

      Now, just how to do that, when her chest was heaving from fear was as good a question as any. She tore for the chair and ottoman, reclining into it just in time. The door opened, spilling out both the redhead and the portly customer. Just beyond, Theda could make out two burly youths gripping Salima by her arms. Both of them had sidearms.

      "All of these are spoken for," the redhead said to the portly man as she entered. "But I have one in the back who I think might suit. I had her pegged for an Anne Boleyn, but I know you wanted to try something different for a change."

      Theda watched as he laid his gaze on her. It was obvious he recognized her immediately. A smile spread across his face that made her stomach convulse. "Sometimes the old standbys offer a man the best gratification," he said, touching his lip with the back of his index finger.

      The redhead strolled through the room toward her, nodding. "She's fair, perhaps too fair, I know," she said. "But she has those same wide set black eyes, and such a lovely long neck."

      Theda made herself sit up at attention, all the while working to keep from trembling. She couldn't let them see her fear.

      "So, am I good enough?" She demanded and hoped they didn't hear the tremor in her voice. "Do you approve?" She had a feeling that contract or not, changing her mind wouldn't be an option at this point. They had her exactly where they wanted her; what the redhead counted on was Theda's ignorance.

      The john scratched his nose. "I couldn't have asked for a better fit," he said, turning to the redhead. "When can I have her?"

      A noise came from the other room that stole the redhead's attention for a moment, a frown overtaking her face, but she recovered quickly and turned her eyes on Theda. "I promised her a fix first," she said.

      "Damn straight you did," Theda said.

      "Tomorrow, then," the redhead said to the john. "On account, I presume?"

      The john licked his lips. "I'll pay cash if I can have her in the morning."

      "That's a great deal of money to get together in a few short hours." The redhead looked at her watch, then gave her attention to Theda. "Looks like you got your approval," she said.

      Two men came into the room from behind her, carrying a limp Salima by the hands and feet. They dropped her down on the cot. Even in the dim light, Theda could see she'd been given godspit; the lubricated look was already slipping over her face. No doubt they had to keep her incapacitated and in ecstasy until the poor girl found herself coming to in some room with a ratty mattress and a man hovering over her with a razor-sharp knife.

      Despite her attempt at self-control, a shudder swam across Theda's shoulders. The girl would've been better off taking her chances with the sidearms. Maybe even with the snake.

      One of the men came toward Theda with his hand in his pocket. She knew what was in there, what he was about to pull out and pass to her. She knew she would have a choice to either take it, and let herself escape these horrors, or pretend to lay it on her tongue and keep her wits about her until Ezekiel could find her.

      If he found her. There was no guarantee that he was even coming back to this place. She should've just stayed put like he'd told her.

      She met the young man's eye as he held out the smear. She grabbed for it with all the abandon and greed of a spitter in desperate need. It wasn't as if she had to dig deep to work at that one. She really did need. She really was desperate. She turned on those still standing beside her.

      "Do you get your jollies from watching us drool?" She demanded.

      The redhead pursed her cherried lips, trying to keep the victorious smile hidden. She nodded to the others and they followed her from the room, only looking back before she closed the door. Theda made sure the redhead saw the smear lie on an outstretched tongue, arms fling back as Theda fell into the chair.

      When the door closed, she yanked the smear from her tongue. She examined it carefully; making sure the seal was still intact. She might not take it now; she had a feeling she might need it later. Keep it like a spy kept a cyanide pill. She couldn't exactly hide it in the bed spread she was wearing, but she could grab the young Morrison's shirt and pull his jeans up over her own ass. Jam the smear into his pocket where it would be nice and safe.

      And to think that a few short hours before, her greatest panic was remembering a vision of a life that had happened hundreds of years earlier. She wasn't sure how she was going to get out, but she was going to keep her wits about her even if it meant giving away the godspit smear so she didn't end up taking it.

      She had to think. She could check the door to see if it was locked, but she'd need to listen for voices first. It wouldn't do to rattle at the doorknob and draw attention to the fact that someone in here wasn't blissed out. She was torn between wanting to grab at the door and rush headlong through the boutique, and trying to calm the racing of her thoughts enough that she could devise a realistic plan of escape. She had to pull in several deep breaths before she even managed to stop the trembling.

      It was obvious they kept everyone under until they were needed, and then spitters probably were allowed to come back to reality only so much before they were handed over to their johns. She knew that a typical street smear offered about 12 hours of euphoria, but she also knew those have no quality control either. Someone with the redhead's resources might have found a way to regulate the hit. The question was whether the hit was stronger or weaker. She fondled the smear in her pocket, wondering what grade it might be, considering using it just before morning and ruining Henry VIII's plans. It was risky: if she didn't find a way out she might very well end up like Salima: awaiting a far worse fate than a quick death. But it might do to buy herself a little more time if she couldn't come up with a viable escape plan.

      So she had two contingency plans: use the smear to buy her time, or use the smear to lose her mind just before the killing blow. Neither of them did anything to stop the bile that burned in her stomach. She needed a better plan.

      She sat on the edge of the Ottoman, chewing her nails for what seemed an eternity when she heard the door unlock. She wasn't sure she had gotten herself back into position in enough time, but she did manage to turn her head in the direction of the door, opening her eyes just enough to make out shapes within. Two men, judging by the voices. The burly handlers from the boutique.

      "That one needs a new smear," one man said.

      "You do it; I hate touching them."

      "Put your gloves on," the first said. "Then you don't have to worry about catching anything."

      "I don't care about catching anything," the second said. "I just don't like the way their mouths feel."

      So she was right; they did keep everyone drugged and on a schedule. That also meant the door would be opened, again and again until it was her turn. That would give her plenty of chances to slip out. She would've smiled if she wasn't so afraid of being caught.

      Once they'd left, Theda moved next to the door. She'd sit there for hours if she had to, but when it opened and they came in to give the next smear to some poor unfortunate soul, she'd slip out while they were busy.

      She imagined herself as Ezekiel would find her, dressed as the lizard King, her hair another ratty mess. She smiled at the thought of his reaction. Lost herself in the fantasy of rescue. She was so lost in it that when the door opened, she wasn't ready for it. The men were in the room before she realized they had closed the door behind them. She thought they were talking about Salima, but from her spot next to the door, she was too vulnerable to stay there and listen, too wide open in case they turned around; she had to take cover.

      She didn't even dare swallow and had to fight the paralysis as she inched her way to the first chair, so she could duck behind it until they at least moved further down the room enough that she could rush the door and slip out. She couldn't chance them catching her or firing at her from behind. She had no illusions about her value, but she couldn't be sure the redhead would offer a refund.

      She realized, as she hunkered behind the chair, that she was also next to the cot where Salima lay. The men had halted next to it, were talking about her, discussing whether or not her smear had worn off enough to bring her to the London room. Theda couldn't see from her spot behind the chair, but she could hear that they were moving closer to Salima, perhaps lifting her arms as they spoke, judging her awareness by the reaction of her limbs.

      "Just about another hour, I'd say." Said one.

      "Judging by how her pupils are reacting, I'd say maybe less."

      "I guess the Ripper will have his Mary after coffee, eh?"

      Coffee break. About 15 minutes. Theda could linger behind the door for that long, surely. She'd let them leave and then when they came back in to collect Salima, they'd be too busy to notice anyone else slipping out.

      Theda stood behind the door as she did before, staring at the door handle, willing it to twist. The longer she stood there, the more she thought about poor Salima. The girl didn't deserve such a fate. None of these people did. But what could she do? She had no weapon, Ezekiel didn't leave her with the Taser. She would be lucky if she would even get out of this room alive herself.

      She did have one thing, however, that might at least postpone the inevitable for the poor girl. Perhaps, if she was lucky, postpone it long enough that the Ripper would select another victim. It wasn't much, but like meeting her in the hallway, Theda didn't have much to offer her in terms of salvation. She took the steps before she could think about it further. With just the tiniest bit of regret, Theda pulled the smear from the lizard King's pocket and peeled the protective layer away. For one moment, she thought about placing it on her own tongue; it was her last smear after all, one last chance to lose herself, but by her reckoning Anne Boleyn had a few more hours to live than wretched Mary Kelly. She pinched Salima's mouth open and laid the smear on her tongue. The reaction was subtle, but Theda knew it was complete. She sighed in relief for the wretch.

      She was on her way back to her spot behind the door when it opened again. The henchmen took one look at her and swore out loud. Dammit, she couldn't move her feet. They were rooted to the floor like some humongous potted plant that couldn't even be lifted from its spot. They were on her before she could take two steps toward the door and they had her by the elbows, twisting, kicking, and yelling obscenities back at them. They wrestled her to her chair and one of them held her down while the other went for his pocket.

      "No," she shook her head. "Please don't," if she took that smear, there was no telling how long she'd be out. She didn't want to come to with Henry VIII's face looming above hers.

      "You don't have to do this," she pleaded.

      "You have no idea what you're talking about," said the first man. He had a look of regret on his face, but there was also one of determination. "Open up."

      She recalled the last time a man had forced her to take a godspit smear. It had only been a few short days ago, but it seemed like a lifetime. She said his name aloud even though she tried to keep it to herself, even though the first jailer gave her a queer look when she said it. The comfort Ezekiel's name brought her ears at least let her stick her tongue out, trembling, for the smear.

      When she came to, she expected to see through her bleary vision the portly john she'd met earlier dressed in regal costume, his rotund stomach pressing forward grotesquely.

      What she did see made tears sting her eyes.

      The gentleman hadn't wanted to be Henry VIII after all; he had been interested in being the king's executioner.
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      She assumed it was the john from the boutique, but she couldn't be entirely sure. A black hood covered his face, with eye holes that let her see each time he blinked. She tried to move, and realized she wasn't lying on a bed comfortably waiting for the euphoria to recede, but was tied to a chair with her hands behind her back. She almost laughed aloud at the irony of her situation. Maybe her last thoughts shouldn't have been of Ezekiel at all, Karma had a way of twisting humor back into a girl's face. He'd saved her last time from exactly the same position, with almost exactly the same kind of man in front of her.

      It took a while for her eyes to adjust to the entire room, for the blurring at the edges of her vision to sharpen. The decorations looked like what she imagined Anne's room in the Tower of London had been like. There was a linen fold paneling, and a four poster bed. Except in the corner, atop a stretch of plastic drop cloth, stood a hewn out block of wood that must have served the other Boleyns as a neck rest as they lost their heads.

      "I don't plan to use that right away," he said.

      "I don't suppose I can convince you to not use it at all," she said.

      She was willing to bet that this particular john fed on fear as much as he fed on the fantasy of killing famous women.

      He chuckled darkly. "For this particular fantasy, I don't exactly require you to stay in character." He backed away to sit on the edge of the bed and stare at her. She squirmed beneath his gaze, knowing that those eyes would be the last human thing she would see. Her eyes trailed off toward the block again. It was filthy, covered in old blood. He'd done this before, plenty of times. He obviously had enough money to pay for this particular fantasy once before if not repeatedly.

      "Did you know that rumor has it that Anne was a witch," she said.

      He said nothing to that, but he did reposition himself on the bed.

      "Henry always accused her of bewitching him."

      "I'm not interested in being Henry," he said.

      "Then what is it you're interested in besides killing me?"

      He shrugged. "I do have a few other proclivities," he said.

      She didn't want to imagine what those were and why he hadn't pulled her to the block yet if that was his intent. He obviously wanted to let the tension build before he swung the blow. She looked around for an ax, and realized there wasn't any.

      "Her executioner used a sword," she said, remembering her history.

      He crossed his arms over his fat chest. "Indeed," he said. "But that's where the history lesson ends," he said.

      She realized then that although the real Anne had gone to her death almost meekly and accepting, that her execution had been swift and meted out with some modicum of justice and, warped as it was, that this man in front of her had no such intention. He wanted her to be terrified. He wanted to chase her. He wanted to run her.

      She tried to swallow, but her mouth was so dry there was nothing to move. Even the muscles in her body had begun to ache: withdrawal, she supposed. She didn't usually suffer it so quickly after a smear, but ever since she had taken the three at once that Ezekiel had given her, it was all she could think about, all her body craved.

      He must have noticed her trembling.

      "I see you're finally starting to understand," he said. "Are you ready for me to untie you?"

      She nodded meekly and he got up from the bed, trudging in his thick boots over to her chair. He went behind her and she felt the ropes coming loose.

      "I know a few things about fear," she said.

      "Me too," he said, coming round to face her. "I know that the adrenaline that's pumping through your body right now is making you shake." He looked down at her without blinking for a long moment. Probably savoring it.

      "I know more than that," she said. "I have a particular skill in that area as well."

      That had his attention. He knelt in front of her. "And what would a tiny girl like you know about causing fear?"

      "You couldn't have picked a better victim," she said. "This Anne Boleyn in front of you is also a witch."

      He lay back on his heels, chortling. "You spitters do say the funniest things."

      "I can prove it. I can take you on a ride scarier than any haunted house you've ever been in."

      "Child's play," he said.

      "I can take you on a ride more fearful than any adrenaline rush you got from killing these poor girls. From killing me."

      "If that was true, I might let you live a little longer."

      "It's simple then," she said. "All you have to do is cut your finger. Put it in my mouth."

      She looked at him. And waited.

      "That doesn't sound very terrifying."

      "Trust me, it can be. And if it isn't, what have you lost?"

      She couldn't see his face, but he did seem to be considering. He stared off over her shoulder where the block lay in the corner.

      "You deliver, and you gain yourself a few hours." He stood, looking down at her. "In the end I'll get what I paid for. Understand?"

      She nodded. "A few hours extra seems a fair enough deal."

      "You won't find the sword, you know."

      "I'm sure you have it well hidden," she said, nodding at the bed. "You might want to sit down."

      He chortled. "That good is it?"

      "That good and better."

      He undid the clasp from her neck, and maneuvered the links so that one of them shifted out. This he jammed into his finger and, looking at it for long moment, he watched as the blood burbled to the surface. Then, without ceremony or delay, he shoved it into her mouth. His fingers tasted like onions and tequila. She would have gagged if she wasn't already falling down into the vision.
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      At first she stared out ahead of her, aware that there were people beside her and behind her. Something of great importance was about to happen, but it took a few moments before she registered the sight and processed it into something cohesive. It was the faces that she examined first, sleek grubby faces, some of them clean and fresh. The women wore hats and jewelry and gowns that met the ground where they stood. The man had on doublets if they were well dressed, homespun cotton breeches if they were poor. A crowd of them, waiting with anxious expressions, some of them twisting rosaries through their fingers.

      She was aware of sunlight and warmth on her face. Aware that an errant breeze lifted her skirts. She looked down to see she was covered from waist to toe in gray. Damask, her mind whispered and then noticed beneath that a kirtle of crimson as dark as blood. Someone was praying beside her. She knew it even as she noticed the block in front of her, the pile of straw and the wicker basket next to it. She knew she was about to be beheaded by the man she loved, bore children for, both living and dead. It was the dead ones that pained her the most. The ones that twisted her dreams in the night. She would be with them soon. Able to hold them like a mother should.

      Even as she prepared herself for the blade, to stoop to the block and stretch her neck out, the scene evaporated and she was left kneeling in filthy straw in the gloom of some room that stank of urine and feces and wet stone. The sound of metal on metal caught her ear and she twisted her head to the left. Her jailer, come to bring her to the questioning chamber again.

      "Please, sir, I'm innocent," she said.

      "That's not for me to judge," he said gruffly.

      She couldn't help the sob that escaped her throat. But she found her feet and stumbled backwards, grasping for the stone wall behind her. He wouldn't take her. Not again. She'd dash her head against the very stones that housed her if he tried to take her again.

      Despite her struggles, another guard barreled into the cell and grabbed her beneath the armpits. They yanked her forcefully forward, and she stumbled, her bare feet catching on the stones and knocking over the slop bucket. They brought her to the same wooden door she'd been forced through the day before. Oak, she thought, recognizing the grain, and realizing even as she considered such an inane thing, that it was the regular everyday sights that bound her to reality now. Everything was surreal, almost like walking through a nightmare. She had expected this morning to wake and find herself in her own bedroom, her children scampering around the kitchen table, begging for her to get up and make them some porridge. For a moment, her ears even deceived her when she opened her eyes. She could hear the tinkle of their laughter, but it turned out it was only the rattling of her chains as she moved.

      And there, now entering, she noted the same high desk with Herr Schönenberg in the middle, flanked on either side by men of the parish. Her chest started to tighten at the sight of them.

      Her jailers dragged her in front of the desk where the men peered down at her without pity.

      "Frau Gerlinde," Herr Schönenberg began. "You have been charged with witchcraft. What is your response to this accusation?"

      "The same as yesterday my Lords." The tightening of her chest now crept up to her throat. Her jaws felt as though they would break if she moved so much as her lips.

      "Despite your denial, you must understand that these are serious charges. We had hoped a night of consideration might weaken the devil's hold on your tongue."

      "The devil does not have hold of my tongue, Sirs." She meant it to sound confident, but it squeaked out because the pain in her jaw had crept behind her ear lobes, and the quaking had taken over her limbs.

      "Please recite the Lord's prayer, Frau Gerlinde."

      The Lord's prayer. She knew it, didn't she? She'd recited it enough in her life; she should know it off by heart. It should come easily to her tongue; it should exit her mouth as though it was a mere breath. Even so, nothing relieved the emptiness of her mind. She saw them wait patiently and the more they waited, the less able she was to think of the first words. She just needed the first word. Only the one, and surely the rest would spill out. Dear sweet heaven, she'd said it enough. She'd taught it to her children.

      "We're waiting," Herr Schöneburg said.

      She heard nothing in the chamber but for the scribbling of one of the judges onto a parchment, that and the sound of the clacking of her teeth as she tried to control the trembling. Yesterday, she'd thought it was a mistake, a foolish prank played on her by her next-door neighbor. She'd made light of the charges, had stood confidently in front of the judges. Almost haughtily. They couldn't charge her; she wasn't a witch.

      "Frau, we're waiting."

      "The Lord... The Lord..." Her legs felt like water.

      "See how she can't get any further than the opening?" Herr Schönenberg said to the scribbler.

      "I do know more, I do."

      "You had yesterday and all last night to reflect on your sins, Frau Gerlinde. You have brought us no more evidence than a declaration of innocence. It's not sufficient. We must question you further."

      He nodded to the jailers, who grabbed her by the elbows and dragged her out of the room into another. At first it felt blissfully warm, the broad fireplace that greeted her burned hot, and the warmth caressed her damp muscles. For a moment she felt relief. Then her gaze fell on the benches beside it with various metal tools. Three men sat in chairs, one dressed as a high official, the other as some sort of scribe. The one on the far left almost felt like she knew him, as though she should know him. But her mind was so addled, she couldn't think of anything more except the words she'd failed to say.

      "The Lord is my shepherd," she blurted. She wasn't sure why that pleased her so, why her cheeks hurt so much from the smile of relief.

      The official inclined his head toward her almost respectfully. "Welcome, Frau Gerlinde. I am the magistrate, appointed to investigate the heinous act of witchcraft in this community. My man next to me will record and keep the protocol. Do you understand this?"

      She didn't even have it in her to nod.

      "I have been given permission to put you to the question. Do you understand this?"

      She swallowed but despite the deep muscle action, no water went down. The man continued.

      "Confess now to being a witch, Frau. And you won't have to be put to the question."

      She shook her head vehemently. She was a simple housewife, she had three children. She had a husband who loved her, a couple of cows, a pig. Some chickens. Why, even just a fortnight ago, she was given a meager inheritance by her father's sister who married well and was the last of the line. Her life was a promising one.

      The magistrate pointed almost casually toward the back of the room and she managed to turn her attention to where a strange contraption hunkered in the corner. Nothing good ever happened in the corner, she said to herself. Nothing ever. Corners were for secrets and for privy pots, and now it seemed they were for large hooks with chains that appeared as though they could pull a person directly off their feet and suspend them, leaving them open for any kind of attack.

      She thought she said a word, she thought she protested, but what came out was a sob.

      "There waits the strappado. Confess and you don't have to endure it."

      There were no words anymore. Her throat was so tight, her lungs so empty and wracked with such painful gasps that she couldn't pull in enough air to relieve the burning. She was trembling in earnest now, and her legs would have gone out from underneath her if her jailers hadn't grabbed her again. One held her stiffly upright as the other stripped the clothing from her, left her naked in her shame in front of these men. His fingers probed every inch of her body, poking into places that brought tears to her eyes and made her bite her lip.

      "Does she have any charms hidden anywhere?" The official asked. And the jailer shook his head.

      "Then shave her," the magistrate said.

      Without soap, without water, with only a razor that looked as though it was to shear sheep, they scraped the hair from her skull, bringing blood that ran into her eyes and leaked into her mouth. She couldn't bring any sense to her mind, no words, no images, nothing. The only thing that screamed to her was terror. She had never been so frightened. As they bound her hands in front of her, and led her toward the strappado, her legs finally did go out from underneath her and she fell onto her nose. A scream of agony tore through her, finding an exit through a mouth that didn't seem to close anymore.

      "Only guilt could create such fear," the magistrate said. "Begin the questioning."

      She was hauled forward like a sack of potatoes, hooked into the strappado by her bound hands. They tied heavy weights to her feet and the next she knew she was lifted high into the air and the only way that she could escape the terror, flee from the pain was to let the pain take her consciousness.
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      "That was more terror than you've ever known," Theda said to the hood in front of her. She knew that in another lifetime this man had been a woman accused of witchcraft. She'd endured unspeakable pain at the hands of her questioners. Theda's own skin itched with it crawled with the horror even as she sat in front of him in this day and age. There was something more in the vision, she knew, something that wanted to overtake the residual terror that Frau Gerlinde had felt. That sense that no matter how much she denied being a tool of the devil, no matter how much she had confessed in the end, the men took a perverse delight in torturing her. Yet this man in front of her, the same girl generations later, didn't so much as buckle beneath the weight of that horror.

      "Take off your hood," she said.

      "That was quite a trip," he said from beneath the material.

      A sickening sense crept up Theda's spine, because the stoic response that might mean her salvation also meant he was unaffected by what he experienced. Even so, she soldiered on.

      "Enough to win me a few extra hours?"

      He pulled off his hood and she could see that there was some perspiration on his neck. She would have sighed in relief except for the smile that played across his mouth.

      "You may have bought yourself more than a few hours," he hedged.

      A panic akin to the one she'd felt as she walked him through the girl's lifetime moved across Theda's skin, but she didn't dare ask what he meant. Instead she asked the most time sensitive question.

      "You won't kill me then?"

      "Not right yet." He swallowed and she watched the Adam's apple plunge down and bob back up. "How many of those rides can you take me on?"

      She tried to keep his gaze as she answered, but she couldn't stand to see the hunger in his eyes. "As many as you like," she lied. "But not one after the other. I need to rest."

      He straightened on his feet and looked down at her. "Then I'll wait."

      It was obvious that he hadn't connected the girl to himself at all. Whether or not he was slow witted or just hungry for shame and torment, Theda didn't even want to entertain. It was bad enough she'd have to feel his finger in her mouth again, but she also had to hope against hope that his next ride would be equally as terrifying. Because what if it wasn't? What if the next life she brought him to was a peaceful one? One where he had the love of another, felt happiness. That wouldn't be a ride suitable for this man. No. He'd want to relive something torturous and she had no control over where the magic took her.

      "Maybe you could untie me?" She suggested.

      He swung his gaze back to her from the contemplative stare that had his gaze pinned somewhere behind her. "I love the way you joined up with Anne Boleyn at the beginning," he said. "Almost as good as a segue in a movie."

      Theda chewed her lip. She'd never before seen two lifetimes in one re-vision and she wondered if indeed her current reality had merged with the magic to create some sort of transition.

      "Maybe we could try different things," she prompted. "You know, to sort of mix it up a little."

      She had his attention; his eyes lit with excitement. "We could try Cleopatra?"

      "Or we could try something really regular. You know to heighten the contrast of the terror. Maybe something as simple as a woman lying in her bed at night, sleeping, maybe dreaming. Then moving into something..."

      "Something terrifying," his eyes gleamed. "Yes, that could work."

      All she wanted was to lie down somewhere, just for a few moments. Catch her breath. But now she wasn't so sure. She felt like Scheherazade trying to buy herself a few more moments of life. But in this case each moment of life might be more torturous than the end of the life she would gain.

      She wished she hadn't wasted her godspit smear on Salima.

      She knew she should try to ask to be released again; her shoulders ached and the burn somewhere between her shoulder blades robbed her of any thought more coherent than needing to adjust to relieve the pressure.

      She didn't have time to form the words. He yanked on her hair, pulling her head backward until she heard her neck crack. He stared down into her eyes and she wished the sting of tears would wash away the sight of his greedy, proprietary gaze.

      "Such a pretty neck," he murmured before his tongue ran across her windpipe, biting down so hard she gagged. She felt her voice box lodged between his teeth, felt the sway of the chair as his weight bent her farther back. She expected to fall, to have her throat torn out as she went down, but he loosened his grip just enough that he could drag his teeth to her earlobe. Theda couldn't help the shriek of pain.

      "So fleshy," he said. "I love fleshy." He bit down again, this time rubbing his groin against her chest. His erection was massive enough that she felt the first true twinges of terror. She prayed all he would do with it was vaginal.

      "Please," she whimpered. "I can take you on another ride."

      He unzipped and the fat thing fell out, all red and angry looking. She couldn't tear her gaze away.

      "Nice, huh?" he said. "Most women love a big cock, but so few get to enjoy one." He rubbed the tip against her tightened mouth. "You're one lucky spitter."

      She resolved to bite that disgusting worm if he shoved it into her mouth, but he didn't attempt it. Instead, he stepped away and zipped his pants back over the straining bulge. She heard her own relief exit in a long sigh. He quirked his brow at her.

      "Oh, it's coming," he said. "But I'm not about to cut to the chase just yet. That's for boys who know nothing of pleasure."

      He donned the hood again, posing for her. "Maybe a little asphyxiation first? Bare hands? You'll spit at me first, won't you? Nod your head, you stupid bitch."

      She nodded, feeling blood trickle down her throat.

      "Good. I'll give you plenty of time before I start squeezing in earnest. Make sure you aim for my eye. It infuriates me."

      He lifted his hands, clawing the air, as he approached. "Then when you come to, you can take me on that ride. That should be rest enough."

      She knew she should protest, but her brain wouldn't fire the language section into action. She had finally gotten the words formed into some sort of order in her mind when the door burst open inexplicably; it took her a few blinks and a few deep breaths before she could register that the person flying through the open door was Ezekiel. And even as she realized it, he had already made the trip across the room startling the John and jamming the Taser beneath his ear. The portly bastard crumpled to the floor on his knees and then fell to his side as Ezekiel charged him, again and again. The man straightened out in a stiff seizure, the hood climbing up his face until all but the hair was exposed.

      It all happened so fast that the only real thought that went through Theda's mind was that the bastard deserved it. That he deserved worse.

      She collected water in her mouth, hurling herself, chair and all, at the inert form on the floor. A second man, who had followed Ezekiel into the room had made his way behind Theda and was cutting her from her bonds. The chair fell noisily behind her.

      She didn't care who it was, she only cared about the face in front of her.

      She let go a load of spit onto her John's face and was gathering up more when Ezekiel grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her away.

      She could've kissed him. She could have fallen at his feet and wrapped herself reverently around his legs. The gorgeous green eyes, the charcoal hair, the Taser in his hand.

      She flew at him, curling her fingers into fists and letting them land wherever they would. His jaw, his chest, his nose. She had no idea she was crying until the snot ran into her mouth, and her vision blurred so much she couldn't see him anymore. She landed blows wherever she thought he was until her knuckles began to ache from the contact. Still it wasn't enough.

      "How could you?" She sobbed. "How could you leave me here in this place? How could you bring me here?"

      She was gathered into his arms just as her knees gave out. He held her tightly against him, smoothing her hair, pressing her face into his neck, shushing her.

      "It's okay, Minou," he soothed. "It's okay. It's going to be okay."

      She couldn't stop the shaking. Even if she wrapped her arms around his torso, pressing herself against him as closely as she could, her body wouldn't stop trembling. She hated the sound of her teeth clicking together. She couldn't make any coherent sounds, let alone true speech.

      He held her like that for a long moment until the man who had come in behind him cleared his throat.

      "We need to do something with him," the man said.

      Theda twisted out of Ezekiel's embrace and turned to his companion.

      "It can't be," she said, gasping as she realized who it was.

      "It is," her jailer said. He'd been the one who fed the godspit to her at the boutique.

      "I don't understand," she started.

      "You don't have to," the jailer bent over to grab the John's feet. "He's a heavy bastard," he grumbled. "

      "Not just a heavy bastard," Ezekiel murmured. "A heavy councilor."

      Theda looked at the man again. True, she wouldn't know a politician if she'd seen one up close, but his face did have a familiar look now that she was paying attention. Not that she cared who her tormentor was, because she didn't. She didn't care one lick about him; he wasn't worth the energy interest needed.

      She tottered to the bed and fell on it, watching the two with an almost dispassionate awareness as her jailer plucked a couple of smears from his pocket, pulled the strips off, and laid them on the man's tongue. It was too good for such a piece of shit, and she hoped he'd overdose on it, or at the very least have a hell of a withdrawal. She put her fingers to her temple; it wasn't fair that a man like him would get to enjoy a good 48 hours of pure bliss. She was the one who needed it.

      "We need to get out of here," Ezekiel said.

      "That' s the understatement of the century."

      The jailer looked up from settling the councilor into a recovery position on the plastic.

      "If you're going, you better get now, before they shut the place down looking for you, besides, this piece of shit is going to want his money back when he comes to." He kicked the man in the stomach, releasing a groan from the man's mouth. She wished she had thought of that.

      "Let's get moving, then," Ezekiel said to her. "We don't have much time to waste." He looked at the jailer. "Will you be okay, Eddie?"

      Eddie nodded. "I'll leave buddy here on his plastic sheet. He didn't see me so I have no worries about him ratting me out when he does come to. About three days from now." He chuckled humorlessly.

      "There's a woman," Theda said. "A redhead."

      Ezekiel laughed darkly. "That's no woman; that's Sasha. We don't need to worry about him. I left him blissed out in his little boutique. Damn he's ugly when he drools."

      "Sasha has an entire stable of spitters." Theda watched Eddie carefully as she said this, uncertain what he would do with this information out in the open.

      Ezekiel nodded slowly. "Of course he does," he said. "It's the reason the den is so..." he fluttered his fingers thoughtfully. "Successful."

      "We need to get them out of there."

      He shook his head fiercely. "I don't think so, Theda. We're in enough danger as it is."

      "Then one of them, at least. There's a young girl in there who is about to be viciously murdered."

      "That's her problem," Ezekiel said, making his way across the room and taking her by the hand.

      She resisted. "But we have to--"

      "Since when do you care?"

      "I'm not a monster," she protested.

      "We have to get out of here," Ezekiel said. "That's it. Do you want a repeat of what you just suffered? Would you like to see it come to pass because you wanted to help a girl who sold herself for a few smears of godspit?"

      The way he said it burned in her chest. She shook her head numbly, already feeling the stress of the day thickening her tongue, shutting down her synapses. She hugged herself, trying to catch Eddie's eye as Ezekiel pushed her toward the door.

      "She's okay for now, Theda," Eddie said. "The smear you slipped her was enough to keep her down long enough that we had to send someone else in her place." He looked at his watch. "Jack only visits about once a month. You've got some time."

      She wanted to tell him to look out for her, to try and get her safe, but she knew he'd risked enough already. And she just couldn't think anymore, she didn't want to remember any of what had happened here. All she wanted was to get out. She kept hearing Ezekiel's words rattling around behind her ears, and she wanted away from those, too. She needed air. She needed a smear or two.

      They were at the door when Ezekiel paused.

      "What?" She asked him.

      He looked her up and down. "You can't go out there like that."

      The costume. Of course.

      "I thought you went to get me--"

      His hands were on the bodice before she could finish the sentence. He ripped it neatly down the middle and pushed it off her shoulders. The entire gown puddled at her feet.

      "The necklace too," he said. "And the shoes."

      "I'm beginning to think you like your women barefoot," she said, trying to joke, but the thought that another girl had taken Salima's place, of the things that must have happened to her, made the smile twist into something that made her cheeks hurt.

      "Don't think about it," Ezekiel said. "Don't think about any of it right yet." He stepped close enough to slip his arm around her back and pull her hips to his. The roughness of his jeans against her bare skin made her acutely aware that she would have to travel the entire spitters'den in nothing but her bra and panties.

      "I can't do this," she mumbled.

      "You can. I'll be with you the whole way. I won't let anything happen to you."

      She nodded mutely and drew in a breath. She watched the pulse in his throat for a few seconds, counting the beats, focusing.

      "Are you ready?" His voice was tender but urgent.

      She moved to catch his eye, to let him know that she was ready, but his gaze was on her throat, lingering at that tender spot at the base. He seemed mesmerized for a moment before he shook it off and put his hand on the knob. He twisted, easing the door open as casually as a regular john would. Then in one deft movement, he lifted her into his arms, holding her beneath her knees and behind her back as he strode out into the hallway.

      Theda didn't protest; she didn't think she could make her legs work anyway. She buried her face in his chest, not willing to see anything in the den anymore. She'd witnessed far more than she ever wanted to see again. If she kept her eyes closed, then none of it could touch her.

      She felt his lips move against her hair now and then, almost as though he was trying to soothe away the thoughts within and when she clung to him all the more, he tightened his grip on her, walking ever more determinedly forward. By her measure, they had made it to the common room when he slowed his pace. Moans came from within, and shrieks of pleasure, enough heavy breathing to make a porn star blush.

      "Almost there," he said into her hair. "I think you better walk from here." He eased her onto her feet, holding her gaze has he waited for her to steady herself. "You okay?"

      She nodded. "Don't leave me."

      His throat convulsed as she watched him, waiting for his response. She couldn't go any farther on her own. She would completely break down if he left her now. And yet something in his manner made her afraid that was exactly what he was planning to do.

      "I won't leave you," he said huskily. It must've taken a great effort for him to agree because he looked away as he said it, unwilling or unable to keep her eye. Still, it was enough for Theda. She took a deep breath and stepped into the common room.

      Before she was three steps within it, he had grabbed her from behind and was pulling her into his arms, one broad hand cupping her ass and the other cupping the nape of her neck, forcing her mouth against his. She lost her breath to his as he kissed her.
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      It made no sense, but the tightness of her chest, the way her stomach fluttered, the way both of those things needed to be relieved couldn't be argued with. She melted against him, tangling her arms around his neck, letting her fingers creep up into his hair.

      His lips broke from hers as he trailed kisses across her cheek to nibble at her earlobe.

      "We need to blend," he said against her ear. "There's a henchman in here."

      She nodded, feeling drunk from fear and a strange sense of heightened passion.

      With an ease that surprised her, he pulled her along with him a few paces. She opened her eyes, watching him settle onto a chair just within the doorway and to the right of half a dozen people enjoying each other in ways Theda didn't. She was sure, before he pulled her down onto his lap encouraging her to lean forward, that she saw one woman's entire hand disappear into another woman's sex. Her eyes flew two Ezekiel's face, but his eyes weren't on hers, they were hooded and scanning the room carefully.

      "You're doing fine," he said against her mouth as he claimed it again.

      By now his hands were roaming her body, lighting her skin. The sounds around her, of the moans and begging for release only heightened her own need, except that beneath the primal sense of release was the very real threat of discovery. She wasn't sure which of those was the one that drove her hands beneath his shirt, stretching her fingers for his nipples, thinking to pinch each one, to thumb them to hard stubs, but she let them roam and do what they would.

      She could feel his erection as she pressed closer, and the speed of his breath had shifted. It broke against the skin of her neck like waves battering the shore. His Palm moved beneath her bra and rubbed against her nipples before cupping them, lifting them, squeezing them.

      "Almost there," he said into her ear and his voice was a tight, husky thing that pulled a moan from her throat. In another circumstance, she might think that it meant something different, but she was acutely aware of the danger moving about the room, hopefully doing nothing but a cursory inspection of the patrons.

      One of the women in the group beside them took notice of Ezekiel. She leaned over, slipping her hand beneath Theda's bra and overtop Ezekiel's hand. She helped him squeeze harder, then let her fingers slip down Theda's torso, seeking entrance beneath the thong. This time it was Ezekiel who groaned and for one second his eyes met Theda's. She saw hunger in his gaze just long enough to believe that it was for her, but then the woman leaned in, blocking him from view, and plunged her tongue into Theda's mouth.

      Ezekiel's thighs twitched beneath her bottom. She tried to close her eyes, to pretend to enjoy the kiss, but she was aware of someone behind her and knew in that moment that they were being inspected. She heard Ezekiel's throaty voice urging the woman on and had to force herself to remember that it was an act, that everything here was for show. That the show meant her very life.

      "That's it, baby," he said. "Now touch your pussy for me, show me you like it."

      Theda was paralyzed by his vulgarity, but thankfully the woman responded immediately, lending credence to the act. She withdrew her hand from Theda's thong and sucked at her bottom lip, pulling it into her mouth and licking it. Theda tasted each moan as the woman rocked against her own hand, each burying of her fingers forcing a new sigh into Theda's mouth. She thought she heard Ezekiel groan aloud even as she felt his hands urge her against his cock. Aware of the presence behind her, Theda ground into it, until he grasped at her from behind, yanking her from the stranger and claiming her tongue for his. Her heart raced hard enough that she could swear it would burst. Every inch of her body was on fire, and yet every fiber was alive with fear.

      He cupped her face with both hands, twisting her face so that her ear was next to his mouth.

      "We're good," he said. "He's moved on. It's time to go."

      He might have thrown a bucket of water on her, but she did as he bid her. She got to shaking legs, working hard to force her muscles forward. He wrapped an arm around her waist, reaching with his other hand to take her fingers. They could have been longtime lovers, picking their way home after a much-needed night of debauchery and hedonism. She wasn't sure why her face was wet, or why her nose had clogged up so much that she could barely breathe, but she made the trek with him through the room, down the hallway, into reception with her eyes watching the floor at each step.

      When the door opened and the frigid night air struck her skin, when she noticed that her crocheted blanket still lay in the corner of the gutter, she collapsed into a heap on the sidewalk and the sobs that tore their way through her lungs paired so nicely with the pain of dragging in breath to fuel them that she decided to let them dance as long as they needed to.

      [image: ]

      There were two kinds of freefall, if Theda had to name them: one was the sense that a girl was indeed finally free, dropping without constraint, letting the air caress her skin, taking joy in each millisecond. In the other, she had no control; she spiraled, like a paratrooper just realizing that the safety chute was tangled into the main. Both of them created the same physiological sensations in the body. For Theda, both of them required the normalizing power of godspit. And neither of them would be assuaged because she was fresh out of smears.

      She was wrapped again in her Afghan, this time huddled on the sofa in a cigarette pack sized apartment where she could touch the cupboard doors with her toes from the sofa where she sat. She had no idea whose apartment it was, only that Ezekiel had the key. He let them in the hours before, letting her stare neatly off into space while he rattled about the tiny kitchen making tea, of all things. She had a mug of it in her hand, but it had long grown cold.

      "You need to tell me why you brought me there," she said to Ezekiel without looking at him. She knew he sat next to her, barely touching her, but his presence was as electric as a live wire.

      "I honestly thought you'd be safe."

      "Safe in a spitters'den where wealthy men purchase addicts for either sex or death, sometimes sex and death, sometimes just death." She said the words without emotion, but each one that exited her mouth could've been a nail she was pounding into a coffin.

      "I told you to stay put," he said.

      "I'm an addict," she said refusing to look at him. "You put an addict in a spitters'den. You gave her money. You couldn't have expected her to just wait for you to come back."

      "So it's my fault?"

      "Hell, yes." She turned on him, letting him see her anger.

      It looked like he wanted to argue, but he tightened his mouth closed, almost as though he was literally clamping it shut.

      "Why didn't you bring me back to Bridget's? I was safe there."

      "Safe enough that you were free to use, it seems."

      "It was just the once. I didn't think it would be such a big deal. You both were so busy with brekkie and all."

      He looked at her with a peculiar expression. "She was raided, Theda. You should have known that." His tone was almost gentle and she hated that, so she shrugged, trying not to show her concern because if he saw it, she would have to admit it bothered her.

      "How would I know that?"

      "You couldn't know. You couldn't know because you were busy using just that once."

      "That's not fair; I had no idea."

      She squirmed on the sofa, her skin itching. Without thinking, her fingers searched for pockets, seeking a smear in jeans she had left behind. He noticed and tugged at her hands, held tight to the fingers, twisting them, making her look at him.

      "You want a fix right now," he said.

      She did. She wanted to let the whole entire experience go. She wanted to forget even if it was just for a little while. Something inside of her, some energy, was driving her to flee, just like she had the night her mother had to protect herself from her father, just like the night she watched her mother ascend to the heavens and leave her behind, just like each and every night she couldn't forget she was left here on this putrid Earth, where her only happiness could be found by forgetting she was alive.

      But she couldn't even indulge in that, at the moment. She had no smears. She'd used her only one on Salima before she'd been taken to that bastard and had to use her stupid trick to buy herself a little time. A magic beyond anything, she used to say when the god had first come and then left. The ride of a lifetime, she'd promised.

      And what a ride she'd given that fat bastard. She needed that smear more than anything now because there was something more in the vision she'd offered him, something she didn't want to see. If she was honest with herself, that vision had been more about her than the john. It had bought her time, yes, but his re-vision had given her another glimpse back into the same lifetime she'd shown Ezekiel in the capitol building, back before she'd even known they were connected by a previous lifetime at all. And that glimpse unnerved her even more.

      "I want a smear," she said without looking up. She heard the catch in her voice as she said it and had to hold back the sting of tears. Just post-traumatic stress, that was all, that's all this cascade of emotion was. It could be stemmed by one small smear, just one last bliss out to block out all the horror she'd seen in these last days, all the horror she suspected was coming. "You need to let me fix."

      "I won't do that," he said. "You're stronger than that."

      "Really?" she asked, locking onto his green eyes and holding them so she could stay suspended, so she didn't have to fall into the abyss that meant darkness worse than the pit of despair of being left here on New Earth. She held his gaze for as long as she could before she stared at the wall again, feeling the rush of spiraling out of control, trying to decide which kind of freefall she was experiencing, whether at the end of it she would care enough anymore to gather up the strings from the unfurling main.

      "Really." His palm warmed her knee.

      She snorted then, because he had no idea, and she was just now beginning to understand it all.

      "You almost died. Do you realize that?"

      She refused to let the shame wash over her. This was about him. This was about him bringing her to a place where temptation would've been far too much for her to resist. This was about him knowing what that temptation would have been like. It had nothing to do with Bridget or some raiders deciding they'd throw some addict out into the street.

      She snorted. "I've been in worse situations than being thrown on the street by some--by some--"

      She paused because she had no word to describe what the raiders might have been. No one in New earth cared about drug use. She cocked her head, thinking, but he answered the unspoken question for her.

      "They were the Beast's men, Theda. They knew you were there."

      The Beast's men; not simple bounty hunters for a regular old religion monger. She tried not to let go a gasp, but had the feeling it wasn't successful.

      "Then, you told them."

      "Not me. Not Bridget."

      "Someone." She tried to imagine who would know, who would have seen them escape from the capitol building. It was futile; the only person she knew was Ami, and if Ezekiel was right, he was as good as dead because the Beast needed to keep the world religion free. She remembered Bridget's words: that Theda was on the promo. "Anyone," she said and tried to rid her throat of a lump that had started choking off her air. Instead, all she could manage was to stuff her fist into her mouth. It had to be as simple as that: someone had seen her on the Promo. That was all.

      "She got out, as least I hope she did," Ezekiel said, misinterpreting her anxiety, and there was agony in his voice, as though he blamed her. "Don't you worry, she was more worried about you than she was about herself." His throat moved as he swallowed multiple times. "She made sure I got to you first."

      "I'm sorry," she murmured around her fingers, offering that at least. "I'm glad she's safe. I know you care about her."

      He nodded mutely.

      "Why?" She wanted to add why did Bridget care about her, but she couldn't manage more.

      "Don't you remember anything from the night I brought you there?"

      She remembered plenty. She remembered his hands on her in the tub. She remembered sleeping in a bed for the first time in months. She remembered Bridget's quick acceptance of a strange woman into her home in the middle of the night.

      "You said something to her: you said, 'it's her,'"

      "I did."

      "What did that mean?"

      "I told you she's a lover; doesn't that mean anything to you?"

      "I know what being lovers means."

      He grinned at what her dry tone suggested. "That I've had my hands in her drawers."

      She felt her face flush and he touched her gently on the chin, making her look into his eyes and hold his gaze. It was green and golden at the same time and she wanted to turn away from it more than anything.

      "She's part of a movement," he crooned. "The Beast's son began it before his father made me kill him." He shifted on the sofa, taking her hand in his. "You changed him, Theda. You made him believe he could evolve, to find peace at his end, maybe even redemption."

      They were both aware of the incriminating words, but left them hanging in the air, unchecked. Instead, Theda's mind went reeling to all the information she had learned, trying to connect it to all that had happened.

      "That's why they want me," she guessed. "The Beast is afraid of what might happen if too many people become enlightened."

      "Not just afraid of that, Minou. He's afraid of you. And he knows who you are."

      The mug shook in her hand, spilling liquid on her thigh. She mopped it up with the edge of the afghan.

      "Did you hear me, Theda? He knows."

      She tried to sip at the edge of the mug; the chai spices drifted up her nose, but they smelled cold, not spicy and hot like they should. She grimaced.

      "Theda?"

      She looked at him finally, this man, this bounty hunter, this Beast's lackey, who had begun all this suffering. "You know who I was in your vision, don't you?"

      He nodded. "I told you I forgive you for that."

      She chewed her lip. "I was a sadist. I hurt people. I hated you for what you did to me."

      "I know."

      "I've walked a lot of people through visions," she said. "I thought I was immune to the pain of shame and remembrance." She hung her head, staring into the mug.

      "That's not who you are now," he said. "Who you are now matters; who you are--"

      "Stop." She shook her head, pushing back into the cushions. She thought of Cathrin and her lovers, of the events that played out in intimate detail during Ezekiel's vision. "Don't say it," she said. "I tortured innocent people to death in that life. That's past cruel. That's evil. I can't be what you say I am, what Bridget thinks she sees."

      He shrugged, reaching for her waist and curling his arm around it, trying to pull her close, and giving up when she refused to move.

      "Well, whether or not you are, Minou, the Beast believes it's so, and he isn't going to stop until you are no longer a threat."

      "Meaning dead," she said, and there was a moment when she thought she was falling, when she grasped at the cords that held her aloft and they ran through her fingers.
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      "You're shaking," Ezekiel said to her.

      Theda looked at her hands; indeed, they were trembling, the mug of tea in her hands an unsteady thing that made the steam bob on the air with each movement. So were her thighs as she perched on the edge of the sofa in the teensy apartment Ezekiel had brought her to.

      "It's the adrenaline," she said, wondering if it was also the adrenaline that stole all emotion from her voice, reminding her that the ordeal was over and her body knew there was no need to continually pump survival hormones into her muscles.

      Just a few short hours ago and already the memory was fogging out. She wasn't sure if it was the post-traumatic stress of the experience or the residual effects of the godspit she'd been forced to take before Sasha's henchmen had brought her to one of the supercity's councilmen, dressed as a doomed queen for the sport of an elitist client who wanted to live out the fantasy of taking a human life.

      She'd lived a lifetime in the hours she'd spent with that bastard, believing each moment was going to be her last. She squeezed her eyes shut, remembering that, recalling her eager stupidity. Because that was exactly what Sasha had offered her: godspit enough to last out the rest of her life if she played the role. It had seemed a fair enough exchange at the time: dressing up as Anne Boleyn, maybe offering a little booty to a portly Henry VIII, suck back on godspit for the rest of her days. She'd lost her street sense in those moments she'd agreed to Sasha's offer--all because the jonesing battened down those habitual hatches of caution.

      The irony of it made her chuckle to herself, now, and the more she thought about her naiveté, the funnier it seemed. Add to the joke the image of Sasha with his long red wig and his perfect she-male makeup and she had enough material to keep her laughing for days. Oh, the incredible humor of it all.

      "Theda," Ezekiel's worried voice cut through the laughter. Judging by the look on his face, he didn't find anything even remotely funny.

      "What?" She swung her gaze toward that throaty voice.

      "It's going to be okay," he said, obviously interpreting her laughter as nervous fear. An even funnier notion. "You're safe here. Do you want more tea?"

      "No," she said, realizing that her hands were wrapped around a hot mug, that at some point he must have made the beverage for her. The way her hands shook as she held the cup made her think it'd be better if she just sat on them. Even the hot tea couldn't heat them up anyway, they were so cold. She dropped the mug onto the end table and stared at her fingers as they trembled. Aftershock. Post-traumatic physiological stress effects. Maybe even the results of being carried about in the frigid spring dark on Ezekiel's shoulder dressed only in a bra and panties, covered only with an afghan. As good as nude. Covered only in a filthy crocheted Afghan, the one that still wrapped itself around her and smelled of wet cement.

      She turned an angry gaze back to him, thinking about that. Remembering what it was like to bounce against his shoulder with her bare ass hanging out for the world to see, his chin against her hip as he'd lugged her to the spitters'den.

      "I was supposed to be safe there," she said. "You told me we would be safe."

      Hidden in the ranks of the derelicts of an already derelict society; it was as good a plan as any. Hiding right out in the open.

      She watched him swallow, trying to collect his face into something that didn't look as miserable as the expression he wore.

      "And where the hell are the clothes you left that place to go get for me?" She looked down at her still bare thighs, visible through the holes in the afghan.

      He shook his head.

      "Did you buy them at all? It's what you said you were leaving for. Remember? You said I was safe there, that you were just leaving to get me something to wear." When she thought he wouldn't answer, she cursed at him, frustrated.

      She knew the one thing that could help that, help her let it all go. Just let this entire predicament dissolve into nothingness.

      "Give me a fucking smear right now."

      He gripped her wrist at that, pulling her hands out from beneath her bottom and twisting so that she had to face him. He didn't look miserable anymore; he looked furious.

      "You were supposed to stay there. Stay in the room. No one told you to take my money and use it for drugs. If it wasn't for your damned jonesing you would have been safe, just like I said."

      She heard her teeth click together as the anger took her.

      "Don't you dare," she hissed. "Don't you dare blame this on me. Don't you--" she had to struggle to get the words past the frantic clacking of her teeth as the trembling made even her chest shake. "Don't--"

      She couldn't get any more out, damn him, and damn it if she didn't start to cry. Hot tears snaked down her cheeks, pooling in the corners of her mouth, and her throat all but closed up on her. She couldn't even breathe through the constricted paths in her nostrils. And he had her hands, damn him. He had her by the wrists and she couldn't even cover her face in humiliation.

      Just what did he think she would do with that money? Wait patiently for him to return? Buy another night in a place where her drug of choice glazed over nearly every face she encountered. Seeing each expression on her way to the room, how rapt it was, how beyond caring. She knew the feeling beneath those looks. She could taste the bliss deep in the back of her throat, making her skin itch. How was a girl with a problem even supposed to work her way through something like that?

      "You said I would be safe." She began patting down the afghan as though it had pockets, searching the cushions of the couch, running her hands down his jacket, shoving her hands in his pockets. Not thinking, just searching, desperate.

      "Just one," she said. "I know you still have some. Just give me one."

      She couldn't see anymore; the tears made her vision nothing but a wash of color. It could be his face in front of her, or it could be his hands. Nothing mattered. She just wanted a smear. She wanted to let go. There was an itch in the back of her spine sending messages to her legs: escape. Run, flee, make it all go away. She might have heard his voice, but the words, the meaning escaped her. All she knew, all she understood was her own sobbing, her own desperate need. She knew what the trembling was all about now. She should've realized it earlier. It wasn't the stress, not fear. It wasn't because she was cold. Not because her core temperature had dropped at all.

      It was because she was coming down. The bliss wanted control of her body again. The euphoria waited for her, demanded her attention. It was her true master, after all. All of the spitters in the den, they realized something about themselves that she hadn't until just now. She belonged to the godspit. It owned her. Sasha believed he owned all of the human flesh he peddled to his elitist and demented clientele, but the joke was on him. How incredibly ironic. How absolutely hilarious. If she wasn't shaking so much, she would just lay her head back on her neck, mouth pointing to the ceiling, and let the laugh out.

      It was then that she realized the shaking wasn't coming from within. She was being shaken. She tried hard to focus, levelled her gaze at the face in front of her, and realized it was incredibly close to hers. She could watch Ezekiel's heart beat in his throat, see how his green eyes were searching hers, trying to get her to focus.

      "I need it," she said to him and it took everything she had just to make those words exit through her clenched jaw.

      His fingers found the back of her neck, massaged her occipital bone, the thumb curling around her earlobe, stroking gently. She could melt into those fingers if she just eased her eyes closed. Breathe into the heat they sent down her back, chasing the cold shiver of need. She tried to focus on that.

      "You don't need it," he whispered.

      She licked her dry lips. "I do so."

      "You're stronger than that," he said and the tone of his voice made her eyes flutter open. His gaze had caught on the movement of her tongue as it darted into the corner. "You already beat it once."

      "I never beat it. It just took a dive for a round or two."

      A thin smile crept across his face as he leaned closer. Those summer bleached green eyes went to her mouth and stayed there for a long moment while her heart started to dance in her chest. His fingers feathered their way down the back of her neck, easing the afghan from her shoulders. Only then did his gaze slip away from her lips and onto the pulse in her throat. He seemed to be waiting, watching for a change in the rhythm. Tentative fingers whispered over the place where her pulse throbbed, ran down the length of her arm. Something shifted in the way her body trembled as his other hand moved to the opposite side of her neck, testing the heart rate there.

      "Adrenaline," he murmured, his eyes mesmerized by the frenzy of its beating.

      Her heart stuttered when his lips touched the hollow of her shoulder. A small groan came from somewhere deep in his throat, and that, too, surprised her. She didn't dare move; even though every muscle in her body froze in indecision, some primal energy forced her heart to race. She imagined he felt its beating against his lips as they tasted the skin sheathing her pulse.

      "I can make you forget," he whispered against her skin and the way his breath shuddered against the goose flesh that rose in response made her throat ache. "I can take the fear away, Minou. Let me get you high. Let me be your addiction."

      Her heart beat so loudly in her ears she knew he must hear it. She almost wanted to apologize for the thunderous sound, but even as she opened her mouth he sealed his lips over her top one, letting his tongue probe within, tentative at first, questioning, and then claiming her mouth with a sure mastery that told her any opportunity for refusal was over. It didn't matter; she was already responding. She allowed her hands to tangle in his hair, pulling him closer; her body melting to his. He was right; her need was evaporating in the bald face of her desire. Images flitted through her mind, of the two of them in the spitters'den, the sounds of pleasure all about them, the feel of another woman's fingers within her, stroking against the ribs of her G-spot, with Ezekiel's cock pressing against her belly, making her wish it was him in there filling her.

      She remembered the sense of danger that had heightened her senses back in the den, but she also remembered how her body had fevered for his touch, and how it took ignition like spark to tinder. Like it was doing now.

      She broke away from his kiss, gasping for air, trying to fuel the fire in her body that was even now coiling within her womb. Her face went to his neck as she strained against him, her tongue probing his earlobe, nipping, pulling, sucking on it until she felt the same response from him on her shoulder. Until she could hear him panting like she was, struggling to feed her lungs with air enough to stoke the greedy fire in her body.

      His palms went to both sides of her face, easing her from his throat, positioning her so that he could take her lips again, tangle his tongue with hers.

      He moaned into her mouth, pausing long enough to drag in a breath from her lungs and return it with a shudder. She wanted to tear away from his kiss, to trail the tip of her tongue against the skin and taste the salt of his perspiration tinged with the leftover taste of Cologne, but he gripped her so fiercely, keeping her trapped beneath his mouth that she couldn't do more than squirm beneath the hotspots he created with each touch of his lips to her skin. When she tried to break away, to work the clothing from him, and place her own fevered lips against his flesh, he pinioned her tighter.

      "No," he said against her jaw. His thumb prodded at the corner of her mouth, poking itself in, tasting faintly of chai spices. "I'm nowhere near finished."

      Hands that trapped her face beneath his kiss moved apart so that one fisted in her hair and the other moved to the small of her back, pressing her closer against him. Through his jeans, through the thickness of the afghan that pooled about her hips, his erection strained for her. He strained for her, forcing her pubis against the hardness of his cock with the one hand, grinding her into him, not satisfied until both hands planted on her hips, rocking her against him.

      She could swear her clitoris was throbbing in time with her pounding heart. She wanted him more than she wanted the release of ecstasy, more than the escape of forgetfulness. She wanted him more in that instant than she wanted her heart to beat.

      She tilted her hips, lifting to straddle him, making her spine arch as his fingers wrenched aside the uselessly small crotch of her thong; she wanted to give him access, needed it. She couldn't help but gasp when one rigid finger found its way beneath and plunged inside, pressed deep into the tissue within, not pumping; just pressing and releasing, pressing and releasing until she was soaked with desire.

      She realized she was shuddering, that she couldn't stop either the trembling or the movement of her own hips as she rode his fingers and it was with a shock that she realized he was taking her to climax, that in a few seconds more she would climb heights of ecstasy only ever matched by the first few moments of taking a godspit smear onto her tongue. She imagined it tickling her tastebuds, electrifying her synapses, and then it was the smooth head of his cock that she was imagining, the swell of it against her tongue. She could barely breathe for the craving of it.

      When he emptied her sex of his fingers, confusion whispered fearful thoughts into her mind. It was a trick. Some malicious way to show her how badly off she was, how filthy an addict she was, so willing to trade herself for a lick of a smear like any other addict in the spitters'den. She deserved to be scorned.

      Her eyes flew open, expecting to see a mocking look on his face, expecting him to reveal that it had been a ploy to divert her and nothing more, but what she saw was hunger so primitive it made her gulp down the protest that leapt to her tongue. Her gaze fell to his mouth, unable to think of anything but tasting him again, and when she did she realized it wasn't enough. Not nearly enough.

      He scooped her from the couch, sheathing himself in her legs as he stood. His arms went around her, crushing her against him so that she felt like little more than a film of oil against his clothes. His lips dragged over her jawline, coming to rest on the crook of her shoulder, the rags of his breath sending waves of shivers down her spine.

      She wanted to climb higher on his hips, find the rise of his erection through his jeans, work them off just by grinding against him so that she could part for the crown of his cock and let him slip inside. So entangled was she, that when he took his arms from around her, she didn't so much as slip from his waist.

      He worked his hands beneath her, fumbling for the front of his jeans.

      "What are you doing?"

      "What I've wanted to do since the night I had you in that tub," he said.

      She barely felt the movement, all she knew was that she felt the cold shock of the countertop against her bare ass, the heat of his palms as he pressed her thighs apart, the finger that re-entered her, testing for access.

      Even as he managed to pull his jeans open enough that she felt the satiny hardness of his cock demanding entrance to her sex, she heard the sound of a key in the door. The hammering of her heart echoed in her ears but this time it flooded her veins with fear, expelling the desire. It had all the effectiveness of a snowball striking overheated skin.

      Ezekiel backed away, his hand in the pocket of his jacket, leaving her emptied of him as the door yawned open.
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      She barely had time to climb down from the counter before the door opened, revealing a narrow hipped, narrow shouldered young man with immaculate taste judging by his attire, but with a very busy hairdresser judging by the faded purple streak in his hair.

      "What in the hell are you doing?" the intruder demanded of Ezekiel as Theda launched herself for the sofa and the cover of her Afghan.

      "Setting up for bingo." Ezekiel eased the zipper over his erection. His tone was calm, almost too much so for the cold fury that stole his face.

      The man took note of Ezekiel's bedraggled state, the look of frustration, and the way he raked his hand through his hair.

      "Oh, hell. Not on my counter." The intruder's nose wrinkled in disgust. "Tell me you weren't just fucking that nasty-assed spitter chick on my sideboard."

      "I wasn't. Thanks to your shitty timing." Ezekiel's hand crept toward the outside of his thigh as though it wanted to be closer to the boot that held the monstrous knife Theda knew was in there. "Who the hell are you?"

      "I own this shit hole," the intruder said. "For Pete's sake make her put something on." He walked farther into the apartment, shielding his eyes as though offended. "I don't know how the hell the two of you got in here, but you got exactly long enough for her to pull some pants over her ass before I start pulling out the cast-iron pans and swinging like Babe Ruth."

      "Eddie gave us a key," Ezekiel drawled.

      "Eddie?" The fellow's demeanor instantly changed as his hand came away from his brow and clenched at his side anxiously. "How is he? Did you see him? Did he ask about me?"

      "Depends on who you are." It seemed mention of Eddie erased all concern about who they were and how they had gotten into his apartment. Even so, Theda opted to keep her mouth shut and cover herself with her Afghan. Let Ezekiel do the talking. Besides, she knew about as much as this new intruder did and was anxious to hear the explanation herself.

      "I'm Julio."

      The boy looked latino like Theda looked affluent black but she said nothing.

      "Eddie is okay," Ezekiel said. He smoothed down his shirt, tucking it into his pants fastidiously, taking his time as though there was nothing odd about being caught with a naked woman wrapped around his hips. Theda's face burned. She pulled the Afghan around herself even tighter, drawing her knees up to her chin.

      Julio came into the living room and perched on a rickety chair, pushing his purple streak behind his ear. He put his hand over his brow again, shielding his eyes as he inclined his head toward Theda.

      "Didn't I tell you to get dressed?"

      She chewed her lip, shrugging. "I don't, uh--"

      "She doesn't have anything to wear," Ezekiel said.

      Julio's gaze swung back to Ezekiel. "You got a shirt, don't you?" He sucked his teeth in distaste, muttering something about chivalry being dead, then got up from his chair and disappeared behind a Paisley curtain. He came out with a Beyoncé style gold lamé cowl dress in one hand and a Catholic schoolgirl uniform in the other. He proffered both without looking at Theda. "No street clothes," he said. "Just costumes from our sex play."

      Might as well stay naked as put either of those on.

      "Can't I just have a pair of your jeans?" She looked up at Julio with as much of a pitiful expression as she could manage. He wrinkled his nose again but wouldn't catch her eye.

      "And get your cooties?" He shook his head. "I don't think so."

      "It's not as though I'm going to be giving you the jeans back," she said to him.

      "What do you think this is, the Salvation Army?"

      Ezekiel growled and grabbed for the Beyoncé dress, flinging it at Theda. It landed on her head and she peeled it off thinking at least she knew where his proclivities lay.

      "I'll take the uniform," she said, reaching for Julio's other hand.

      Ezekiel grabbed for her wrist before she could touch the material. "I don't think so," he said.

      "I'm not wearing that trashy thing; I might as well run down the street screaming look at me."

      "And wearing a religious uniform doesn't scream the same thing?"

      She had a retort on her lips when she heard Julio growl at both of them to shut up. He sank into his chair again, putting his head in his hands.

      "What a fucken mess," he mumbled more to himself than to Theda or Ezekiel. "I don't have time for this shit. Just get dressed and get out. If you can't give me any information about Eddie then just get dressed and get the fuck out. "

      Without a word, Theda pulled the dress down over her head and smoothed it against her hips. She immediately felt better; all she had to do to feel best was to not look down at what she was wearing. Even the feel of the lamé against her bare skin felt wicked and trashy. She eyed Ezekiel, waiting for some idea of what to do next.

      "What's all the hubbub?"

      "They've got some girl playing on the promo over and over, saying she murdered Henrik. They're searching for her everywhere."

      Ezekiel sank to a crouch in front of Julio. "Henrik? The Beast's son? And what's such a fucken mess about that?" Theda could hear the tension in his voice at the question.

      Julio peered up at him. "Seriously? Eddie's in a spitters' den, hoarding fuck knows how many of those disgusting vermin for his boss, and you want to know what the mess is?" He eyed Theda briefly as though she were one of the disgusting vermin and didn't warrant any more attention than a quick shot of a glance.

      "Enlighten me," Ezekiel said indulgently.

      "Are you sure you know Eddie?" Julio turned back to Ezekiel, his gaze narrowing suspiciously. "Cause if you knew Eddie at all, if you knew what he was doing for a living, you'd know why this is such a fucken mess."

      He got up, pushing Ezekiel aside and paced back and forth, mumbling to himself. Finally, he stopped in front of Ezekiel, facing him with hands on his hips.

      "Tell me the last time you saw him."

      "The last time I saw Eddie, he was laying a smear down on a Councilman's tongue."

      Julio shrugged. "That could be anyone in a spitters'den, or outside of it for that matter. Proves nothing."

      "The Councilman in question was dressed as a Renaissance executioner."

      Julio's face lit up. "Prusser," he said. "Has to be. And what of Councilman Prusser's companion at the time?" The boy's brows lifted inquisitively. Meaningfully.

      Ezekiel turned just slightly enough to draw Julio's attention back to where Theda was sitting on the couch.

      It took a long drawn out moment, but realization eventually found its way onto his face. "Holy fuck, it's you," he blurted.

      Ezekiel's tone almost sounded proud, as though he was showing off something remarkable. "Councilman Prusser was about to chop off young Anne's head."

      "Prusser's snuff girl is the girl on the promo?"

      "The same."

      Julio fell into the chair again. Shaking his head. "Well this truly is a fucked up mess then."

      The boy chewed his fingernail as he regarded Ezekiel. "Prusser went on Promo to say they had a lead on Henrik's killer, on the woman who murdered the Mayor--that she's a spitter, holed up in one of Sasha's boutiques."

      Sasha had more than one boutique? That was disquieting. It took Theda a few moments to process how true the accusation actually was--at least how true it had been for a short while, before the boy spoke again.

      "They'd let you rot in there and get what's coming to you," Julio said, pulling his fingers from his mouth and crossing his arms over his knees. "Except they want to make an example of you."

      That gave her chills. She licked her lips nervously.

      Ezekiel's arms crossed in a way that made Theda shiver. He looked threatening; entirely capable of violence as he faced Julio. "And what has that got to do with Eddie?" He asked, and his tone matched his stance.

      Julio ignored the imminent warning. "Well, Eddie recruits, doesn't he? And he sells the leftover organs from the snuff action on the black market. Well, if there's anything usable left, that is," he said as an afterthought and Theda found herself wincing as she imagined what her fate could have been if Ezekiel hadn't found her in time.

      "You know that's what he does for a living, and it doesn't bother you?" She asked Julio, unable to keep the accusation from her tone.

      "It's how I get to live in such luxury." Julio spread his arms wide to indicate the small apartment with a twisted grin on his face. "Eddie knows how to keep his men happy."

      Julio didn't sound happy; in fact, he sounded pretty damned sour.

      "That's disgusting," she said.

      "Judge not," Julio said, eyeing the way her thighs peeked out from beneath the lamé skirt. "Besides, working in that place helps him keep a low profile."

      "Still, I wouldn't think a little thing like black market organ sales would be such big deal," Ezekiel said.

      Julio shrugged, pouting. "Maybe not. At least not until someone recognizes him."

      "Who would care?" Ezekiel seemed to grow bored at the information even as Theda kept having to swallow down her own bile with each new tidbit. She couldn't stop pressing her fingers into her belly, feeling for her liver.

      "He's a lover," the boy said. "As if you didn't know that. One of Henrik's harem. That's what makes this such a mess. They sent the horsemen in," he said. "Into spitters'dens all over the city."

      "Sweet Fuck," Ezekiel murmured.

      "Yeah," Julio said chuckling darkly. "You see the trouble. The horsemen will know him on sight."

      Ezekiel swung away from them both, facing the wall, his hands clenched at his sides. Theda watched his hands curl and uncurl into fists. She had heard of the horsemen; everyone knew who they were. An elite army of soldiers set to do the Beast's bidding much like the SS had in Nazi Germany. All ruthless, led by four equally ruthless generals. Not so much to keep the peace, but to keep the mandate of anti-theistical life in the Beast's new Earth.

      She wasn't sure why this bothered him so. She thought of Bridget, dark-haired, full-bodied Bridget who, according to Ezekiel, had also been a lover--a movement of people from Henrik's harem, safe now despite her safe house being raided.

      "Surely they won't bother with Eddie," Theda said. "If they're looking for me, maybe they'll be too busy--"

      "They'll make the time," Ezekiel said, turning. The muscles in his throat worked as he tried to control what Theda interpreted as panic. And if Ezekiel could panic, then maybe Julio was right to call it a mess.

      "Damn right they'll make the time," Julio said. "They're re-educating every one of the harem when they find them. All of the lovers."

      "What does that mean?" She looked at Ezekiel for an explanation, hoping it wasn't as threatening a concept as Julio made it sound.

      "It means," he said. "Electroshock therapy. Torture. Lobotomies for those who refuse to be re-educated. Death if that doesn't work."

      The look on his face, the almost vacant stare that told Theda he was struggling to focus made her believe he had lied to her earlier.

      "Bridget," she guessed.

      He nodded miserably. "If the horsemen find anyone from the harem during their search for you they'll take them to the sanatoriums."

      "I thought you said she was safe. I thought you said she got away."

      He swallowed hard. She watched the Adam's apple Bob up and down for several moments before he would answer. "I gave her enough money to buy a week in one of Sasha's rooms." "

      "And they're looking for me there," Theda said. "So they'll find her."

      "And Eddie," Julio collapsed onto the chair. "Poor Eddie."

      "We need to get back in there," Ezekiel said. Almost absently, he tapped his foot and Theda thought of the monstrous knife he stored in there. She imagined him storming the den with a Taser in one hand and a knife in the other: both woefully inadequate weapons under the circumstances.

      "Oh, no," she said. "Maybe you need to get back in there but I'm not going anywhere." She crossed her arms over her chest as she halted next to the counter, placing her fingers purposely on the sideboard. What good was a bounty hunter who carried nothing more frightening than a Taser and a knife? No good, that was what.

      "I'm staying here."

      Julio propelled himself from his chair, rounding the counter, pulling open drawers. "And what makes you think I'm going to let you stay here?" he complained. "Who knows how many people saw you come into my apartment? It's not safe for me to let you stay here."

      "Well, then I'll go somewhere else, but I'm not going back there." Theda turned her back on Julio, she could handle him. Instead, she glared at Ezekiel.

      "You'll go if I say you go." He informed her with perfectly enunciated words that made her blood boil.

      "You can't control me."

      "Exactly the problem," he said. "And I can't protect you if I don't know where you are. How do I know you won't go off and take another smear. Get yourself captured."

      "Maybe giving me a smear is the best way to control me," she said, thinking of how he'd forced her to take three of them when he'd arrested her. She crossed her arms as she confronted him. They'd come a long way since then. "You know, in books the hero tries to protect the heroine, not drag her back into danger."

      "Books are fiction, Minou; they're not real."

      "Who the hell are you?" She demanded. "First you arrest me so I can be interrogated and nearly killed. You saved me from that and now you want to take me back into the lion's den? It doesn't make any sense. Why save me only to put me back in harm's way?" Her instinct for survival was in overdrive; and she didn't care if it meant Bridget's life or Eddie's, they were nothing to her, really. She had exactly one person to worry about and that person was getting the hell out of Dodge.

      He stepped in front of her, blocking her from the door. "I have my reasons."

      "Well, I'm not going."

      He gripped her by the shoulders, giving her a shake. "You're going. I can use you as leverage to get to Bridget if I need to, but I won't let anything happen to you."

      Julio piped up pitifully, over the sound of rattling silverware as he slammed a drawer closed. "Or Eddie."

      Ezekiel looked back over his shoulder. "Sure, or Eddie."

      "I'm not going," Theda said.

      "I told you I can protect you, Theda. Don't you believe me?"

      "I don't know what to believe. All I know is I'm not going back there. I'll take my chances on the street."

      "And chances they'll be." Ezekiel said. "You'll be dead before morning. If the horsemen are out in force, it's not just the regular citizens who will be your greatest danger. Trust me."

      "You didn't keep me safe before. I almost died in that den."

      "Almost died," he repeated as though it mattered, stressing the adverb.

      She shook her head. "It's the horsemen, Ezekiel," she said, realizing the depth of the danger she was in, finally. He'd been trying to instill it in her all along, but she'd stubbornly clung to the belief that she was just one small player in a global act, that the anonymity of being so worthless would keep her safe in the end. Now she knew better.

      "They're ruthless, Ezekiel. You must've seen them during the Holocaust. You must've watched the devastation they left in their wake." She shuddered as she said this, imagining that the horsemen's path must've been very much like the Vikings in the old world. Vikings and Genghis Khan would have been a bedtime story compared to the things the horsemen did.

      "Ruthless doesn't describe it," she said.

      He shrugged. "I know."

      "You can't know," she argued. "Because if you did, you wouldn't be expecting me to let myself be your bait for a woman I don't even know."

      "She's got a point, there," Julio said and Ezekiel's glare made him take a step backward, fumble for the counter.

      "A woman who gave you the clothes off her back and a place to sleep," Ezekiel said without taking his eyes off Julio.

      She looked down at her dress, thinking she'd give anything to have those simple jeans and T-shirt back, but she'd stripped them off before she'd taken her last smear, back before Ezekiel had pulled her from the house when they were raided. Assuming they had been raided. She didn't even know for sure; all she knew was what he told her.

      "I'm grateful to her," she said. "But that's asking too much. I'm not going. Nothing you say can convince me."

      "Theda, I'm one of the horsemen."

      He looked at his boots as he said this, as he let her take in the full measure of his statement. And it took her several moments for it to completely sink in. His casual, almost thoughtless acceptance of violence and killing. The men from the night he abducted her, his killing of the Mayor. Despite his admitting that he worked for the Beast, she'd assumed his taking of those lives had been a measure of how pressed he'd felt to do so, not because it was a natural inclination for him.

      She shivered involuntarily as she realized it, because only then did she realize how close to danger she had actually been all this time. Ezekiel, one of the horsemen. That was how he knew Bridget; that was how he knew Eddie: because as a horseman he would have known the Beast's son, would have met the people in Henrik's harem. She felt a strange sense of betrayal that she couldn't articulate; she could only stare at her feet until she heard him speak again, and even then she couldn't meet his gaze. She could only hug her chest tighter.

      "I know full well the ruin of the Holocaust," he said, taking deliberate steps toward her even as she fumbled her way backwards, searching for a glass, knife, something to wield as a weapon. And to think she had almost given herself to him. Believed for a moment he cared about her.

      "I saw it all up front. All in living color."

      She felt Julio's hand slip into hers as Ezekiel spoke, heard his breath change to something less rhythmic and she realized Julio understood things that still managed to escape her.

      "I was there, Theda," Ezekiel said, ignoring the ragged way her chest had begun to move, the way she sucked air in desperate measures, coming close enough that she could smell his cologne and the heat from his body. She thought she was going to be sick.

      "I was there during the Apocalypse because death is my business. I'm the Pale Rider."
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      The Pale Rider. Death himself. Theda knew it all so well. A girl didn't live as the daughter of an evangelical preacher her entire life and not learn a thing or two about the end of times and the four most powerful riders in the history of religion. But the Apocalypse, the idea of tribulation, rapture, of judgment of the just hadn't exactly occurred the way her father always believed or taught. And not just him, either. None of the religions had gotten it truly right. Little bits and pieces of it, yes: just enough that a girl could easily compare the accuracy of the world's religions and their predictions to prophesying an entire novel from a random sentence in the middle.

      Even so, Christianity had gotten one thing correct. Four things, actually. Men from all corners of the earth with a particular and specific specialty on their roster of skill sets when the Beast took over the Earth. All equally frightening in prophetic notions, and equally frightening in their reality.

      And here she was standing in front of the most terrifying one of the four.

      "You didn't bring me to the mayor because I was religion mongering," she said to him, the full weight of her realization making it difficult to speak. "And you didn't save me from him because you saw something that tweaked some dormant sense of humanity in that vision."

      He shook his head in response, looking wholly miserable.

      "You took me there because you thought I posed a threat to the Beast and his religion-less world and you needed to know for sure. How stupid am I--you tried to tell me that, but I didn't know what it really meant." She choked on a spurt of laughter and put a finger to her temple, thinking it through, trying to remember everything he'd told her. "I thought we shared something in that lifetime that made you care." She chortled humorlessly, feeling the freefall grasping at her throat. "When all along you saved me because you realized it was true. That the Beast would want me alive."

      She was prowling the room now, the hand that had earlier clutched Julio's in a sense of protective joining now lay on her heart because the muscle inside had begun to hurt. She'd been stupid, so stupid. The godspit had dulled her wits. And now she was in greater danger than if she had just been left in the Mayor's hands. But he had done that. He was responsible for her alleged escape. He: the Pale Rider of the Apocalypse. She waved her hands in front of her face, trying to feed her lungs and failing. She began to suck air in like it was coming through a narrow straw. It wasn't enough. She wouldn't be able to feel her muscles with such niggardly amounts of oxygen.

      "If that was entirely true," he said, trying to catch her by the waist as she spun past him. "If that was true don't you think you would be somewhere else right now"

      She wrenched free and he was left to plead with open palms in front of his waist.

      "Think, Theda. Don't you think you'd be facing the Beast, not holed up in a dank little apartment?"

      "Hey," Julio complained.

      Ezekiel ignored Julio's protest. "Minou," he said, trying to grapple for her hand and missing it. "If it doesn't make sense, it must be because it isn't true. Why else would I save you if I didn't care?"

      She backed away. "I don't know. I don't know what it is you're after. I only know I'm not safe in my grotto enjoying a night of bliss because you arrested me on pretense of religion mongering. I only know you murdered the mayor when everyone assumed you had left the religion monger in his capably torturous hands. I only know..."

      She trailed off because she didn't know any more than that. A few days ago she'd been earning enough money for a sandwich and coffee, enjoying night after night of forgetful ecstasy in the throes of a drug that evaporated her every memory, pain, regret, and found some sort of uneasy routine that at least made this new world bearable. Now all she had was a crystal-clear mind with snapping synapses that made her flesh crawl with realization. The godspit had finally left her system, leaving her painfully aware, and painfully aware was absolutely no way for a gal like her to live.

      He looked pained. His green eyes crinkled at the corner. He held his hands out to Julio, supplicating in a way that made Theda press her palm into her belly. Julio shook his hands and backed away, started rifling through his cupboards again, but she didn't dare take her eyes off Ezekiel long enough to find out what he was looking for.

      "I had my orders. I never lied to you about that." Ezekiel tried to step closer again, but Theda backed away until her legs met the edge of the sofa. She collapsed onto it.

      "Why do you really want to go back to the den?" She asked him and held tightly to her belly as she waited for the answer. Oh, the pain of it, the need for the bliss, the desire for a smear. She could be sick with all of it.

      "Bridget," he said.

      "You told me you weren't lovers," she accused, thinking as she said it that she didn't truly know anything. She couldn't trust anything he'd said. She couldn't really expect him to give her an honest response, now. She'd grown more stupid with each hour she'd spent with him, trusting, believing.

      "We aren't lovers," he said. "I did not lie to you."

      "You have lied. You've been lying all along." She wanted to accuse him of more; she wanted to tell him she'd begun to have feelings for him, that she would have given him anything, but she couldn't do that, now. It was an accusation that would hurt her more than it would him. He didn't care. He had never cared. She opened her mouth to say that, and thought she actually did speak until she heard the report of a gun, smelled what she could've sworn was the stink of sulfur, and realized as her mouth clicked closed that Julio had shot at them.
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      She'd heard somewhere that a person could be hit and not feel it, that adrenaline robbed a body of its pain for exactly as long as it took for the synapses to receive the message and that it could be at least a dozen seconds. She groped about her chest for the hot stickiness of blood in the seconds after she registered the shot, and when her brain registered the feel of her hands scouring her body, she knew she was clean of a bullet. Without thinking, her gaze flew to Ezekiel. She wasn't sure why she was relieved when she found him still standing.

      "Get the fuck out," Julio said, the gun trembling in his hand. There was a steely look in his eye, but the seesawing of his jaw gave away his alarm. His stare was locked on the hole he'd put in the wall, not on either of them as he pressed against the cupboards, protecting his back like a cornered rabbit.

      "We're going," Ezekiel said. He reached his hand out to Theda, keeping the other held up in surrender.

      "No," she mumbled. "I'm not going with you."

      Julio levelled the handgun at her. "I don't care if you're going with him or not; I just want you to get the fuck out."

      She forced the lump down her throat and eased her way toward the door. Ezekiel came along behind her, and she held her arm outstretched, holding him off. "Back off," she told him. "I'm warning you."

      A dark humor came over his face. "Warning me? You forget I have a Taser and a knife. Julio over there has a gun pointed at you. What do you have, Theda?"

      She couldn't answer. She had nothing. Besides, Julio began hissing at them to get the fuck out and he didn't look angry so much as scared--a bad combination for a man holding a weapon. Then she knew what she had, the only thing she'd ever had: her two feet, her survival instinct, and the element of surprise.

      She yanked open the door and tore off down the hallway, only realizing she was in an apartment building as her bare feet hit the carpet. She'd been out of it when Ezekiel had brought her to Julio's, and he obviously would know the way out, but because she had no idea which way the exit was, he couldn't possibly anticipate her movements. Surely that would give her some edge.

      She didn't bother to look back to see how close he was on her heels; she sped headlong, arms pumping, chest burning as she zigzagged through the hallways.

      It didn't occur to her that she should have taken some time to put on shoes until she reached the elevators and had to face the decision to go down the stairs or down the shaft. She didn't even know how high up in the apartment building she was. She could be on the bottom floor for all she knew. Her biggest question was which way Ezekiel would assume she'd go. No doubt he'd expect her to leave the building. She decided on the elevator, pressing the up button in a frantic urge to get the doors to open. And when the doors did slide open, she was in such a hurry to get in that she rammed straight into a thick wall of leather clad chest.

      Instinct made her look up, then fear made her scuttle her gaze back to her toes. She'd rammed into one of five horsemen crammed into the elevator. She'd know them anywhere like most people would: their Black Watch caps with their emblems of a horse with its mane flowing outward against an exploding sun were a dead giveaway.

      She tried to ease past them nonchalantly, to calmly creep inside of the elevator in the hopes that they wouldn't recognize her from the Promo, that they expected the main religion monger they sought to be instilled in Sasha's den. But they didn't all exit. Three of them in the back fanned out within the car as the two in front stepped into the hallway.

      She found herself backing toward the stairwell. One of them, a freckle-faced ginger, caught sight of her bare feet and nudged the burly man next to him.

      "What kind of party takes barefoot hippies?" he demanded.

      "A freelove kind," the burly man said.

      "Is that the kind of party you're going to, doll? The ginger asked her. "An good old-fashioned love-in?"

      She tried to look away, meaning to avoid his gaze but his partner stepped forward and grabbed her by the elbow, wrenching her closer. "Answer the man," he commanded.

      "Borrowed dress, I'm afraid," she said. "My friend doesn't have my size shoes." She tried to chuckle like some insipid girl playing dress-up. She managed to look everywhere but into his eyes.

      "She look familiar to you?" The ginger asked his companion.

      "Sure does," he answered. "She looks like someone I banged up real good last week at the clubs."

      "Not me," she said, shaking her head, trying to twist away. "You've got the wrong girl; I don't go to the clubs."

      Her mind was racing as she tried to decide whether or not they recognized her. As far as the horsemen knew, she was supposed to be holed up at Sasha's not running around in a gold lamé dress in some ratty apartment building. Barefoot, at that. She was still trying to figure out the subtleties of the situation when she realized that they didn't care who she was at all. They had intents that had nothing to do with the girl on the promo because they never expected to find her. Not here. Surely they'd been sent out to comb the city as a halfhearted contingency but, in their heart of hearts, they knew the mission would be fruitless. The girl they sought would be at Sasha's.

      The other three filed out of the car in an almost comically ordered fashion. The way her heart ticked in her ears made it hard to think.

      She watched as the doors eased closed, cutting off her means of escape. Her wrists burned as the ginger wrapped his fingers around it and yanked. She fell against him so clumsily that she twisted her ankle. His hot breath went down her neck line as he shoved his face into the nape of her neck. Seconds later, pain shot up her shin as she was rammed against the wall. Hot tears stung her eyes as her palms met the wall. She couldn't count the hands that went up her skirt, testing for underwear, raking across her skin.

      From somewhere to her left she heard a door creak open.

      "What's all the noise?" A man's voice. She thought she heard herself sob in relief and couldn't understand why she wasn't let go, why she still felt surrounded and pinned against a wall.

      "Close your door," the ginger said. "You have exactly three seconds."

      Instinctively, Theda started to count.

      "You can't do that to her," the man said.

      "Time's up," the ginger answered without a stitch of emotion.

      It wasn't, but Theda's protest lost itself in the sound of a gun report. Despite the hands on her shoulders, she craned her head to steal a look. The ginger horseman still had his arm extended. She told herself not to watch, she told herself that what she was seeing was nothing to her, but she couldn't stop her eyes from following the path of the gun to the destination its bullets met. The man from the apartment, a young man, maybe even just turning to his early 20s, had fallen against his open door, a spray of blood behind him as he slipped to the yellowed carpet. She thought she heard laughter around her. Someone commented that idiots should know better than playing at Calvary.

      Then the brief reprieve was over. The clamminess of fingers returned, the probing. She thought she heard her dress tear.

      "Why don't you let a couple of us give you the best of both worlds, honey," the ginger said. "You're certainly wet enough to take two of us at a time." He pulled her away from the wall, twisting her to face him.

      The last time a couple of disgusting men had tried to assault her, Ezekiel had come to the rescue. Ezekiel. A horseman just like these. She hadn't had her wits about her then. She'd been lost in euphoria. Not today. Today her head was crystal-assed clear and she wouldn't go down without a fight.

      She gathered every bit of saliva she could manage and aimed for his disgusting mouth.

      He spat her own saliva back at her, then turned to the horseman who had exited the elevator with him and crooked his finger. "You and me first."

      Someone yanked her hands above her head and held them there as she was forced against him, pinned between the ginger and his burly companion. Separate sets of hands gripped her ankles and spread her legs; her bare thighs scraped against the course khaki of their pants, rubbing into it like an Indian burn as she struggled to free herself. She was twisting, squirming, but all her efforts seemed to do was offer the bastards better access.

      The first searing pain came with a shriek. Part of her groaned out loud, begging for a smear, wanting to let go, knowing that there was nothing anywhere in the vicinity that could save her. She tried to find euphoria within herself as she realized this. Tried to slip outside of her skin, but her own sobbing and the pain as the ginger entered her kept her so consciously grounded that she couldn't move outside of herself long enough to pretend nothing was happening.

      There was a sharp, second pain that burned her from behind and this time she begged any god that would listen for her mind to let go. She managed to squirm just enough that the pain subsided, but the owner of the cock trying to seek entrance from behind swore and groped her hips to keep them still. She squeezed her eyes closed, concentrating hard on finding another plane to exist on even for a few short seconds. An image wavered in, then danced away and she squeezed harder, forcing starbursts of color into the blackness of her eyelids.

      She thought at one point that she heard an animalistic growl, and in her confusion she thought that one of them had found a way to spread a load over her face because what sprayed onto it was hot and salty tasting, except that even as it was cooling on her face, the fullness in her sex was relieved. The body pressing against her chest was pulled away.

      It was only as she collapsed onto the carpet, with her mouth gaping open, that she realized the screams echoing behind her ears were coming from her own lungs.

      She was left abandoned on her knees, scrabbling to put her clothes back together, scanning the area around her with a panicked gaze, frantically trying to make sense of what was happening.

      All she could register at first was the body of one of her assailants on the floor in front of her. His neck splayed open and bloody. She crawled forward, thinking if she did nothing else, she'd spit in his face. She saw boots moving about, and crabbed her way backwards against the wall.

      That was when she saw Ezekiel. At first, her chest clenched in reactionary fear, but then she realized that the stoic mask he wore had everything to do with the three men storming for him as he took blow after blow with something akin to patient forbearance. Even as he rained violence down upon them in return, his expression was a deadpan mask that she could hardly bear to look at. That face didn't belong to the Ezekiel she knew. It had to be someone else. She fleeted a glance toward the ginger on the floor and realized his throat gaped open, drooling blood onto the floor. She didn't know whether to laugh or cry and instead opted to kick at the bastard to make sure he was dead. He had a gun; she knew it. She'd seen it, smelled it. She just had to find it.

      She heard Ezekiel order her to get on her feet and run; she took a step toward him, thinking she might be able to do something to help him, and saw what earned him his title. The deadpan expression had turned his face deathly white, his eyes, those gorgeous eyes, were the only thing that lit with emotion and that was a gleam of white hot fury as he swung at the burly horseman. She was both terrified of him and for him as he found pressure points behind the man's wrists and twisted without mercy until the man shrieked and fell to his knees. Ezekiel went for him, the knife dripping blood, aiming for a fleshy throat.

      One of the horsemen had begun pummeling Ezekiel repeatedly in the face, making him stagger backward, away from his target, and then another began landing blows into his stomach. She was ragged and shaking and quaking and terrified, but she did manage to register one thing as he caught her eye. "RUN."

      She wasn't sure if the word had streaked through her own mind or if it had come from Ezekiel's mouth to her ears. All she knew was that she would obey it. She found her feet and launched herself for the elevator button, abandoning her search for the gun. She jabbed the button with her finger a dozen times, trying to ignore the sounds behind her of Ezekiel grunting in pain, clawed at the crack until the doors opened and she launched herself inside.

      The doors began to close as the fourth assailant finally pulled his Taser free. Ezekiel froze as she spotted the soldier, something slipping across his face before the man jolted Ezekiel to the floor. She saw him stiffen, his face stuck in a grimace. But she could swear as the door started to close, that his gaze slipped to hers, that there was a subtle relieved smile weaving its way onto his relaxing face.

      The man holding the Taser stared down at Ezekiel, his face lighting with recognition.

      "General Eazy?" he said and looked in confusion from Ezekiel to where Theda was punching the L button.

      The burly assailant who had disembarked the elevator with the ginger lunged for the door, but it was too late. It clicked closed and she was moving downward, heading for the lobby.

      At least she hoped she was heading for the lobby because now that Ezekiel had killed one of his own men for her, they would come for her without remorse.
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      When the doors opened again, it was to the same damn hallway. She bolted past the man frantically stabbing the button and ran for the stairwell, thinking that if she could just make it up one flight, anyone following her would assume she'd gone down. She could be safe, maybe sneak back around, disappear until she had a chance to escape the building. She didn't know what she could do for Ezekiel, one thing she did understand: he had taken a beating for her, offering her a chance to escape. Her eyes burned just thinking about how he'd looked, how bloody his nose had been, how determined he was to stand against the violent blows he suffered. But she couldn't spend the energy right now to process. She had to honor the pain he'd endured.

      She managed to plow through the door, but the sound of someone hard on her heels told he she would never make it up the steps or down.

      She slipped to the side, gasping for breath, the muscles in her legs fiery columns of twisted pain as she prepared to chop backwards with her entire arm into the stomach of whoever came through the door. When he burst through, she put her entire weight into the swing, catching him in the stomach and making him exhale all the air from his lungs in one painful sound. He doubled over for only a minute before he raised his eyes to her. His reaction time was so quick she didn't have time to step away. He was on her in seconds, grasping her shoulders and twisting her so that she fell to the floor with him atop her. She couldn't breathe for a long moment, and the burning in her lungs told her that he had knocked the air out of her as she'd fallen. She tried to twist in his grasp but found his hold too secure.

      "Bitch," he called her and pulled something from his boot. She only had time to register a click and corresponding hum before her body went stiff, spasming painfully. He chuckled darkly and flipped her over so that her belly was squashed against the floor.

      "I'll teach you to resist," he said, his hands pushing up beneath the gold lame. She felt his cold fingers pressing into her buttocks, but she had the feeling this wouldn't be about sex. She had the feeling this was going to be about control, about power and retribution. This time she knew there'd be no salvation from Ezekiel. Instead, she held her breath, trying to let everything go limp, trying to coerce her muscles into relaxing.

      "That's it, bitch," he said. "Nice and compliant, that's how I like it."

      She felt his teeth on the back of her neck. He clamped down hard, making her cry out.

      "You'd like a nice fuck," he hissed into her ear. "But I'm not that kind of guy."

      She squeezed her eyes closed, not wanting to think about what could be worse than assault. She barely had time to register the second jolt as it screamed up her spine before she stiffened out painfully, her teeth clamping down on her tongue, bringing the taste of blood. The third jolt stole even the blackness behind her eyelids.

      She barely registered being yanked to her feet, stumbling awkwardly as she tried to get her muscles to remember how to work. Her buttocks stung as though Hornets had taken their fury out on her and she weakly remembered counting the jolts whenever she could just keep herself from sobbing in panic. She thought there might have been five but, the way her muscles felt like jelly losing its consistency, she figured the number was closer to ten. She was vaguely aware of joining the other group, of being forced to plod along in her bare feet to a vehicle, being stuffed inside, letting her consciousness whimper into a corner of her psyche until she could no longer keep her eyes open.

      She might have thought about Ezekiel as her lids closed, in fact, she must have thought about him because his face swam before her eyes even beneath the closed lids. He didn't mock her in the visions; she wished he would, because the look of pain on his face was far worse to bear.

      She came to in an elegant room papered in burgundy with plaster crown moldings stretching from corner to corner. For a second her chest relaxed and allowed a brief inhale. Then she realized her hands were manacled above her, that when she did pull in one sweet draft of air her ribs shrieked in agony. She winced because she couldn't breathe enough to cry.

      Some kind of buzzing in her ears prodded for her attention like a toe tapping impatiently. She swayed away from it. Bad enough she was hanging here by her wrists, struggling to make each breath, should she have to put up with an incessant noise too?

      "Leave me alone," she said to the buzzing. "I don't know anything."

      The buzzing turned to the whine of a thousand mosquitoes humming about her head. Instinct made her try to swat them away and the sting of metal chafing her raw flesh made her cry out. The effort of making sound sent a lick of fire up her throat. But at least the sound went away. She let her head hang in relief.

      "Theda?"

      Her name. That voice. She tried to lift her head, aiming her gaze to her left.

      "Thank fuck," he said. Ezekiel's voice, but that thing hanging next to her, suspended by his wrists from a long steel bar attached to the ceiling, that couldn't be Ezekiel. The face was too swollen. The lips too bloody. "Are you okay?" He said.

      She tried to answer but found the muscles in her jaw were too sore to form words. She started to shake her head and thought better of that, too. She didn't think she'd ever be okay, again. But even if she could say the words, she couldn't admit them to him. If it was Ezekiel, She didn't want him to think that all he'd endured for her sake had been for nothing.

      "The Beast is coming," he said, and each word exited his mouth as though it took a great deal of effort. As though he was working his tongue around a mouthful of marbles. "Daniel will give you a smear. Use it if you have to."

      It was Ezekiel. And he wanted to give her a smear. They must be in some truly deep shit if that was the case. She thought she heard laughter and realized it was coming from deep within her chest.

      "Theda?" He prodded again. "Minou."

      She didn't want him to call her that. Just the sound of that word made her chest burn, force the memory of his hands on her skin, how the taste of his mouth managed to replace her cravings for godspit. She tried again to look at him, fighting against the pain in her neck as she craned her head sideways, thinking to tell him not to speak her anymore. She didn't think she could bear it.

      "The mayor," he croaked. "What you saw, what you gave me," a swollen tongue stabbed at his bloody bottom lip. "It changed me."

      Changed him. What did that mean? Was he no longer the Pale Rider, the man destined to reap blood and death as though it was an autumn harvest? She thought of the Beast's son. How young he had been when she'd given him his vision. College-age. She'd had no idea who he was at the time, only that he came to her after the Holocaust, offering her enough money to eat for the day. She'd not told anyone about the contents of that revision. She thought he'd walked away thinking it was just the magic of her ride. She had no idea it had changed him until Ezekiel had come searching for her, had set in motion her own eventual demise. And now this man who had tried to protect her with his own body, a man who belonged to an order of ruthless soldiers, he was admitting the same thing to her.

      Religion mongering. Indeed, that's what she'd been doing all along although she had no idea. Something inside her squeezed.

      "I'm sorry I couldn't save you," he said and she heard regret in his voice, remorse and something else. Failure?

      She had to work at forming words: each time her synapses fired, they reminded her that she was hanging by her wrists, struggling to breathe, thinking it must have been the same way for Christ on his cross, wanting retribution when he returned. Craving vengeance. Because that was how it had seemed during the Holocaust. He'd ravaged the Earth like a man tormented by memories too agonizing to articulate. He'd stolen his precious few and rained down vengeance in his retreat, like the earth was thirsty for it.

      Then the Beast had set loose his horsemen as though the earth had to pay the price of that vengeance, scouring it clean of any sense of divinity. Those days had been worse than the one when the god had come.

      And here this one horseman hung next to her. Changed, he said. But no one needed to know that. He could recover. He could explain any of this away to his superiors. There was no need for him to die here for the sake of a spindly girl who was too foolish to let her power go dormant. She owed him that. She wanted to give him that.

      She wanted to form words but they wouldn't come. Not until the door rattled open and a man stood in front of her, staring her down as though she was the one who had invited the god in the first place.

      "I'm guilty," she mumbled.

      She heard the intake of breath from next to her but ignored it. "I'm the one you're looking for."

      "It's not me who's looking for you, love." The man stepped closer and she could see something beneath the stubble on his jaw that reminded her of wax mannequins and chaise lounges and the thrill of bliss hitting her tongue.

      "Sasha," she muttered.

      Sasha struck a pose. "In the flesh," he said.

      She thought she heard Ezekiel croak out an order that sounded very much like a protest.

      "Take me," she said. "Get Ezekiel safe and you can have me."

      "You know what you're asking?" Sasha asked carefully.

      She tried to nod but all she managed was a curt movement of her chin.

      "We don't have much time. He's entered the den."

      She nodded again and a thoughtful look streaked across Sasha's face that told Theda he'd already thought this out. He'd already made plans and was just hoping she'd play into them. It didn't matter. She'd made her decision.

      Sasha twisted sideways, nodding to someone in the doorway. Theda wasn't surprised when she saw a bleeding Salima being led in by the horseman who had captured her in the apartment building. She couldn't imagine the amount of money Sasha must have paid him to betray his order. He sent Theda a twisted grin but didn't so much as look as Ezekiel as he unlocked Theda's restraints and let her collapse to the floor.

      She caught Salima's sloe-eyed gaze and saw within its depths a craving so acute she understood immediately that the girl had been repeatedly fed godspit and then left to dry out until now. She must have fought them for a smear, bitten her own lip as she jonesed out. Theda's stomach twisted just thinking how miserable the girl must feel.

      "Theda?"

      She looked up at Ezekiel who was shaking his head at her vehemently. "Don't," he said.

      She thought of his hands on her body, of the taste of him. She realized, looking at his battered body, that nothing would be the same. She wanted him to live. The Pale Rider, the man who lived to deliver death, trying to save a life. The least she could do was return the favor.

      She struggled to a wobbly stand and leaned into Ezekiel, slipping her hands behind his neck, pulling him close. She whispered a kiss onto his earlobe, slipping her hands into his pocket. As she withdrew, she caught his green eyed gaze and held it, begging him not to speak.

      "Use it," he croaked, and she knew he meant the smear. When she got a chance, she should slip into oblivion, avoid the agony of whatever the Beast had in store for her. She placed her finger on his lips, shushing him.

      "You are my addiction, remember?" she said.

      "Not this way, Minou." His eyes went glassy as he tried to keep his gaze locked on hers.

      "How touching," Sasha said, his finger to his lips in a parody of a cherub's kiss.

      Theda whirled on him. "Tell your man to release him," she said. "My life for his."

      It was liberating, this feeling of offering salvation. Far more absolving than the tickle of godspit on her tongue. She felt giddy, almost euphoric.

      She thought she heard Ezekiel groan aloud, but the sound was muted by the rattling of Salima's hands into the manacles, of Sasha complaining that they were taking too long, that the Beast would find them stealing his treasure, that they had to get out while the getting was good.

      As covertly as she could, Theda tottered close enough to Salima that she could catch her eye. She lifted her hand in a weak salute, twisting the palm forward just enough that the girl caught sight of the smear between her fingers. Theda's heart broke watching the excitement gleam in her eyes.

      "Thank you," she said to the girl and leaned forward, aiming her ear for the lips that fumbled around a tongue working to speak.

      "I want a do over," the girl whispered.

      "I know," Theda said, placing trembling lips on the girl's cheek. As sneakily as she could she slipped the smear onto the girl's tongue. She didn't need to watch the girl succumb to know that the tingle had swept through the girl's palette and into her synapses. She knew the experience far too well to have to see it happen. She turned away from the girl who had played Cleopatra for the Councilman and yet survived. Theda faced Sasha, pointing to Ezekiel, knowing that even if Sasha realized Salima was blissed out, it wouldn't matter now.

      "Do it," she said.

      Sasha motioned for his companion to unhinge Ezekiel and the horseman fell to the floor in a heap where the soldier prodded him with his toe. At first, Ezekiel bolted to his feet, flying toward the soldier with his hands stretching for the man's throat. The soldier Tasered him almost casually, watching as Ezekiel's legs shot out straight and his mouth clicked shut.

      The soldier kicked Ezekiel in the head before Theda could protest. "Out of it," the brute said, aiming his boot at Ezekiel's head.

      "What kind of bargain do you make, Sasha," Theda said, afraid the soldier would inflict further harm. She wasn't sure how much more Ezekiel could take; his face already ballooned out at his cheekbones, the nose a disjointed twist of broken cartilage. "Keep your promise or I withdraw my offer."

      "Get him out of here," Sasha said with a nod to the man. "I don't care how you do it."

      Theda nodded mutely. There was stickiness at the corner of her mouth that felt liquid and flaky at the same time. She touched it, stared at the pad of her index finger. Blood. Salima's blood.

      A do over. That's what the girl wanted. It's what every addict wanted when they grew ashamed of their weakness: a do over. So the girl had known she was going to die, that she was offering herself in Theda's place, and that she was okay with it. Theda would see that her sacrifice wasn't wasted.

      Without thinking about the consequences, she stuck her finger in her mouth.
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      Nothing. Not a single blip of vision, no wash of color to lead Theda to believe she was slipping into another time, another place, a life lived generations ago by the girl whose blood tingled in her mouth. Rather than relief, Theda felt fear. She'd tasted the lives of others for as long as she could remember. The ability to help them through it themselves, to find some meaning in the lives they lived before, that had come later with much training from her mother. But, to not see anything now? That was more terrifying than the idea of facing the Beast. Because if she saw no lives from before, then did it mean there were no lives to come? Did they mean that Salima would not get her do over?

      Almost numbly, she followed Sasha from the room, leaving Ezekiel and the burly horseman behind to what she hoped was some sort of salvation. She didn't dare think about what might happen to him if Sasha decided not to keep his word. She had to trust the bounty hunter would be safe, that he'd find a way out when all was said and done. She had to believe he'd be okay because believing anything else would strip her of her resolve.

      She threaded her way behind, watching Sasha's sultry hips sway this way and that until they were striding through the common room. All manner of activity strangely quieted as they made their way across its expanse and through to a smaller alcove with a handful of suited men standing about, drinking from champagne flutes.

      In the corner waited an elaborate dais cloaked in shadow. Sasha closed the door behind them. Without turning to speak to her, he pressed a light switch on the wall, flooding the dais with a narrowed ray of silvery illumination.

      Theda's heart went to her mouth. Chains lay in a puddle on the floor, attached to grommets protruding from the carpet. She had the eerie feeling she'd be chained there like Jessica Lange in King Kong.

      "Gentlemen," Sasha's throaty voice turned strangely baritone as he walked Theda to the dais. He made her stand directly beneath the light as his arms swept out beside him magnanimously as though he was offering some sort of gift. A waiflike spitter emerged from the shadows and looped a wide leather belt around Theda's waist, clicking it locked as the ends joined. Theda strained to test the restraint and felt sick when she couldn't move more than an inch to either side.

      Sasha struck a pose for the audience. "How much am I bid for this young girl?"

      There was no pretense to the auction. Sasha demonstrated no hint of moral indignity as he cupped her ass through the gold lame material and twisted her so the crowd could catch a glimpse of her round cheek. "You'll find her healthy, free of disease, and able to copulate."

      A murmur of appraisal shuddered through the crowd. Theda tried to peer out into the darkness, but the lights blinded her. All she could see were her own trembling hands as she tangled her fingers together.

      "Come see for yourself," Sasha said. "If you don't believe me."

      Out of the darkness came a tall strip of a man who, in the light, reminded Theda of a string of copper wire tarnished by age and filth. His fingers invaded Theda's mouth, pulling down her lips and stretching them this way and that. He tasted of fish and she had to fight not to gag. Abruptly, those fingers left her mouth and ran down her chest, pinching her nipples through the dress.

      "Is she disfigured?" The man said to Sasha.

      "Strip her and see," Sasha replied.

      She heard her own whimper, but could do nothing as the man wrenched the dress down from the shoulders, tearing it as he twisted it over her torso, down past the belt, peeling her like fruit. He grunted as he studied her breasts, jiggled one in his palm, testing the weight. He looked faintly displeased at her paltry B cups and she tried to work down a lump that caught in her throat. His hand went beneath the dress, cupping her ass, then, frustrated, pulled free and twisted the dress up through the belt so it lay in a bunch on her waist. She had no choice, as he tugged further, but to lift her arms so he could pull it off. He tossed the garment to the floor and then both of his hands returned to her skin, poking, pinching. Three fingers at a time drove into her sex and extracted themselves. She clenched her thighs together against the sting they left.

      "Fifty thousand," he said thoughtfully. Someone in the back whistled.

      "Surely, you jest," Sasha said. "You do know there's a reserve?"

      The man looked wickedly chagrined. "Can't blame a man for trying," he said, shrugging.

      Sasha stepped into the light, pushing the man gently aside. "Gentlemen, in case you don't understand, the reserve is set at a quarter of a million." He eyed the bidder speculatively. "Care to look, again?"

      "Is she a virgin?" Someone from the darkness asked.

      "No," the bidder responded and turned to Sasha. "Too hefty a price, then," he said. "Even for your wares. Even for wares of this quality." He poked a finger at the corner of Theda's eye and pulled. "She could be a spitter like the rest of your goods."

      "All the easier to control if you're fortunate enough for her to be," Sasha explained. "She'd be far more docile."

      "Unless I want some fire," he corrected.

      "Fire can be bought like anything else."

      "Still too hefty."

      The snake of Sasha's smile slithered across his face. "You have before you the woman the Beast seeks. I'm sure that changes the value."

      A renewed hush fell over the room as the news struck each occupant differently. Theda didn't want to see the look of renewed hunger in the men's eyes and stared at her toes in the light.

      "If you don't want to satisfy your own cravings with this girl, feel free to resell her to the Beast."

      "You double crossing bitch," Theda hissed. "You were supposed to--"

      "Supposed to what?" Sasha inquired politely. "You knew what you were agreeing to. What does it matter the method of your demise?"

      "You were supposed to save Ezekiel."

      "I did," Sasha answered. "Even now, he's reclining ever so comfortably on a chaise lounge."

      "You gave him godspit?" Theda couldn't believe her ears.

      Sasha wouldn't answer. Instead he addressed the room again. "Come, now," he said. "Surely you can imagine the price of my risk. I do this for you, my most loyal patrons. I'm offering you a unique opportunity. Dress her as Joan of Arc, if you like, and burn her alive. Milk her like a vampire would. Shoot her an overdose and watch her slip away in a delirium. You're limited only by your imagination here at Sasha's Boutique."

      Theda's tongue stabbed at her parched lips as she tried to rekindle her resolve. The absolution she'd felt, the liberation at saving Ezekiel, felt like water in her veins, but it was the voice that came from immediately in front of her that made her legs turn to liquid.

      "I'll take her."

      She didn't have to search the faces to know the owner of the voice.

      "Councilman Prusser," Sasha drawled. "Ever a discerning choice as always."

      The Councilman stepped forward, his eyes greedy on Theda's face. "You have my account number."

      "Music to my ears," said Sasha and hooked his arm through the Councilman's, turning discreetly away from the crowd.

      "I know full well that you have cooperated with the Beast like you always do," Prusser said. He chuckled. "I'm even certain he has found the religion monger." He winked conspiratorially and Sasha smiled thinly.

      He stretched his arm out toward Theda. "Come along, child." He quirked his finger impatiently. "You have duties to attend to." He twisted his gaze to Sasha. "You do realize I'm paying double for her?" he said, pouting. "I never got to finish--"

      Sasha's neck snapped almost audibly. "You paid for a regular girl before, and you failed to complete your own fantasy. That has nothing to do with my business. I provided the canvas as required; all you had to do was lay down your paint."

      Don't worry," the Councilman said. "I intend to do just that. Lots and lots of red."

      Theda weaved along on her feet, struggling to keep even footing as she trailed along behind them. She had chosen this, she kept telling herself. She had chosen for Ezekiel. Just the thought that he might change, that the Beast's horseman could evolve into something different than what he was. She would hold on to that thought. That would drive her forward.

      And if he hadn't changed, what then? Would it lessen her action any? She gave it consideration as she stumbled along, realizing that it didn't. She'd made the choice because she wanted him to live, couldn't imagine him facing an end like Salima's, with no do over, no peace.

      Maybe that's what their shared vision had been about. Maybe it was about her own absolution, her own evolution. Maybe her choice could help her find some peace, finally. She kept telling herself that deep within she received more satisfaction from knowing he was alive than thinking she could find peace. She wondered what that meant, why she would feel so strongly, and realized he'd changed her as much she'd changed him.

      They exited the room on the opposite side of the way they'd come in. Theda hadn't realized the complex was so large. The building itself must have stretched into several of the older buildings back before the Holocaust so that now it was a large complex of varying styles. The wing that she entered had a Gothic feel. Several gargoyle statues squatted beside doorways, and the wall sconces had a distinctly medieval temperament.

      The Councilman nearly squealed with delight when they stopped outside an ornately carved door with a brass knocker. He tested it by lifting it and letting it drop. The sound made Theda's teeth hurt.

      "You read my mind," he said to Sasha.

      "Your file, more likely," Sasha answered. "Our de-briefer takes very good notes. You did mention that the next time you visited you might like to have a medieval torture chamber?"

      The Councilman put a pudgy finger to his lip. "Yes, I did, but I'm thinking now that I might need to have a vent for smoke."

      "I thought you might like the Joan of Arc touch."

      "Perhaps I could mix and match," he said, musing out loud. "Kind of a blend of heretic and witch hunt." He looked at Theda meaningfully.

      She swallowed hard. She had given him that vision. Had walked him through a life that mingled with her own generations ago when he'd been the one tortured and she had been the torturer.

      "He eyed Theda's face in earnest. "Do you remember?" He asked her and she nodded numbly.

      "I do, too. Every little nuance." His face lit up with an evil gleam. His fingers shook in anticipation as he fitted the key into the lock. The door creaked open almost as though it were echoing the pain of generations past. She watched him swallow convulsively, barely able to contain his eagerness.

      He turned to Sasha. "We'll be just fine in here."

      "Indeed, and if you should find an industrial fan vented to the exhaust, then perhaps consider leaving your server a tip." Sasha grinned as Prusser's face went agape in wonder. That was when Theda realized this life, the choice she'd made for Ezekiel, wasn't about her own absolution at all.

      It was about retribution.
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      She didn't have to use much of her imagination to remember the vision she brought to both Ezekiel and Councilman Prusser. Certainly, she'd gone through the visions with them almost as though they were her own, but part of the gift that allowed her to stream backwards in time as though she were living it at the moment, also allowed her a different perspective. She didn't want to see it, but the memory came anyway: shown in the re-visions she'd given both Ezekiel and Prusser. The memory of it chilled her more than the air in the chamber.

      She saw the wainscoting and linen paneling of a luxurious home, kissed the fingers of her wife when she'd been that sadistic bastard Ezekiel had guessed her to be after his re-vision. He'd said he forgave her and she'd protested that she didn't need it, then promptly stomped down the memory so flat, she couldn't recognize it as hers.

      But, here in this room, amid the instruments of torture she'd known intimately as Cathrin's husband, she could bring forth that renewed perspective. Saw herself through the eyes of the people both Ezekiel and Prusser had been. A handsome man, roguish looking, with sex appeal and charisma that exuded from every pore.

      Despite the polite veneer of carefully crafted gentility, she recognized a ruthlessness that bordered on sadism. She saw a man who took pleasure in the acquisition of wealth and beyond that, who took pleasure in the pain of others.

      Being able to inflict torture was just an added benefit to the wealth he gained from questioning accused witches. Hidden in the shadows during the Inquisition of each victim, coming forth when it was time to touch them in an intimately painful way the first time, with the promise of an ever-blooming agony as time went on and they prolonged their own torture with denials.

      When Cathrin entered the chamber, he made sure to be hooded. Not from shame, but because if she recognized him she might explain that the torturer of Trier had enjoyed the embrace of his wife at the same time as the embrace of his best friend. That might cast doubts on his own purity--not something to toy with lightly in the presence of devout judges. He had to keep the mask of purity intact, pretending to loathe the acts he inflicted upon others.

      Cathrin came forward, pledging her innocence of course, and then refused to answer at all. How delightful it would be to get her to speak again, the cuckolding bitch. When he racked her, he did so slowly, taking his time to let her feel the fibers of her muscles and tissues separate from one another. When he wedged a block of wood between his best friend's knees and hammered them together, eliciting a loud crack from the kneecaps, he whispered into his friend's ear, "Screams of pain... so close to the screams of pleasure." He hated Markus now. He wanted the bastard to die slowly, twisting on his own terror.

      When he had tied the gunpowder around Cathrin's neck tenderly, lovingly, he kissed her on the earlobe, lifted his hood so that she could peer into his eyes. Oh, the shock and horror on her face when she realized that the man torturing her all along was the man she took to bed each night with such zeal that she cried out, begging for more. She was a voracious thing, that one. And she was as passionate in her panic as she was in bed.

      Rather than disgusting him, rather than making him put down his instruments for good, it had seeded a craving for more. How could it be that his wounds would not be staunched by the pain of those who had hurt him? How could he still thirst for revenge when the betrayers were dead and dusting the crops for spring?

      He took to torture like most men took to snuff. Like some women took to laudanum. It was a cold reimbursement to divest his victims of money. The financial gain became secondary as each person brought a new opportunity for vengeance. Each woman became Cathrin. Each man, Markus.

      The woman the Councilman had been during his lifetime in Trier had been especially succulent. She had very little wealth to gain from, but her sobs of pain reminded him so much of Cathrin's sobs of pleasure, that he didn't want the experience to ever end.

      He took great care to build her torture. First doing simple things like pulling out clumps of hair, then laying hot pokers briefly against her skin, watching the flesh beneath bubble and steam. Then taking the same hot pincers and pulling at each fingernail, pausing in between so the inquisitors could check to see if she would admit to being a witch.

      Thankfully, he could return to his ministrations and build the experience. He used the strappado on her to the inquisitor's great chagrin. They expected that surely she would confess then, and end the torture, but she didn't. She'd passed out and Erich had to wake her by slapping her twice across each cheek.

      When he ran out of citizens to torture, when the Inquisition moved on, he settled into a life of memories in his great manse, but no one would work for him then. By the time everyone in the county had been put to death for witchcraft, with the sole survivors being the inquisitors and the torturer, people put one and one together. If they hadn't succumbed to the Inquisition, they moved away. And those who did remain out of sheer poverty, would starve themselves to death rather than ease one moment of his day by doing menial chores for him.

      Theda looked around her now and knew that because of the vision she'd shown the Councilman, she would expect to suffer each one of those tortures anew. Except it would be her body that suffered them. The Councilman would find some kind of karmic vindication and be left, ultimately, to either cycle the abuse or feel the terror of it lifetime after lifetime, with no hope of peace earned behind it.

      She wondered briefly if that was the true consequence of the god's abandonment. If he had taken away the rest of mankind's ability to find peace. But that spark of thought extinguished in the full light of a chamber outfitted very much like the dungeons of Trier, standing next to the reincarnation of a woman she had tortured so meticulously, so thoroughly, in that lifetime that the woman had lost her mind before she had finally succumbed to the fire.

      And she had shown all of this to the Councilman during their last session and so set this whole shitty situation in motion. She wasn't sure if what drove him now was a deeply ingrained need for justice, or if the insanity of the woman back then had returned to coil within this man's psyche, finding a perverse delight in the pain of others.

      It didn't matter. All that mattered was she was about to suffer indignities of the flesh that already dissolved the muscles in her body to a gelatinous and quivering chaos by their mere thought.

      "I need to sit down," she said and without waiting for his consent, dropped to the floor in a heap. She didn't need to study the walls to know instruments of torture hung from them or snuggled next to each other like lovers. Sasha had done his research thoroughly. There was a rack, a strappado, various thumbscrews and pincers. There was even a Judaswiege where she knew she'd be impaled, settled backside first onto the apex, letting gravity do its worst as she slipped down the wooden and splintered pyramid until she fainted from pain.

      She knew it well. She knew all of it intimately because she'd subjected Prusser to it all in Trier.

      The Councilman lifted a coarse spun shift from a peg on the wall and tossed it at her to wear, then he promptly ignored her and began to wander the room, running a loving touch across the instruments, starting with the thumbscrews and working his way toward the rack, the strappado, and finally to the exhaust, beneath which squatted a hulking brass bull, its angry face snarling at the thought of the indigestible dinner that would occupy its belly.

      It would be the final indignity, she knew, where she'd be cooked over a slow fire. So, not burning at the stake, after all. It seemed even Sasha had his limits and couldn't find a way to provide an open fire and stake in a city building. She could have kissed the man in the moment, for not having the prescience to purchase a crematorium. She found herself hoping for good old-fashioned asphyxiation and laughed in tattered sobs.

      "I know," Prusser said, whirling to face her. "Isn't it wonderful?" His face clouded over with concern at her being nothing but a rumpled mess on the floor. "What's wrong? Don't you like it?"

      "You're insane." She tried her best to pull the shift down over her head, to wiggle her arms into the sleeve holes, but it was a tangle in her fist that made her shriek in frustration. She eyed him with all the malice she could gather. "Absolutely crazy."

      He shrugged.

      Her fingers found one of the sleeve openings and pushed their way through. She stretched the rest down over her head and pulled it as far over herself as she could.

      "What do you think the Beast will do to you when he finds out Sasha duped him?"

      "Ah, but Sasha wouldn't be so stupid," said a smoothly elegant voice from behind her. Theda would have turned to see the speaker, but she knew by the look of shock on Prusser's face who it was. She almost chuckled at Sasha's cunning, the way he'd weaseled a quarter of a million dollars out of the Councilman and still managed to keep himself out of harm's way by delivering exactly what the Beast wanted in the first place.

      She could have cried out in joy at Sasha's triple-cross, except that she knew the owner of the voice would have to be none other than the Beast himself.

      And that she had at last been delivered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Agni: Act 8

        

      

    

    
      The Beast was easily in his late 40s and the most handsome man Theda had ever met. His looks were rugged, like what she expected a Spartan warrior would look like, with a chiseled chin and piercing blue eyes. Beneath the navy three-piece suit he wore, she could tell his body was the lithe form of a man who kept in remarkable shape. Despite his beauty, there was hardness in his eyes that made her try to scramble to her feet but, fail miserably.

      He was adjusting the cuffs of his shirt as he entered the room, shaking his shoulders to make the material drape comfortably across them. Councilman Prusser skirted the few steps between them, putting his back to Theda in an almost protective gesture except he failed to find the words to explain what he was doing. Theda could see him flinch beneath the presence of the man who entered; he hunched into himself and hung his head. She didn't want to feel sorry for him. She didn't want to feel the niggling of pity. To avoid it, she scooted backwards, focusing on her own survival, finding her knees first and then a shaky squat that made her thighs quiver.

      Instinct made her take quick stock of the room before she stood and when she saw the entourage that surrounded the Beast and fanned out sideways, she lost her shaky resolve and collapsed, again, cross legged on the floor. She wrapped her arms around her waist, hugging herself as she rocked back and forth.

      Ezekiel, Bridget, even Eddie in the grip of three soldiers: Horsemen, she guessed by the black watch caps they wore. Ezekiel, alive. Not strung out on godspit. Beaten to a bloody pulp, yes, but standing on his own feet and breathing. Damn Sasha. She wasn't sure whether to feel relief that Ezekiel was conscious or fury that he wasn't safe.

      "Councilman Prusser," the Beast said, addressing the portly man in front of him. "I would have thought you'd waste no time delivering the religion monger to me."

      "This is the religion monger?" Prusser twisted toward her with wide-eyed wonder.

      "You know it is," the Beast stated.

      "She could have been lying, trying to save herself from me." Prusser pointed an angry finger at her. "They'll do anything. I couldn't just believe her."

      The Beast stepped closer to the councilman, and without change of expression reached out to lay his palm on Prusser's shoulder. "You knew."

      Prusser's mouth twitched as he turned from Theda to the beast. "I just wanted to punish her for you," he said. Theda could tell from his tone that he was trying to sound eager, believable. She could also tell from the beast's face that he didn't care one way or the other.

      "I well know your proclivities, Councilman." The Beast patted Prusser on the shoulder. "It's of no matter now."

      "I can go?"

      The Beast looked Prusser up and down, at his quickly wilting erection and nodded. "You might want to take care of yourself first," the Beast said. "There were plenty of willing ladies in the solarium as I passed by. If you keep busy enough for a few weeks, you might eventually get your money's worth." He laughed at the councilman's back as he fled.

      So he knew. He understood fully that Sasha had sold what the Beast assumed was his own property and that in the end, it was of no consequence to him. She began to feel hope tightening her chest.

      He stepped toward Theda and extended a manicured hand. "I understand you met my Henrik."

      Theda chewed the bottom of her lip, reaching for the extended fingers and feeling the grip, ever so genteel, on the knuckles of her own as he pulled her to stand. She nodded at him, unable to speak for the thought she might not have to endure any of these tortures. The Beast: could it be as easy as naming a Chihuahua Killer? Could she be that fortunate?

      "You're difficult to locate," he said. "But as you can imagine, I have plenty of resources." He looked back over his shoulder at the soldiers. "Once my men realized you were in the apartment building, it was a small matter to canvass every apartment until we found someone willing to offer information in return for the swift death of a loved one."

      She was still processing the information, piecing together the tatters of her hope when the Beast nodded at Ezekiel.

      "Please," he said to the battered man. "If you would do the honors; I do owe young Julio a debt."

      With a visible sigh, Ezekiel stumbled forward, pulling the monstrous knife from his boot and stepping toward Eddie.

      "He's best with a knife," the Beast said to Theda. "A thing of beauty, really."

      "No," Theda heard herself squeak out but it was too late. The knife pressed itself into Eddie's throat, streaking across so quickly that Eddie's eyes didn't even widen in surprise. He stood for five seconds, grappling for his wound with his fingers before he fell to his knees and then lurched sideways, the blood pooling around his head. Theda's chest, the lungs inside, turned to stone. She couldn't pull in air to save her soul, and that strangely religious idiom made her stuff her fist into her mouth in an effort to smother the last bit of breath that wanted to come out in a choking laugh.

      "You're upset," the Beast said. "I understand that. But it's only because you don't know how important it is for me to keep my word."

      "You could have re-educated him," Theda said, casting about for something she could use to stall what she now knew was inevitable.

      He chuckled. "You heard about my rehabilitation sanitoriums?" He readjusted his cuffs. "Perhaps you heard about them from Julio."

      She nodded stupidly, trying to keep her gaze from Ezekiel, at his betrayal of Eddie, but her eyes seem to have minds of their own. They kept trailing to the place where the Pale Rider stood, his hands clutching at his sides, the knife rising in one hand and falling again as he squeezed and let go the handle. The swelling of his face, the redness and bruising, made the murderous look in his eyes even brighter. It could've lit the room. Changed. Not bloody likely.

      The Beast sidestepped Theda, giving her full view of his entourage and Eddie's body as it lay still bleeding, the pool growing ever bigger on the tiles. "In the interest of working together," he said. "I'd like to introduce you to my team."

      "Please," she said, lurching forward, clutching at her stomach. "I'm g... g... going to be sick."

      It was the very businesslike way he was going about it that made her stomach recoil. Each time she thought about poor Eddie as part of a team, of the trusting look on his face as Ezekiel had approached him, of the way he had quietly done his part in some sort of demented goal setting session, bile washed into her mouth. She gagged on it, trying to keep it from incapacitating her. She wouldn't throw up in front of this man. She would keep her shit together.

      "Better?"

      She glared at him, trying to wipe spittle from the corner of her mouth with the coarse spun material of her tunic. He smiled at her, showing perfectly straight and beautifully white teeth.

      When she wouldn't speak, he continued as though she had actually answered. He pointed to Ezekiel first. "General Ezekiel," he said then waited for Ezekiel to tap his heels together and give a subtle bow before he moved on to the next man. She thought the bounty hunter winked at her but it must have been a movement of light, that, or he was mocking her. She dug her fingers into her belly, telling herself not to think of him.

      The Beast pointed out another man. "General Daniel." His finger led to a sandy haired man in his early 30s then moved on to the next and the next. "General Gabriel. General Michael." He gave a curt nod toward Bridget. "Just in case you're wondering, she will be rehabilitated along with General Ezekiel."

      He cast a reproachful look in Ezekiel's direction. "Although I do believe you're well on your way already, General," he said, then turned his attention back to Theda.

      "Now." He hooked his fingers around her elbow and guided her to a stool he pulled from beneath the rack next to the wall. "A more accommodating seat than the Judas chair, I believe." He chuckled humorlessly and when he saw he got no reaction from her, he crossed his arms and planted his feet hips width apart, disappointed.

      "My Henrik. You know what happened to him?"

      "Yes."

      "Gone." He snapped his fingers as though he'd made something disappear. "Just like that. A fresh-faced, very handsome boy. Like any indulgent father, I gave him everything he wanted." He looked over his shoulder at Eddie and then at Bridget. "No matter how deviant his interests seemed."

      "I wouldn't exactly call bisexuality deviant behavior," she found her voice in protest.

      He lifted a brow in interest. "Bisexuality? That's what you think?"

      She was confused. "Eddie and Bridget."

      "Indeed," the Beast agreed. "I understand your confusion. Bridget? Do be a good... um... girl, would you?"

      The gorgeous black haired goddess sidestepped Ezekiel, letting her hand trail down his arm as she came forward. Her head hung forward, the hair hiding her face.

      "Show her."

      Mesmerized, Theda watched as the full-bodied beauty opened her shirt and unbuttoned her jeans. She wiggled them down to her ankles and unclipped the front closure on her bra.

      "All the way," the Beast said.

      The underwear, too, slipped from the woman's hips, catching at her knees.

      Even soft, the penis was large and heavy looking, the sac beneath round and wrinkled. Bridget's neat fingers pulled aside the package to reveal a fully formed cleft. She waited long enough for Theda to twist her gaze away, embarrassed for the woman, before she pulled her jeans back over her hips.

      "My son had a peculiar penchant for hermaphrodites."

      Theda found the courage to glare at him. "You're not just a beast, you're a bigot."

      "Duly noted," he said, unaffected by the accusation. "Now, as to the business at hand."

      "I have nothing to say."

      "You did a reading for my Henrik."

      "You can't prove that."

      "Proof? What makes you think I require it?"

      Something in the way he said it made Theda's spine snick up straight. All of those accusations she had laid in Trier, all of those 15th-century men, women, and yes, even children, whom she had put to torture and eventual death. By the end of it all there were less than a dozen people in the Township left alive. Each one of them first harangued with questions they couldn't possibly answer in any way that could lead to gratification. If they pled innocence, even quoting sections of the Bible, she'd charge them with letting the devil steal their tongues for even the devil himself knew the holy word. There was no answer any arrested person could make that could possibly end in the person being set free. Most of them had admitted to horrendous acts that they'd completely made up under the duress of pain. She knew the line of questioning too intimately to let this one man cow her.

      "I'm innocent," she said, chortling at the irony and saw she'd piqued the Beast's interest. His brow arched questioningly.

      "Innocent or not isn't the question."

      She imagined Cathrin of Trier, pulled her face to mind, then laid Ezekiel's over it. Maybe he hadn't changed in this life, but Theda had. She wasn't that person anymore. She would exorcise that demon good and hard.

      She fleeted a harried glance around the room, noting the monstrous equipment, the brazen bull snarling his displeasure at the wall, and she realized that this room should be providing her with courage, not with fear.

      "I have the feeling it doesn't matter what you ask me, we'll be coming to the same resolution," she said to him.

      "Smart girl," he said, stepping closer and leaning toward her so that she could see the beginnings of crow's feet around his eyes. "But the path to the resolution doesn't have to be quite so painful."

      "Go fuck yourself," she said.

      He straightened up and turned toward his soldiers. She saw Ezekiel take a hasty step forward, his throat convulse as he clenched at the handle of his knife.

      "Daniel," Ezekiel said. "Teach the bitch some manners."

      The sandy haired general waited for the Beast to nod his assent and then he strode forward and yanked Theda from her stool. He forced her toward the rack and shoved her so that she fell on it, driving a splinter beneath the pad of her thumb. That was nothing. Nothing.

      "Tell me what vision you gave him," the Beast said and waited as Daniel rolled her flat on the bed of the rack.

      "I didn't give him any vision."

      "Shut up," Daniel hissed at her. He grabbed for her hands stretched them out above her head.

      She snorted. "You think it's going to be easier for me if I'm compliant?"

      He glared at her but wouldn't answer. "She's ready," he said to the Beast, fixing his gaze on hers.

      "Ready or not, here I come," she said, laughing, and twisted her head so that she could keep Ezekiel in her sights. She needed to see his reaction as she was tortured. Would the woman Cathrin come forth and take glee in the suffering? Find some vengeance? Her mind reeled back to the apartment and her protests at being put in danger again. The hero saves the girl, not watches her be tormented. But books are fiction, he'd said. They weren't real. The sting in her eyes stole his face from her, blurring out the details. She ended up squeezing them shut against the sting.

      It didn't matter in the end. Changed or not, she owed him. She owed all those poor souls.

      "My Henrik. What vision did you send him?"

      Theda felt a sting across her cheek, and her eyes flew open to see Daniel leaning in. His eyes were pleading with her, flicking past the beast, toward Ezekiel. She blinked to rid her eyes of residual tears, studied the bounty hunter anew, passively. She noted his face wasn't as swollen as when she'd seen him in Sasha's boutique. He was improving. Even the panicked look in his eye had shifted.

      "I didn't send him a vision," Theda admitted to the Beast. "I walked him through his own life. A magic beyond any, that's what I offered him. A ride like no other."

      Daniel tested the chains at her ankles then moved on to her wrists. The irons rattled noisily.

      "Would you like a ride?" she asked the Beast. "I swear it's like no other magic you ever seen. Henrik enjoyed it. His was a wild, wild ride."

      The Beast's eyes went hard as chunks of blue glass. "Watch it all, Bridget," he said without taking his eyes off Theda's. "Take this image and all the ones that will follow to your rehabilitation. Feel free to share them with your partners. I think you'll find them a useful mnemonic in your re-education."

      He nodded at Daniel who patted Theda's cheek in command. She opened her mouth, thinking to spit at him in response and when she did, his finger slid inside and laid something on her tongue. He met her gaze and locked on it. She remembered Ezekiel telling her that Daniel would have a smear. That she should use it. She wanted to sob in relief.

      The old familiar tingle swept into her cheeks, making her mouth flood with water. She had just enough time to see Daniel's hands move for the crank before the bliss started to fill her veins with hot oil, just enough time to see Ezekiel step behind the Beast, that monstrous knife in his hand coming to the front and resting against his master's Adam's apple.

      And she had just enough time, a fraction of a second before the sound of the crank creaking in a revolution strong enough to pull her joints from their sockets, to think about the redemptive power of love. Just enough time to thank any god that would listen before the euphoria descended on her.

      And then there was no pain, no regret, just mind-numbing, soul-crunching ecstasy.

      
        The End
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        An exiled boy finds a home on Earth, but when word of his survival reaches his planet, his existence not only threatens those he loves, it could trigger Earth’s destruction.

      

      

      An Ancient Prophecy...

      A forbidden love...

      Now, there’s nowhere to run.

      

      André's abilities have always marked him as special, but fulfilling an ancient prophecy is enough to have him ostracized into the cosmos. Love was his motivation for his attempts to prevent his parent's execution, now in Earth's refuge, love is his undoing again.

      The Commander's daughter is off limits, but this kind of love is destiny, forcing André and Katrina to elope.

      Word of André's survival reaches his home planet when his image is broadcast across the universe. This time, his very existence may well trigger the destruction of a planet, his haven, Earth.
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      May 2255

      God, this is mass suicide.

      The auditorium filled with Commander Robbins’s special task force, an elite team built for the sole purpose of keeping humanity from extinction.

      He glanced to his side, taking a deep breath and meeting his son’s somber gaze.

      This is not your fault.

      His son scoffed in response and looked away.

      Returning his attention to the auditorium, Commander Robbins scanned the murmuring crowd, and steeled his emotions, locking them behind a barrier, hiding the roar of his heart and the nerves causing his mouth to lay as dry and wasted as the world outside the domes.
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      April 2233

      First Colonel Matthew Robbins picked up the phone in his office.

      “We still haven’t received a response from the ship, sir.”

      He paused and looked out the window toward the bright sky. The president’s orders were clear: seek and destroy unless contact could be made. The precarious existence of the human race couldn’t tolerate another unknown, and with each and every attempt at communication falling on deaf ears, the government wasn’t taking a risk.

      Not with the first alien contact in history.

      He was expected to carry out the order alone. “Get my ship ready,” he said and hung up the phone. The soldier in him was thrilled to take another space jaunt, but he also tasted the metal tinge of fear.

      The first leg of the trip was uneventful. Bursting through the Earth’s atmosphere into space always filled him with a sense of awe, but this time, it was short-lived. His ship’s tracking mechanism homed in on the alien craft, calculating time and distance and the trajectory that would put his spacecraft in the path of the unknown.

      Hours passed and the small dot in the window grew as he drew closer. Sweat pooled in Matthew’s armpits and at the small of his back. His tongue scraped the roof of his mouth like a rough patch of sandpaper and he swallowed trying to alleviate the dryness.

      Shaking his head, he admonished himself. I’m a colonel in the United States Armed Forces for God’s sake! Matthew shoved the fear into a small lead ball that found its way to the pit of his stomach.

      He focused on the craft, studying the data the computers were spewing. There seemed to be no thrusters navigating the sphere. As he drew closer, the readouts showed no discernible windows and communication was still non-existent. He stared at the small craft, and wondered again if there really was life inside it, especially since it wasn’t big enough to carry more than a couple human beings at best. He checked the statistics again and they confirmed a life-form—or at least an energy source—onboard. One that had diminished since they first discovered the craft.

      Circling the small sphere, he studied it, the smooth surface reflecting the shining light. Using the extension crane, he plucked the ball out of space and pulled it into the loading bay of his spacecraft, watching the controls. Once the panel indicated his cargo was secured, he sealed the outer doors and started pressurization. When the oxygen display returned to an acceptable level, he punched in coordinates and switched the ship on autopilot, heading home.

      Matthew closed his eyes and took a deep breath, calming the clamor in his chest before stepping through the doors and into the loading bay. Cool steam, like an open batch of dry ice, drifted off the ship. He circled it, sliding his fingers along the smooth, unbroken surface. It was cold, cold enough to numb his digits, and he pulled his hand away, rubbing his fingers to his palm to get the feeling back.

      “Hello?” he called, still circling.

      No answer.

      He put his hands on his hips and looked down. There, barely visible in the satin skin, was a break. Matthew crossed to the crane controls and slowly rolled the sphere. When the panel the size of a small hatchway was completely exposed, Matthew returned to the sphere, studying the hatch. He rubbed his hands together and felt the door, looking for a release, a button, a way in.

      The hatch door didn’t contain a release valve, so he moved his search to the outer rims and halfway down the frame of the door, he felt the skin of the ball compress and he pushed on the spot. The hatch popped open.

      Noxious fumes escaped from the craft and Matthew coughed, covering his mouth and shooting back a few steps. The heart of a sewage plant would have smelled better. After a few shallow breaths, he approached the dark opening. Matthew pulled a light stick from his pocket, snapped it on and stepped inside the craft.

      He glanced around, confused. The inside of the craft was cold like the inside of a refrigerator and seamlessly round as the outside. The sphere had no control panels or any form of mechanical means to contact the outside world and it was filthy. Layers of waste, blackened by time, lined the surface and mounded in the center of the room. Empty cartons of what looked like rations poked out haphazardly from the mess, along with something akin to plastic water bottles, all empty and decayed. His hands shot over his mouth again as the stagnant air full of methane assaulted his nostrils, making his eyes water and his stomach roll.

      He scanned the room again and his gaze landed on the mound in the center of the sphere. The temperature skyrocketed and the widest, bluest eyes he had ever seen peered out of the filth. Eyes attached to a smear-covered body equivalent to that of a ten-year-old boy.

      Shit, how’d I miss you? He almost laughed at the sudden thought. The boy uncurled and crouched in the center of the sphere; his eyes carried caution layered with fright. His gaze bounced between Matthew’s face and his uniform, specifically the United States Armed Forces insignia on his right breast pocket.

      “Hello,” Matthew said after a moment, unsure of anything else to say.

      The boy remained squatted. His eyes narrowed in an expression of distrust and he brushed his stringy bangs out of the way.

      “Can you understand me?” Matthew asked.

      The boy nodded slowly. He looked at Matthew’s uniform, intently singling out the flag on the right breast pocket. A crease appeared between his eyes.

      Matthew smiled. A fraction of relief layered under his skin. At least the lines of communication are open. “I won’t hurt you,” he said, trying not to gag at the smell seeping into his clothing. He put his open palms in front of him to show the boy he had nothing in his hands but the light stick clutched between his thumb and forefinger.

      The boy nodded. “I know,” he said in a weak, scratchy voice.

      Another notch of ease swept through Matthew. The kid understood English. “What’s your name?” he asked and stepped toward the boy. A jolt from an electrical force field zapped him and he recoiled, dropping the light stick in the slime at his feet. “Jesus!”

      The boy’s eyes widened.

      Matthew rubbed the back of his hand, wincing at the reddened skin. He surveyed the room again, slower this time, looking for the controls to the force field surrounding the boy. When his visual search came up empty, he focused back on the child. “How old are you?”

      A shrug. “I don’t know.”

      Puzzled, he glanced at his singed hand and back. “How long have you been in space?”

      Another half shrug and the boy’s eyes turned toward one of the sphere walls. He followed his gaze and stared at the counting sticks drawn in the muck, hundreds of them. He shifted his eyes back to the boy, watching his lips silently count and then press together in frustration, trembling. “A long time, almost too long.”

      Silence filled the small space and Matthew nodded. The state of the capsule was evidence of an extended period of time, perhaps years. “Do you know how to turn the force field off?”

      The crease between his eyes became more prominent.

      “The controls, the switch, you know—a button?”

      The boy shook his head, still wearing a perplexed expression, like Matthew was one shy of a deck of cards. “There isn’t a button.”

      Shit. How do I get him out of here?

      A slight laugh filtered through the sphere. “The force field isn’t created by this thing.” He waved a skeletal hand at his surroundings and the effort seemed to suck a fraction of life from his eyes.

      Shock skittered across Matthew’s skin, pooling at the base of his spine and morphing into a slight chill. The only other explanation, one that defied logic, popped out of his mouth. “Did you do that?”

      The boy nodded and Matthew inched a step back toward the opening, the president’s directive echoing in his mind. Seek and destroy. Matthew’s mind reeled, taking in the now shaking form of the filthy boy; his eyes widened as if he was reading Matthew’s thoughts. Matthew blinked, swallowed and took a shallow breath.

      If this truly was a child, he couldn’t kill him, no matter where he came from. His duty was to serve and protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. “Do you remember how old you were when you were put in here?”

      A shadow passed over the boy’s face and he nodded. “Six.”

      Matthew did some rough calculations and came to the conclusion that the kid had to be at least eight, maybe older, based on the slim carvings counting the passage of time, and that cinched his decision: dangerous or not, he couldn’t destroy this child.

      “Do you know where you are?” Matthew asked.

      The boy’s expression changed to guarded confusion, and an eyebrow rose, shifting the layer of muck on his face. He glanced around the windowless craft, shaking his head.

      “You are in the Sol System. What we on Earth call the Milky Way. Your...” He paused, looked around and then returned his gaze to the boy. “Your ship is in the loading bay of my star cruiser.”

      “Earth?”

      “Yes, Earth.” Matthew crouched down so he was at eye level with the boy. “Where are you from?”

      The boy just stared at him.

      “Do you know where you’re from?”

      He nodded, still wary, his eyes bouncing between Matthew and the insignia on his shirt and beyond at the opening.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” Matthew asked, hooking his thumb over his shoulder to the open hatch. He wanted out of the vile sphere. He wanted to scrub the scum off both the boy and himself, to feel clean again and not have the stink permeating in his nose.

      The boy’s eyes shot to his face and widened. His teeth slid on his lower lip and for the first time since he entered the sphere, he saw a light in his eyes. Hope and fear mixed in his expression and he nodded.

      “What’s your name?” the boy croaked.

      Matthew stood. “Colonel Matthew Robbins. What’s yours?”

      “André,” the boy replied and the slight electrical crackle filling the sphere suddenly cut off. He pushed himself off the ground but his legs wobbled beneath him and he sat down hard on the floor.

      Matthew’s heart went out to the kid. He certainly showed signs of bravery and resourcefulness, surviving in a windowless pod for so long. But he wondered if André would trust him enough to help. “Will you let me help?”

      The conflict was clear in the boy’s eyes: the want, the hope, the fear all screaming from the blue depths as he finally met Matthew’s gaze and nodded. Matthew leaned down and scooped up the boy and a measure of alarm shot through him. The kid weighed less than fifty pounds. Much less. God, how did he ever survive out here?

      Matthew offered a smile, sweeping the concern from his face, and focused on getting out of the pod. He carried André into the decontamination room and set him down, closing the doors before hitting the button. Warm soapy water sprayed from all sides, blasting years of filth from the boy’s skin and soaking Matthew’s clothes. He helped André to his feet, steadying him, watching his eyes close and his head tilt into the warm stream.

      After several wash and rinse cycles, including using the exfoliating system, André stood clean, his skin the color of a deep Texan tan, his hair reminding Matthew of raw sienna. With a physique identical to that of a ten-year-old boy, Matthew guessed he could easily pass as a human child and for the first time since he stepped into the pod, he had an idea of how to protect this kid, but he needed agreement from his superiors and that would be sticky.

      André flashed a line of straight shiny white teeth in his direction and without the layers of dirt, his eyes shone bright azure, bordering on metallic. They held gratitude. Gratitude so deep that Matthew cleared the lump from his throat and flipped the drying jets on, closing his eyes against the powerful blast of air.

      Rummaging through the cabinet, Matthew grabbed a shirt and handed it to André. The material covered his emaciated body almost to his bony knees. Refreshed and clean, Matthew led him into the cockpit, pointing to the co-pilot seat and nodding as André slid onto the soft cushion.

      Staring out the window with his hands on the controls, Matthew’s mind raced. All the B-rated horror movies about aliens filtered through his head and he shot a glance at the boy.

      André stared at him, his eyes wide and a grin playing on his lips. “You have moving pictures too?”

      Matthew’s gaze snapped to his passenger. You can read minds?

      “Yeah, can’t everyone?” André glanced back at him like he had two heads and a forked tongue.

      Matthew shook his head. First the force fields, now mind reading. What else can this kid do?

      “A lot of things. That’s why I was exiled,” André answered.

      “Exiled?” What the hell have I gotten myself into? He turned toward the loading bay, wondering about the lack of any instruments in the alien ship.

      “It’s not a ship. It’s a death capsule.”

      Matthew’s eyes shot to André’s. Revulsion snaked across his skin and he blinked, his mouth dropping open to speak but no words formed. He looked back at the loading bay doors and collected his flying thoughts. “Were you alone?”

      “Yes.” He looked at his hands fidgeting in his lap.

      Alone. Years in a death capsule—alone. Matthew couldn’t fathom why anyone would do that to a child. “Why in God’s name would anyone exile a six-year-old?”

      “My father told me once that I was gifted.” His voice cracked with emotion and he stopped talking, his eyes welling up with tears.

      Matthew recoiled, his eyes widening as thick drops of blood flowed from the corner of André’s eyes. “Jesus! Are you okay?” Matthew reached for him but André put his hand up, stopping Matthew.

      He swiped his hand over his eyes. “I’m just crying,” he said.

      “Your eyes bleed when you cry?” Matthew grabbed some tissue and handed the wad to André, still skeptical even though he nodded. Maybe the kid just needed hydration. Matthew turned, pressing a few buttons on the side panel. A moment later, a tall bottle of cool water popped into the order tray. He unscrewed the top and handed the drink to André. “Maybe this will help.”

      “It’s normal,” André answered and took the bottle of water. The first sip turned into a guzzle, and he downed the entire bottle of water within seconds. “Thank you,” André said and looked at the empty plastic container. “Can I have another one?”

      “When was the last time you had something to eat or drink?”

      He shrugged in answer and handed over the empty bottle.

      “If you’re anything like we are, you might want to wait a few minutes…”

      André scrunched his face and doubled over. Matthew reacted quickly, grabbing a container from the corner and putting it under André’s face just in time to catch the spew of water that came from the boy’s stomach.

      Once he finished retching, Matthew stood and disposed of the contents. When he returned, he punched in the command for another bottle and this time he gave a warning. “As I was saying, if you’re anything like we are, and it looks like you are, your stomach won’t take too kindly to a rush of food or water after not having any for an extended period of time. Drink slowly this time.”

      Taking a small sip, André leaned back in the seat and squeezed his eyes closed. His lower lip quivered and his jaw line clenched. A slow stream of bloody tears rolled down his cheek.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Matthew said, even though he wasn’t sure how close to death the kid was. He shook his head, kicking himself for not insisting on a medic for the trip. He placed his hand on André’s shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze before focusing back on the loading bay doors, wondering again what this kid could have done to be sentenced to death.

      Without prompting, André continued, “The emperor believed in an old Zyclonian legend, one that foretold the end of our civilization. I guess I fit the description and he figured I was a threat. He had both my parents and me arrested.” Again his voice hitched and he took a sip of water. “He charged my parents with treason and killed them and then he sealed me in the capsule. At least they gave me a little food and liquid, but it wasn’t enough to last long. He expected me to die…alone.”

      The rush of anger that filled Matthew surprised him as much as the tightened grip on the controls. “You were just a child. Hell, you still are just a child.”

      André shrugged. “Yeah, well, the emperor didn’t care.” A measure of sarcasm laced his voice and Matthew returned his focus on the boy.

      “If I ever see him again…” His eyes glimmered with red tears and radiated a hatred so strong Matthew felt it fill the small craft. “I will kill him.”

      A smile spread across his lips, one that never should have graced the face of a child, and Matthew shivered. He cleared his throat and looked at the bay doors again. Matthew reached across the instrument panel and pressed a button. The sucking sound of de-pressurization leaked into the cockpit as the loading dock outer doors opened, emptying the contents of the room into space. Their attention diverted to the monitor and the sphere meant to be André’s coffin drifted away from their ship.

      The transmitter squawked. “Colonel Robbins, come in.”

      He flipped the channel open. “Colonel Robbins here.”

      “Can you confirm the success of the mission?”

      Matthew inhaled. He turned his attention toward the sphere and pressed another button on the control panel, lining up the trajectory between the spacecraft and the death pod with the mouse controls. He glanced at André and squeezed the trigger on the control; a second later, the pod vaporized.

      “Mission success confirmed,” he said, keeping eye contact with the boy, wondering just how far up shit’s creek he was going to be when he got back home with his visitor in tow.

      “Confirmation received.” A pause. “Colonel, we’re showing another life-form aboard your craft.”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Please advise.”

      Now for the shit storm. “I found a boy onboard the alien craft.”

      “Sir, your orders—”

      “—I’m aware of my orders,” he interrupted the officer on the other end of the transmission. “I’ll deal with Commander Lawrence when I land. In the meantime, the spin to the media is this was a rescue mission for one of our own.” I’m going to get my ass handed to me on a platter.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      “Tell the media a kid got stuck in a waste pod and we successfully retrieved him.”

      “Word already leaked out, sir.”

      Damn it. “Then I suggest you correct the mistake.”

      Silence greeted his statement.

      “That’s an order.”

      More silence.

      Matthew closed his eyes and sighed. “It’s just a kid.”

      “But, sir, your orders.”

      He raked his hand through his hair and glanced at André, knowing full well the kid was reading the flurry of thoughts and memories spinning through his head. He was disobeying a presidential directive. Deep shit didn’t begin to describe it. This was more like a deep grave.

      “I’m aware of the orders and if I had been met with hostility, I would have carried them out without issue. But I’m not in the business of terminating children, no matter what their origin. Tell Commander Lawrence he can start court-martial proceedings if he disagrees.” More silence. “I need a medical transport when we land. The kid is in bad shape.” He scanned the boy. “Physiologically, he’s similar to our race and I need someone who will have the utmost discretion.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Matthew closed the communication channel and directed the spacecraft toward Earth, giving André the first look at his new home. His eyes went wide with wonder at the mixture of swirls of white overlaying a deep blue background and sporadic masses of brown, green, and white. “Earth,” he whispered.
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      André stared at the planet in the window, the colonel’s conversation and his thoughts all forgotten in the wake of the beauty before him. He blinked, wondering when this hallucination would give way to reality. He’d had so many over the last couple of years, but this one beat them all. Even the drink, what the man next to him had called water, felt so real. Cool and refreshing going down but hot and acidic coming back up. His eyes dropped to the bottle in his hand and he squeezed it, listening to the crumple of plastic under his fingers.

      How can I trust this?

      Sighing, he took another sip. Cool liquid slid down his sore throat, coating, calming the burn and causing his stomach to rumble, drawing Colonel Robbins’s attention away from the controls.

      “What types of food do you eat?” Colonel Robbins asked.

      André stared at the colonel. This has got to be a dream. Why else would I be able to understand what he’s saying? The irony caught him off guard. The odds of this being real were insane and he knew it, but the dream was so damn tangible, the thought of food caused his saliva glands to kick into gear and he decided to go along with wherever this vision would take him. “Mainly protein,” he answered. “My mother tried to get me to eat vegetation but I don’t really like it.”

      Colonel Robbins let out a small laugh. “What about fruit?” he asked and produced a round red sphere out of the food compartment, handing it to André.

      The sphere weighed a few ounces and he studied it, running his fingers over the smooth surface and rolling the stub of a stem through his fingers, twirling it until it broke from the center. A delectable scent drifted from the fruit and he brought it to his nose, inhaling the sweet perfume.

      Again he was struck by the vivid sensations of this dream and his gaze drifted to the approaching planet. André looked at the fruit in his hand. An apple, according to the colonel’s thoughts, and he sank his teeth into the red flesh, relishing the tangy sweetness as juices bled into his mouth with the chunk he bit off, setting his hunger reflex into overdrive.

      Here’s the part where I wake up.

      But he didn’t. Instead he devoured the apple, down to the small hard nub on the bottom and licked the juice off his fingers. “Can I have another?”

      Colonel Robbins nodded and smiled, handing André a second apple before returning his attention back to navigating the ship.

      André stared out the window, splitting his attention between the apple and the approaching planet, still waiting for the dream to end when a new thought dawned on him. Maybe I’m already dead.

      He didn’t have time to explore that further. The engines revved and the ship plummeted through the clouds, darting toward the deep blue mass of water. To their left lay a beige landmass that reminded André of the sand dunes on Zyclon.

      “We’re flying over the Atlantic Ocean,” Colonel Robbins explained waving a hand toward the vast blue expanse of water. “In a little while you’ll be able to see the eastern shoreline of North America, where we live.”

      The radio squawked again. “Colonel Robbins, please adjust your course and proceed to the southeastern landing strips.”

      “Will do,” he replied and closed the transmitter. “You’re in luck André; you get to see the ruins of our nation’s capital today.”

      André smiled, sifting through the colonel’s thoughts. History had been one of his favorite subjects and the demise of the great capital of the United States was one the colonel studied until he could recite it word for word.

      The decay of mankind started some two hundred years before, precipitated by religious zealots who got a hold of nuclear weapons, launching them at the colossal giant. The United States returned in kind and then other nuclear nations jumped in and an all-out holocaust ensued. But what drove mankind to near extinction wasn’t the nuclear winter, but a meteor strike that flooded the entire eastern hemisphere, submerging Asia, Europe, Africa, and Australia, annihilating life in that part of the world. The northern ice cap shifted, covering Alaska and Canada in a glacial sheet that continued to creep toward the United States. The rain forests of South America withered, leaving a burning desert in its wake, and tipping the balance of oxygen in the atmosphere to almost nil, threatening all remaining life forms on Earth.

      The creation and construction of domes rose out of these disasters and had been the American way of life ever since.

      “There’s the Virginia shore.” Colonel Robbins pointed to the white sands, turning the space ship in the same direction.

      The pristine beaches gave way to the wreckage that was once Washington DC, the capital of the United States. Broken structures rose out of the overgrowth, but none as majestic as the solitary unbroken golden dome of the Capitol building lying on the wasted shoreline.

      The colonel sighed, his gaze locked on the gold dome until they passed over it.

      “You live in domes?”

      Colonel Robbins turned toward André, one eyebrow cocked higher than the other. “Are you reading my thoughts again?”

      André’s cheeks grew hot at the piercing stare and he swallowed, nodding.

      “My thoughts are not for you to filter through, young man.”

      “Yes, sir,” André responded and sunk further into the chair.

      The colonel nodded curtly and returned his gaze to the windshield, navigating the aircraft home. “Yes. We live in a network of domes because there isn’t enough oxygen outside to support us for very long. Domes cover quite a few American cities: Denver, Chicago, Phoenix, Nashville, St. Louis, Las Vegas, and Dallas-Fort Worth, which is where I live.”

      The forest below gave way to stark plains with tall, pale grass bowing with the breeze, and in the distance sat Dallas-Fort Worth. The clear opaque dome reflected the sun’s rays, spitting off tiny rainbows of light.

      André closed his eyes tightly and inhaled, not trusting the feel of the craft landing, or the sound of the engines throttling down. Hope was something he couldn’t afford. Like all his hallucinations, waking was the hardest part. Shattered hope smothered his will to live, to take another breath, and if this turned out to be another one, he didn’t want to wake.

      Slowing to a stop on the tarmac, Colonel Robbins shifted the craft into neutral and turned toward him. “André, I’ve got a medic on standby and he’s going to need to run some tests to determine what you need to get better. That might mean staying in the hospital for a few days.”

      A shrill echo of his former life came back and along with it came the mistrust, and he shot his eyes between the dome and Colonel Robbins, unsure of what to feel. “Can’t I stay with you?”

      “Not right away. We need to get you healthy before we cross that bridge.”

      “When I’m better, can I stay with you?”

      Colonel Robbins inhaled, turning his gaze toward the dome. When he met André’s questioning stare, André saw hesitation and underneath, the need to protect him. He heard the flurry of thoughts accompanying the uncertainty and understood what he was asking was next to impossible.

      Even so, the colonel nodded and said, “Yes, you can stay with me.”

      That declaration eased André’s fears. The man next to him just made a promise, one that could likely land him in a world of trouble, but he made it just the same.

      “Just so we have things straight. I’m a colonel in the US Armed Forces and if you live with me, I expect you to obey my rules, and don’t think for one minute I won’t punish you if you step out of line.”

      The stern temper of his voice shrank André’s confidence and he shifted in the chair, nodding assent. “Yes, sir.”

      “I want to prepare you for what’s waiting for us inside the hangar,” Colonel Robbins said. “Based on the information I received earlier, I’m pretty sure we’re walking into a media circus.”

      André cocked his head to the side. “Media circus?” He wasn’t sure what that phrase meant.

      “Reporters. Do you know what a reporter is?”

      “I think so.”

      Colonel Robbins waited with his eyebrows arched. “Without pulling the info from my head?”

      Caught again. This time André let a small smirk form and he shifted his gaze to the dome. “Without reading your thoughts, no, I don’t know.”

      “A reporter reports the news and they think you’re news worthy. An alien from outer space is news worthy, but we’re going to give them a rescue of a boy who slipped into the wrong container.”

      The dome entrance opened and they taxied in. “Think you can handle that?” he asked and cruised into the docking bay.

      André nodded.

      True to his word, the media was out in force and the sheer number of people overwhelmed André. Colonel Robbins carried him through the sea of reporters, ignoring the microphones shoved in their faces and questions shouted at them. “No comment,” he repeated as he cut his way through the crowd and into the base.

      “Media circus?” André asked, looking back at the doors with the dozens of faces pressed to the glass, combined with the tiny camera lenses.

      The colonel let out a small laugh. “Yes. They’re piranhas.”

      “What’s a piranha?” André asked.

      “A flesh-eating fish.”

      André giggled. He could see where they would be likened to flesh eating fish. Before he could react beyond a giggle, a medic with a wheelchair swung next to the colonel.

      “I can take him from here.”

      “Thanks Cal,” the colonel said.

      André wanted to scream no, but the colonel sat him in the chair and nodded. “I’ll be by in a little while to check on him.” And with that, he turned, leaving André alone with the stranger.
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      Matthew glanced over his shoulder just as the medic wheeled André into a room. Worry still lined his stomach, making it a well of acidic slosh. He didn’t know how he was going to make good on the promise he made to that boy.

      “Stupid idiot,” he muttered under his breath. Turning, he marched to the commander’s office and slid inside, standing at attention until the commander finished his phone call.

      “What the hell were you thinking disobeying a direct order?” Commander Lawrence bellowed and slammed the phone down.

      “He’s a boy,” Matthew snapped, glaring at his commanding officer. “And I didn’t sign on with the Armed Forces to kill children.”

      “He could be a spy for all we know.”

      “Bullshit, sir.”

      Commander Lawrence surveyed his colonel and closest friend. “He is an alien.”

      “Who has been drifting in space for years with no food or water. If he hadn’t come into our solar system, he would have died out there. Alone. In the dark.” Matthew took a deep breath, squashing the fury building inside; the injustice of what was done to André was too much to abide. If he ever got his hands on those responsible, he’d gladly carry out his orders to exterminate them. “He is only a boy,” he repeated.

      “He is a ward of the United States now.”

      Matthew nodded. “As an officer of the United States Armed Forces, I would like to take responsibility for the boy.”

      The commander gawked at Matthew. “He’s going to the lab in Denver so we can study him and his species.”

      Matthew clenched his jaw and his hands followed suit. “He isn’t some animal to poke and prod under the microscope. He’s a kid who is scared shitless on a planet he doesn’t know.”

      “He’s an alien,” Commander Lawrence repeated.

      “Yes, but—”

      “—No buts Colonel.”

      “He’s been through enough, sir. You can’t just imprison him for the rest of his life. It’s not right. It’s not the American way,” Matthew said, knowing full well it would push the commander’s buttons.

      Commander Lawrence leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms, and studied Matthew. “What exactly is the American way, Matthew?”

      “Our history has always welcomed those from other nations with open arms, sir. The words are still inscribed on the remains of the Statue of Liberty. Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door! He deserves a chance at a life and not in some lab, under inspection like a rat.”

      Leaning forward, Commander Lawrence narrowed his eyes. “What if he’s dangerous?”

      “I’m willing to take that risk, sir.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to tell the president?”

      “Tell him it was a mistake. The boy got locked in one of our waste containers. That would explain the lack of communication,” Matthew said. He had enough time on the return trip to come up with a logical situation. “As for labeling it an alien craft—well, the fact a life-form was onboard drove that assessment. I’ll take the heat for that.” He shifted his weight and added, “Sam, he’s just a kid.”

      Commander Lawrence exhaled. “Why? Why would you risk your entire career for an alien?”

      “Because a child was sealed in a tin can and sent into space to die but somehow, by the grace of God, he survived. I’d like this kid to have a chance at a life and I’d like to be the one to offer him a home.”

      Commander Lawrence sighed. “Matthew, we have known each other for a long time,” he started.

      “Yes, sir, we have.”

      “Are you sure this doesn’t have anything to do with the fact Linda can’t have children?”

      Matthew hesitated before he spoke. “That has nothing to do with it.”

      “Now who’s bullshitting who, Colonel?”
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      André stared at the meal on the tray before him. The entire presentation of the steak, mashed potatoes, green beans, a side salad along with silverware and a napkin perplexed him. The smell of the cooked food assaulted his senses and made his mouth water but he was unsure of what to do with the metal utensils. Relief swept through him at the sight of the colonel and he picked up the utensils, shooting a questioning gaze in his direction.

      A mental image materialized in his head, courtesy of the colonel, and he adjusted the fork in his hand to the vision drawn for him. Sticking the tines into the mashed potatoes, he pulled a small amount to his lips. He sniffed it and then took a taste. The creamy consistency flowed over his tongue and like the apple, his hunger dictated his actions and he licked the rest from the fork enthusiastically, digging in for another bite.

      Colonel Robbins approached the side of the bed and glanced at Officer Cal Grey fiddling with readouts. “How’s he doing?”

      Cal turned, trading a glance with André and then back at the colonel. “He’s definitely dehydrated and malnourished. I was able to find a vein and we’re hydrating him now.” He waved toward the intravenous line and the bag of saline hanging from the t-bar on the bed. “I want to monitor him for the night and make sure he doesn’t have any adverse reaction to either the food or the saline.”

      “Thanks, Cal. I appreciate the discretion here.”

      Cal nodded. “You were correct. His physiological makeup is very similar to ours, but there are subtle differences, like his blood type. It isn’t compatible with ours, so he’s at risk if he ever needs a transfusion.” He jotted a note on the computer screen.

      “Can I go home with you?” André asked around a mouthful of food.

      “Not yet, kiddo.”

      André paused, meeting the colonel’s gaze. He hadn’t won the argument with the commander. They were still at an impasse, which meant his future was still in a “to be determined” status, which didn’t surprise him. Usually the direction his dreams went was from utopia to nightmare and this was sliding fast.

      His vision warbled, transitioning to a red film, and he blinked the tears away.

      “I’m working on it.” Colonel Robbins placed his hand on André’s shoulder. “Besides, Officer Grey here will take good care of you tonight, isn’t that right?”

      “Absolutely,” Cal replied, offering a warm smile.

      “I will be back in the morning and then we can talk about what’s next.”

      And with that, Colonel Robbins disappeared through the door.

      André swallowed the lump in his throat and focused back on the meal in front of him. His appetite raged, and he downed the meal within minutes, even going so far as to lick the plate.

      “Hi.” A soft female voice said from the doorway.

      André froze in place when he saw her, the glass of white liquid they referred to as milk half way to his mouth forgotten in the wake of her beauty. He had never seen yellow hair and the contrast with her soft, tan skin left him speechless; her eyes, a striking green with small veins of brown straggling through the irises, flicked in his direction.

      Katrina Lawrence stepped into the room.

      Cal cleared his throat from the far corner.

      “Oh, hi Officer Grey,” she said, moving her gaze to the officer, her cheeks blooming red.

      “How’d you get in here?”

      She let out a little laugh and shrugged, looking at her feet for a moment before raising her eyes again. “I snuck in.”

      Her laugh sounded like the sweetest music to André and his lips curved into a smile. He brought the glass to his mouth, remembering he was in the process of finishing what was on the tray when she interrupted. His heart fluttered, both in his chest and on the readout next to Cal.

      “Your father will have your head, young lady.” Cal stood, crossing the room toward the girl.

      She bit her lower lip, a move that shot tendrils of heat into André’s stomach, fishing outwards like a tornado overtaking his body.

      “Please let her stay,” André said.

      Cal paused, glancing between the two children. His eyes flicked to the monitors and he shook his head. “Not tonight. Maybe in the morning after you get some rest.” He turned toward Katrina. “And you—you need to beeline it home, young lady.”

      She rolled her eyes and sent a half smile in André’s direction as Cal led her out of the room.

      Soon after she left, Cal dimmed the lights, ordering André to get some sleep, but all André could do was stare at the ceiling and see her teeth shimmering between her pretty pink lips.
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      Officer Cal Grey sat in the dim light, poring over the test results. The X-rays showed open growth plates and bones that had lost density but could be revived with the right mix of vitamins and minerals. Cal just had to figure out what that right mix was. The hydration routine along with intravenous vitamins therapy seemed to sit well with the boy, and he certainly looked stronger than he did when Colonel Robbins handed him over.

      His organ placement mimicked that of a human and his honey-bronzed skin looked like the tone of a healthy tan. In other words, the kid snoring in the bed could have been any normal eleven-year-old boy, save a few distinct traits. His blood type wasn’t a match to any known on Earth, the kid’s tear ducts produced blood along with saline when he cried and his eyes shimmered almost neon blue when he had seen Katrina Lawrence.

      Colonel Robbins had stuck out his neck for this kid and he could understand why. There was something special about André, beyond the fact he survived in space for so long. Cal mulled that over, turning it every which way in his head. To survive in a pod with little food and air required a state akin to hibernation, something humans can’t accomplish, but somehow this boy did, conserving energy and oxygen for an extended period. In short, his survival was a miracle and he felt compelled to protect the kid.

      André hadn’t talked much and the way he looked around, curious but not as much as he should be, alarmed Cal. It was almost as if André didn’t believe he had been saved, that some level of his subconscious dubbed this experience a dream. He jotted a note on the case tablet to run André through a psych review before releasing him.

      Voices in the hallway caught his attention and he glanced at the clock. Eight in the morning and the argument grew louder. With a quick glance at André, he slid out of the room into the hallway, heading toward the ruckus between Commander Lawrence and Colonel Robbins.

      “You can’t put him under lock and key in some institution, Sam,” Colonel Robbins snapped.

      “I’ve got the paperwork to do just that right here.” Commander Lawrence waved the forms in his hands.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen,” Cal said as he approached.

      “What?” they both snapped in Cal’s direction.

      “The paperwork submitted on the boy states his name is André Robbins and Colonel Robbins is listed as his next of kin. As such, I can only release him to Colonel Robbins.”

      Both of them gawked, speechless and then Commander Lawrence sent a glare in the colonel’s direction.

      “You didn’t.”

      Colonel Robbins shifted. “I had to put something on the forms.”

      “And you know the laws better than any of my subordinates.”

      Cal watched the colonel’s shoulders raise and lower. He knew the laws just as well as Cal did. That’s why the paperwork was submitted through the system, so Matthew Robbins could claim legal guardianship over his long-lost nephew.

      “I should throw the book at you,” Commander Lawrence snarled.

      Colonel Robbins spread his arms. “Go ahead, Sam, but what will that look like to the public? Hmmm? He’s a kid. What will incarcerating him do to your political aspirations?”

      Cal saw the gears turning in the commander’s head, along with the burning red spreading from his nose to his ears. Colonel Robbins hit a sore spot and he hoped like hell the gamble he played would be enough; otherwise he’d be court-martialed for his part in this ruse.
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      A soft hand sliding into his jerked André from sleep and he sat up, his eyes darting around the dim room and falling on Katrina.

      She offered him a smile and squeezed his hand. “You snore.”

      André blinked and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes before scanning the room for Cal. When his scan came up empty, he turned his attention back to Katrina.

      Katrina looked down at her feet. “I’m sorry for waking you,” she said. “I just wanted to...”

      “Talk to an alien?” André said, his voice raspy from sleep.

      “Yeah,” she admitted and met his gaze.

      He smiled at her. “You’re not afraid of me?”

      Katrina rolled her eyes. “No.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Katrina. What’s yours?”

      “André.”

      “André,” she repeated.

      Between her speaking his name and the soft warmth of her hand, the monitor went from a steady beep to a quick staccato beat, mimicking that of his heart. She was a new introduction in this hallucination, one that left his soul wanting, begging for this to be real. He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed her palm, drinking in her fresh scent.

      “Am I what you expected?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “You didn’t.”

      The door banged open and both André and Katrina jumped. The lights flicked on and Commander Lawrence glanced from his daughter to André and back.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” His voice carved the air, filling up the small hospital room with hostility.

      “Daddy, I, um...” She looked at André, pulling her hand out of his grip and turning toward her father in one smooth move.

      “I dropped you off at school this morning.” His teeth clenched at the obvious disobedience.

      “I know. I just wanted to see him, Daddy,” she said, waving toward André.

      Commander Lawrence shot a glance at André. “You’ve seen. Now get back to school and we’ll talk about how long you’re grounded tonight,” he said.

      “Please let her stay,” André said, alternating his gaze from Katrina to the commander.

      “Maybe some other time,” Colonel Robbins said as he and Cal stepped into the room.

      “Please, Daddy,” Katrina begged.

      “No, Katrina, you have school.” Commander Lawrence crossed the room and took her by the arm, leading her out of the infirmary, closing the door on her imploring eyes.

      André turned his attention to Colonel Robbins and Cal. “She woke me up.” As if that could explain the girl in his hospital room. A girl who was as much a delusion as anything else that was happening.

      “She snuck in here last night, too,” Cal said, crossing to the monitors and scanning the readouts. “You’re doing much better this morning.”

      Before André could respond, Commander Lawrence walked back into the room and stood at the foot of the bed, inspecting André.

      “André, I’d like you to meet Commander Lawrence. Commander, this is André,” Colonel Robbins introduced.

      Doubt and suspicion radiated from the commander.

      “Nice to meet you,” André replied.

      Commander Lawrence gave a curt nod. “My daughter is of no interest to you,” he said to André. “Understand?”

      André nodded his head slightly, his eyes drifting between the commander and Colonel Robbins. She certainly is of interest to me.

      “When I ask a question, I expect an answer.”

      “Y-yes, I understand.”

      “Good, because you are not allowed to go near my daughter.”

      The order, while par for the course in his hallucinations, still shook André. He wanted to see her again, to get to know her, to grow old with her and if this was indeed real, nothing on this planet could stop him.

      Commander Lawrence studied André further and seeming satisfied, moved on to his next question. “Young man, what brings you to our solar system?”

      “Luck,” André said, wondering if this was the precursor to being exiled again. It was either that or being torn apart by vicious animals or being slowly suffocated. That’s how the dreams usually ended, bringing him back to the dark pod.

      “Why do you say that?”

      André’s gaze darted between Colonel Robbins and the commander. “Because I don’t know how much longer I can last out here,” he replied; his voice choked and a red sheen filled his vision. He blinked and hot tears rolled down his cheeks.

      Commander Lawrence gasped.

      “It’s normal, sir,” Cal said and pulled a sheet of tissue from the box next to the bed, handing it to André.

      André closed his eyes, wiping his face with the soft cloth.

      “How long have you been in space, son?” Commander Lawrence asked, his tone softening.

      André shrugged. “Officer Grey thinks I’m eleven and if that’s the case, I’ve been drifting for five years,” he said.

      The commander rubbed his chin in thought and turned toward Colonel Robbins with a slight nod. “Colonel Robbins will be responsible for you from here on in,” he said and left without another word.

      Cal and Colonel Robbins exchanged a glance and both exhaled.

      “Do I really have to stay away from Katrina?”

      Colonel Robbins returned his attention to André. “Yes, you are to stay away from Katrina Lawrence.” He turned to Cal. “Is he ready to be released?”

      André noted the hesitation and something about a psych evaluation crossed the officer’s mind, but instead of voicing his concern, he nodded.

      “I think that might be best.”

      “Thanks, Cal. I couldn’t have done it without you.” The colonel reached across and offered his hand to Cal.

      “No problem. He’s a special kid.” He leaned toward the colonel and whispered in his ear, so André couldn’t hear but his thoughts rang through loud and clear.

      “Be careful, Matt. I’m not sure he knows what’s real and what isn’t yet.”

      André glanced between the two men. He couldn’t help but feel the tendrils of hope wrapping around his heart.

      “Will do,” Colonel Robbins answered and grabbed the wheelchair in the corner.

      “I can walk,” André said, swinging his scrawny legs over the side of the bed, still wearing the hospital Johnny they put him in when he arrived.

      Colonel Robbins shook his head with a smile. “I don’t think you want the world’s first real view of you to be a bare ass as you walk past.”

      Cal burst out laughing at the colonel’s comment. “I think I can drum up something for him to wear,” he said and disappeared into the adjoining room. He came back a few minutes later with a pair of underwear, denim jeans, and a t-shirt that was an exact match with André’s eyes.

      “Thank you,” André said, taking the clothes from Cal and looking at the wardrobe. Colonel Robbins sent him a mental note on how to dress.

      “I remember how to put clothing on,” André said. “Do you mind?” He looked at the two men standing in the room.

      Both men turned their backs on André, amused by his modesty.

      André slipped into the clothing, relishing the clean fabric. He ran his hands over the t-shirt; the soft cotton brushed his fingertips and he swallowed, not allowing himself to believe, not yet. “Okay,” André said, shaking the hope away and waiting for the dream to morph.

      Colonel Robbins turned and nodded. “Now you’re presentable.” He led André out of the infirmary.

      Katrina trotted up next to André as he followed Colonel Robbins out of the building. “Hi,” she announced and fell in step next to them.

      “You should be at school, Katrina.” The colonel shot her a glance. “Your father wouldn’t approve.”

      “Screw my dad,” she said, shocking both of them. “He isn’t the boss of me.” She flipped her hair back over her shoulder.

      “That’s pretty disrespectful,” André said and kept walking.

      She grabbed André’s arm and pulled him to a stop. “I’m sorry.”

      Her big, green, sincere eyes melted his heart and he looked over at Colonel Robbins.

      “Katrina, your father would not approve of you being here with us,” he said again.

      “I don’t want to upset your father,” André said. “He doesn’t trust me and this will hurt any chances I have of ever gaining that trust.”

      Katrina looked down at her feet. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I just wanted to...” She trailed off.

      “Talk to the alien?” André smiled.

      “Yeah,” she admitted with a smile, and skipped in the opposite direction, her hair bouncing in a way that stirred a need deep within him.

      With a smile plastered on his lips, he turned back to Colonel Robbins.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he said and put his hand on the back of his neck, leading him away.

      “Too late,” André said.
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      Matthew walked into the house with André in tow and pointed to the living room couch. “Have a seat,” he said and went to find his wife.

      Linda stood over the kitchen stove, whipping up dinner, preferring to do it herself, rather than dictate the menu to a computer. Wonderful smells drifted through the house.

      “Hi honey,” he said from the kitchen doorway. “Remember what I talked to you about last night?”

      “Yes.” Linda turned her fair, freckled face toward her husband. Her pale blue eyes stared at him through a couple fallen strands of strawberry blonde hair.

      “Do you have enough for three?”

      “Really?” She took the pot off the stove, placing it on the cool counter surface.

      Matthew glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, really. I think I’ve pretty much screwed any further advances in my career, but...” He turned back toward her, locking eyes. “He needs a home. Come on.” He led her into the living room.

      André studied the pictures that graced the mantel and he turned and smiled at Matthew’s wife. “Hi.”

      Linda’s eyes went wide and she turned to Matthew. “He looks so... so human.”

      Matthew smiled, nodded and shrugged.

      Her eyes flashed with both hope and fear.

      “My name’s André,” he introduced himself, extending his hand like he saw Matthew do in the hospital.

      Linda’s tight, nervous features relaxed. “I’m sorry, it’s just that...it’s just that I didn’t think Matthew was serious,” she said, embarrassed, offering a small smile. “Welcome home, André,” she said and walked over; ignoring his outstretched hand. Instead, she wrapped her arms around him in a warm hug.
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      Warmth and quiet resigned acceptance radiated from her, and André glanced at Matthew through a red sheen of tears. “Thank you,” he said.

      Linda pulled away and put her hand on André’s face. “Why are you crying?”

      He wasn’t sure he could formulate the words but he tried anyway. “I’ve never had a home,” he said, wiping his face. His parents had been on the run for so long before the emperor found them. He had no memory of anything else. They were never in one place for any length of time before word got out about the blue-eyed boy.

      “Well, you do now.” Linda glanced at Matthew and back. “Are you hungry?”

      André nodded. Gratitude encompassed him and he offered a forced smile, sniffling and swiping his face again. “Thank you.”

      “You might not feel that way once we talk about rules,” Matthew said.

      André laughed a little and he followed Linda into the kitchen.

      “I’m not kidding,” Matthew said.

      “Leave the boy alone, Matt.” Linda leveled a stare over her shoulder at her husband.

      André sat where she indicated and waited for his food, watching the pleasant dynamics between the colonel and his wife.

      Matthew sat at the table in front of his meal and looked over at André. “The rules,” he began.

      “Matt,” Linda started.

      Matthew held up his hand. “The rules,” he said again. “First, we need to get you enrolled in school.”

      André’s jaw dropped with his fork halfway to his mouth and his eyes glued on Matthew’s.

      “Second, you will come home from school and do your homework. Then you will help with whatever Linda needs you to do.” He took a bite of the food. “This is great, honey,” he deviated from the rules for a moment. “Bedtime is by nine pm,” he added. “When you make friends, and I’m sure you will, you can play only after your homework is done. Understand?”

      Dumbfounded, he nodded, although he had never been to school and he was never any place long enough to make friends.

      “We can tell the school that you are Matthew’s nephew—you lost your parents and are living with us now. I’ll make sure transcripts are produced so your real identity is kept under wraps,” Matthew added. “They won’t know unless you tell them.”

      André looked down at his food. The prospect of being a normal kid overwhelmed him; this deviated so much from any vision he had to date and doubt began to creep in. Maybe this was real. “I don’t know,” he said, unsure of himself.

      “You don’t know what?” Matthew asked.

      “I’ve never been to school,” he said, putting his fork on the side of the plate and picking up his glass.

      “Don’t they have schools on your planet?” Linda asked.

      André nodded.

      “Why didn’t you go?”

      André shrugged and took a sip of his milk. “We were never in one place long enough.” He placed the glass back on the table and stared at the plate. He couldn’t bring himself to look at her, afraid of the questions in her eyes.

      “Why did you move around so much?” Matthew asked.

      “Because...” André looked back at Linda. Her eyes were blue too. “Because my eyes are blue,” he admitted sheepishly and returned his gaze to his food, the embarrassment heating his cheeks.

      “You have the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen,” Linda interrupted.

      André shrugged a little. “I was different,” he said. “My parents died because I was different.”

      When Linda took his hand, he glanced in her direction, surprised as much by the gesture as what he saw.

      Her eyes reflected a deep sadness punctuated by clear tears that rolled down her cheeks. “Oh, honey,” she whispered.

      André slowly withdrew his hand and finished what was on his plate.

      “Can you read?” Matthew asked after he had finished his meal.

      André shook his head. He couldn’t read his own language, never mind this civilization’s.

      Matthew sat back in the chair and blew out a stream of air.

      “I can teach you to read,” Linda offered before Matthew could comment. “It’s not hard once you learn the alphabet.”

      “Alphabet?”

      “The letters that make up the words,” she explained as she stood and cleared the dishes. “I’ll show you in a few minutes.” She smiled over her shoulder, popping the dishes in the sanitizer. She walked out of the room and returned with some lined paper and the alphabet books she used in her classroom.

      Matthew retreated to his upstairs office while Linda worked with André.

      André wandered into the office an hour later, now able to recite the letters of the alphabet in order and recognize a few of them by sight. “Why are you doing this?” he asked, interrupting Matthew.

      Matthew looked up at him and took off his reading glasses. “Doing what?”

      André tilted his head and raised his eyebrow. “You know what I’m asking.”

      Matthew leaned back in the chair. “Please close the door,” he said.

      The door closed behind André without physical intervention.

      Matthew let out a bark of a laugh. “That freaks me out a little,” he admitted.

      “Why are you doing this?” André asked, sensing an underlying agenda.

      Matthew sighed. “Because my wife can’t have children,” he admitted. “And adoption wasn’t in the cards either. I’m not in a line of work that allows that.” He leaned back in the chair. “You need a home; she needs to be a mother.” He shrugged. “It just made sense.”

      André sat down in the chair opposite the desk and looked around the room. The walls were lined with books and he recognized some of the letters that Linda had gone through with him, which made him smile. “What do I call you and your wife?”

      “What do you want to call us?” Matthew asked.

      André shrugged.

      “You can call us Matthew and Linda, if that’s what makes you comfortable,” he replied.

      André nodded and stood up. “Thank you.” He licked his lips. “Matthew,” he said, not quite feeling right about using the man’s proper name.

      Matthew stood and escorted André to the guest room. “This will be your room,” he said, flipping the light on. He pointed toward a doorway in the corner. “You have a bathroom over there.” He turned toward André. “Another rule. No locking your bedroom door. A locked door means something is going on inside that I wouldn’t approve of,” he said sternly. “Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” André replied looking around the room. It was more than he ever had in his young life. “Thank you.”

      “Goodnight, André,” Matthew said and messed up his hair.

      “Goodnight, sir,” André said.

      Matthew cleared his throat and raised his eyebrows at André.

      “Goodnight, Matthew,” André corrected. He waited until the door closed behind Matthew before he let the sob escape. Gratitude and fear snaked over his skin, combining to a crippling combination, and he fell to his knees on the plush carpet with his face in his hands.

      He never expected to live long enough to see a planet, never mind meet people willing to take him in, to offer food and a place to sleep, to offer kindness and make him feel safe. He didn’t trust what he saw, what he felt, and wondered if this was just another last-ditch hallucination or if it truly was real.

      It was too much for him and he let the tears come, staining his shirt and pants as they fell through his fingers. Fear kept his palms to his face—afraid if he moved them away, he’d still be in that god forsaken death ship.
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      “What do you mean I can’t go out for the football team?” André slammed his glass down on the dinner table.

      “After what happened on the soccer team last year, I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Matthew said. “You nearly killed that goalie. You were so caught up in winning; you forgot just how dangerous you can be.”

      André glared at his father but said nothing.

      “You didn’t just kick that ball, did you?” Matthew yelled when André said nothing.

      “Fine! I gave it a little push—so what? We won the championship.”

      Matthew threw his napkin on the table. “You shouldn’t have won. You used the power you have and that wasn’t a level playing field. It was cheating.” He stormed out of the room and slammed the door to his study, leaving André sitting at the table with Linda.

      “Your father is right, you know,” she said softly, picking at her food. “You should have never taken advantage of the situation like you did. Winning isn’t everything.”

      André glanced over at her. “But Mom,” he whined, “I really want to play football.”

      “I know, honey, but you don’t always get what you want. Life doesn’t work that way.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because that’s just the way it is.” She stood and paused in the doorway. “Your father cares a great deal about you, André. He’s only doing what he thinks is best.”

      “Bullshit. He just wants to control me,” André snapped.

      Linda turned on him; the anger flared in her eyes. “Just because you’re seventeen, doesn’t mean you can talk that way in our house.”

      André looked down at the floor, his face heating with shame for pushing her to the point of anger. “I’m sorry.”

      “Do you understand why your father is saying no?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “—I didn’t ask for excuses. Do you understand why?”

      “Yeah,” he said, still staring at the floor, unable to meet her angry gaze. “I wanted to win and I didn’t care how I did it.”

      “Precisely.” She turned on her heels and left the kitchen.
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      Matthew paced and cursed under his breath. Only André could push him over the edge like this. Up until the boy turned sixteen, the house had been calm and quiet and fun to live in, but at sixteen it was like a switch had been flipped, and he and André were constantly at each other’s throats. He just didn’t understand it.

      Linda interrupted his thoughts, closing the door to his study behind her.

      “What am I doing wrong?” he snapped.

      “You’re not doing anything wrong,” she replied, validating his approach. “He is just a teenager, Matthew. They all act like that.”

      “He can make me so angry.” Matthew looked out the window.

      “Yeah, well, it goes both ways.”

      Matthew spun toward the voice and his gaze landed on André standing in the doorway. “Your mother and I are talking.”

      “I know,” André began. “I screwed up, all right?” He stepped into the room and flopped down on the leather couch.

      Matthew bit the response that was begging to let loose and the fact that he didn’t say what popped in his mind didn’t matter. He knew André heard it anyway.

      “I know it isn’t all right, Dad,” he answered the unspoken dig. “I fuh...,” he started and checked himself before he continued. “I screwed up royally. But don’t you think I can learn from my mistakes?”

      “André, you take competition to a level that’s hard to overlook. It’s like you constantly feel you have something to prove. I don’t doubt that a part of you regrets hurting that kid, but as you just so eloquently articulated, so what, your team won the championship. What the hell would you do if you were in my shoes?”

      André looked at his mother and then back to his father. “Okay, I get it.” He stood and walked out of the study, leaving Matthew and Linda alone. André’s door slammed and music followed, loud enough for Matthew to feel the vibrations in the floor. He clamped his teeth together, trading a glance with Linda before he marched down the hall.

      The bass beat shook the portraits on the wall in the hallway and Matthew reached for the doorknob. It didn’t budge. The fact the boy locked the door, disobeying one of his first rules, sent a fire of irritation through his muscles and he tensed against the adrenaline rush of anger.

      He pounded on the wood grain. “Open this door right now, young man!”
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      André ignored the pounding and tried to shut out the angry, ranting thoughts. He clamped his eyes tight and willed the stereo louder, drowning out even his own thoughts.

      The door splintered as it sailed wide from Matthew’s booted kick and André tensed at the fury radiating from his father. He hadn’t been subjected to that kind of wrath since they sealed him in that tin can of a pod, and fear layered on top of his anger, freezing his muscles in place.

      Matthew stormed across the room and ripped the power cord out of the wall, turning on André. “Look at me!”

      André couldn’t move. Tonight was the first time he disobeyed outright and he lay in terror of retribution. A hand grabbed his arm, flipping him on his back, and he stared into his father’s furious eyes. Fueled by his fear, a small burst of power escaped and Matthew sailed into the far wall.

      Horror freed his paralysis and his hand flew to his mouth. “I’m, I’m, I’m sorry,” he stuttered.

      Matthew stood and glared at André. He walked out of the room without a word, his silence more deafening than the bellowing anger coming out of his mouth when he was pounding on his door.

      André couldn’t take the silence. Silence reminded him of being locked in space. It spread a suffocating layer over him and he had to get out, to run. André bolted out of his room, past Linda and down the stairs.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked before he reached the front door.

      “Out,” he said and looked at her through a red haze. Hot tears streaked his cheeks and he closed the front door behind him. André ran, with no idea where he was going and when he passed the lakeside beach a few miles from his house, he stopped.

      The lake looked inviting and a glance up and down the street confirmed no one was around. André scaled the fence, ignoring the sign stating trespassers would be prosecuted. He crossed the soft sand and crouched down at the water’s edge, splashing the cool liquid on his face, washing away the hot tear streaks. He sat back on the sand, wiping his palms on his pants, still in a state of panic and self-loathing.

      “I never figured you for a troublemaker.”

      He jumped and turned his head toward the familiar voice, offering a small smile. “What are you doing here?” he said, shifting his weight against the shock of seeing Katrina Lawrence on the same beach.

      “I sneak in here all the time, especially when my dad is in one of his moods.”

      André took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about your mom,” he said. “I was gonna call, but…” He trailed off and shrugged.

      “But your dad wouldn’t let you,” she said and he nodded. “Still, it meant a lot to me that you came to her funeral.”

      André sighed and looked out at the water, feeling the sorrow in Katrina’s heart and wished he could wipe it away. The last three years had been hard on her, and he didn’t know which was worse, watching your mother waste away with cancer or having her executed before your eyes.

      Every time he saw Katrina, he wanted to take her in his arms and tell her she was the only one who made his heart skip, the only one who could render him speechless, but he had respected his father’s wishes and kept his distance.

      Silence settled between them along with an undeniable electrical current.

      She sat down next to him on the sand. “So, what’s up with you?” she asked, flipping her thick blonde hair back over her shoulder in the same arrogant gesture he adored.

      He shook his head, glancing sideways at her. “I had a fight with my father,” he drawled in the deep Southern accent prevalent in the Texas dome.

      “About what?”

      “I want to try out for the football team and he said no.”

      “Well, that’s just stupid,” Katrina said.

      “I agree,” André said. “Speaking of our fathers, your dad wouldn’t be very happy with you, talking to me and all.”

      Katrina grinned. “Yeah, well, once a troublemaker, always a troublemaker.”

      “My dad would be pissed,” he replied and stretched out on the sand, looking up at the stars visible through the clear dome.

      “I thought you always listened to your father?”

      Before this evening, he would have said yes without hesitation but tonight he just smiled in return. He went to sit up and Katrina pushed him back onto the sand, positioning herself half over him, looking straight into his eyes. She leaned close.

      “You don’t want to do that,” André said just before her lips touched his. He put his hands on her shoulders, stopping her despite his racing heart.

      “Why not? You afraid Anna would find out?”

      Her breath caressed his face smelling like sweet licorice. “No. I couldn’t care less about Anna,” he answered, still conflicted and holding her above him. He wanted her from the moment she stepped into the infirmary six years before and this was just way too tempting.

      “Then why not?” She glanced at his lips and then back to his iridescent blue eyes sparkling in the dark.

      “Because I won’t stop,” he said and his lips curved in a slow easy smile. “And don’t you already have a boyfriend?”

      “Not anymore. Besides, maybe I don’t want you to stop.”

      His body reacted to her; heat pooled in his belly and lust lined his skin. It took everything he had to hold her at bay. “You shouldn’t tease me like this.”

      “I’m curious.” Katrina stared down at him. “Are you anatomically the same as men on Earth?”

      The glib question along with the mischievous sparkle in her eyes goaded him. “You already know the answer to that, don’t you?” he said, his voice husky with the need that filled his entire body.

      She grinned. “I’ve heard some rumors.”

      “And what? You thought you’d find out firsthand?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve always been curious about you but could never seem to pin you down.” She licked her lips and smiled down at him.

      That was all he could handle, and he gave in, pulling her to him, kissing her hard and rolling her over onto the sand under him. The sweetness of her lips drew air from his chest and for a moment, he lost himself in the exploration of her mouth and the kiss was everything he always imagined it would be. His hands slid down her sides to her waist before he regained control and pulled away, smiling as he stood up.

      Katrina stared up at him with wide eyes full of surprise. “Where are you going?” she asked, hopping to her feet and following him.

      He stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. “If I stay, your curiosity will be satisfied and I’ll be up shit’s creek without a paddle,” he drawled and turned away again, reaching for the fence.

      “Come on, André. We’ve been playing this game for years and we’re finally somewhere alone without our parents. Please, don’t go.”

      He hesitated, still with his hand in the chain link. “I have to go,” he whispered and leaned on the fence, glancing at her feet as she walked up to him. His entire body fought for control over his senses and he closed his eyes, taking a deep breath before scaling the fence as quickly as he could. He walked away, leaving her silent and thoughtful on the other side. He didn’t glance back right away; her thoughts still clung to him and he snuck a peek just before he rounded the corner that would block the view of the beach.

      Katrina was less than ten feet behind him.

      André stumbled, fell and willed himself to stop just short of the pavement, stopping what would have been a nasty impact. He righted himself and turned to find her giggling at him. “What the hell are you doing?” he gaped.

      “Following you,” she answered.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to play games anymore.”

      André continued in the direction he had been heading, and she resumed her stalking behind him. He slowed a little, allowing her to keep pace. He glanced over at her staring, probing eyes. “I’m not a fucking bug,” he snapped.

      Katrina blinked, but didn’t look away. “What was it like?”

      “What was what like?”

      “Space.” She glanced at the sky.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I only saw a little of it and that was from my father’s ship when he rescued me.”

      “Really?” she said, astonished. “But you were out there for so long.”

      He nodded. “Yeah.” He glanced over at her. “It wasn’t fun,” he said, not wanting to elaborate on the terror he felt each day, wondering if it would be his last one alive.

      Silence settled between them as they walked.

      “Five years?”

      André nodded. “Sealed in a tin can.”

      “How’d you not go crazy?”

      “Who said I didn’t?” he countered, giving her a hint of a smile.

      “Seriously,” she said. “How does someone get through that?”

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be right now?” he asked, slightly annoyed by her line of questioning and even more so by her train of thought. Her close proximity messed with his mind, setting his skin on fire and he knew if she continued to follow, there was no turning back for him. No staying away anymore, despite what either of their fathers said.

      “No.”

      André stopped walking and leaned on a nearby tree, crossing his arms. He sighed as his eyes grazed her. “I guess my will to live overpowered everything else and I was smart enough to not eat what was provided all at once.”

      “I don’t know any six-year-old with that kind of willpower,” she said and stepped closer.

      “Please don’t,” he said softly as she reached out to touch him.

      Katrina smiled and ignored his plea.

      “Kat, I don’t have that kind of willpower where you’re concerned.”

      “Are you like this with all your girlfriends?” she asked as she moved closer, leaning her body against his.

      He shook his head. “No, only you can do this to me.” He swept her in his arms and kissed her, rolling his tongue gently in her mouth as his hands traced her back, stopping at her waist. One of his hands found its way back up into her hair and the other slid down her hip to the edge of the very short skirt she had on, grazing the skin of her thighs with his fingertips. He pulled her closer, kissing her deeper, searing his soul to hers.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Matthew yelled, stepping from the hovercraft a few feet away.

      André and Katrina jumped away from each other, both panting with the power that still coursed through their veins. Oh shit!

      Before he could say anything, Matthew’s hand grasped the scruff of his neck and hauled him to the hovercraft.

      André glanced sideways at Katrina and offered her a small shrug as they pulled away, watching her in the side mirror. She continued to watch the hovercraft until they pulled around the corner out of sight.

      “I have told you a thousand times to stay away from that girl,” Matthew growled.

      André didn’t say anything. He just slouched in the passenger seat with his hands in his pockets and looked out the window. He heard all the thoughts flying through his father’s head loud and clear. When the silent accusations flew, he spoke. “I went to the beach and she happened to be there.”

      “How did she know where to find you?”

      André willed the hovercraft to stop.

      “Stop that,” Matthew snapped.

      “I have followed the rules you laid down for the past six years, Dad. I know she’s off-limits, but...” He took a deep breath. “But she just happened to be at the place I ran to. I had no idea she would be at the beach and if I did, I wouldn’t have gone there.” He released his hold on the vehicle and it lurched forward again. “One thing led to another...” He trailed off. “I’m not staying away from her anymore,” he announced as they pulled into the driveway.

      “You are to stay away from that girl,” Matthew ordered as he stepped out of the hovercraft and slammed the door closed.

      “No, I am not staying away from Katrina.” André stood his ground. “I’ve been in love with her since the day I set foot on this planet.”

      Matthew stood at the front door with his hand on the doorknob, his back to André, struggling with the anger raging through him. He silently counted to ten. “She’s bad news, André,” he said. He had heard the commander bitching about the things she had done on a daily basis and Matthew didn’t want André exposed to such a rebellious child.

      “I know she has a reputation for being a little wild,” André said, “but I really don’t give a damn.”

      Matthew turned. “I do.”

      “You won’t let me play football; you won’t let me date Katrina. What next? What are you afraid of?”

      “That you’ll get in trouble and the government will take you away from us,” Matthew snapped.

      André took a half step back and blinked, hearing the truth in Matthew’s voice and in his mind. “They could take me away?”

      “If they find out what you can do, yes,” Matthew said.

      “Kat already knows what I am and she hasn’t said a thing for the last six years.”

      Matthew took a deep breath and exhaled.

      “Besides, I’m going to marry her,” André added.

      Matthew laughed. “You are only seventeen.”

      André shrugged. “I know what I want and she’s it.”

      “You want her because I said you couldn’t have her.”

      “No, Dad. I want her because she’s the one and I’ve dated plenty of girls since I came here but not one of them does what Katrina does to me, not even Anna.”

      “What I saw back there was moments away from getting into a world of trouble, André. If that’s what she does to you, it’s just another reason for me to put my foot down. You are too young for that.” Matthew pointed in the direction where they had come from.

      André tried to suppress a grin but didn’t do a very good job.

      “Wipe that grin off your face. Seventeen is too young.”

      “Too young for what?” André asked innocently, just to see his father’s reaction as he leaned on the porch banister, crossing his arms, the amused smile still on his face.

      Matthew glared at him. “Sex. You are too young for sex,” he clarified. “Now go to your room. I don’t want to see or hear you until the morning. Got it?”

      André nodded and walked through the door Matthew held open for him. His grin spread as he bounded up the stairs and closed his broken door. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him and if he ever finds out just how much I’ve screwed around, Jesus, he’d blow a gasket.

      He pulled his cell out of his pocket and stared at the half dozen texts he ignored for the past couple of hours and sighed. It was time to cut Anna loose, especially after what happened with Katrina. He shot over a message, knowing Anna wouldn’t take too kindly to him breaking up with her by text, so after he pressed Send, he shut his phone off, tossing it on the nightstand before flopping back on his bed.

      André stared at the ceiling in the dark room, his thoughts drifting to Katrina and all the things he’d like to do with her.

      A soft knock on his window interrupted his thoughts and his eyes flew open. He crossed to the window and slid it open, staring into her hypnotizing eyes.

      What are you doing here? He sent the thought into her mind. Surprise registered and she teetered on the tree branch but André reached out and caught her before she fell, hauling her in the window and putting his finger on his lips. Don’t speak; just think it and I’ll hear you.

      Katrina looked around the room and then back at him. You can hear my thoughts?

      I can hear everyone’s thoughts. André smiled at the bloom in her cheeks. What are you doing here?

      I’m not sure. She glanced at the broken door. Let’s blow out of here. She looked toward the window and back at him.

      André tilted his head and let his eyes graze her from head to toe. He looked over at his bed and raised an eyebrow. Why? The bed’s right there.

      Katrina let out a small quiet laugh.

      Isn’t that why you came? To satisfy your curiosity? André pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it on the floor.

      Katrina scanned his bare torso and licked her lips. A slight sweat broke out on her forehead and she drew in a deep breath. Is it hot in here?

      He chuckled and tilted his head. I took my shirt off. Now it’s your turn. He leaned against the bed waiting.

      I don’t know. Katrina looked at the door and bit her lower lip.

      Don’t worry. I’ll hear them if they come this way. Let’s see what you’ve got.

      Katrina hesitated.

      André sighed and moved across the room, taking her in his arms. “Isn’t this what you want?”

      “I, uh...”

      “Because it’s what I’ve wanted since I first laid eyes on you.” He didn’t wait for an answer; his mouth covered hers, tasting, tongues intertwined in a dance that left him trembling and wanting more. Her skin, like silk under his fingertips, lit a fire in his abdomen and he broke the kiss, smiling down at her upturned face.

      He tasted the curve of her neck, grinning when her skin broke out in a batch of goose pimples followed by a shudder, and he peeled her shirt off. With a flip of his fingers, her bra unclasped and followed the path of her shirt to the floor. He found her skirt zipper and slowly unzipped it, kissing his way down the front of her body before he slid the garment to her ankles.

      Standing, he maneuvered her to the bed, covering her neck with kisses and stretched her out underneath him. With a glance in the direction of the hallway, his nightstand slid, blocking the door and reducing the chance of a surprise entrance by his folks.

      You’ve done this before.

      André chuckled against her throat and moved his lips to hers, kissing her, losing himself in the feel of her mouth, her skin, her body. He throbbed against the fabric of his jeans and he shifted when her hands fumbled with his belt, giving her access to undo them, the progression of the zipper sounding like a jackhammer wrapped in the frantic rush of their breath.

      With a rustle of fabric, he was free of his pants, settling between her legs, his heart hammering in his chest as he gazed in her surprised eyes.

      I guess you are anatomically correct.

      He grinned. No one had ever complained about what he had to offer. His smile faded as he scanned her face, his gaze falling on her full lips before returning to the green eyes he dreamed of night after night. His body ached for her but she was a virgin and the seed of doubt formed. Is this what you want?

      She pulled him to her lips without speaking, her mind answering him as loud as the pounding of her heart against his chest but he had to be sure this wasn’t just the heat of the moment, not just his wishful thinking.

      Not with her.

      He broke the kiss. “Are you sure?” he asked, reining in the lust raging through his blood.

      “Yes, I’ve wanted you from the first day we met, too,” Katrina whispered and that’s all he needed.

      Her jaw clamped with the first thrust, a crease appearing between her eyes as he christened her, but it soon smoothed out with each gentle circle of their hips. Heat consumed him and he sped up, each stroke sending tingling sensations through his core, and her eyes closed, her lips pressing together, turning her moan into a sensual purr that drove him mad.

      When her eyes opened, they flew wide and her breath hitched, her gaze locked on his but he didn’t care; he was too far gone to worry about his eyes or the shock rippling through her.

      “Katrina,” he whispered, his lips curving into a smile; the sensations overcame him and he clamped his eyes closed, shuddering. “My Katrina,” he corrected when the aftershocks subsided. He opened his eyes and looked down at her, satiated.

      You’ve done this before.

      André smirked and shook his head. Not quite.

      I know you’re not a virgin, so what do you mean by not quite? Katrina tilted her head.

      “I’ve never lost control before,” he answered.

      “What are you talking about?”

      I’ve never let anyone see me.

      Katrina raised her eyebrow and smiled, lowering her eyes to their melded bodies and returned her gaze to his a moment later.

      The real me, and you know what I’m talking about, Kat. I saw it in your face, in your mind. My eyes—they turned, didn’t they?

      Katrina’s smile faded and she nodded.

      You would have heard about that by now, don’t you think? He pulled off her and put his underwear and pants back on, the smile on his face faltering as his gaze shot to the door. He swiped her things off the floor and handed them to her, pushing her toward the bathroom. Shit. Bathroom, now. He moved the dresser back soundlessly as she disappeared behind the bathroom door. Jumping on the bed, he stretched out on his back, covering the small red stain on the comforter she left behind. He snapped his eyes closed.

      Matthew poked his head in the room.

      André made his chest rise and fall in the rhythm of sleep, praying Matthew would buy it. But his father’s gaze traveled from him to the window and he stepped inside the bedroom.

      André opened his eyes. “I’ll close it later, Dad,” he said, startling his father and slowing his progress across the room.

      “I got it,” Matthew said and stopped between the bed and the window. He reached down and picked up the discarded bra, looking over at André with scrunched eyebrows and parted lips. “What the hell is this?”

      André sat up, refusing to move from his place on the bed. If his father saw the stain, he’d know and at this point, he just suspected some less than innocent petting. “I, uh...” André looked between the bra and his father.

      Matthew’s eyes narrowed and his glance darted to the only logical place a girl could hide. He crossed to the bathroom, shooting André a warning glare. Flipping on the light, he caught Katrina frantically adjusting her skirt.

      His jaw tightened and he held out the bra. “I assume this is yours,” he said.

      Katrina traded a glance with André and nodded, taking the bra from Matthew’s outstretched hand.

      He closed the door so she could reassemble herself and spun in André’s direction, pointing his finger at him. “You have no idea how much trouble you are in right now,” he growled. “Downstairs when she is finished. Understand?”

      André nodded, avoiding Matthew’s eyes. After his father left the room, he flopped back on the bed with his heart hammering in his throat. When Katrina opened the door, he stood and grabbed his shirt off the floor and slipped it on. “Shit.”

      Katrina bit her lip. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “I got you in trouble.”

      “You didn’t get me in trouble, Kat. I did that all by myself,” he answered, catching a kiss before he led her downstairs where Matthew and Linda waited.

      No one spoke. Neither Matthew nor Linda knew what to say and André didn’t dare utter a word with the angry thoughts going through their heads until Matthew glanced at Katrina, silently blaming her.

      “It was not her fault.” André glared at his father, unconsciously stepping in front of her in a protective reflex.

      “But you...she...” He trailed off.

      “Blame me, not her,” André said, a little softer. “I’m the one with the experience.”

      Both Matthew and Linda stared at their son, dumbfounded by the admission.

      “Yeah, I’m only seventeen, but I’ve been around the block. She hasn’t.”

      “How far did you go up there?” Linda gasped.

      André dropped his gaze to the floor, his cheeks flaring with heat and he stole a sideways glance at Katrina. She stared at the floor with the same guilty expression he imagined he wore. Her hands gripped his and he sighed, bringing his gaze back to Matthew’s, offering an apologetic shrug.

      “Jesus Christ!”

      Katrina cowered against André and tears created a glossy sheen on her eyes. “Please don’t tell my dad,” she whispered, her voice shaking.

      “How did you get in?” Linda asked.

      “I climbed the tree,” she admitted. “I wanted to see if he was okay.”

      “And you couldn’t have done that with your clothes on?” Matthew snapped.

      “I’m taking her home,” André said and started toward the door.

      “The hell you are.” Matthew quickly blocked the exit path. “I called her father. He’s on his way.”

      Katrina let out a muffled sob.

      “Nice going, Dad.” He glared and then wrapped his arms around her, kissing the top of her head in a gesture so sweet, it brought a fresh wave of tears from Katrina.

      Matthew’s gaze bounced between André and Katrina, his thoughts racing over the brief conversation and then his eyes narrowed, locking with André’s. “How many?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      Matthew took a step in his direction, reining in the need to launch at his son. His jaw tightened and he spun to the window overlooking the front yard, the fury wracking his every thought transmitting to André like a beacon in a dark storm.

      André retreated, leading Katrina away from his stewing parents into the family room. He pulled her down next to him on the couch. “I think I’m grounded until I go to college,” he whispered, gleaning Matthew’s angry thoughts.

      “My dad is going to kill you,” she said, wiping her face with her hands.

      The doorbell rang and they traded a glance. Dread wrapped around his heart and he took her hand in his, walking toward the entry like he was navigating death row.

      Commander Lawrence waited in the front hall. “Katrina Lee Lawrence,” he barked and she buried her face in André’s back, refusing to step into view of her father.

      His eyes narrowed and his jaw clamped shut as he shot a deadly glare in André’s direction. “I told you once a long time ago to stay away from my daughter.”

      “Sorry, sir,” André said. “I stayed away as long as I could.”

      He looked at Matthew. “What happened here?”

      When no one answered or met his inquisitive gaze, he knew and he turned his sights on the teenager before him, launching himself at André, his hands curled into claws, hell-bent on reaching around the boy’s throat and squeezing the life from him.

      André held up his hand stopping the commander, suspending him in the leap. His bangs hung in his eyes and he stared through them, grinding his teeth against the murderous thoughts filtering through the commander’s mind. A chill skittered across his skin and memories of the hostility on his home planet raged. This man was no better than the Zyclonians who exiled him. “Tsk, tsk, you shouldn’t lose your temper like that. That’s setting a bad example,” he said, his voice toying but laced with a coldness that made everyone in the room shudder.

      “André, let him go,” Matthew ordered.

      André turned his hard gaze to Matthew. “Katrina and I are together. End of discussion.”

      “Fucking alien,” Commander Lawrence seethed, still frozen in mid-air. “I should have locked you up the day you arrived.”

      “You shouldn’t talk to your future son-in-law that way.”

      “Over my dead body, you son of a bitch,” Commander Lawrence snapped back.

      “Please don’t hurt my father,” Katrina said, finding her voice and breaking through the deadly layer of frustration building around André.

      He softened at the shake in her voice and turned, locking his gaze with her wide eyes. Fear had exploded inside her, and he felt it. “I wouldn’t hurt him, Kat.” He lowered his hand, setting her father on his feet in the process. I didn’t mean to scare you. “Sorry,” he whispered and shrunk inside his skin. He stepped away from her, suddenly vulnerable and ashamed of his display of power.

      Her father grabbed her arm and dragged her out the door without another word.

      André sat down on the stairs and put his head in his hands. That last stunt of his scared her, and he wasn’t sure if he would ever see her again, never mind hold her in his arms. “You had to call her father,” he yelled from behind his hands. “You had to ruin my fucking life.” He flew up to his room.

      Her scent permeated his bed sheets and he gripped his pillow in his arms, inhaling the sweet essence of her shampoo. Tears blurred his vision, brimming and cutting hot paths down his cheeks as he stared at the open window.

      Linda stepped into the room and sat on the edge of the bed. Her hand ran across his back and she sighed. “What are you doing, André?”

      He turned his head toward her. “I don’t know,” he answered and turned his head away again.

      “Can I ask a personal question?”

      He nodded without looking. “I did until tonight with Kat,” he replied before she could verbally ask.

      “You didn’t use protection tonight?” she clarified her question.

      “No,” he answered. “We didn’t.”

      “Matt doesn’t know what to do with you right now.”

      “He wants to send me away.” André turned to his adoptive mother. “I don’t want to go anywhere.” He wiped the tears off his face, smearing blood over the back of his hands.

      “André, for the past year you have been a completely different person.”

      “Mom, I don’t want to leave Dallas,” he replied again. “Katrina is here.”

      Matthew leaned against the doorjamb. “You might not have a choice.”

      “What do you mean I might not have a choice?”

      “Commander Lawrence may revoke our privilege to keep you here,” he answered. “He was livid, André. Livid.” Matthew turned and walked away without voicing the other thoughts rattling through his brain, thoughts of what Commander Lawrence might do, all of which encompassed unpleasant outcomes.

      “Jesus,” André whispered and closed his eyes.

      “Actions have consequences, honey.”

      He nodded acknowledgment.

      Linda stood to leave. “Despite what you may think, both your father and I care a great deal about you, no matter how angry or disappointed we are in what you have done.” She walked out and closed his door.

      André looked at the open window and thought of the options his father had entertained, all of which meant never seeing Katrina again. Sending him to a military base in another section of the country wasn’t an option. No way he’d allow anyone to study him under a microscope for the rest of his life, and the alternatives were even worse.

      Closing his eyes, he sighed, falling back on the only instinct he knew.

      Survival.

      He opened his eyes and stared at the window, contemplating his odds.
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      André went into action, packing some things in his duffel bag before he changed his mind. He clasped his watch, slid his wallet into his back pocket, and then tied his sneakers. As an afterthought, he grabbed a baseball cap and slung it into the bag before he zipped it up. He tossed the bag from his second-floor window and it hit with a solid thump. André looked back at his door with a pang of guilt and slid his legs out the window. He gripped the sill and lowered himself out, hanging his full length. Letting go, he fell the extra fifteen feet, landing solid. He grabbed his bag and hauled it over his shoulder, jogging quietly away from the house. Glancing over his shoulder, he inhaled.

      “Bye,” he whispered, focusing his mind on Katrina, and headed in her direction.

      André left his bag in the woods behind her house and snuck close to the foundation, unsure which room was hers.

      “Katrina?” he whispered, sending the thought out to her and waited.

      A light on the second floor flipped on and André moved under the window with a quick glance at the first floor sliders a few feet to the left. He hated to think what the commander would do if he caught him in his back yard. Thoughts of shotguns and blood filled his mind and he focused back on the upstairs window and Katrina’s surprised face in the glass.

      She glanced over her shoulder before pushing the window open. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m not going to let them lock me in a lab for the rest of my life, but I’m not running without you.”

      Katrina bit her lip and glanced behind her again, considering his implied invitation, her thoughts rolling to their earlier transgression. She sent him a sly smile and disappeared from view.

      A few minutes later, an overstuffed duffel bag dropped and he caught it, smiling up at her backlit form. Another item dropped and he snagged it from the air, her pocketbook. He set it next to the duffel bag, casting a worried glance at the kitchen sliders again.

      She swung her leg out the window and reached for the rose trellis on the side of the house like she had done a million times, but this time she miscalculated the distance and lost her balance.

      André’s heart lurched and he stretched his arms out. “I got you,” he whispered, willing her into his arms. She landed right into his grasp with a small oomph, her eyes wide and frantic with panic pumping in her veins. He just smiled at her and set her gently on her feet.

      He glanced at the doorway again and handed her the pocketbook before slinging her bag over his shoulder. Grasping her hand, he led her into the woods where he grabbed his bag as well. “Where do you want to go?”

      “I want to see New York City,” she whispered.

      “That’s outside the domes, Kat.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “You’re out of your mind. There’s no oxygen out there.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” Katrina said. “That’s just what we’ve been told. If we go up to Chicago, we can get out of the dome through Lake Michigan.” She glanced at him as they navigated the thick woods.

      “Then what?” André asked.

      Katrina smiled. “Then we begin our adventure.”

      André laughed. “That’s if we live long enough to see the East Coast,” he drawled. He shook his head a little. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this,” he said aloud and glanced sideways at her.

      “It would be really cool if we could steal a hovercraft,” she said and they stepped out of the woods.

      “No.” André shook his head.

      “What are you, a fucking Boy Scout?”

      “It’s not right,” he said, getting his bearings. He looked around and then over at her.

      She pulled her hand out of his. “How do you suggest we get there?”

      “Hitch.”

      She gawked at him. “I’m not getting into a hovercraft with a stranger.”

      “But you’d rather steal one and end up in jail?” He raised his eyebrows.

      “And you’d rather be kidnapped and killed?”

      André smiled. “No one’s going to harm us, Kat.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Did you not see what I did to your dad at my house?”

      She went to say something and then thought better of it.

      “I can stop anything,” he said.

      “You can stop a laser gun?”

      “I can stop anything on Earth.” He grinned and put his arm around her shoulder. “So could you, if you tried.”

      “Yeah, right,” she said as they walked to the edge of the road.

      He escorted her across and began walking north. André turned at the sound of a hovercraft coming in their direction. He stuck out his thumb and the craft stopped.

      “Where you headed?”

      “Chicago,” André answered.

      The driver hesitated. “That’s a long way from here.”

      “My aunt is up there and she’s sick. Andy was kind enough to agree to go with me but neither of us has a hovercraft and I’d really like to see her before she dies.” Katrina’s eyes filled with tears and she offered a sad smile.

      The driver nodded. “All right.” He unlocked the doors and André dumped their bags in the hatch, sliding in front with the driver. Katrina took a seat in the back.

      “I didn’t want Katy taking the trip alone,” André said and glanced back at Katrina, amazed at her acting ability.

      “I’m Paul, pleasure to meet you.” His eyes drifted to the rearview mirror at Katrina in the back seat.

      André smiled a little. “Don’t even think about it, dude,” he said, seeing the look on Paul’s face and hearing his feral thought process.

      Paul glanced over at him, sizing him up and smiling like he didn’t just have thoughts of carnal activities with the girl in the back seat.

      “Where are you headed?” Katrina asked.

      “St. Louis,” Paul answered. “That’s as far as I can take you tonight.”

      “That’s perfect,” Katrina said.

      “So, Paul, what do you do?” André asked.

      “I’m in sales,” he answered, again glancing at Katrina.

      André looked out the window, his mood turning dark at the stranger’s thoughts. “What kind of sales?” he asked, his voice a little strained as the anger ebbed its way in.

      “Sales.” Paul glanced over at him. “What’s it to you?” he asked as they entered the connector tunnel between the Dallas and Topeka domes. Paul hit the hyper-drive and they shot through, faster than the speed of sound, the sonic boom absorbed in the material of the shaft.

      André shrugged. “Just making conversation,” he replied, putting his hands up in the air. He already knew what type of sales and it figured. Katrina was right about the dangers of hitchhiking. This man was a slime bucket who sold body parts to the highest bidder and he had plans for the two of them when they got to their destination. Killing André was first on his agenda and Katrina was another story. The things he planned on doing to her made André see red but he took a deep breath, calming the rising fury in his belly.

      He looked around at the hovercraft. “Nice craft,” he observed.

      Paul smiled. “Thanks. Do you two have a place to stay in St. Louis?” he asked as they entered the Topeka—St. Louis tunnel way.

      André shrugged. “No. We really want to get to Chicago before morning.”

      “It’s not that far from St. Louis,” Paul said over another sonic boom. “You can catch some Zs at my place if you’d like,” he offered. “That way you can have a fresh start in the morning.” He glanced back at Katrina.

      “Thanks but I think we’ll pass,” André answered.

      “You sure? Because your girlfriend is sacked out in the back,” he said, glancing at André.

      André looked over his shoulder and back at Paul with an easy smile and shrugged. “We’ll see.” He had every intention of making Paul regret he ever picked them up and scooping up this hovercraft for the rest of their trip. He just hoped that Katrina wouldn’t wake up when he made that happen.

      “There is no aunt, is there, Andy?” Paul asked, glancing in his direction.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “I’ve seen my fair share of runaways and you two fit the bill.”

      André laughed. “What kind of sales did you say you were in?”

      Paul glanced in his direction, pulling out a laser gun and pointing it at André. “I didn’t say.” He smiled as the hovercraft began to slow down. “Now be a good boy. Just sit there and keep your mouth shut and you won’t get hurt.”

      André morphed his expression into one of fear and his eyes flicked from the end of the barrel to Paul’s demented smile.

      “Didn’t your parents ever tell you not to hitchhike?” Paul asked and pressed the tracking button on the dash, putting the hovercraft into autopilot. He turned his full attention to André, keeping the gun trained on him.

      André tilted his head. “Didn’t yours ever tell you about the dangers of picking up a hitchhiker?” he countered, the fear no longer visible, replaced by a slow, evil smile of his own.

      Paul leveled the gun to André’s forehead as they pulled into the stream of busy city traffic. “I’m going to have so much fun with your girlfriend.” He smiled and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened and Paul looked at the gun, his eyes blinking rapidly. When he looked back at André, he screamed.

      André felt the transition and knew from the horrified expression that his eyes had turned as red as the laser beam meant to explode through his head.

      “Get out,” André ordered and the driver’s side door swung open. They were traveling at close to one hundred miles an hour and roughly thirty feet from the ground.

      Paul looked out the door and then back at André. “I’ll die if I jump.”

      “You’ll have more of a chance of survival jumping than if you stay here,” André said. “Now get out,” he ordered, loud enough to stir Katrina.

      Paul glanced back at the drop and then at André’s red, murderous eyes. Opting for the remote chance, he jumped.

      André slid over to the driver’s seat, closed the door and turned off the tracking system. He swung back toward the northern tunnel, glancing in the rearview mirror as the red hue diminished from his eyes, returning to the bright blue he was used to seeing. His gaze moved to the backseat, meeting Kat’s shocked green eyes.

      “What have you done?” she gasped.

      “Rid the world of one sick bastard,” he answered after a moment’s hesitation. “And gotten us a ride that no one will report missing until long after we’re in Chicago.”

      “Stop,” Katrina yelled. “Stop the craft!”

      “Kat, he was going to kill us. Do you know what he did for a living?” André asked and continued before she could answer, “He sold body parts and he had no problem killing healthy runaways to get those parts.” André shuddered, his adrenaline fading. “Hitchhiking probably wasn’t such a good idea.”

      “How do you know what he intended to do?” she asked and the high pitch of her voice matched the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “He put a laser gun to my forehead and pulled the trigger. If I had been human, I’d be dead right now,” he said and reality settled into his bones, hitting him with its full force. The shakes started in his hands and worked their way up his arms and into his shoulders just about the time his stomach decided to roll. He pulled the craft down to the side of the road and threw the door open, shooting vomit onto the pavement below. Spasms racked his body and the knowledge he just killed someone slammed into his conscience hard.

      He spit and then closed the door again, leaning back in the seat. Tears stung his eyes, blurring his vision and the tremors continued with the tears. “Holy shit,” he whispered and looked into the rearview mirror, wiping his face and shaking the bloody tears from his hand.

      Kat’s eyes went wide. “You’re bleeding.”

      “I’m fine,” he answered when the shakes subsided. “Do you have any gum?” he asked, still tasting the bile in his throat.

      “No, but I’ve got a mint.” She pulled one out of her pocketbook, handing it to him as she climbed into the passenger seat. He swiped the bloody tears from his cheeks, wiping his hands on his jeans, leaving a maroon stain on the blue fabric, and pulled the hovercraft back into the stream of traffic.

      “You bleed when you cry?”

      He nodded without looking at her. Emergency lights blinked in the rearview mirror and he focused on the lane in front of him.

      “He was going to kill us?” she finally asked after the silence had wrapped itself around them.

      “Yes.” André glanced at his watch. “What time do you usually get up in the morning?”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s almost five.”

      “I must have slept.”

      “You did for a while.”

      “Did you?”

      “Hell no.” He raised his eyebrows at her. “I wasn’t giving him an opening like that.”

      Katrina took a deep breath and glanced out the window.

      The hovercraft sprung forward into the last tunnel and he pushed the controls beyond eight hundred miles per hour, creating another sonic boom in their wake. Thirty minutes later, they entered the Chicago dome with the sun rising over the horizon.

      “Now I need some sleep,” André said and slowed the hovercraft down. He cruised at street level and punched “Nearest Hotel” into the tracking system. A few minutes later, they pulled into the Millennium hotel chain. André pulled out his wallet and flipped through the bills he had stashed. He glanced over at Katrina. “I don’t know if I have enough.”

      “I do,” Katrina answered. “Come on.”

      André took the keys and grabbed the bags out of the back. He hesitated and glanced at her before activating the security controls. He hoped that all it took to deactivate was just a push of the button.

      “We’d like a room,” André said, approaching the counter. His eyelids drooped and he imagined he looked every bit as tired as he felt. Twenty-four hours without sleep, along with the emotional rollercoaster of the last twelve hours, was finally taking its toll.

      The concierge looked up at him.

      André heard his train of thought and closed his eyes, sighing. “You will rent us a room,” he said softly, pushing the concierge mentally.

      “And how would you like to pay for that?” The concierge smiled at him.

      “Cash.”

      “Certainly.” He nodded and punched a few keys in the panel. “That will be three hundred and fifty dollars.”

      André glanced at Katrina and then back at the concierge. “Don’t you mean thirty-five dollars?”

      The concierge’s smile faltered. He looked down at the paperwork and scribbled the fee. “Thirty-five dollars.”

      André handed him the money and took the room key, leaving the concierge smiling and clueless that he had just been hustled.

      Katrina didn’t say a word until they were in the room. “What did you do to the desk guy?”

      “Influence,” André said and flopped down on the bed. The minute his head hit the fabric, blackness overtook him.
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      André woke hours later, disoriented until he glanced her way. The prior evening came flooding back and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him and burying his face into her hair. He dozed again with the smell of her cascading into his nostrils.

      Knocking on the door roused him from sleep.

      He pulled himself free and opened the hotel room door.

      The manager stood with the concierge. “I’m sorry, sir, but there seems to be a problem with your bill.”

      André smiled. “You had a special and I qualified.” He pushed the influence on the manager and concierge and watched them blink, look around and then down at the bill the manager held and back up at him.

      “Thank you again for staying at our hotel.” The manager smiled, folding up the bill and pocketing it. “I hope you have a pleasant stay.” They wandered away.

      André closed the door and glanced at the clock. They had been sleeping for six hours, long enough for his parents to know he was gone. He wondered how relieved they were to finally have him out of their hair. He couldn’t imagine them being upset by his disappearance; angry at the disobedience was probably more accurate.

      He sighed and stepped into the bathroom to clean up, letting the warm water wash away the sleep from his body. He leaned his hands on the front of the stall, closing his eyes and thinking about New York City.

      What if she was right and there was oxygen outside the domes?

      What if there wasn’t?

      At that thought, his eyes popped open and he straightened, running his hand through his drenched hair. “What am I doing?” No answers came. He shut off the water, towel dried before leaving the steam-filled bathroom and pulling out a pair of jeans.

      Katrina stirred and rolled, burying her head under her pillow, mumbling. After he slid his jeans on, he sat on the side of the bed and rubbed her back until she uncovered her head and opened her eyes.

      “Last night was real?”

      “As real as it gets,” he said. “Shower’s free if you want to clean up.”

      She nodded and he moved, watching her disappear into the bathroom before sitting down at the table to count the money they pooled together.

      Two hundred dollars.

      Not enough to fade into obscurity.

      He rubbed his face. “I didn’t think this through very well,” he muttered under his breath and swept the money off the table, stashing it away in his wallet. Instead of beating himself up for his piss-poor execution, he flipped the television on and settled back in the seat, hoping the droning of the news would keep his mind occupied away from their current situation, especially with the thought of Katrina naked in the shower just a few steps away.

      It was all he could do to not act on the building need pooling in his lap, and when Katrina stepped back in the room with the towel wrapped around her, still dripping, he smiled, scanning her with his eyes, captivated. He pointed the remote at the television to turn it off and paused at Katrina’s picture filling the screen.

      “Shit.” Instead of clicking the off button, he raised the volume. The reporter warned viewers that Katrina’s abductor had a violent history and should be approached with extreme caution and then his picture popped up on screen. “Goddamn it!” He tossed the remote onto the table and shot a glance in Katrina’s direction.

      She wrung the water out of her hair, not looking concerned in the least by the news story or their pictures splashed across the airways. “My father is an asshole,” she said and crossed toward André.

      “Kat,” he said and scanned her, torn between the instant lust and the need to run. “We don’t have time for this now,” he added as she straddled his legs and leaned on the arms of the chair, her wet hair dripping on his jeans.

      She grinned and sat on his thighs. “What’s another half hour?”

      Heat radiated off her. “Kat,” he whispered, his hands drifting to her legs and his heart pounding against his ribcage.

      “André,” she whispered and seductively licked her lips. “Marry me. Today.”

      André stared at her. “Why?”

      “Because it will piss off my father.”

      He went to push her off his lap, annoyed by the answer. The idea of having her as his wife was a lifelong dream that started the moment he saw her in that infirmary and she just shot all his romantic notions to hell.

      She pushed him back against the chair. “I’m serious,” she said and ran her hands down his bare chest. Her thoughts were as jumbled as the nerves in his stomach.

      He leaned forward, kissing the soft flesh of her neck, wanting her with every fiber of his being, but afraid she just wanted him as a tool to make her father miserable. “Do you love me?”

      “Yes. I love you, André,” she said. “I always have.”

      He pulled away and met her gaze. “Why? Why do you love me, Kat?”

      She sighed and placed her palm on his cheek. “I don’t know. I just do.”

      “You sure it’s just not the curiosity speaking? Or a way to piss off your father?”

      She pulled her hand away. “Yes, I’m sure. I was curious when I walked into your hospital room, but the minute our eyes met, I don’t know, it was like I knew you were meant just for me.”

      “And then your father forbid you to see me,” André said and ran his hands through his hair, leaning his head back on the headrest.

      “Why the hell do you think I’ve been such a nightmare at home? I was frustrated and you... you slept with anything with a skirt and hardly looked at me anytime I passed. That pissed me off.”

      “I was trying to find a way to get you off my mind,” André said and a smirk found its way to his lips.

      Katrina slapped his chest.

      “Seriously, Kat. My father forbade me from seeing you too, so I didn’t have much of a choice. And you’re right. I screwed my fair share of girls, but not one of them came close to making me feel the way you do,” he said, turning serious. “You stole my heart in that hospital room and I haven’t been able to recover since.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You really want to marry me?”

      She studied him and her smile faltered.

      His smile disappeared, gone in the flash of her thought. He stood and pushed her away from him, gathering his clothes and shoving them into the bag. He glared over his shoulder. “You’re the one who crawled through my bedroom window. I didn’t coerce you into having sex; you wanted that just as much as I did. If you think for a minute I’d use the influence on you, you’re insane.” He zipped up his bag and threw it on the floor. He picked up hers and threw it in her direction. “Get dressed; we have to get out of here.”

      Katrina’s chin started to quiver and the tears spilled over. She rifled through her bag, looking for clothing to pull on. “You influenced the people here so easily...” She trailed off.

      “It kills a part of their brain every time I do that,” he said without looking at her. “I could end up making someone a vegetable if I’m not careful.”

      “I’m sorry.” She began to sob.

      André turned. “Don’t cry,” he said. “Don’t fucking cry,” he repeated and the emotions caught up to him. A rollercoaster was as accurate a description as anything he could put his finger on. The highs and lows of the last twenty-four hours were enough to send him spiraling out of control and he sat on the edge of the bed, watching her pull her clothing on between sobs.

      “You want to go back.”

      She nodded and then shook her head. “I don’t know.” She sniffled, getting control again. “Ever since we ran into each other yesterday, it feels like I jumped on a rollercoaster and can’t get off.” She wiped her face with her hands and looked at him.

      He blinked and stared at her. It was almost as if she read his mind. “Why did you use that example?”

      She shrugged. “It just popped in my head.”

      Her answer brought a low chuckle from his chest and he looked down at the floor. Maybe she did have a touch of ESP, just like his father and that was something he could work with.

      “What is so funny?”

      He glanced at her. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      She opened her mouth and closed it and then just stared at him. “What are you trying to tell me?”

      “You can read minds too.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You are closer than you think, Kat. I can teach you if you let me.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “You can teach me? How?”

      “Let’s get out of here first. I don’t want to fry their brains any more than I already have, okay?” André said.

      “Okay,” Katrina said, pulling a shirt over her head and packing up her clothing. She glanced at the bed as they stood to leave. A sigh escaped and she looked back in his direction. “Where are we going?”

      “City Hall.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re getting married.”

      “We are?”

      André paused and looked at Kat, his hand on the doorknob. Doubt swarmed her mind and he dropped his hand, turning toward her. “Do you love me?”

      She bit her lip, and looked down at the carpet.

      The swirl of her thoughts kept him holding his breath, praying she felt the same and this all wasn’t just a ruse to get back at him for some unknown transgression. A small part of him wanted to push her into it, to make her do his bidding, but he couldn’t do that. He needed her to make the decision on her own without his influence. He needed to know she accepted him for who he was. A rush of air escaped when she nodded and met his gaze.

      “I know I asked, but…” She shifted and turned her back on him, looking out the window.

      “But what?”

      “I need to know what else you can do.”

      “I’m really not sure. I can read minds, I can influence minds, and I can control physical things around me.”

      “Can you kill?”

      André thought about Paul and sighed. “I’m capable if I’m pushed. But then I imagine everyone can kill if pushed to their limits.”

      She turned back toward him. “Can you kill with your mind?”

      André looked out the window, unable to meet her questioning stare. “Probably,” he said and met her gaze. “Do you still want to marry me?”

      A deep breath and a nod, and his fears dissipated. She wanted to marry him. A slow smile spread on his lips. “Let’s go.”

      In the parking lot, André took out the keys and pressed the button, unlocking the hovercraft and throwing their bags in back. The clock blinked on, flashing a little after two in the afternoon, and he punched in two destinations into the navigation system–one for a pawnshop and the second for City Hall.

      Twenty minutes later, they walked into a local pawnshop just around the corner from City Hall.

      “Hi, I’d like to see some wedding bands,” André said, draping his arm around Katrina’s shoulders, his Southern accent, thicker than usual because of the nerves jumping under his skin like Mexican jumping beans.

      “Sure thing.” The pawnshop owner pulled out a tray full of bands.

      André scanned the mishmash assortment and singled out a gold ring with diamonds embedded in the band and picked it up. “Let’s see if this fits,” he said, glancing at Katrina, and she put her left hand out. The ring slid on her finger like it was made especially for her. “Do you like it?”

      She smiled and nodded. “What about yours?”

      “You pick.”

      After studying a few rings, she settled on a simple thick gold band with a solitary diamond chip and slid it on his left ring finger. The fit was perfect and they grinned at each other.

      “We’ll take these,” André said.

      “That’ll be a thousand dollars.”

      André inhaled and glanced at the video cameras, willing a glitch in the recording while he reached for his wallet. He pulled out a hundred dollars and put it on the counter, pushing with his mind as he slid the bills forward. “This ought to cover it.”

      The owner smiled and counted out the money with a nod before he slid it away in the cash box. “Thank you for doing business with us,” he said and wandered toward the back of the shop.

      André put his arm around Katrina’s waist and led her out of the building without another word. They slid into the hovercraft, glancing at each other as he flipped the tracking back on and the hovercraft headed for City Hall.

      “I really hate doing that,” he said and sighed.

      Katrina studied the ring on her hand and sent a smile in his direction. “Thank you.”

      “You really want to do this?” he asked as he parked in front of the building.

      “Yes, but only if you want to,” she said and he laughed.

      “Asking me if I want to marry you is like asking if I want to breathe, although sometimes when I’m around you, I find it impossible to catch my breath.”

      “Aw,” she said and put her hand over her heart. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      He rolled his eyes and smiled. “So you’re good?”

      “Yes.”

      They entered the grand atrium and scanned the directory, homing in on the justice of the peace located on the third floor. André led Katrina up the stairwell. “Can I have your ring?” he asked when they stood in front of the room.

      She peeled it off her finger and offered it to him in exchange for his.

      He stared at the ring in his hand and glanced at her, wondering if this was a dream and for an instant, he had the surreal feeling that if he opened the door, he’d be back in that godforsaken death pod and all these wonderful years on Earth would have been nothing but an elaborate dream. Fear saturated his cells and he clamped his eyes closed, praying this was real.

      “André?”

      Her voice broke through his terror and he opened his eyes. “Ready?” he asked.

      “I am,” she said.

      He opened the door and relief swept through his bones at the mundane office and the judge draped in black robes behind the desk. They stepped in.

      Judge Simpson looked up from the papers strewn on his desk. “May I help you?”

      “Yes, we’d like you to marry us,” André said.

      “Do you have a license?”

      André pulled out his driver’s license and handed it to the judge.

      The judge chuckled and studied the identification. “You’re a little young to be getting married,” he said, handing the license back to André.

      “Yes but we have our parents’ consent.”

      “Do you have the approved application for marriage?” he asked.

      André slipped his license back into his wallet. Shit, here we go again. “You’ve got it there on your desk,” he said and waved toward the papers, willing the judge to do his bidding.

      The judge pulled out a blank marriage license and filled it in according to André’s silent instruction and when he finished, he turned it to André with a dull, distant look in his eyes.

      André sent a sideways glance at Katrina and closed his eyes, tapping into his mother’s mind and scrawling her signature in the slot for parental consent. Commander Lawrence’s was harder but he managed to get a ghost of a glimpse and signed his name as well. A small headache formed behind his right eye and he slid the paper back to the judge.

      The judge nodded, smiling as he picked up the form, focusing on the document in front of him. “Ah, yes, yes, I do indeed and it looks like everything is in order.”

      “Yes, sir.” André smiled, giving another push.

      The judge stood and pressed an intercom. “Betty, can you and Harry come in here to witness a marriage ceremony please?” He smiled as they waited. An elderly woman and a middle-aged man came into the room and glanced between the young couple and the judge.

      André smiled and stifled a yawn. Even the little pushes wiped him out, but this was worth every second of exhaustion.

      Judge Simpson began the simple civil service. “Do you, André Robbins, take Katrina Lee Lawrence to be your wife?”

      “I do,” André replied.

      “Do you, Katrina Lee Lawrence, take André Robbins to be your husband?”

      “I do,” Katrina said, looking up into André’s eyes and he sighed with relief.

      “Take the ring and slide it onto her finger and repeat after me. This is a symbol of my love and fidelity,” Judge Simpson said and waited.

      André positioned the ring at her first knuckle and looked into her green eyes. A mix of emotions sprung forth and he took a deep relaxing breath before speaking. “This is a symbol of my love and fidelity,” André said with a slight tremor in his voice and he slid the ring on her finger.

      Judge Simpson looked at Katrina.

      Katrina slid the ring on André’s finger. “This is a symbol of my love and fidelity,” she said without being prompted.

      “By the power vested in me by the grand state of Illinois, I now pronounce you husband and wife,” he said. “You can kiss your bride.”

      André leaned over and kissed Katrina. He smiled as he stood back up. “May I have a copy of the marriage license?”

      The judge smiled and nodded. “They’ll give you a copy in the clerk’s office,” he said and had the witnesses sign the certificate as well as Katrina and André before he signed and stamped the marriage license with the state seal. “Just ask for a copy when you drop this off at the clerk’s office on the first floor.”

      “Thank you, Judge Simpson,” André said and they headed out of his office, stopping in the clerk’s office to file the certificate and get a copy.

      When they stepped outside into the bright sunshine, Katrina asked, “Was that legal?”

      “Yes, as long as our parents don’t charge us with forgery,” he said and stared at the copy of the marriage certificate in his hand. The fact he broke the law yet again weighed heavy on him, but when he glanced at her, it all made it worthwhile. She was now his wife and he folded the certificate, sliding it into his wallet. “Where to, Mrs. Robbins?”

      “Lake Michigan.” Kat smiled. “But first, you look like you’re in need of a hotel.”

      She didn’t know the half of it. All that mind bending had left him in a state near collapse and while she had visions of more carnal activities on her mind, all he wanted was an hour of sleep to get his bearings back, and then he’d gladly comply with her silent wishes.
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      The door burst off the hinges and André shot up, his arms tightening around Katrina. A squadron of police barreled into the luxury honeymoon suite of the hotel bordering Lake Michigan. Fifteen guns trained on them and Katrina yanked the sheet up, covering her naked form and uncoupled from the straddled position she fell asleep in.

      Commander Lawrence stormed to the end of the bed, his gun drawn and pointed at André.

      André didn’t flinch; he just glared at his father-in-law, looking from the end of the barrel to his face. “I married her today, sir,” he said.

      The gun never wavered. “Get your hands off my daughter,” Commander Lawrence growled.

      “Dad, I married André.” Katrina spoke, causing her father’s gaze to fall on her. “I’m his wife.” She held up her left hand, showing him the ring.

      “The marriage certificate is in my wallet,” André said. He looked around the room at the wall of cops. “Do you mind?”

      “André Robbins, you are under arrest for the kidnapping of Katrina Lawrence,” the closest officer began.

      “He didn’t kidnap me!” Katrina yelled. “I married him.”

      “You have the right to remain silent...”

      André traded a glance with Katrina. This wasn’t working. No matter what he said, he’d either be arrested or shot based on the commander’s instructions. He sent a small push. “This is a family matter, not a police matter.”

      Collectively the officers blinked, and all the guns lowered except Commander Lawrence’s. After a quick gaze between André and Commander Lawrence, the squadron filtered out of the room, closing the door behind them.

      Commander Lawrence watched in dumb fascination before he snapped his gaze back to André. Fury etched into the commander’s features, transforming his handsome face into an ugly mask of rage. He pulled the trigger and a flash shot out of the laser gun.

      André only had a fraction of a second warning and tackled Katrina, pushing her down on the mattress, out of the way of the laser beam. The shot cut through the headboard where his head was moments before and anger leapt to the forefront of André’s mind.

      He let loose, vaporizing the gun and singeing the commander’s hand in the process.

      The pain in his head grew to a throbbing pulse at the exertion. He reached for the bathrobe on the edge of the bed, handing it to Katrina without taking his gaze from the cursing commander standing at the end of the bed, shaking the burn from his hand.

      After Katrina eased off the bed, he grabbed the other bathrobe and threaded his arms through the plush fabric, tying the robe before sliding from the bed. He crossed to the table, grabbing his wallet, and plucked the marriage certificate from the folds, holding it out to Commander Lawrence.

      Commander Lawrence cradled his burnt hand to his chest, his breath coming in harsh rips matching that of André, his gaze jumping from the piece of paper to his eyes. He snatched the sheet from André and scanned the document, his jaw tightening with every word.

      “In Illinois it’s legal,” André said. “You don’t have to be eighteen if you have parental consent.”

      The commander stared at the form, his face taking on the same tone as a fire engine. “I don’t care whether you think it’s legal or not. You are a goddamn alien, a freak,” he growled. “You don’t have any rights here.”

      He turned full toward the commander, his jaw dropping at the discriminatory slant.

      Katrina stepped in front of André. “Daddy, I love him.”

      “You are sixteen. You have no clue what love is,” he spouted back at her.

      “You told me you met Mom when you were sixteen.”

      His lips thinned and his eyes narrowed. “What I had with your mother isn’t even in the same league as this. You don’t even know him.”

      Katrina looked down at the floor. “I know enough that I want to spend the rest of my life with him and you forbid me to see him. What else were we supposed to do?”

      Commander Lawrence gaped at his daughter. “Katrina, you are coming home with me.”

      “No, Dad, I’m not.”

      He took a step toward her, and André stopped him short with an invisible wall.

      “No way,” André replied. “I’ll take her somewhere where you can’t find us,” he warned.
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      Matthew flew into the hotel room, out of breath, praying he wasn’t too late. The commander had left swearing he would kill André when he got his hands on him. He slid to a stop as he took in the scene.

      Commander Lawrence glared at him, flinging a piece of paper in his direction.

      Matthew caught the paper and looked at it. His eyes nearly popped out of his head at the title. “A marriage certificate?” He looked up at André, receiving a nod and he returned his gaze to the signatures, Linda’s signature. His gaze shot back to André. “Your mother never signed this.” He held it out.

      “Are you sure, Dad? She was in my room for a while last night. Who’s to say she didn’t sign the consent form?”

      Matthew dropped his gaze to the form, confirming again that his wife’s distinctive scrawl graced the page. Doubt crawled under his skin and his eyes drifted to André’s left hand, where a wedding band glimmered.

      He knew his wife.

      He knew she’d never do this behind his back.

      Clenching his jaw, he raised his eyes to meet his son’s defiant glare. “You are in a world of trouble, young man,” he said, handing the paper back to his son.

      “If you try to break us up, we’ll run away again.”

      “André, you can’t run. Your picture is all over the television.”

      André looked at his father. “Who said we’d run inside the domes?”

      Outside? Is he out of his goddamn mind? “She’ll die on the outside,” Matthew said. “There isn’t enough oxygen.”

      André cocked his head in challenge, raising an eyebrow. “How long has it been since someone tried?”

      “That’s how we enact a death sentence, André. The last one was sent outside the dome in Texas three weeks ago. He lasted less than twenty minutes before he died,” Matthew said.

      André closed his eyes and rested his chin on the top of Katrina’s head, his arms still protectively around her. “I’m not going home unless Katrina is with me,” he whispered into her hair as he opened his eyes and met his father’s gaze.

      Matthew put his hands on his hips and studied the patterns in the plush rug.

      “I swear Matthew, I’ll have you court-martialed,” Commander Lawrence threatened.

      “I’ll tell the president that you tried to kill my husband without justification,” Katrina countered, glaring at her father.

      “He needs to be locked up, Katrina. He’s dangerous,” Commander Lawrence growled at his daughter.

      “Bullshit!” Katrina yelled.

      André’s eyes narrowed and a small red ring formed around his iris. “If you try to lock me up, I swear to God, I’ll wipe out any memory you have of me,” André said, trumping everything else. “And that may end up sending you to the loony bin for the rest of your life.”

      Silence filled the room and Matthew stared at André. This was a new power he wasn’t aware of. Dangerous if left unchecked, and for the first time since he brought André home, he wondered about the wisdom of his decision.

      “It’s up to you, Commander,” André replied, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Your memories and possibly your sanity or letting us go?”

      Commander Lawrence cursed under his breath and turned his attention to Matthew. “This is your fault. You brought him here instead of terminating him on his ship like you were ordered to.”

      “He was just a child.”

      “And now that child has brainwashed my daughter.”

      “Jesus Christ, Dad. He did not brainwash me. This was my choice. I asked him to marry me, to get me the hell out of our house. It’s a nightmare living with you,” Katrina yelled, the anger filling the room.

      Commander Lawrence looked at André, his face still an angry shade of red, but not the heart attack red it had been a few minutes before. His gaze bounced between André and Katrina and he uncurled his hands. “Katrina, he is dangerous.”

      “I’m only dangerous if I’m pushed into a corner, sir,” André said.

      Silence filled the room, all parties at an impasse and the commander turned to Matthew.

      Matthew guessed he was going over everything including the altercation at the house, all of which happened so fast, his brain was just now catching up. When his hardened gaze returned to Matthew’s, he knew he was in deep shit.

      “You’ve been hiding his abilities for the past six years, haven’t you, Colonel?”

      He nodded to his commanding officer.

      “Why?”

      “I knew you would want to use the boy to make him into a military weapon. He was lost and needed a home, not some institution that would brainwash him and turn him into a killing machine.”

      “And yet he still turned out to be a menace to society.”

      Matthew sighed. “André’s a good kid, sir. Despite all this.” He waved his hand at the two teenagers.

      “I left him in your care, Colonel, and this is how he turned out?”

      Matthew stiffened and shot a glare in André’s direction, silently telling him to shut up before his son could even open his mouth. “Yes, sir,” he said, knowing any other response would be a futile effort.

      “You realize I could have you court-martialed and tried for treason,” the commander said.

      “Yes, sir,” Matthew said.

      “You’d give up your life to protect him?”

      Matthew met the commander’s gaze, searching his own soul for the answer. His heartstrings were tightly wrapped around André, as much as they would have been if André was his own flesh and blood. He inhaled and nodded. “Yes, sir, I would. Just as you would for your daughter.”
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      Treason.

      The word triggered nasty memories, memories of tortured screams, of frantic pleas, of painful promises and the air sucked from his lungs. He knew more about that word than a child had a right to, along with the accompanying consequences. Treason meant death and the commander just threatened his father with it. He couldn’t pull enough air into his seized lungs, only a high-pitched wheeze that pulled attention from everyone in the room.

      “What’s wrong?” Katrina turned out of his grasp and he dropped to his knees, meeting Matthew’s gaze.

      André put his hands on his knees and concentrated on getting his breathing back to normal, his eyes never leaving his father’s. “Treason,” André gasped again and his eyes filled with tears. “My parents,” he hissed through the gasping breaths.

      “The commander isn’t serious, André. He was just reminding me of the possible consequences of my actions.” He glanced over at Commander Lawrence. “Right, sir?”

      Commander Lawrence glared at Matthew without answering. His gaze shot to André. “Your parents were convicted of treason?”

      “Yes, sir,” André said, looking at the floor, regaining control over his breathing.

      “Why?”

      “Because of me, sir,” he answered, still staring at the carpet. His lungs loosened, air drawing back and leaving him dizzy, expecting this world to shatter, leaving him alone and cold in a sludge filled space ball.

      “Why?” Commander Lawrence pushed.

      “Because my powers were so refined and my eyes, sir… my eyes are blue,” he said.

      The steam evaporated from the commander and his eyebrows rose. “Did you say your parents were tried for treason because your eyes are blue?”

      André nodded. Shame laced its way through him and his face heated with it.

      Commander Lawrence looked at Matthew, still not understanding. “His eyes?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Matthew acknowledged. “His parents tried to hide him from the government because he was different. That’s why they were killed and André was exiled.”

      Commander Lawrence returned his gaze to André, studying him like a lab technician would study a unique and dangerous virus.

      “I’m not a threat, Commander,” he said, regaining his faculties and standing.

      “I’ll make that determination,” he snapped, crossing his arms.

      “My actions should be enough. If I was an actual threat, I would have taken both you and the entire police force out. And believe me, I hold that capability.”

      “What would prevent you from doing that in the future?” Commander Lawrence asked.

      “Because I know right from wrong and this is my home, sir. The only real home I’ve ever had.”

      “And yet you pulled this irrational stunt.” Commander Lawrence waved at the room. “That doesn’t give me a lot of confidence in your abilities to discern right from wrong.”

      André shifted from foot to foot and traded a sideways glance with Katrina. “She asked and I really couldn’t say no. Not with the way I feel about her, sir.”

      Commander Lawrence let out a bark of a laugh and approached André so he was toe to toe, towering over him. “I will never accept you into my home and I sure as hell am not letting my daughter stay with you.” He reached for Katrina’s arm and she stepped away.

      “I’m not going home with you, Dad,” Katrina said.

      “You’ll let her come with me and you won’t do anything to my father either.” The words tumbled out of André’s mouth and with it, an influential push.

      Commander Lawrence blinked and took a step back, his face paling before the angry hue returned. He glared at Matthew. “This is your problem now,” he directed at Matthew and strode out of the hotel room, leaving the three of them alone.
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      Matthew waited until the door closed and shot a glare at his son. “What the hell were you thinking?” he yelled and stepped away, letting the anger and frustration he felt ever since he walked into his son’s room this morning take hold. He paced, letting it flow. “You forged your mother’s signature on that document.” He glared at the two of them. “Both of you. I can’t believe you pulled this shit.”

      “Go get dressed,” André said to Katrina, pushing her gently toward the bathroom and out of Matthew’s angry ramblings.

      Katrina grabbed her bag and headed into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.

      André skirted around his father and found a pair of underwear in his bag, slipping it on under the bathrobe. He pulled a pair of jeans on next and sat on the edge of the bed. “I love her, Dad,” he said. “You don’t seem to understand what that means to me.”

      Matthew laughed. “I don’t give a shit what that means to you right now.” He didn’t know what was going through André’s mind, but he wasn’t about to allow them to live as husband and wife under his roof. André’s gaze snapped in his direction. “I’m serious,” Matthew said. “If you’re under my roof, you will not sleep together until you are both eighteen. I don’t give a damn what that paper says.”

      “Then we’ll find an apartment.”

      “Good luck with that,” Matthew snapped. He never imagined the boy would do something this impulsive. “You can’t get a job without a work permit and I won’t sign one for you, not under these circumstances. And so help me God, I’ll throw your ass in jail if you forge another signature.”

      “But, Dad—”

      “—No. Stop now. This was one of the stupidest things you’ve done since coming into my home and frankly, I don’t give a damn what your excuse is. You disobeyed me outright and I told you I wouldn’t tolerate disobedience. I really have no clue what to do with you right now.” Thoughts of military school swarmed his mind.

      “I’m not going to military school.”

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      “You know damn well you can’t make me go.”

      Matthew took stock of his temper and counted to ten, calming himself down before he spoke again. “You have to finish high school and if you refuse to obey the rules I outlined, military school is the only other option.” He knew he was boxing his son into a corner, but he didn’t care.

      André glared at him.

      “Don’t expect the next year to be easy, either. Just because I agreed to let her live in the same house does not mean I’ll slack off and let you two act like husband and wife. Understand?”
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      André didn’t have the energy to argue. The expenditure of power in the last half hour, along with the sudden fizzle of adrenaline, wiped him out and he took a seat on the edge of the bed, nodding and waiting for Katrina to come out of the bathroom so he could clean up.

      A layer of relief settled his clenched stomach and while the prospects of the next year seemed dim, it was eons better than waking from another hallucination.

      He met her gaze when she walked out of the bathroom and offered a strained smile.

      At least I’ll get to see her every day.
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      Katrina’s stomach cramped and she raised her hand.

      “Yes, Katrina?” Mr. Mills asked.

      “I don’t feel so well. Can I go to the nurse’s office?”

      He nodded his round, bald head and returned his focus to the history lesson. Katrina stepped out of the classroom, her books in her arms and her eyes at half-mast. She clenched her teeth against the bile threatening to burst from her stomach and made it to the bathroom just in time for her breakfast to come up. Again.

      Screw the nurse’s office, she thought and stood, spitting the last of the rancid taste from her mouth. I’m going home.

      The walk home took longer than normal. Every few hundred feet she had to stop, close her eyes and will her stomach not to expel the last of the acid boiling up her esophagus. No one was home when she stumbled in the front door. She made it upstairs and into the bathroom before collapsing over the toilet, dry-heaving over and over and over, tears sprouting from her eyes at the intensity of each empty hurl.

      Too weak to continue, she curled up on the floor and closed her eyes, sending out a silent cry for help.
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      André stood in the lunch line at school, looking around for Katrina. After a moment he did a quick mental scan. She wasn’t in the area. Turning his attention back to the array of desserts, he reached for a slice of pie and jumped a mile at the volume of her cry, nearly knocking the entire display over. His heart pumped in his chest, the scare worse than any of those pop-up Draculas you find at cheesy haunted houses. He inhaled and offered the kid behind him an awkward smile and turned, leaving his full tray on the conveyor. “Where are you?” he whispered as he headed out of the cafeteria.

      A girl in front of him looked back at him. “Are you talking to me?”

      “No, sorry, just thinking out loud.” He skirted around her and into the hallway.

      Home.

      Her thought was wrapped in agony and André picked up the pace, hitting an all-out run by the time he reached the pavement in front of the school. Ten minutes later, he bound into the house. “Katrina?”

      “Bathroom,” she whispered.

      André ran up the stairs and pushed the door open. Her head rested on the lip of the toilet, her face ashen, giving her misery-filled eyes a living-dead quality.

      “I’m sick.”

      “I can see that.” He walked over and picked her up in his arms, carrying her to her bedroom. He set her on the bed and ducked out for a moment. When he came back, he had a wet washcloth and an empty garbage can. He put the can on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed, wiping her face gently with the washcloth. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Is there any ginger ale?”

      “I’ll go check.” André put the cool cloth on her forehead, kissing her cheek gently. He left the room, returning a little while later with a glass for her. He sat on the edge of the bed and helped her take a sip.

      “I feel like shit,” Katrina whispered and sunk back on the bed. Dark circles surrounded her eyes.

      “You pretty much look like shit too.”

      “You’re not supposed to say stuff like that,” she said, her eyes filling with tears.

      “Sorry.” He smiled down at her. “I love you anyway.”

      Katrina began to cry.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m tired all the time and now I’m nauseous all the time.”

      “How long have you felt this way?”

      “Just a couple weeks, but it’s getting worse,” she said, wiping her eyes.

      “Maybe we should get you checked out,” André said.

      “It’s just the flu.” Katrina reached for the glass again.

      André put his hand on her forehead. “You don’t have a fever.” He had seen his mother with a stomach virus enough times in the past six years to know what to do.

      “Have you ever been sick?” Katrina asked.

      André shook his head. “No.”

      “Must be nice to be you,” she said sarcastically, closing her eyes and rolling on her side.

      “I need to get back to school, Kat.”

      She rolled and looked at him. “Can’t you stay?”

      “I’ve got a test in twenty minutes but I’ll be back after, okay?”

      Her eyes welled up with tears but she nodded.

      “You have the ginger ale and the garbage can. I’ll be back just as soon as I can.” He kissed her cheek. “If you need me, just call.”
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      Katrina watched as he left her room, biting her lip and swallowing the tears burning her throat. The brief encounter in his arms felt like coming home, even if it was just to carry her from the bathroom floor to the bed. Five weeks of living under the same roof but not being able to be in each other’s arms took its toll on their marriage and her constant exhaustion and volatile moods didn’t help.

      Neither did the fact André was adamant about following his father’s rules while they lived there. Gone was the impulsive guy she married, the one who defied his parents, threatened her father, and cleared an entire room of hostile police officers as easily as waving a dismissive hand.

      No, that guy had been replaced by an obedient, ultra responsible, uber popular football player. Practice, homework, a little television, and a good night’s sleep in separate rooms. She hated it, missing the feel of his arms, the brush of his kiss, and that playful laser that encompassed his irises when he was horny.

      She took a sip of ginger ale and curled up on the bed, drifting into an exhausted slumber.
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      André walked back into the house an hour later and pushed her door open. God, I miss her. They lived in the same house, but since they returned, the air between them grew tense with sexual frustration and dissent. Every encounter ended with her huffing and stomping upstairs. She just didn’t understand how close he came to being sent to military boarding school in Denver and he didn’t want to tempt his father by disobeying him again.

      He stared at her sleeping form and sighed. Torn, he looked at the stairwell and back at Katrina, deciding a few hours with her in his arms was worth getting yelled at. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

      Crawling onto the bed behind her, he slid his arm under her neck, wrapping it around her and pulling her to his chest. He ran his fingers through her hair, sighing at the feel of her against him. “I love you, Kat,” he whispered.

      She mumbled the words back to him and snuggled closer.

      “God, I miss holding you,” he whispered, inhaling the fruity essence of her hair.

      “I miss being in your arms,” she said and reached up for the glass, taking a sip of the ginger ale and then returning to the comfort of his grasp. “I still feel like crap, though.”

      André kissed her shoulder. “I’m sorry, babe.” He went back to combing her hair.

      “That feels good.”

      He continued, feeling the texture of her fine locks against his fingertips, the soothing strokes helping her slip back to sleep.

      He wasn’t sure how long he lay holding her but when Linda opened the bedroom door, André shook his head and put his finger to his lips. Sliding his arm from under her, he slowly rolled away, climbing out of the bed with as little disruption as possible. Outside the room, he closed the door.

      “If your father had caught you in there...” Linda began.

      “Kat’s been throwing up all afternoon.” André glanced at his watch. “I was waiting till you got home before I left for practice,” he said, skirting down the stairs. “Keep an eye on her for me, okay, Mom?”
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      Katrina woke to the smell of chicken noodle soup. She sighed, catching a glance of herself in the mirror. Her eyes still held the dark shades of exhaustion and her left cheek was marred by small red blemishes where her face scrunched into the pillow. She did look like shit. She picked up the glass and wandered down to the kitchen. “Hi, Mrs. Robbins,” she said and set the cup into the sanitizer.

      “How are you feeling?” Linda asked, glancing at her.

      “Eh,” she replied and sat at the table. “I’m so tired.”

      Linda crossed the room and pressed her wrist to Katrina’s forehead. “You don’t have a fever.”

      “That’s what André said earlier,” she said. “He took care of me today.”

      “I know. I caught him in your room.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Linda went back to stirring the soup on the stove. “It’s okay. I’m not going to tell Matt.”

      “You’re not?”

      “No. André was just trying to make you comfortable.” She looked back at Katrina. “Right?”

      Katrina nodded and put the back of her hand to her mouth, bolting to the downstairs bathroom, sliding onto the floor in front of the toilet as the ginger ale came flowing up. She put her forehead on the cool porcelain. “I can’t seem to keep anything down today,” she said as Linda appeared in the doorway.

      Linda’s brow creased. “How long have you been feeling this way?”

      “I’ve felt sick for a couple of days but I’ve been exhausted for the last couple weeks,” she said and proceeded to dry heave.

      Linda picked up the phone, calling her doctor. “Can I bring her down now?” she asked after explaining the situation. “I’d really like her checked out,” she replied. “Yes, I can have her there in ten minutes.” She hung up the phone, collecting Katrina from the bathroom floor, and helping her to the hovercraft, before zooming to the doctor’s office.

      After providing both a urine sample and a blood sample, Katrina headed back into the exam room where Linda waited for her. “Thanks,” she said and stretched out on the table.

      Linda nodded from the chair in the corner.

      The doctor came in a few minutes later, consulting Katrina’s chart. “Well, it seems you are dehydrated, little lady, and we need to get some fluids into you.”

      “Dehydrated?” Linda asked, standing and crossing to Katrina’s side.

      “Yes, dehydrated.” The doctor turned back to Katrina. “You need to drink at least sixty-four ounces of liquid a day in order to keep hydrated in your condition,” he added. “Especially in the early stages.”

      Katrina blinked. “What condition?”

      The doctor looked at the chart and back to Katrina. “You’re pregnant.”

      Katrina’s mouth fell open in shock. Pregnant? I can’t be pregnant. I’m only a junior in high school.

      She met Linda’s gaze as the doctor fed the intravenous line into her arm. The first emotion she recognized was disappointment but underneath, she swore she saw a flash of envy. She sent a reassuring smile her way and Katrina offered a bleary one in return. She was not ready to be a mother, at least not yet. Too many questions, too many fears fluttered through her mind and she bit her lip, her vision tripling behind the sheen of tears.

      “Do you want me to go get André?”

      Katrina nodded, not trusting her voice.

      “I’ll be back with the father in fifteen minutes.” Linda turned on her heels and walked out of the doctor’s office.

      Fifteen minutes later, André walked in, his eyes landing on the IV attached to her arm. “Are you all right?” he asked, bringing his gaze back to hers.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      André broke out in a smile. “Really?”

      “It’s not a good thing.” She wiped her face.

      André walked over to her. “We’re married, remember?” He sat on the edge of the bed. “Is everything all right with the baby?” He pointed at the IV line.

      “Yeah. I’m just dehydrated. I need one more bag and then I can go home.”

      André nodded and the grin returned.

      “Stop smiling like that.”

      “I’m sorry, Kat, but this doesn’t upset me at all,” he said. “Quite the contrary.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “I’m here,” André said and took her hand. “There is no need to be scared.”

      “I’m not ready for a child.”

      He listened to her train of thought and sighed. “My DNA is very similar to human DNA.” He kissed her hand. “I think the gestation is close to the same too,” he said, “and it’s our child.”

      Katrina looked at him. “We’re still in high school.”

      André shrugged. “So.”

      Katrina closed her eyes. “How are we going to afford a child?”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll think of something,” he said, his expression growing serious. “All the things you’re worrying about aren’t the issue, are they?”

      Katrina looked into his blue eyes. She loved him but she was scared to death because of who he was and what that could mean in a child. “What if the baby isn’t right? What if the combination of our DNA produces a monster?”

      André tilted his head, his eyes showing the depth of his love for her. “What if it produces an angel?” he drawled softly, countering her fears. “What if we produce a new beginning for the human race? One that can exist outside the walls of the domes?”

      Katrina closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, she smiled a little. “I guess we’re having a baby.”

      The smile reached his eyes, making them sparkle. “Does my mom know?”

      Katrina nodded.

      André looked toward the door, wondering why he hadn’t picked that up from her on the way over. She was usually so easy to read. He crossed to the door and pushed it open. Linda was leaning against the wall. “Hi, Mom. You can come back in if you’d like.” He smiled as he held the door open for her.

      She looked at him as she passed. “I haven’t called your father.”

      André nodded. “I want to be the one to tell him.”

      “He’s not going to be happy.”

      André shrugged. “You know what, Mom? I don’t care. I’m happy and Kat’s happy and that’s all that really matters.”

      Linda sat down. “It’s not all happiness and sunshine, André,” she said. “Having a child is a lot of work.”

      He nodded. “I know. It’s the second biggest commitment, next to marriage.”

      “No, it is a bigger commitment than marriage,” she corrected. “The welfare of your child comes before anything else.” She paused and looked at them both. “It comes before football and homework, prom and graduation. A child is first. Their wants and needs trump all.”

      André took Katrina’s hand and squeezed it. “I know,” he said, looking at his mother.

      Katrina put her free hand on her stomach and looked up at Linda. She didn’t have the same conviction as André, but she nodded.

      The nurse came in and changed her IV bag. “You should be good to go in about a half hour.”

      Linda stood and handed André the keys to the hovercraft. “I need to get supper ready for your father.”

      “We’ll be home once they let her go,” André said and turned back to Katrina. The color was back in her cheeks and the circles under her eyes had faded a bit. “How are you feeling?”

      “A little better.”

      The doctor came in. “I assume you are the father?”

      “Yes.”

      The doctor took note of the wedding band on André’s hand. “You two are married?”

      “Yes, sir, we are,” André answered. “For a little over a month now.”

      The doctor scanned the chart. “It looks like your wedding day prompted more than just nuptials.”

      “When is she due?”

      “May, June time frame. When was your last period?” he asked Katrina.

      “I’m not sure. Beginning of August?” she said. “But I can tell you the date that we probably conceived. It was either August fifteenth or sixteenth,” she said, reciting the day André made love to her for the first time as well as the day they were in Chicago.

      “Then we are looking at roughly around May fifteenth,” he answered, plugging the dates into the chart.

      Katrina raised her eyebrows. She might not make it to finals and that irritated her, along with the prospects of going through senior year with a child. But André was so damn happy about this that she sighed and focused on what the doctor was saying.

      “…prenatal vitamins and you will need to drink lots of fluid so you don’t get dehydrated again.” The doctor scribbled on the screen and the prescription came out a few moments later. “Do you have any questions?”

      André opened his mouth and then closed it, biting his lip like he did when he was trying to formulate a delicate question. “What kind of complications could we be facing?” he asked, taking a seat on the edge of the bed.

      “Your wife is a healthy woman in great physical shape, so she is at a lower risk for complications,” the doctor began. “However, with that said, there is always the risk of miscarriage in any pregnancy but that risk gets lower after she completes the first trimester. Warning signs to look for throughout the pregnancy include serious cramping, spotting, and dehydration. If any of those occur, you should bring her here immediately.” He handed them the bottle of prenatal vitamins. “Try to maintain a healthy diet, and I want to see you every month if all goes smoothly. If we hit some bumps, I’ll want to see you more frequently.” He looked at the IV bag. “I’ll send the nurse in to take that out and before you leave, please make your next appointment,” he said and headed toward the door. “If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to call the office.”

      “Thank you,” André said and turned his attention back to Katrina. “You look so much better.”

      “I feel so much better than I did earlier,” Katrina said as the nurse came in.

      The nurse removed the IV and handed them an instruction sheet before showing them out of the office.

      “My father is going to blow a gasket,” Katrina said as they got into the hovercraft and headed toward the house.

      André shrugged. “My dad isn’t going to be happy either but we’ll deal.”

      Katrina pulled the visor down and glanced in the mirror. “I look like shit.”

      “No you don’t,” he said and grasped her hand and kissed it.
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      Matthew pulled up as they were getting out of the hovercraft and he sent a glare in André’s direction. “Where were you?”

      “Tell Mom I’ll be in in a few minutes,” André said and watched Katrina trot up the steps and enter the house. Turning his attention back to his father, he took a deep breath, ignoring the intimidation inspired by the full military attire Matthew wore. He leaned against the hovercraft. “We need to talk, Dad.”

      Matthew nodded for him to follow and placed his briefcase on the porch, sitting on the steps and indicating for André to do the same. “What’s on your mind?”

      André took a deep breath. “A few things. First, I’m not real happy with the arrangements,” he said, picking at a hangnail on his thumb.

      “Tough.”

      “I think since I’m gonna be a father, I should be able to share a room with my wife.” He leaned back to watch Matthew’s reaction.

      Matthew went to speak but stopped as the words sank in. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Kat’s pregnant.” André crossed his arms. “It’s time to change the living arrangements.”

      Matthew shook his head. “No, the arrangements are not changing.”

      André uncrossed his arms, the bite of anger creeping in. “She’s already pregnant, Dad. You don’t have to worry about that variable anymore.”

      Matthew glared at his son, and stormed into the house.

      André immediately followed. “Dad, you’re being ridiculous.”

      Matthew stopped in his tracks. He turned slowly toward André. “My roof, my rules,” he replied. “You don’t like it, you can leave,” he added and headed toward the master bedroom to change.

      André mumbled something unintelligible under his breath and stormed into the kitchen. He sat down, the moody air rippling around him conveying to his mother and Katrina that all did not go well with his conversation. “Can you talk to him?” He looked up at his mother, exasperated.

      “About what?” Linda asked, stirring the soup and looking over her shoulder at him.

      “The living arrangements.”

      Linda raised her eyebrows. “This doesn’t change anything, André.”

      Katrina and André exchanged a look and she silently asked him to let it go. “We are married, damn it!”

      “You are also just seventeen,” Linda said as she turned her attention back to the pot on the stove.

      “We are going to be parents!”

      Linda glanced back at him and shrugged. “While you are under our roof, you play by our rules.” She recited the mantra she and Matthew had agreed upon that first night. They planned to stick to their guns no matter what was thrown their way.

      “Do you and Dad fucking practice that?” André snapped.

      Linda turned on him. “That language is not to be used in this house!”

      André stood up. “Fuck you!” he screamed and turned to storm out of the kitchen.

      Matthew stood in the doorway, his face red with anger, and his open palm connected with André’s cheek, the loud slap silencing everyone in the room. “You do not talk to your mother that way.”

      André’s hand flew to his cheek, his eyes wide as both the sting of the slap and the surprise at finding Matthew blocking the doorway sunk in.

      Katrina burst into tears and skirted by them, pausing long enough to give André a look conveying her disdain before bolting up the stairs.

      André started after her but Matthew grabbed his arm. “Sit your ass down,” Matthew growled and pointed at the kitchen chair.

      André looked toward the stairs and back at his father. “No, Dad. I need to go talk to my wife.” He yanked his arm, but Matthew’s hand clamped around his biceps like a vise.

      Matthew swung him around and into the kitchen chair, planting his face within inches of his. “Right now I don’t give a damn what you want,” he began. “You have royally screwed up that girl’s life.” He pointed toward the stairs. “You don’t even have a clue, do you?”

      André shrank away from him, confusion overtaking the anger. “What are you talking about?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      Matthew took a step back from André. “Whatever career aspirations she might have had, you have screwed. Do you know how hard it’s going to be for her to finish high school with a child? Do you?”

      André slowly shook his head.

      “And college is going to be damn near impossible for both of you.”

      “So,” André replied.

      “How are you going to support your family?” Matthew asked.

      André nodded toward Matthew. “The same way you do.”

      Matthew blinked. “You think Commander Lawrence is going to allow you in the military after what you’ve done to his daughter’s life?”

      André looked at his hands and shrugged. “Yeah,” he mumbled, sheepishly looking up through his bangs.

      Matthew laughed. “André, I have a doctorate in aeronautical engineering. I was in college for eight years before I enlisted. I wasn’t a high school dropout. Do you know what happens to dropouts?”

      André shook his head.

      “They become losers living off society or criminals who end up either in prison or worse. So what makes you think you can live the way I live? What makes you think the commander would give you any sort of chance?”

      André looked at the floor. “Because I can teach people to do the things I can.”

      Matthew took a step backwards when André raised his eyes.

      Fire red blazed over his eyes; his battle to hold in his anger began to waver. “I am smarter than any of the kids in my class and not one of them can do this.” He tilted his head; the entire kitchen set lifted into the air. He smiled and set it back down. “Imagine being able to stop any threat aimed at you or someone you love without scrambling for a gun.” His voice rumbled in his chest. “How much do you think that’s worth?”

      “How the hell are you going to do that?” He pointed at the kitchen set. “No one on Earth has that power.”

      “I can teach anyone to tap into their inner strengths, even you,” André snapped.

      “Bullshit,” Matthew said.

      André shrugged and got up to leave the kitchen. “Whatever,” he said over his shoulder and wandered away, leaving Matthew and Linda in the kitchen staring after him.
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      Matthew spun toward his wife. “Do you think he can?” His eyes grew wide with the possibilities. “Do you think it’s even possible?”

      Linda looked at the empty doorway and back to her husband. She took a deep breath. “Yes. I think he can do anything he puts his mind to, Matt,” she said with a sigh. “André may not be all that swift on the common sense side of things, but academically, he is far superior to kids his age. And he has more insight into the human spirit than either of us. So yes, I think if he sees it, the possibility is there.”

      Matthew digested her answer and looked toward the door thoughtfully.

      Linda stared at her hands, struggling with the next thing she wanted to say. “He may be seventeen in years the way we see them, Matt, but I think he’s much older than that underneath.”

      He looked back at Linda.

      “Sure, he still does some of the stupid things a normal teenager does...” She trailed off. “But...” She shook her head. She turned toward the forgotten dinner, turning the burners off and formulating her thoughts. “I’ve stood by the rule you laid down when they came back, but with this new development, I think they should be together,” she said. “They’re going to need each other, Matt.”

      Matthew sat down at the table.

      She faced him. “We don’t know how this pregnancy will work,” she said bluntly. “And I’d rather André be with her. He’ll know if something is wrong.”

      Matthew closed his eyes. “But he’s just a child.”

      “That’s where you are wrong, Matt. He isn’t a child anymore,” Linda replied.

      “So we just give in to his every whim?” Matthew countered.

      “No. But we have to trust that he’s learned something from us. He’s always had a clear idea of right and wrong.” She walked over to Matthew. “What he did with Katrina wasn’t wrong—stupid, yes, but not wrong.” She smiled a little. “It was actually a bit romantic if you think about it.”

      Matthew rolled his eyes.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me, Matthew Robbins,” she scolded, putting her hands on her hips.

      Matthew smirked, humor returning to his eyes after what seemed like weeks. “I’ll roll my eyes any time I please,” he replied, standing up and pulling her toward him. He kissed her gently. “So we give them what they want?”

      She nodded. “In this case, I think it would be for the best.”

      Matthew sighed. “You want to tell them?”

      “No, it needs to come from you.”

      “Crap,” he muttered under his breath.

      Linda heard the mutterings. “You dished out the punishment; you also get to be the one to give back the privileges. That’s how it works, honey.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Matthew said as he headed out of the room and up the stairs. He hated the very idea of giving in.
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      André sat on the bed with his arm around Katrina, looking expectantly at the doorway to Katrina’s room when Matthew stuck his head in.

      “You knew I was coming,” Matthew stated.

      André nodded.

      “Do you know why?”

      André half smiled and nodded, trying not to gloat.

      Matthew sighed and nodded. “No sex.”

      André raised his eyebrows and looked at his father through his bangs. Yeah, right.

      Katrina hit his stomach with the back of her hand, giving him a cross look.

      “I’m serious, André,” Matthew said.

      “I know you are,” André replied but he had no intention of agreeing to the stipulation.

      Matthew went to leave but paused and looked back. “You can really teach people to control things and read minds?”

      André nodded and glanced toward Katrina. “Show him.”

      Katrina bit her lip, glancing at Matthew. She turned her attention to the desk, staring at the pen that lay on her math book. A thin layer of perspiration broke out on her forehead as she willed the pen to move. She let out a hiss of air from her lips and the pen spun around in a circle. She smiled, but the effort obviously wiped her out.

      André kissed her cheek. “Good job, babe,” he said and looked over at Matthew.

      Matthew’s gaze bounced between the pen and André and back. “How long did that take?”

      “A week,” André answered.

      Matthew’s jaw dropped and he blinked rapidly, trying to grasp the concept. “How?” he asked when he recovered his composure.

      André debated on telling him the process. “You didn’t believe it was possible,” he stalled and got up. “I need to get her a drink.” He walked past his father and down to the kitchen, coming back in time to hear his father drilling Katrina.

      “How, Katrina?”

      Katrina shook her head and wiped her face with her hand. “I’m not sure. But now if I concentrate, I can do stuff. I can read minds, too, if I try.” She looked at her hands. “I think this may be the reason I got sick, though. It takes a lot out of me.”

      André stepped in with a glass of orange juice and handed it to Katrina. Taking a seat next to her, he turned his attention to his father. “I can teach almost anyone,” he said. “The only caveat is that the person has to trust me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I have to get into their head,” André replied.

      Matthew’s brow furrowed. “Say again?”

      “I have to get into their mind.”

      Matthew sat back. “Mind control?”

      “Not exactly,” André answered. “Mind control screws people up. It scrambles their brains a little.” He shrugged. “This is different. It’s more like opening a door that’s been locked since birth.” He studied the hangnail again and then glanced at Katrina. “I guess it hurts a little, too.” He looked back at his father when Katrina nodded.

      Matthew glanced between the two of them. “Okay, go for it.” He leaned back with his arms out.

      “Huh?” André grunted.

      “Teach me,” Matthew said, putting his hands on his thighs.

      André blinked and glanced sideways at Katrina.

      “It hurts,” Katrina warned.

      “You got through it.” Matthew shrugged. “How bad can it be?”

      André turned away from Katrina as a small laugh escaped his lips. His father just set her off with that statement.

      “What, you think girls are wimpy?” Katrina shot back at her father-in-law, the anger in her eyes making Matthew smirk and shrug. She stalked out of the room in a huff, leaving André and Matthew staring after her.

      “You just pissed her off,” André replied with a grin.

      “Seriously, how bad can it be?”

      André shrugged in response. “Do you trust me, Dad?”

      Matthew considered the question. “For the most part, yes.”

      “But not completely?”

      Matthew shook his head. “No, not completely. There are some things that I don’t trust you with. Katrina, for instance.” Matthew pointed over his shoulder.

      André blushed, shrugged and nodded. His father had good reason not to trust him with Katrina.

      “But as far as putting my life in your hands, I trust that you wouldn’t intentionally put me in harm’s way.”

      André nodded. “I wouldn’t,” he said and sighed. “But if you have any doubts at all, I could end up really hurting you.”

      “Tell me how this works.”

      André shifted uncomfortably. “First I have to access the point where the brainstem attaches to the spinal cord.”

      “Define access,” Matthew demanded.

      André looked at the floor and back up. “I stuck a needle in Kat’s neck.”

      The color drained from Matthew’s face. “Then what?”

      “Then I remove the needle and plug the cut with my finger. And from there, I’m able to access the person’s mind.” He shrugged. “Once I’m in, I break down the barrier that prevents humans from getting to the natural powers each of you already has.” André wouldn’t meet his father’s gaze.

      Matthew took a deep breath. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      André scanned his hand. The cut on his finger had healed from his venture with Katrina. “In order to get to your mind, I have to infuse my blood with yours.”

      Matthew digested what André told him; his eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed. “And how’d you know this would work?”

      André hesitated. He didn’t have a reasonable answer to the question. “I just knew.”

      “You put Kat’s life on the line on a whim?” Matthew balked.

      “No. I can’t tell you how I knew what to do or that it would work. I just did. Maybe I saw something similar when I was a kid but I can’t be sure.” He took a deep breath. “Do you want to do this or not?”

      Matthew stood up and walked to the doorway. He paused with his hand on the door, shaking his head slightly at the internal debate. What Katrina had done was amazing. Finally, he closed the door, sweeping the doubts away and turning back to André. “Where do you want me?”

      André pointed at the chair. “Face the back of the chair,” he instructed. “And you can’t move at all when I do this,” André said. “Not even a fraction.”

      Matthew nodded and sat down just as André instructed. “I must be crazy.”

      André smiled a little and opened his top drawer, pulling out what looked like a long, thin sewing needle that measured roughly six inches in length. “Hang your head a little lower,” André said, gently pushing his father’s head down, clearly exposing the spinal cord on the back of his neck. “That’s good,” he said. André closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he ran his fingers along his father’s spine, searching for the point on the base of the skull that he needed. His eyes opened when he found his mark. Glancing at the needle, he willed the tip to heat up. When the tip glowed, he swiftly plunged it into the point where his finger had been.

      Matthew didn’t move despite the sting of the needle and the sudden debilitating pain exploding in his head.

      André yanked the needle out and slashed his finger with it, dropping it on the table as he covered the pinhole in his father’s neck with the bloody tip of his finger. Closing his eyes, he let his mind follow the path of his blood into his father’s brain.

      Matthew sucked in air between his teeth audibly, the blood burning its way into his mind along with André. Bright patches of light replaced his crystal-clear vision as André’s blood reached his brainstem. The pain he initially felt began to subside.

      André followed the blood to the dark recesses of the brain, finding the film-like fiber separating the unconscious from the conscious psyche. With his mind’s eye, he willed the barrier to shatter, watching it fall into microscopic bits on the floor of his father’s mind. He felt Matthew’s pain; the lights dancing on his eyelids increased in speed and frequency and he felt the physical flood of power filling his father.

      “Jesus,” Matthew said, letting a small protest of pain escape while he gripped the chair.

      André worked quickly before the pain immobilized him. He swept the pieces into a pile and willed them to dissolve, leaving no trace of the original barrier. André physically and mentally pulled away from his father, breaking the contact between them. He sat down on the bed, getting his bearings back. His finger was still bleeding and he put it in his mouth so the crimson liquid would not drip onto the carpet.

      Matthew blinked his eyes open when the contact with André broke. The pounding in his cranium overrode all other sounds as blood and oxygen hydrated the long dormant recess of his brain. He felt like someone had taken a baseball bat to his head. “Sweet Jesus,” he muttered and glanced over at André. “How long does this last?”

      André pulled his finger out of his mouth. “Kat’s headache only lasted an hour,” he replied and reached for the tissues on the edge of the desk, wrapping one around his injured finger. “You probably should go lay down.”

      Matthew went to nod and the pain exploded through his head, causing him to moan.

      “You need help getting there?” André asked.

      “Yes,” Matthew replied, still partially blind from the pain.

      André helped his father to his bedroom.

      Matthew stretched out on the bed. “Tell Kat I’m sorry for giving her a hard time,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “This hurts like a bitch.”
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      André and Katrina walked into the complex hand in hand, heading toward Commander Lawrence’s office. Matthew looked up from his desk, surprised when they walked by. Scrambling, he bolted into the hallway.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, catching up to them.

      “I thought I’d tell my father before I started to show,” Katrina said.

      Don’t. Matthew sent the thought into both of their minds.

      André and Katrina stopped and looked at Matthew.

      “Today is not a good day.” They had just enforced another death sentence and the commander was in a particularly foul mood.

      “It’s almost Christmas,” André said. “Kat hasn’t seen her father since we came back from Chicago, Dad.”

      Matthew nodded. “I’m aware of that.” The commander asked about Katrina every day but refused to come to the house to see her or pick up the phone and call. He was still angry about the whole situation and this would not help. “But you shouldn’t ambush him at the office.”

      Katrina glanced toward her father’s office. “He’s always moody after an execution.”

      “So we do this another time?” André asked.

      Katrina nodded and turned to leave.

      Commander Lawrence stopped when he saw Katrina, André, and Matthew in his path.

      “Too late,” André whispered as he and Commander Lawrence locked eyes.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” The commander glared at André.

      “Hi, Daddy,” Katrina said trying to run interference.

      The commander had every intention of throttling André, and Matthew stepped in front of the kids, blocking Commander Lawrence.

      “Colonel, get out of my way,” the commander said, switching his gaze to Matthew, the anger that had been simmering inside for the past four months bubbling to the surface.

      Matthew shook his head. “You don’t want to do what you’re thinking,” he stated, hearing the commander’s thoughts. Since André performed his barrier-breaking ritual, Matthew could read others’ thoughts without trying.

      Commander Lawrence glared at Matthew. “How the hell do you know what I’m thinking?”

      “Because it’s written all over your face,” Matthew replied. “Sir.” Matthew snapped to attention as an afterthought.

      Commander Lawrence returned the salute with a glare. He focused his attention back to André and Katrina.

      “Dad, your office may be a better place to talk than the hallway,” Katrina said.

      Commander Lawrence nodded and headed to his office with Katrina and André in tow.

      Matthew stayed behind against his better judgment. He watched as Commander Lawrence closed his office door, but not before the two men exchanged eye contact. “Shit,” Matthew whispered and turned toward his office. He paused and shook his head to clear the waves of thoughts assaulting his mind, concentrating on only the few he wanted to hear. His eyes widened and he turned back, heading toward the commander’s office slowly at first, and then breaking into a run as his internal alarms sounded.

      “Dad, no!” Katrina screamed.

      Matthew flew into the room in time to see the knife the commander held run into André’s stomach. His anger flashed, unleashing a power burst that sent the commander sailing across the room, away from his son. Matthew bolted to André’s side, assessing the damage. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yelled at his commander, glaring in his direction. He looked at Katrina. “Call 911,” he ordered as he pressed his hand on the cut and looked at André’s ashen face.

      “I guess he really doesn’t want to be a grandfather.” André laughed and then grimaced in pain.

      Commander Lawrence stood up. “The freak threw me across the room.” He still held the bloody knife.

      “No, I did.” Matthew glanced back at him.

      The commander’s eyes narrowed. “You?”

      Matthew nodded and returned his focus to his son. “How are you doing?”

      Katrina hung up with emergency services and returned to André’s side. She cast a glare at her father. “I can’t believe you tried to kill him, Daddy.”

      Medics and military police barged into the commander’s office, interrupting the family squabble.

      “Arrest him,” the commander bellowed, pointing at André.

      Matthew stood up, blocking the path of the military police. He shook his head. “No. Commander Lawrence attacked this young man without provocation.” He looked at his long-time friend. “Sam, you crossed the line.”

      “He got my daughter pregnant—that’s plenty of provocation,” Commander Lawrence snapped.

      “He’s my husband,” Katrina said, standing up as the medics took over.

      André looked at the nametag of one of the medics and smiled as he raised his eyes to the familiar face. “Hi, Officer Grey.”

      The medic studied the boy’s face and offered André a smile. “It’s Captain now, son,” he said.

      “Think you can fix me?” André asked, his complexion pale as shock threatened to take over.

      Cal inspected the wound. “Not a problem.” He looked back up at the scene unfolding in the commander’s office.

      “He stabbed my husband,” Katrina snapped, pointing at her father. “He’s the one who needs to be arrested.”

      The confused MPs looked between Matthew, Katrina and the commander. The commander still had the weapon in his hand and that clinched the decision.

      “Drop the knife, sir,” Captain Shaw, the head military police officer ordered. He put his hand on the laser gun at his side.

      “Excuse me?” Commander Lawrence balked.

      “The knife, sir. Please drop it,” Captain Shaw said for the second time, unclipping the laser and setting it to stun in one motion. He pointed it at the commander.

      Commander Lawrence glanced at the bloody knife that he still gripped and then around the room at the faces. His eyes fell on André. “Son of a bitch,” he growled and took a step toward them, the knife still clamped in his fist.

      “Stand down, sir!” Captain Shaw shouted and when Commander Lawrence ignored him, he shot the laser gun, slamming a debilitating shock into the commander’s chest, knocking him backwards onto the ground.

      André’s expression changed, his eyes widening as he watched the commander convulsing on the floor. “He’s not okay,” he whispered and shot his eyes to his father. “Dad, he isn’t okay.”

      Matthew turned toward the commander. “Cal, the commander needs help!” he said loud enough to call the attention of everyone within earshot.

      Cal turned. “Shit.” He bolted across the room, leaving André in the hands of the second medic. He grabbed the flailing arm holding the knife and pinned it to the floor under his knee. The commander’s face turned blue and his eyes rolled back in his head as he flopped like a fish out of water. Cal forced open the commander’s jaws, reaching in, grasping the tip of his tongue and yanked as the commander’s teeth clamped shut on his fingers. “God damn!” he screamed, trying to free his crushed fingers. He forced open the commander’s jaws enough to yank his hand out, pulling his bloody fingers to his chest. “Sandy, I need your help with this one, otherwise we’re going to lose him,” Cal shouted.

      The commander stopped convulsing and his chest remained still, his eyes wide and glossy, staring at the ceiling and Matthew shivered, almost feeling the commander’s passing.

      The medics worked frantically to revive the commander, but with each failed attempt, his son’s overwhelming sadness permeated his mind and he glanced over as Katrina knelt beside him.

      “I’m sorry, Kat.” He glanced in her direction, his face hot with red-tinged tears. “I’m so sorry.”

      Katrina’s expression slowly registered what was happening and she glanced back at the medics working on her father. She sat down hard on the floor by André.

      All this seemed to flow in slow motion and Matthew looked at the small crowd peering into the room from the hallway. He stepped to the door and closed it on the curious onlookers, turning back to the room and focusing on Captain Shaw.

      “I had the laser on stun,” he said, showing Matthew the setting.

      Matthew nodded. “I wasn’t accusing you of anything, Captain.”

      “It was on stun,” the captain repeated.

      “I know,” Matthew replied. He glanced back at André and Katrina. André was pale, with streaks of bloody tears running down his cheeks. He turned his attention back to the military police. “Captain Shaw, what’s the protocol here?” he asked, trying to get his focus away from the medic’s vain attempts to revive the commander.

      “You are second-in-command, sir.” Captain Shaw said. “Ordinarily when the commander retires or passes on, the second-in-command takes the post.”

      “This isn’t an ordinary situation, Captain.”

      Captain Shaw nodded, staring at his dead commander on the floor. He returned his gaze to Matthew and then beyond the colonel at the two teenagers. Taking a deep breath, he returned Matthew’s questioning stare. “It looks like the commander had a heart attack while visiting with his daughter,” he stated.

      Matthew’s eyebrows creased. “What about my son?”

      “An accident that resulted from the heart attack,” Captain Shaw replied.

      Cal looked up at Matthew and Captain Shaw. “Accident, my ass. He stabbed that kid.”

      Matthew shot a warning glance at Cal. “As far as everyone in this room is concerned, it was an accident. Got it?” he said with authority.

      “It was an accident,” André echoed from behind Matthew.

      Captain Shaw holstered the gun. “Are you all right?” he asked the boy.

      André shrugged.

      Cal looked at his partner. “Call it,” he said.

      “Time of death fifteen forty-five,” she said as she glanced at her watch.

      “Captain Shaw, you are dismissed.” Matthew picked up the phone on the desk, placing a call to the president to inform him that the commander had passed away.

      Cal crossed to André checking his wound and meeting his gaze. A flurry of questions flew through his head, including why the commander had stabbed him.

      “Just patch me up and forget about it,” André said under his breath and received a slight nod in response.

      Cal glanced at Katrina and back to André. “You’re married?”

      André nodded. “Four months ago.”

      “Aren’t you a little young?”

      André shifted under the weight of Katrina. “Ouch,” he responded as the pain exploded in his side. The room started to spin and André blinked. “Shit,” he whispered and passed out cold, slumping onto Katrina.

      Cal pushed Katrina out of the way and laid André on the ground, cutting the shirt away.

      Matthew looked in their direction, still holding for the president. He felt the blood drain from his face at the sight and considered hanging up as the president himself picked up the line. “Sir, I’m calling to inform you that Commander Lawrence had a fatal heart attack in his office,” he said, his voice absent of the concern racing through him.

      Cal grabbed the medical bag and found a bottle of iodine, dumping it in the cut and praying that André wasn’t allergic to the sterile liquid. “Sandy, hold the wound open,” he said and reached for the cauterization laser. He handed her the lighting instrument after she opened the wound with a retractor. Shining the light inside illuminated the path of the knife and Cal blew out a stream of air. Carefully, he pointed the laser and cauterized the cut on the large intestine. He looked up at Sandy. “Can you turn it to make sure we got the entire cut?”

      The color drained from Katrina’s face as she watched the medic reach in to inspect André’s guts.

      “Looks like you got it, Captain,” Sandy said.

      “Okay, remove the retractors, please,” he instructed. When the skin flapped back together, Cal used the laser to cauterize the entry wound, leaving a dark black line of melded skin where the gaping knife wound had been.

      André’s breathing remained shallow through the impromptu surgery and Cal picked up André’s wrist, searching for his pulse. The result was sporadic at best and he took a deep breath, closing his eyes. “Come on, kid, I can’t lose you too.”

      Matthew’s eyes went wide with those words, especially in concert with Cal’s thoughts, thoughts centering on blood transfusion and the conversation they had years ago about risks. He hung up on the president and crossed the room, falling to his knees next to André and leaning close to his ear. “Don’t you die, you hear me?” he demanded of his unconscious child. “You hear me?” His command filled the room.

      André’s eyes fluttered open. “I’m not deaf, Dad.” He looked up at his father, weariness reflecting in his eyes.

      Katrina let out a startled laugh and threw herself onto André, covering his face with kisses and tears. “You scared the hell out of me,” she said and sat back up.

      Cal still had the fingers of his good hand on André’s arm, feeling the pulse in his patient return to normal. “Glad to have you back.”

      “It still hurts like hell,” he said. “But you did a pretty good patch job.” He looked at the scar on his side. “And I wasn’t even close to dying,” he replied. “I did pass out, but I thought it was better for me to stay checked out while you did your thing.”

      “You were aware of what we were doing?”

      André nodded. “Yes. I did the same thing on the ship. I slowed down my body functions to conserve energy.” He shrugged. “It saved oxygen.”

      Cal sighed. “You still amaze me, kiddo.”

      Matthew focused on Sandy. “None of this is to leave this room, understand?”

      Sandy looked at Matthew, and then back at Cal. “Who is this kid?”

      Cal glanced at her. “You don’t have clearance,” he answered, keeping the secret in check.

      Sandy sat back on her heels, surprised by the response of her superior officer. “And you do?”

      “Yup,” Cal replied and winked at André. “And if you breathe a word of this, I’ll have you court-martialed.” He glanced at Sandy.

      “Yes, sir,” she answered with an unhappy pout. She looked over at André and he shrugged a little in her direction.

      The phone on the desk rang, making all of them jump. Matthew answered it before the second ring. “I’m sorry, sir, I had an issue to attend to.”

      “I’m an issue now,” André whispered, allowing a crooked smile to grace his features. He glanced at Katrina and his smile disappeared. “I’m sorry about your father.”

      Katrina’s chin began to shake and she nodded as fresh tears spilled from her eyes.

      André reached for her, putting his hand on her cheek. “Ah, baby,” he whispered, forgetting that there were others in the room. He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the cheek.

      “He’ll never know his grandchild.”

      “Kat, I’m not sure he would have anyway,” André replied.

      Cal and his partner were packing up the medical supplies and he looked in the direction of Katrina and André. “You’re expecting?”

      She nodded in response.

      He glanced at André, and then at the covered deceased commander and back. He raised his eyebrows. Is that why?

      André heard Cal’s thought and shrugged. Please let it go. André half nodded and glanced in the direction of Sandy.

      “Corporal, you’re dismissed,” Cal stated and watched as his partner shuffled the supplies out of the office, closing the door behind her. He glanced in the direction of the colonel and then at André. “You can read minds?”

      André sent a glance in his father’s direction and then back to the captain. He figured if his father and Cal schemed to get the commander to agree to letting him stay with Matthew, he could level with him without worry. “Yes.”

      “He can teach people to do the things he can,” Katrina said, wiping her face.

      Cal rubbed his chin with his uninjured hand, considering the possibilities. His left hand still dripped from the bite wounds the commander inflicted, blood staining the carpet where he stood, his mind whirling.

      Matthew slowly hung up the phone and glanced at André and Katrina. He moved his eyes to Cal. “I know what you’re thinking,” he stated. “I thought the same thing but it’s a big responsibility.”

      Cal shifted his gaze back at André. “What else can you do?” he asked, looking down at his hand.

      “I can’t fix your hand,” André replied to the question in Cal’s mind. “The power to heal is a myth; the power to control your body functions so a wound doesn’t kill you isn’t.” He stood up with the help of Katrina, glancing at his father. “You’re the Commander now?” he asked.

      Matthew nodded glancing at the covered body of his friend on the floor. The president had promoted him over the phone. “Yes.” He finally verbalized the reply.

      “So, are you going to let me enlist?” André asked.

      Matthew gaped at his son. “You have to finish high school,” he replied. There was no leeway in his answer.

      André took a deep breath. “I can help you create a special force of soldiers, Dad.”

      “To do what?” Matthew snapped.

      “To protect and preserve the laws of the United States.”

      “André, this is not a discussion I am having with you. You have to finish high school first before I will even entertain such a thought.” He glanced at Katrina. “Besides, you’ll have a child in six months. Your priorities may change when you’re a father.”

      Cal still stood in the center of the room. “Once you teach someone, can they teach someone else?”

      “No,” André answered. “I mean, once the barrier in a person’s mind is broken, yes, they can help teach someone to use their own powers, but I’m the only one who can break the barrier.”

      Intrigued, Cal asked, “Why?”

      André allowed a crooked smile. “Because I’m not from around here.”

      Cal looked at Matthew. “I’d like to volunteer.”

      Matthew shook his head. “Not now, Captain.” Maybe in a few years.

      Cal nodded and saluted his commanding officer. “Yes, sir.” He glanced at André once again as he picked up his radio. “I need someone to come collect the body of Commander Lawrence,” he transmitted.

      “Already on the way,” a voice squawked from the other end. A knock on the door sounded in unison.

      “You two need to get home,” Matthew said to André and Katrina.

      “Yes, sir,” André said and led Katrina out of the room as members of the coroner’s office converged.
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      May 2240

      Matthew was in his office when the call came in.

      “Dad?” André’s voice came over the intercom.

      “Yes?” Matthew said. He was reading a brief and wasn’t giving the call his full attention.

      “Kat’s in labor,” André said, his voice strained, and near panic.

      Matthew’s attention snapped to the phone as both the words and the emotion from his son reached the recesses of Matthew’s mind. “What?”

      “Kat’s in labor. What do I do?”

      “Where are you?”

      “We were at school when her water broke. I brought her home.”

      “Where’s your mother?”

      “I don’t know,” André said. “She’s in labor,” he repeated.

      “Get her to the hospital, you idiot,” Matthew said, shooting out of his chair. “I’ll meet you there.”

      [image: ]

      The simplicity of what his father just said made him laugh aloud. He panicked to the point of stupidity. “Okay. I’ll see you there,” André replied and hung up the phone.

      André collected Katrina and brought her to the hospital.

      “It’s going to be okay,” André said, pulling up to the emergency room. He put his arm around her waist and led her into the hospital, escorting her to the reception desk. “My wife’s in labor,” he announced.

      The nurse looked up and her brow furrowed.

      “My wife is in labor,” he replied. “Her water broke at school,” he added, looking in Katrina’s direction.

      Katrina groaned as the next contraction ripped through her.

      The nurse responded immediately, coming around and leading Katrina to a room nearby and getting her settled on the bed with a soft pillow and a blanket, explaining the process. “Once the doctor takes a look, we’ll transport you up to the maternity ward,” she said and left the two of them alone.

      Katrina squeezed André’s hand so hard, he thought it would break, but he didn’t say a word, just smiled at her and wiped the hair out of her face, keeping his frantic thoughts to himself.

      “Something’s wrong,” she gasped.

      André put his hand on her stomach and his smile faded. She was right; something was very wrong. The emotions he picked up from their child were not the simple contentment he had felt over the last four months; no, this was alarm wrapped around agonizing pain. Pulling his hand away, he lifted the blanket. The bedding under Katrina was soaked with blood and the flow just kept coming.

      “Jesus,” he gasped and his gaze shot up, meeting her wide, scared eyes. “You need to slow your body functions down, Kat,” he ordered. “I’ll be right back. Just concentrate on what I taught you. Okay?”

      “Don’t leave me!”

      “I have to get the doctor. Slow your heart down, Kat. Right now,” he commanded and bolted out of the room.

      André’s eyes darted both ways down the hall, zeroing in on a doctor leaning on the nurse’s station, flirting with the nurse who had brought them to the room. “My wife is bleeding,” he announced as he flew to the doctor and grabbed his arm. “You have to do something.”

      “Hold up, son,” the doctor said, trying to pull out of André’s grasp.

      André shot a warning look at him. “She is hemorrhaging. There’s blood all over the bed. You need to get the baby out and fix her. Now.” He shoved the doctor through the door into the room.

      The doctor’s irritation ended abruptly at the sight that met him. “Nurse!” he yelled and went into action.

      The nurse stepped into the room and stopped in her tracks, the amount of blood daunting even to a professional, but she recovered, turning to André. “Sir, you need to leave while they work on your wife,” she said.

      André shook his head and moved closer to Katrina, putting his hand on the top of her head. “She’s my wife. I’m not leaving her,” he insisted, threading his fingers into her hair. Come on, baby; you can do it. Just hang on.

      “She needs surgery and you can’t go in with us,” the doctor snapped.

      “Yes I can. All you have to do is get me scrubs.”

      The doctor shot a glance at André as they began to roll Katrina out of the room.

      “I’m not leaving her,” André insisted. “I promised her I wouldn’t.”

      “She won’t know any different,” the nurse said as they rolled by.

      André glared at her and pushed. “Get me a pair of scrubs, now,” he growled low.

      She blinked, nodded and wandered away, coming back a few minutes later with what he asked for.

      André changed into the thin, sterile fabric, putting the mask over his face and the cap over his hair. He walked into the operating room and sat down near Katrina’s head. “I’m here.” He closed his eyes, putting his forehead against hers for a moment. “Just don’t die, okay?” He kissed her temple and pulled away, allowing the anesthesiologist to put the oxygen mask over her mouth and nose. The IV was already in her arm, pumping medicine, anesthesia, and precious blood into her system.

      Surgeons converged, paying little attention to André, who stayed close to Katrina’s head with his gloved hand lying gently on her shoulder. Within minutes, they pulled his child from Katrina’s abdomen and handed him off to the nursing staff before returning their attention to finding the hemorrhage site and stopping the bleeding.

      André turned his attention away from the flurry of thoughts in the surgeon’s head to the nurses and the child they were cleaning and swaddling. A boy. His son. He bit his lip and squeezed his eyes closed, dousing the tears from starting. Joy and trepidation lined his stomach and he shot the thought to Katrina. A son. We have a son, babe.

      The baby let out a healthy cry from the other side of the room and André smiled. “The baby’s just fine,” he whispered in Katrina’s ear.

      “Damn it, her blood pressure’s dropping,” the surgeon swore. With seconds to decide, he did the only thing he could to save her life; he took out her uterus.

      André understood what happened even without the doctor’s frantic thoughts. Any chance of another child died with the doctor’s actions and for a few precarious moments, Katrina almost followed, but the doctor was able to find the source of the hemorrhage and cauterize it, closing down the uncontrollable fountain of blood.

      Hanging his head, he let the tears slip out, but contained the sob that threatened. Relief, joy, and sorrow all culminated into a perfect storm of emotion; he swallowed the cyclone, diffusing it for the sake of his son. He glanced in the direction of the wailing child and wiped his face with the hem of his scrubs, standing and heading in the direction of the noise.

      The nursing staff frantically rinsed and re-rinsed the baby’s eyes, trying to stop what they thought was bleeding.

      “He isn’t hurt,” André said. “He just takes after me.” His son’s wails ceased at the sound of his voice and the tiny blue-eyed gaze landed on André.

      “Hi.” André smiled, pulling his mask down so his son could see his face.

      The crowd of nurses stared at André. “You shouldn’t be in here,” one of them said.

      André glanced up, his eyes shining with a film of bloody tears, and shrugged. “I wasn’t leaving my wife.” He reached down, picking up his son for the first time. “Hey, little man. Your mama is going to be just fine.” André glanced over his shoulder at Katrina.

      The doctor finished cauterizing the wounds with the lasers and stepped away, peeling off his gloves. “You’ve been here the whole time?”

      When André nodded, the doctor exchanged a glance with the ER nurse who was supposed to escort him to the waiting room. He turned back to André. “Do you understand what happened?”

      André nodded. “You saved her life,” André said with his son safely propped against his shoulder. He gently rocked, trying not to let sadness overtake the joy. His son could feel it as well and let out a sorrowful squeal. His gaze shifted from his wife to the baby in his arms. “We have this little guy,” he added with a small smile, but a tear betrayed him, cutting a hot path down his cheek despite the cold operating room. He kissed the top of the baby’s head.

      “What’s his name?” one of the nurses asked, pulling a chart off the wall and a pen from a hidden inside pocket.

      “Samuel Matthew Robbins,” André replied. He and Katrina tossed around names for the past six months and decided on naming the child after their parents, whether it was a girl or boy. The only thing that had still been undecided was the order of the names but André alone made that decision with his son in his arms. “When will Kat wake up?” He pointed his chin at his wife.

      “In about an hour,” she replied. “We’ll bring her into the maternity ward once she wakes. They have a room all set. Follow me.”

      André stepped into the maternity room, still in full scrubs with Sam in his arms.
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      Matthew turned. “Your mother’s on her way,” he said.

      “We have a son.” André cradled Sam in his arms so his father could see. “Samuel Matthew,” he added.

      Matthew looked up at André, touched by the gesture. “How’s Katrina?” His gaze returned to the baby.

      André took a deep breath. “She can’t have any more.”

      Matthew’s head shot up, his eyes meeting André’s.

      “She almost died,” André said and handed his son to his father. The levity of the situation hit him like a meteor storm.

      “Is she ok?”

      André nodded and sat down in the chair, burying his face in his hands. “I almost killed her.” Tears dripped from his palms while sobs ripped from his chest.

      “Son, you can’t blame yourself for this,” Matthew said.

      “She almost died giving birth to my son,” André said, looking up at his father. “If I hadn’t gotten her pregnant...”

      The baby let out an unhappy wail.

      Matthew put the baby against his shoulder and patted his back, cooing in his ear. He turned his attention back to André. “Even with all the advancements we have in medicine, women still die in childbirth, André. It happens. Be thankful she’s alive,” he said and rocked his grandson.

      André sniffled and wiped his hands on the front of the scrubs, smearing the bloody tears across the fabric. His father was right; he should be thankful instead of homing in on the scariest part of the day. He had a son. They had a son.

      Wandering into the bathroom, he peeled off his shirt, tossing it in a bin on the floor before splashing his face with cold water and washing the tracks away. He gave a strained smile to his reflection and stepped back into the room, shirtless. “I don’t know where my clothes ended up,” he said and put his hands out for his son.

      Matthew relinquished his grandson into André’s capable hands. “I’ll go see if I can find them for you.”

      “Hey, little man.” André smiled down at his son. “Are you getting hungry?”

      Sam cooed and kicked his legs, flailing his tiny arms and prompting a grin from André.

      “All right, let’s see if we can get someone to give us a hand.” He headed out of the room to the nurse’s station.

      The young nurse looked up when André cleared his throat. Her eyes went a fraction wider like a switch flipped, putting André in a spotlight. He shifted. Her lingering gaze and her dirty thoughts made him squirm.

      “Um, how can I help you?” she said and a predatory smile surfaced.

      “My son is hungry,” he explained, blushing at the forwardness of her inspection, and the kinkiness of her thoughts.

      She nodded and disappeared for a second. When she returned, she handed him a bottle. “Here. Do you know how to feed a baby?” She gave him the once-over again.

      André shrugged. “I’ll figure it out.” He hurried away, knowing the nurse was watching him, his ass in particular, and he sighed a breath of relief when he cleared the door into the room. Taking the corner seat, he propped the bottle in the baby’s mouth.

      Sam suckled immediately.

      André looked down at his son and back at the door, still privy to the nurse’s fantasy and he could feel the heat in his cheeks. When he looked down at Sam again, he had finished the bottle and was now sucking air. He pulled the bottle out, setting it on the table and put Sam on his shoulder. Rubbing the baby’s back, he smiled when Sam let out a gargantuan burp.

      Matthew walked in just as André finished swaddling Sam in the crib.

      “I found your clothes,” he said and handed the garments to André.

      “Thank you,” André said and grabbed them from his father’s grasp. He disappeared into the bathroom and came out fully dressed a couple of minutes later.

      Matthew gently rocked his sleeping grandson and looked up at André. “What’s wrong?”

      André started to laugh a little. “I really have no idea.” He glanced out in to the hallway and caught sight of the nurse at the desk. He looked back at his father. “I think the nurse came on to me,” he said and the disbelief was rampant in his tone.

      Matthew tilted his head, glancing into the hallway and back at André. “You’re kidding?”

      André shook his head. “I went to get a bottle for Sam and it was like I turned on a light switch. She was looking at me like I was her next meal.”
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      Matthew kept his mouth shut. He saw the iridescent glow in his son’s eyes when he came in the room, the one Katrina referred to as his booty call gaze. Instead of voicing his skepticism, or giving André a warning about stepping over the line, he chose to focus on his sleeping grandchild, but that was short-lived.

      Linda walked in the room and smiled, taking notice of André, perking up in his presence like she’d never done before. “Hi there,” she said, ignoring Matthew and approaching André. Yummy. Her eyes drifted over her adoptive son as if she were seeing him for the first time.

      “Jesus, Mom,” André said, pushing the chair back into the corner with his feet. He looked at his father for help.

      “Linda?” Matthew said, interrupting her disturbing train of thought.

      André pointed toward the baby in Matthew’s arms. “My son,” he said, not knowing what else to say.

      Linda turned toward the sleeping baby in her husband’s arms.

      I told you. André sent his wide-eyed glance in Matthew’s direction.

      Flabbergasted by the iridescent glaze of André’s eyes and the horny look on Linda’s face, Matthew stared between the two, picking up Linda’s silent fantasies and André’s horrified reaction.

      “What’s his name?” Linda asked.

      “Samuel Matthew,” André answered and exhaled when her thoughts turned away from explicit sex tricks to her grandson, but he felt dirty just the same.
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      Relief washed over André when they wheeled Katrina into the room. Her eyes stood at half-mast, groggy and unfocused until they landed on him. Then it was as if a tidal wave washed away the haze, leaving only her and André in the room.

      André and his booty call smile.

      He shot to his feet and approached the bed. “Hi, babe,” he said, taking her hand and wiping the offending smile off his face.

      She pulled him to her lips, planting a deep, hungry kiss, one she shouldn’t have been capable of in her post-operative state. Breathless, she gasped a quick hello when he pulled away from her lip lock.

      “We have a little boy. Samuel Matthew. Do you want to hold our son?”

      Katrina nodded, still staring at André, her eyes glued to him and her mind rampant with desires to the point he stopped halfway to the crib, sending her a stop that look, his pointed gaze traveling from her to his father and back. He can hear you.

      Blinking, Katrina shook her head, trying to rid the dirty thoughts before her father-in-law caught them, but from the look on his face, she was too late. Instead, she focused on the baby André gathered in his arms.

      Their son.

      Their perfect tiny bundle.

      Once in her waiting arms, she gazed down at the small heart-shaped face, her breath taken away by just how beautiful he was, just like his father. Her gaze wandered back to André. “He is perfect.”

      André offered a smile and kissed her cheek before exchanging a quick glance with Matthew. “Kat, did the doctor talk to you yet?”

      Katrina tore her eyes away from her son. “No, why?”

      He inhaled and bit his lip. Both actions lit her up, spreading a familiar heat through her and her thoughts digressed, drifting back to their wedding day.

      “Stop thinking about that,” André said. His thoughts jumped there right with hers and his lips tilted in a slight grin before he banished the memory and continued, “You were in serious trouble, Kat,” he said, his eyes growing sad. “The doctor had to do more than just a C-section.”

      His sincerity and sorrow bit into her, knocking all thoughts of their prior escapades out of her mind. “What does that mean?”

      André tilted his head. “We can’t have any more kids.”

      The words cut through her as effectively as a knife. “What?” she said, knowing full well what he just told her but unable to fully digest the information.

      “We won’t be having any more kids,” he repeated. “On the upside, you won’t ever have to worry about your period.”

      His attempt at levity was lost on her, and her gaze dropped to the baby in her arms. “He’s the only one?”

      “Yes,” André replied. “He is a very special little boy.”

      Katrina glanced back at André, tears blurring her vision. “He certainly is.” She absently wiped one as it slid down her cheek. “I tried to slow down my heart like you said.”

      “You did. The doctor said it was a miracle you lived. You should have bled out before they got you to the operating room.” He touched her face. “I almost killed you,” he whispered, his eyes taking on the red sheen of tears.

      “Bullshit. Even if it was the nature of the pregnancy and not a fluke, I would do it again in a second if I could.” She touched their son’s face and his little eyes fluttered opened, revealing the iridescent blue that matched his father’s at the moment. “Hi, angel boy,” she whispered and kissed her son on the forehead.
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      The doctor disrupted the moment as he bound into the room. “Well, well, well, you’re awake. You gave us all quite a scare, young lady.” He stepped to her side, picked up her wrist and checked her pulse the old-fashioned way. Satisfied, he continued, “I’m not sure how much you recall from last night, but in order to stop the hemorrhaging, we had to perform an emergency hysterectomy.” He looked between André and Katrina. “Do you understand what that means?”

      Katrina nodded. “André said we can’t have any more kids.”

      “That’s correct.” He opened the chart and scanned the list of her vitals before returning his focus to them.

      “It looks like you’re doing well; however, we still want you to stay for another night to make sure there are no complications relating to the transfusion. We can talk about what restrictions you’ll be under, tomorrow.”

      “How long will she be under restriction?” André asked, more curious about what she was limited to.

      “Six weeks. She won’t be able to lift anything heavier than your son for six weeks or participate in any strenuous activities. Which means sexual intercourse is also on hiatus during that period.” He closed the chart. “Any questions?”

      “No sex?” André asked, ignoring the look from his parents.

      The doctor nodded. “Usually with a C-section, it’s eight weeks.”

      It was André’s turn to raise his eyebrows. “Eight weeks?”

      “Six in your situation,” the doctor clarified.

      “A year,” Matthew said, gaining the attention of everyone in the room. “Not until you’re both eighteen.”

      André laughed aloud and looked back at the doctor. “Six weeks,” he agreed with shimmering eyes.

      The doctor smiled. He checked the cauterization on her stomach and pressed lightly on her abdomen. “Does this hurt?”

      “No,” Katrina answered, her eyes glued on André and his smile. Her heart fluttered under his stare and everyone else in the room disappeared. The cry of her son broke through the haze and she dragged her eyes away from her husband to her little boy.

      “He’s hungry,” André said. It was the same tone of discontent the baby had earlier.

      Katrina raised her gaze to the doctor.

      “I’ll send the nurse in with some formula. I’d rather you not breastfeed until after you are medicine free.” He disappeared and the nurse who flirted with André earlier came in.

      “Hello. I’m Nancy.” Her gaze meandered toward André. She let her eyes drift over his body and then directed her attention back to Katrina.

      Katrina took note of the way the nurse looked at André and shot a questioning glance in his direction. He shrugged in response and stepped away so the nurse could hand Katrina the bottle of formula she carried. The nurse left with a lingering glance in André’s direction.

      “What did you do to her?” Katrina asked.

      On that accusatory note, Matthew and Linda left the room.

      André shrugged. “I don’t know. Ever since Sam was born, the women around here have been acting funny,” he drawled and sat on the edge of the bed. “Including you,” he said, reaching out and touching her face.

      Katrina closed her eyes at his touch and her body ignited. “Holy crap, André, you have got to stop doing that.” Her cheeks took on a rose hue and she opened her eyes.

      “Doing what? I’m not doing anything.”

      “Turning on the sex vibe,” she said. “It’s rolling off you.” Katrina shifted Sam, propping him a little lower and making sure he wasn’t sucking air along with formula.

      “The sex vibe?” The ridiculousness of her statement sent him over the edge and he doubled over, laughing so hard that his eyes misted red.

      Her reaction was less than humorous; her pouty lips thinned and her mind filtered to the word jackass.

      André wound down, still chuckling and staring at her. “Sex vibe?”

      “Yes. Sex vibe.” She pulled the empty bottle out of Sam’s mouth and propped him on her shoulder, gently patting his back like she had done while babysitting the bratty neighbors when she was in junior high.

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you, babe, but I ain’t doing anything different.”

      She raised her eyebrow. “When you can turn me and every other female on in a ten-block radius with only a smile, you’re doing something different.”

      “Baby, I don’t know what to do with that,” he said, still chuckling.

      “Stop with the vibe.”

      “I’m not doing anything!”

      “Yeah, right.” The skeptical eyebrow remained arched.

      André scoffed and reached, taking Sam from her and putting him on his shoulder, patting gently, and was rewarded with a burp. The prospect of a sex vibe emanating from him was as ludicrous as him taking flight. Still, beneath the unhappy expression lay a smoldering fire and he sent a smirk and a wink in her direction before cradling his sleepy baby in his arms. “We have a little boy, Kat.” His smile softened as he took in his son, running his finger gently over his little features. He looked back at his wife. “Our son.” The reality ebbed in.

      Katrina put her hands over her heart, realizing she was the luckiest woman on the planet to have his love and devotion. She sighed and closed her eyes, giving in to the sudden exhaustion.

      When André looked up, Katrina was sleeping peacefully with a slight smile on her face. “Your momma is one tired lady,” he whispered to Sam and got a coo in return, followed immediately by a yawn. Sam settled into his father’s arms and drifted off. André soon followed both his wife and son into sleep.

      [image: ]

      André woke hours later in the dark with empty arms and Nurse Nancy kneeling between his legs. Her hands found his zipper and tugged and it took André a few seconds for his confused sleep-infested brain to understand this wasn’t a dream.

      With a blink and a shove, he pushed her away, zipping up his pants. “No,” he hissed.

      “Shh, no one has to know.”

      “I’ll know.” He tried to push the chair farther into the corner to put some distance between him and the minx in front of him, but he was trapped and she was determined.

      “Get out,” he gasped, pointing at the door.

      “You don’t want this?” She pouted and slid her finger between her lips, pulling it out slowly, suggesting what she had in mind.

      He knew a locker room full of guys who would give their right arm to wake up to an older woman with her head between their legs, but he wasn’t one of them, especially with Katrina less than an arm’s length away. “No,” he said. “I don’t.” You don’t want me. He pushed the thought harder than he meant to and she winced at the power of it.

      The nurse blinked in confusion and got to her feet, straightening out her uniform before wandering out of the room without comment.

      André went into the bathroom and closed the door, exhaustion overtaking his confused mind. “What the hell?” he asked his reflection and then splashed cold water on his face to erase the images from behind his eyelids. “Sex vibe?” he muttered and finally understood what Katrina alluded to. “Shit, how long is this going to last?” he said and took a deep breath, almost laughing aloud.

      He wiped his face and stepped back in the dark room, crossing to check on Sam. The baby slept peacefully in the crib next to the bed and André looked down at him with a small smile, gently laying his hand on the baby’s head before he slid into bed next to Katrina. Pulling her against him, he kissed the back of her neck as she slept. She let out a soft moan at his touch and burrowed closer but didn’t wake. André closed his eyes.

      The cry of their son filled the space and André sat up, disoriented by the bright, sunny room.

      Katrina rolled over next to him, blinking and wiping the sleep from her eyes. “What time is it?” She yawned.

      “I have no clue,” André replied, his voice raspy from sleeping. He got out of the bed and wandered over to the portable crib. “Hey there,” he croaked, smiling at his crying child. He changed the diaper and brought Sam to Katrina along with a bottle, crawling back into the narrow hospital bed.

      André smiled up at Katrina. “Morning,” he said as an afterthought and kissed her gently.

      “Morning.” Her smile faded with his silent confession.

      “You let her?” She gasped.

      “No. I was asleep and when I woke, she was there. I stopped her before anything happened. I wasn’t thinking straight and I used the influence on her, much harder than I meant to, so I don’t think she’ll remember a thing.” He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, wiping his face with his hands.

      “I hope you scrambled her fucking brains,” Katrina snapped.

      “Kat, watch your language.”

      “Bite me.”

      He reached out to touch her face and she knocked his hand away. “Not now.” The edge of a smile curved her lips as his vibe began to affect her. She shook her head angrily. “Stop that,” she said, blushing.

      “Stop what? I’m not doing anything!” He stood and began to pace around the room, stopping at the window to watch the last of the sunrise.

      “You are,” Katrina said, her aggravation diffusing with his predatory gait. You really don’t know what you’re doing, do you?

      André sighed and shook his head, glancing back at her. “I’ve got no clue.”

      “Well, just don’t let it happen again.”

      André snorted, like he could control whatever was going on, but he nodded anyway. “I have to go into school today,” he said, glancing back at her. “I’ve got finals.”

      “I’ll have to reschedule mine.” The baby burped in her ear and she shifted him in to her arms.

      “I’ll only be gone for a couple hours.”

      “Don’t you have practice?”

      André offered a small smile. “Yeah, but being here is more important.”

      “You’re so full of shit.” Katrina laughed. “You’re just trying to win brownie points.”

      André glanced at her sideways, his crooked smile charming her. “Is it working?”

      “A little.”

      He went to her side and gently took his son from her arms. Taking him to the crib, he checked the diaper and grimaced at the brown sludge inside. André undid the diaper and got a chest full of urine as the stream arced from the baby. Sam cooed and kicked his legs.

      “Ah, come on,” he said to his son, looking down at his soaked shirt.

      Katrina burst out laughing until tears squeezed out of the corner of her eyes. She held her stomach in obvious discomfort, but the hilarity of the situation struck a chord and she couldn’t stop laughing.

      Chuckling, he finished changing Sam and then stripped his wet shirt, dropping it on the floor and using a couple of baby wipes to clean his hands, chest and stomach.

      Her laughter stopped the moment his shirt peeled over his head and he shot a glance in her direction and picked up Sam.

      She was on her feet, approaching him with that hungry look.

      The one she used to give him at the house.

      The one that set his blood boiling in his veins, throbbing through his skin.

      The one that drove him over the edge and this time was no different.

      “Oh no, you don’t. The doctor said six weeks.”

      She didn’t stop, closing the distance within seconds, faster than she should have been able to move under the circumstances. She reached him, running her fingers over the front of his pants.

      “Kat.” He chuckled and stepped away, his eyes burning and he knew they went full-fledged iridescent, maybe even laser red.

      Katrina stepped closer. “I want you,” she whispered.

      André sidestepped away from her. “You can’t have me right now. Besides, not in front of the baby.”

      “Ah, but you want me.”

      “Damn straight. But I can’t have you for the next month or so.” He licked his lips and tilted his head a bit. “When I do...baby, when I do, I want to hear you in the next county,” he drawled, his voice low and sultry as the urge to throw caution to the wind almost engulfed him. He looked down at his son and raised only his eyes back to meet his wife’s before handing her their son and disappearing into the bathroom. He flipped the lock. There would be no telling his libido to shut down if she cornered him in the shower, no matter what the water temperature.

      He dialed the shower to the coldest setting and stripped; stepping inside, the sting of the freezing water nearly ripped a yelp from his chest. He forced himself to stand under the icy spray until shivering and no longer teetering on tearing her clothes off. He turned off the water and looked up at the ceiling. Lord, please give me the strength to obey the doctor’s orders.

      Katrina waited outside the bathroom with Sam in her arms and when the door opened, she handed the baby to André and slipped inside without a word, grabbing the bag with her clothing before she shut the door behind her.

      “Hey, little man.” He put his finger in the baby’s hand and Sam immediately grasped it.

      Matthew knocked on the door, peering inside. “Good morning,” he said and stepped into the room. “Where’s Kat?”

      “Shower.” André pointed with his chin. “Where’s Mom?”

      “She’ll be in later. I figured I’d swing in on the way to work to say hello to my grandson.” He marched across the room and put his arms out for Sam.

      André handed over his son. “What time is it?” he asked as his father pulled Sam to his chest.

      “Almost eight,” Matthew replied.

      “Shit, I have to go,” André said, looking at the bathroom door. “I’ve got an exam in less than an hour and I still need to swing home and change.”

      “Go on, I’ll wait till Kat gets out.” Matthew smiled and settled into the chair his son just vacated.

      André glanced at the bathroom door on the way out of the room. I’m heading out. Dad’s here with the baby, he silently conveyed to Katrina in the shower.

      I’ll see you in a bit. He heard her voice in his head and smiled.
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      André didn’t bother calling out; he just bound up the stairs and into the bedroom, swinging the door closed behind him. He stripped and tossed his clothes into the corner, before pulling on a fresh set of boxers and jeans. Turning to sit on the edge of the bed, he caught Linda staring at him from the wide open door and he froze in place. His mind had been too preoccupied with what he needed to do for his exam to hear her thoughts, but now they shined through the haze like a lighthouse in a storm. “How long have you been there?”

      Linda grinned. “Long enough,” she said and went to step inside the room.

      André put up his hand in a stop signal and with it, an invisible wall. He recognized the wanting in her eyes and her thoughts. “Cut the shit, Mom,” he snapped, and resumed putting his socks on while keeping the barrier intact.

      Linda walked smack into the barricade, her jaw going slack with surprise.

      André ignored her and slid his sneakers back on. He grabbed a shirt and the keys to the hovercraft and turned toward her. “Mom, you have to move.” When she didn’t, he physically moved her aside with his mind. He shot her a get-a-grip look and disappeared down the hall and out of the house.

      “Jesus, what the hell am I transmitting?” he muttered under his breath and put the hovercraft in gear, heading toward the school.

      André pulled into the parking lot with fifteen minutes to spare and leaned back in the seat, rubbing his face with his hands and trying to focus on the advanced calculus exam. He got his mind set and stepped out of the craft. All motion around him stopped and every female in the parking lot and in front of the school turned to look at him. “Shit.”

      Two of his ex-girlfriends were already making a beeline toward him. He sidestepped them, walking directly into the school. A line of women followed and converged on him before he was able to get to the classroom.

      They steered him into an empty room, groping and pulling at his clothing.

      “Stop!” he yelled, but no one listened. The aggravation brewing shot out of him and the group pushed away as if a giant broom swept a five-foot arch around him. He stood in the center of the open space, glancing around. “What the hell is wrong with y’all?”

      He singled one of the girls out with his eyes. “Hannah, you’re Kat’s best friend.”

      “When the cat’s away, the mice will play,” Hannah purred.

      André glared at them. “You do not want me,” he muttered and pushed the thought on the group.

      Most of the girls blinked, looked at one another and at André in confusion. They dispersed, leaving only a handful who had been out in the hallway. They approached André, stalking him as they circled, blocking his path to the door.

      “Girls, I have an exam right now,” he sighed, exhausted.

      “A physical exam,” Anna said, slipping up to him and running her hands up his chest.

      Her brown eyes sparkled, much more than he remembered, and his mind went back to their fling a year ago. She was one of his more memorable conquests: lithe and athletic, her cheerleading skills translated well into the bedroom. Shaking the thought from his head, he took a step back, right into the big desk in the front of the classroom and said, “Anna, I’m not in the mood.”

      “Seems to me I recall you’re always in the mood.” She rubbed her hands over the front of his pants and the other girls stepped closer.

      André let out a nervous laugh and his body responded to her touch despite his better judgment.

      “Mmmm,” Anna purred. “Five-on-one. I bet you never dreamed you’d ever get this chance.”

      André raised his eyebrow and blinked, pulling his gaze away from Anna and the other cheerleaders caressing his clothing. He squirmed away from the desk, trying to break free of their insistent hands. “I can’t do this,” André whispered without the conviction needed to break the spell. He shook his head to clear it and peeled the girls off him, heading in the direction of the door.

      Anna grabbed his arm and spun him toward her, planting a hot, wet kiss on him.

      André’s resistance was at the limit and he closed his eyes, allowing her to explore his mouth with her tongue. Hands reached and rubbed and it was only when his shirt hiked up his chest that he broke the spell, pushing Anna away and yelling, “No!”

      He stalked into the hallway, heading straight for his calculus exam. The bell rang just as he slid in to his seat and he tensed against the budding frustration itching just under his skin. His frustration increased a notch as all eyes bore into him. “Come on,” he mumbled and rolled his eyes.

      Mr. Samuels, his calculus teacher, stared at him with a slack jaw.

      “What?” André growled at the intense stare.

      “Your eyes.”

      The teacher’s terror filled his head and André bit down on the angry retort to all the rampant thoughts flying around the room, from the hot, seductive thoughts of the girls to the stunned fear in the male population. “I know. Just hand out the fucking test,” André snapped. He closed his eyes and hung his head for a moment, concentrating on calming his emotions. When he looked back up, he scanned the classroom and finally met the professor’s gaze. “Apparently, having a baby makes my eyes freak out,” he added, trying to throw a brief bone of levity into the room.

      “Kat had the baby?” Adam, one of his teammates, asked.

      “Yeah, yesterday.” He glanced back at Adam.

      “And it did that to your eyes?” Adam gasped.

      André smiled. “Yes and no,” he said. He looked back at the professor. “Are we taking an exam today?” He leaned back in his seat, crossing his arms.

      The professor fumbled with the papers on his desk.

      “Or do we all get A’s?” André said and pushed the thought into the professor’s head. He watched as the professor blinked, looked down at the blank tests and his grade book and then up at the class.

      “You all have an A average. I don’t think an exam is necessary,” he said and wandered out of the classroom.

      The students stared at the empty doorway with wide eyes and slack jaws, their collective gaze slowly focused back on André.

      André’s smile faded. Oh crap!

      “How the hell did you do that?” Adam asked.

      “Yeah?” The resounding response from thirty students sounded at once.

      André shrugged and took a deep breath. “I dunno,” he mumbled and looked at his hands.

      “I don’t care how you did it.” The girl who was sitting behind him slid out of her seat and knelt on the floor beside him. She ran her hands up his legs.

      André grabbed her wrists and glanced over at Adam. His jaw clenched as he took note that a few of the other girls were heading in his direction. He closed his eyes. You do not want me, he thought and sent targeted pushes to the women heading in his direction. When he opened his eyes, the girl kneeling on the floor stared at him with the same dazed confusion the professor had on his face before he left the room.

      “What are you?” Adam whispered.

      André let out a laugh. “I’m a seventeen-year-old father,” he said and stood to leave.

      “Bullshit,” Adam said.

      André turned back toward Adam and the rest of his class; any hint of amusement vanished with the accusatory stares. “Look, I’ve had a long couple of days. I’m tired and this isn’t a discussion I’m inclined to participate in,” he said with a voice thick with the Texan accent. Thoughts accosted him with words like monster, freak, and alien, the last sending chills up his spine. A warning prickled his neck and he spun back toward his class, raising his hand and caught the apple sailing toward his head.

      Adam leaned back in his seat. “You ain’t one of us,” he said.

      André tossed the apple in the air and caught it. “Maybe not, but we wouldn’t have made it to the championship this year without me,” he said and shined the apple, taking a bite before heading out into the hall. Kat, I royally screwed up, he thought and took another bite, stepping outside. Royally.

      How so? Her voice resounded in his head, and he faltered, flustered by the clarity in her thought broadcast to the point he wondered if she actually could read his mind at this distance and hoped like hell that wasn’t the case.

      They saw my eyes.

      You screwed around on me? Her voice carried through his head.

      “No. I was ambushed,” he said aloud from the confines of the hovercraft. And then my class saw my eyes and they saw me use the influence on the teacher. “So I think my secret may be out sooner than anyone anticipated,” he said to himself.

      André walked into the hospital room fifteen minutes later.

      Katrina’s eyebrows furrowed. “Since when do you wear lipstick?”

      André headed into the bathroom and took a quick glimpse in the mirror, letting out a laugh at the traces of pink lipstick on the corner of his mouth, cheek, and neck. He grabbed a paper towel and erased the damning evidence. “I don’t know what’s happening to me. All I know is this thing is out of hand.” He tossed the towel into the garbage and stepped back in the room. “It’s like all the females I come in contact with are affected by a weird aphrodisiac and I’m the benefactor.” He met her sour gaze. “I didn’t ask for this, Kat. I didn’t ask for the entire female population of our school to corner me in a classroom either.”

      “You let them close enough to leave lipstick?” She pushed her chin out in irritation, her lips pursing with disbelief.

      André looked at the floor, heat filling his cheeks. “I guess.”

      If she had been standing, her foot would have started tapping the floor with impatience. Instead, she pressed her lips together, leveling a hostile gaze that spoke volumes to the tumult inside her.

      “I sent a wave of influence through the room and everyone inside stopped, but I didn’t think to send that web farther, like through the entire school, so when the masses left, the cheerleading squad cornered me. That’s where I got the lipstick marks.”

      “Anna,” Kat said, her tone laced with disappointment and a dash of jealousy.

      “Yep.” André flopped into the chair, leaning his temple on his fist, closing his eyes as the exhaustion weighed on his muscles, dragging him down toward sleep.

      Katrina let out a small laugh. “I don’t know about your daddy,” she whispered.

      “What don’t you know?” The corner of his mouth twitched into a grin and he opened one eye, focusing on her.

      “I’m the one who should be tired.”

      André’s eyes fluttered open. “Sorry. Did you want some sleep?”

      Katrina nodded. “A little would help.”

      André stood, stretching the sleep from his muscles before he collected his son from her, kissing her gently on the forehead in the process. He slid back in the chair, smiling down into his son’s inquisitive eyes. “How long was my dad here?” he asked with a yawn.

      “About an hour. The doctor came by after he left and said I’m doing well enough to go home tonight after dinner,” she replied. Settling down on her side, she closed her eyes, drifting into a restless sleep within minutes.

      André watched her sleep for a while, catching fragments of her dreams as he eavesdropped on her thoughts. He tore his eyes away from his wife and looked back at his son. Sam stared back at him. “Your mom has dirty dreams,” he whispered, his smile morphing into a grin.

      He climbed into the bed next to her with Sam on his chest and closed his eyes against the headache forming behind them. The word exhausted gained new meaning for him.

      An elbow nudged his chest. “André,” Katrina whispered.

      “Hmm?” He opened his eyes and looked around at the change in the lighting. “How long have I been sleeping?”

      “A couple hours. Take Sam for a second.” She transferred Sam to André’s arms and headed into the bathroom.

      André sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, arching his back for a moment to loosen up the stiffness. “Hey,” he mumbled at his fussy son. “Momma will be right back.” The door swung open and he turned his head in the direction of the intrusion.

      Matthew and Linda walked in, and Linda’s thoughts switched from her grandson to André. Irritation spread over Matthew’s face and André steeled his expression, trying to block her evocative thoughts.

      “Where’s Katrina?” Matthew asked, attempting to ignore his wife’s sudden change.

      “She’s in the bathroom.”

      As if on cue, the bathroom door opened. Katrina looked at the family gathering. “Hi,” she said. Tension hung in the room like a patch of hot, humid air and Katrina stepped toward André.

      “What happened at school today?” Matthew asked, framing the question based on some rumors that made it to his office this afternoon.

      Katrina put her hands out for her son and André transferred the baby to her before burying his hands in his pockets. He wouldn’t meet his father’s gaze; instead, he shifted from one foot to the other, studying the tile pattern on the floor.

      Katrina situated Sam with a bottle and then looked up at her in-laws. “It wasn’t his fault, so back off,” she snapped.

      The sudden onslaught of irritation transmitting from her surprised André, and he raised his eyebrows, meeting his father’s gaze. Matthew had the same look of shock that André imagined showed in his features.

      She looked back at Matthew and Linda, her eyes becoming hard as steel, and her focus landed on Linda. “So help me God, I’m going to smack you if you continue looking at André like that.” She sent a mental shove that actually pushed Linda back a step, gaining her full attention.

      “I, uh...” Linda’s gaze snapped to Katrina. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what’s come over me.” She stumbled over the words and glanced quickly in André’s direction.

      “He’s emitting some sort of vibe that’s making us a little crazy,” Katrina replied and André caught her direct glance. “Neither of us can figure out why.” She looked back at Linda. “But that still doesn’t give you the right to act on it.”

      “I would never...” Linda began to protest but trailed off as she thought about earlier today at the house. “I wouldn’t,” she said, more to convince herself than anyone in the room.

      Matthew sent a glare in André’s direction. “You don’t know how to control this thing?”

      André shook his head. “I was swarmed at school and I screwed up. Everyone in my class saw my eyes, Dad. My teacher freaked a little and I had to give him a little nudge,” he drawled, the nerves getting the best of him. “They know I’m different now.”

      “Shit,” Matthew whispered.

      André shrugged. “I tried to blame it on fatherhood.” His attempt at humor fell flat and he traded a glance with Katrina. “I’ve got another exam in an hour.”

      “You think it’s wise to go back to school today?” Linda asked.

      “He’s got to finish school,” Matthew replied, not giving André the option. “Just keep your...whatever...in check.” He waved his hand at his son.

      “Yeah, I don’t want you coming back with lipstick on your face again,” Katrina added.

      André nodded. “I’ll try.”

      “And no mind control shit,” Matthew said.

      André opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. It was either mind control or unwanted advances. Both options sucked. He nodded, agreeing to his father’s order. “I’m going to go grab something to eat,” he muttered and retreated out of the room.

      Relieved to be out from under the scrutiny of his parents, he wandered into the hospital cafeteria and stood looking at the menu, feeling the eyes of the female patrons heating up his backside. Ignoring the uneasiness, he walked up to the counter and ordered a cheeseburger, French fries, and two vanilla milkshakes. He paid with cash and carried the tray back to the maternity ward.

      André handed the milkshake to Katrina and set the tray on the small table. He slid the chair in and didn’t look at anyone as he wolfed down the meal.

      “God, that smells so good,” Katrina said, eyeing her husband’s meal.

      “Can you have normal food yet?” André said with a mouthful of French fries.

      Katrina shrugged.

      “Well, ask,” André said after swallowing.

      Katrina pressed the call button and a nurse entered a few minutes later.

      “Can I help you?” she asked Katrina, but her eyes drifted to André.

      “Can I have a cheeseburger and fries too?” Katrina asked and took a sip of her milkshake.

      “Hmmm?” the nurse said, pulling her attention back to Katrina.

      “Can I have a cheeseburger and fries?” Katrina said in a measured tone.

      “Certainly. You can call down and place your order and they’ll bring it on up.” She smiled, her glance again wandering back to André. She checked Katrina’s pulse and measured her blood pressure, marking both on her chart before shooting a longing glance in André’s direction.

      “Can’t you shut it off?” Katrina snapped after the nurse left the room.

      “I don’t even know what the fuck it is,” he barked, prompting a smack on the back of his head by Matthew.

      “Watch your language,” Matthew scolded.

      André sighed, biting down another smack-worthy response. A year ago, this kind of attention would have been a glorious ride for him, tagging each and every female who came within his radar. In that respect, Anna was right on the money, but ever since he hooked up with Katrina, she was the only one he wanted. Even so, all the silently transmitted sexual innuendo fueled a building fire within him that he knew couldn’t be released for another six weeks, adding to his frustration.  “I have to leave soon for class,” he said. “Practice is at three. I’ll be back around five.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to practice,” Katrina balked and André sent her a warning glare that shut her up.

      “After everything that happened today, I need it,” he said.

      “Don’t you think—” Matthew started.

      “I need it,” André interrupted, turning his fiery gaze in his father’s direction. He needed some physical pounding to burn off the frustration and he knew it. If not, he might blow and that wouldn’t be pretty. “Besides, they want me to keep up the strength for next season.”

      “Next season?” Matthew laughed. “That’s going to be awfully hard to flip with a job. You’ve got a family to support.” He crossed his arms.

      “I’ll figure it out,” André said, standing and stalking over to Katrina. “See you later,” he said and kissed her cheek before leaving them to talk behind his back.

      [image: ]

      A burning frustration ate at Matthew’s stomach. “Sometimes...”

      “He can be frustrating,” Katrina finished his sentence for him. “But despite what you’re thinking, André will figure it all out.”

      “I know he will, but what kind of damage is he going to do in the meantime?” Matthew turned and looked out the window, wondering what he should do with André and how he could teach him a little more self-control.

      “You could give him a job this summer,” Katrina said, addressing his thoughts as opposed to his question.

      “I don’t think so,” Matthew replied.

      “Why not? He could do office work. The hours aren’t bad and you can keep an eye on him,” Katrina pushed.

      “She’s right, Matt,” Linda said, bringing the baby back to Katrina. “Doesn’t your assistant need some help?”

      “Yes, but she needs real help. She doesn’t need to be a babysitter.”

      “André doesn’t need babysitting. He needs a job,” Linda said. “And you’re going to give him one.”

      “Nepotism is frowned upon in the Armed Forces,” he stated.

      “I don’t care, Matt. You are in a position to make it happen.”

      “That’s why I don’t think it’s such a good idea.” Matthew turned toward Katrina.

      “Dad, André still wants to go into the service. This would give him a view that most soldiers don’t get to see.”

      Matthew laughed. “You think the administrative side is glamorous?” He read some of her train of thought.

      Katrina shrugged. “My dad did pretty well and you’re not doing so badly for your family either.”

      Matthew’s eyes switched between the two women and their thoughts pressed in on him, along with the prospects of what the summer would be like if he didn’t give in to their wishes. “All right. I’ll see what I can do,” he muttered.
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      André walked into the school and all eyes turned, watching his every move. The rumor mill must have spread through the entire student body because now everyone gave him a wide berth. He didn’t know whether to be irritated or relieved and chose a seat in the very back of the class for the exam. As the students filtered in, their gazes flicked in his direction before turning toward the front of the class.

      André sighed at the palpable strain in the air. The most annoying emotion hitting his filters was fear, fear of the unknown. He wanted to stand and scream at them, tell them he was the same kid who had sat next to them in class for the last six years. Instead, he clamped his jaw closed and took a deep breath.

      A knot formed in the small of his back, born of the tension filling his every fiber and he shifted, stretching his muscles, trying to get the knot to loosen.

      A girl who missed his brain scramble earlier in the day took a seat next to him, scanning him with the same hungry, horny expression he was getting accustomed to, and he rolled his eyes. Unbelievable.

      He lifted his left hand and pointed to his wedding ring and she shrugged, licking her lips. So what?

      Her glib response resounded in his head and his hands balled into fists. “No,” André replied between clenched teeth, keeping the instinct to push her mind locked down. When she scooted closer, he slid his chair farther away, sending her a warning glare, one that seemed to break through the trance and she focused on the front of the class instead.

      He glanced around the room, relief flooding through his flesh. He didn’t want to use the influence again unless absolutely necessary.

      The exam landed on his desk and he was the first to finish, dropping it on the teacher’s desk before he shot out of the room, heading toward practice with an hour to spare. The empty locker room greeted him and he sat down on the bench in front of his locker, putting his tired head in his hands.

      When he looked up, the cheerleading squad converged and he shot to his feet, backing into the lockers.

      “You slid out on us earlier today,” Anna purred.

      André sidestepped several times, keeping them just out of reach until he found himself in the showers. His heart hammered in his chest as the girls peeled their tops off, tossing them toward the entrance. “Anna, come on,” he said, nearly begging her to stop.

      “André, I know just how good you are, remember?”

      André nodded. “I remember, but you aren’t Kat,” he said, purposely pushing her buttons.

      Anna smiled. “Normally, that would piss me off, but right now, all I can think about is screwing you again.” She advanced.

      “It’s not going to happen,” André said, but his resolve was waning. Five of the most beautiful girls in the school were stripping off their clothing in front of him.

      Anna and the four other girls laughed. “I beg to differ,” she said, glancing at his crotch. “You’re already turned on, aren’t you?” she said, taking notice of the hard shape pressing against his jeans.

      André looked for an escape but they were blocking the only way out and he knew if they got their hands on him, he’d lose control. “I don’t have any protection.”

      Anna reached in her bra and pulled out a strip of condoms. “I do.” She smiled, killing his last frantic excuse.

      Damn it, I should know better; she was always prepared. André scanned the shower again and his gaze landed on the showerheads and the solution to his predicament. He glanced back at Anna and willed the showers on full blast. Water cascaded out at the girls, soaking them with bone-chilling water.

      In unison, they let out a collective yelp and retreated, leaving André fully clothed, dripping and shivering under the cold spray. He stayed put, letting the frigid water kill any sense of arousal before he stepped into the locker room. His sneakers squeaked water with every step and he did a quick scan of the area before he peeled off his shirt. The cold shower did nothing to wipe out the exhaustion settling in his bones and he yawned. He wrung the water out of his shirt and hung it over the side of the locker and did the same with his pants.

      André breathed a sigh of relief and thanked God his football uniform was black and not white as he pulled the pants over his wet underwear. He peeled his socks off and wrung those out the best he could, slipping them back on and sliding his feet into his football cleats.

      André watched the drips form on the cuffs of his pants and fall to the floor. “Dry,” he whispered in the empty locker room and let out a bark of a laugh when a spot spread over the wet jeans until they were bone dry. He looked around the room to make sure he wasn’t being observed and stood, reaching for his jeans. His hands confirmed what his eyes had seen. He did laugh this time, folding his jeans and opening the locker. His gaze fell on the shirt. “Dry,” he whispered again and a minute later, he was folding the dry shirt, laying it on the jeans and closing the locker. He concentrated on the wet underwear and socks wrapped uncomfortably on his skin and repeated the command. He chuckled, actually feeling the fabric’s heat blast.

      For the first time since he landed on Earth, André wondered exactly what he was capable of. He had never exercised his powers regularly and he certainly hadn’t entertained the idea of testing his limits, until now. He needed to control it without fail so it didn’t exhaust him to the point of passing out.

      He thought he was tired before. Now his eyelids felt like lead weights had been tied to them and he took a glance around the locker room, making sure it was empty before lying down on the bench. The minute his eyes closed, sleep pulled him into the depths of darkness.

      Dreams of Katrina’s hands caressing his skin and her hungry mouth toying with him took hold. He reveled in her touch until the cheering of his teammates bled through the dream. His eyes fluttered open and he gasped at Anna’s predatory smile as she rode him like a professional whore.

      Two other cheerleaders had his hands between their legs, his fingers working of their own accord, making them squeal with delight while his teammates cheered like they were watching a porn flick at the theaters.

      Sensations flooded his mind. The pure pleasure Anna and the two girls experienced washed away his common sense and a groan escaped his mouth. Anna leaned over and kissed him hard. His mouth opened to protest but instead he hungrily accepted the kiss and his eyes clenched shut, willing this to be a dream.

      Katrina’s going to kill me.

      The sobering thought barreled through his foggy brain and his eyes flew open, bringing him fully awake and in control of his faculties. He yanked his hands out of the cheerleaders’ grip and sat up, pushing Anna off and away from him. “No,” he growled in disgust. He buttoned himself up and stood, glaring at the roomful of people.

      Anna reached for him again and he knocked her hand away. “This isn’t a fucking game,” he snapped. He felt the hands slide up his back and turned. “Get away from me!” he bellowed, breaking through their euphoria. They backed away. He shot a glare back at Anna. “You cannot have me,” he said, leaning down into her face. “Understand?”

      She grinned, unaffected by the rejection. “I had you a few moments ago.”

      “Anna, I fucked you a long time ago and that’s all it was. You were just another conquest to me, just another stupid bitch willing to spread her legs wide. I never gave a shit about you; now get the hell away from me,” he growled, his Southern drawl making the words much harsher.

      Anna scuttled away, her eyes welling with tears as sobs tore from her chest.

      André watched her run off and his gaze fell on his teammates, the anger still filling his skin, itching to be freed like a wild panther caught in a trap. He turned and walked out of the locker room onto the field, picking up a football and throwing it with all his might. An added mental shove made it sail into the top deck of the stands at the far end of the park, well over the length of the football field, bouncing between the bleachers.

      “You definitely aren’t one of us,” Adam said from behind him.

      André stiffened but didn’t turn.

      “We would have fucked those cheerleaders regardless of our marital status.” He chuckled.

      André smiled at the dig, keeping his back to Adam. “I’m sure.”

      “You throw like that and we’ll win every game this year.” He stepped next to André.

      “If I throw like that, you guys will be in the hospital.” He glanced at Adam.

      Adam inhaled and nodded, turning his attention to André. “What you said to Anna was pretty harsh.”

      André nodded. “The truth usually is.” He picked up another football and twirled it in his hands. “What do you want to know?” he asked, hearing the questions rattle around Adam’s mind.

      “Who are you?”

      “André Robbins.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      André looked behind him; the team was coming out on the field.

      “I’m the quarterback and the captain of this team.” He flipped the ball to Adam and walked to the sidelines.

      Adam trotted up next to him. “We need to know, André,” he said, looking to his teammates for confirmation. They nodded, and all eyes bore into him.

      André moved his gaze over each of his teammates, seeing the questions in their eyes, too. “I’ve been on the team for the past year. Does it really matter?”

      “Yeah, it does,” Adam said, pushing.

      “What are you, the new team spokesman?” André asked, trying to divert the conversation.

      Adam nodded. “I’ve known you the longest,” he said.

      André could tell from their intent gazes that he wasn’t going to get out of this, so he sighed. “I’m not from around here.”

      “Where are you from?” Adam asked.

      “Ever hear of Zyclon?” André asked, knowing that none of them would have. Only people in the top echelon of the government knew about Zyclon.

      “No. How far is that from Dallas?”

      André laughed and considered how to answer as he took the football from Adam and twirled it in his hands. He gambled and turned toward the football field. “About a hundred million light years away.” He tossed the ball in the air and caught it, turning back around to see the reactions. Eyes were bulging and jaws were slack.

      “Does Katrina know?” Adam whispered.

      “Yes. She was one of the first people I met here,” he said, shifting under their curious gaze. He wasn’t so sure sharing was a good idea anymore. The last time he felt this vulnerable and exposed, the emperor was sentencing his parents to death.

      “But you look human,” Adam whispered.

      “Physiologically, we are almost identical to humans. There are just a couple things that are different,” he explained, twirling the ball.

      “The eyes,” Adam said. He had seen André’s eyes in the classroom earlier in the day.

      André nodded. “Zyclonian eyes are red.”

      Collectively, all brows furrowed except Adam’s.

      “Are you shitting us?” Bobby asked from behind Adam.

      André shook his head. He kept eye contact with Adam.

      “Your eyes are blue,” Adam said, stating the obvious.

      André nodded again. “Yep.” He tossed the ball in the air, trying to squash his nervous energy.

      “Why do they change?” Adam asked, thinking he knew.

      André started to laugh a little. “Up until my son was born, only Katrina could make my eyes change.” He looked sheepishly at Adam, the blush heating his cheeks. He shifted and tossed the ball.

      Adam caught it, laughing. “Your eyes go all laser when you’re screwing around?”

      “Apparently.” His cheeks burned and he was sure they were as red as his eyes got when they went laser.

      “How come they didn’t go all red with Anna?” Kevin stepped forward from behind Adam.

      André shrugged. “I was angry,” he muttered. He felt the teams’ curiosity. “Come on, we need to get on the field before the coach comes out.”

      “Does the coach know?” someone in the back asked.

      André shook his head. “Seriously, guys, this is between you and me. If word ever got back to my dad...” He shook his head. “All hell would break loose.”

      “He’s not your dad,” Adam said.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. He’s the only father I’ve ever known,” André said, sending a warning glance.

      “What, are you like Superman, sent off in space when you were a baby to be saved?” Charlie Kempsey asked. He had been a comic book buff all his life.

      André laughed. “No. I was exiled because I have blue eyes.” He turned, leaving them with that statement, and began to warm up his arm.

      “Say again?” Adam asked from behind him.

      “I was six.” He looked at them. “I had blue eyes and they sent me into space to die.” He threw another pass into the net.

      “Holy shit,” Adam whispered.

      “Commander Robbins found me out there,” he said, picking up the next pigskin to throw. He twirled it in his hands. “This is the only home I’ve ever known, so, if you go blabbing this shit all over the school, I’ll probably end up in a government facility where they’ll study me like a fucking bug for the rest of my life.”

      They digested this information as they milled about on the field. Practice was uneventful and in the locker room afterwards, they collected around André again.

      “What’s with the girls?” Charlie asked.

      André shrugged. “Kat says I’m sending off a sex vibe,” he said and laughed at the absurdity of it all. “It started when Sam was born and I’m praying it stops soon because there’s only so many advances I can ward off before I just give in and then I’m a dead man,” he said as he closed his locker.

      “Giving in will kill you?” Charlie gasped.

      “No. Kat will kill me,” he clarified, eliciting smiles from most of his teammates.

      “You can die?” Charlie asked.

      “I’m flesh and blood, just like you Charlie,” André said, lifting his shirt and showing the scar from the stab wound. “See?” He pointed to it.

      “Where’d you get that?” Adam asked. He had seen it before but never asked.

      “Kat’s dad,” he answered. “He didn’t like the fact that I got her pregnant and I ended up getting the angry edge of a knife. He was so mad he had a heart attack.” André looked at his watch. “Shit. I gotta go. I was supposed to be at the hospital a half hour ago.” He flew out of the school, hopping into the craft, and zoomed out of the near empty parking lot, cursing under his breath at the darkening sky.

      He skidded into the room ten minutes later, gasping for air from the sprint. “Sorry I’m late,” he said, leaning over to catch his breath.

      “It’s about time. We can go home as soon as we produce an infant seat.”

      “A what?” André asked.

      “It’s at home, André. I got one as a baby shower gift.”

      André dug his phone from his pocket and dialed the house. “Mom, can you bring the infant seat to the hospital? Kat’s ready to go but we can’t leave without it.” He nodded. “Thanks.” He flipped the phone closed.

      “Anything else I should know about today?” Katrina asked.

      André put up a barrier intended to keep her out of today’s activities, but he knew he couldn’t outright lie to her. “I got angry,” he said. He let her see the shower scene that ended with the cheerleaders running out soaking wet.

      Katrina chuckled at the image. “That was pretty quick thinking.”

      André shrugged. “It prompted a hell of a lot of questions from the team,” he replied, leaving the real reason for the questions out of his mind.

      “What’d you tell them?” Katrina asked.

      “The truth.”

      Katrina sat down on the bed. “No, André, you didn’t.”

      “Yes. I did,” he said, wishing he had a football in his hands to twirl. Instead, he shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “Your dad is going to kill you.”

      “He doesn’t have to know.”

      “You’re delusional,” Katrina said as she pulled the portable crib closer to her, making sure Sam was still sleeping. “They are going to talk, André. It’s just too juicy a story.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I know how to keep a secret,” she said, glaring at him. “Those windbags don’t.”

      “You don’t know that,” he said.

      “Anna,” she said and crossed her arms.

      André blocked his mind. “What about her?”

      “Did you know every last one of them slept with her?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Really?”

      “Anna did the whole team, André.” She crossed her arms. “Including you.”

      “That was before I was on the team, Kat,” he sidestepped.

      “I’m aware of that, but she won’t let up until she has you again,” Kat warned.

      André laughed. “She won’t come near me. Not after today.”

      “You think a little cold water is going to deter her?”

      His smile faded. “No,” he said. “But the things I said will.” He wouldn’t let her into that recess of his mind and he mentally threw away the key.

      “What did you say?” Katrina asked.

      “Let’s just say I told her a different kind of truth and it was pretty harsh.”

      “What did you say?” she asked more forcefully.

      “You don’t need to know what I said. All you need to know is that I got her off my back.” He walked over to his son and picked him up. “Mom just pulled in. Let’s go see what we need to get out of here.”
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      André tensed as he walked into the school the next morning. He hated it when Katrina was right and this was no different. All eyes swiveled to him, their thoughts broadcasting a litany of questions followed by hushed whispers.

      You were right. He sent the thought home and sighed.

      I told you so.

      Bite me, André sent back and headed in the opposite direction toward his classroom. Anna intercepted him before he could reach his destination. Her expression wavered between the wanting coursing through her veins and the anger and disgust at the rumors.

      “Get out of my way, Anna,” André warned.

      “You’re an alien?” she snapped.

      André laughed but didn’t confirm or deny the information. Instead, he ignored her and stepped into the classroom, thinking about how to diffuse this ticking bomb. Accusatory stares met him and he slumped into his seat. “What is it with you people?”

      “We heard you came from Mars,” one of the more bold students remarked.

      André snorted and shook his head. “There’s no oxygen on Mars, therefore no living organisms. Didn’t you learn anything in science?” He looked around the room. “No, I’m not from Mars,” he clarified, seeing the questioning eyes still boring into him.

      “Is that what you really look like?” the same kid who remarked about Mars asked.

      André raised his eyebrows. “What the hell are y’all talking about?”

      “You’re an alien, right?” he asked.

      “What the hell kind of question is that?” André drawled.

      Professor Randolf walked in the classroom. He had heard the exchange from the hallway. “Mr. Robbins, I believe the class is curious as to the rumors flying around the school,” he clarified. “Apparently, you are not from this particular planet.” He mocked the class.

      André leaned back in his seat, crossing his arms. “Would it really matter?” he asked, challenging the room.

      “Not at this particular moment.” The professor smiled. “You are all here to take an exam, not talk about what-ifs that don’t exist.” The professor tossed his notebook on his desk. “This year I’m doing oral exams.”

      The group groaned.

      “Who can tell me what is required to produce life?”

      “Sperm and an egg,” someone called out.

      The professor smiled. “More basic than that.” He looked around the room and his eyes landed on André. “Well?”

      “Oxygen,” André answered. “Hydrogen and oxygen. You can’t have life without water and air.”

      “Bingo.” The professor pointed at André. “And are there any other planets in our solar system that have that combination?”

      “No,” André answered before anyone else had the chance. Astronomy was his strong suit and he knew of two planets in space that offered the ingredients for life.

      “What about beyond our solar system?” he asked the class.

      A few glanced back at André, but he kept his mouth closed.

      “Not to our knowledge and we have been exploring space for over two hundred and fifty years,” Professor Randolf answered, and sent a stern warning glance at André. “Therefore, starting rumors about being from space is entirely without warrant.”

      Irritation at the indirect slam skittered across André’s skin and he crossed his arms. “Just because you have been involved in space exploration for over two hundred and fifty years doesn’t mean you have covered the entirety of the universe. It’s huge and vast, almost endless, so how can you be so sure there isn’t life out there somewhere?”

      “We would have already found it,” he replied.

      “That’s pretty damn arrogant,” André snapped.

      The professor glared at André.

      “The human race has yet to figure out how to build a vehicle that will surpass the speed of light without falling to pieces.” He leaned forward on the desk. “The sound barrier was broken over three hundred years ago, and yet, the speed of light is still a mystery. How in God’s name can you believe there is nothing out there when you haven’t been able to get to the other side and back in the time you’ve been exploring space?”

      Professor Randolf pursed his lips, considering the question.

      “There are millions of galaxies, Professor,” André said. “Well beyond Andromeda and Triangulum.” He glanced around the room. “There are 240,000 galaxy groups within one billion light years of our sun.” He let that sink in. “Three million large galaxies and sixty million dwarf galaxies.” He took a breath. “Mankind has only been able to get to the edge of our own solar system with manned crafts. The automated crafts lost contact about the time they reached the Andromeda galaxy.” He looked around the room. “So who’s to say there isn’t life out there?”

      “Where are you from?” a classmate asked.

      “Andromeda galaxy,” he answered before he could catch himself.

      “So it’s true?” Samantha asked from the other side of the room.

      André closed his eyes and hung his head. “Damn,” he whispered, pissed that he slipped up when he was doing so well with just the scientific facts.

      The questions began to fly fast and furiously at André until finally the professor yelled, “QUIET!” at the top of his lungs.

      The room went silent. Professor Randolf stared at André. “Are you telling me you’re that boy they found?”

      “Does it really matter?” André asked.

      The teacher sat down on his seat hard and just stared.

      “I’m flesh and blood just like y’all,” André added, looking around the room. “I laugh, I cry, I get girls pregnant.”

      Some of the members of his class broke out in grins.

      “So does it really matter that my origin might be a billion light years away?”

      “I’ll be damned,” Professor Randolf whispered.

      “Are we done with the exam now?” André asked, looking for an escape route out of this conversation.

      The professor looked at the notebook on his desk and his brow creased. “No,” he said, leaning back. “No, we’re going to discuss this some more instead.”

      Questions started to fly all at once.

      “Hey!” Professor Randolf shouted, quieting the group. “I’ll be asking the questions.”

      André picked at a hangnail without looking at the classroom. This entire situation reeked of havoc and the idea of answering more questions about his origin made him squirm in his seat.

      Hands slowly lowered.

      “Why are you here?” Professor Randolf asked.

      André shrugged. “Dumb luck,” he replied.

      People shifted uncomfortably in their chairs as the blanket of silence descended.

      “From what I’ve observed of you, there doesn’t seem to be very many differences between your race and ours,” the professor said. “Are there any significant differences?”

      “I guess it’s my eyes. That seems to be the only significant difference. Some of you have seen the primary difference, but I’ve been told my physical and physiological makeup is almost identical to yours.”

      Holly got up and crossed the distance within seconds, taking André’s face in her hands and kissing him hard to the surprise of everyone in the room.

      André scrambled out of his seat and away from her, looking around at the collective shock on the faces of all the males in the classroom. The females held the same hot, horny look on Holly’s face. André stood with his back to the wall and glanced at Professor Randolf with a shrug.

      “Holly, please take your seat,” Professor Randolf ordered. Holly complied, but wouldn’t take her eyes off André.

      “What the hell is this?” Cameron snapped, glancing between André and his girlfriend.

      André let out a nervous laugh. “I don’t really have an answer for you there, dude.” He slid back into his seat. “Kat says I’m emitting some sort of vibe. It started after the baby was born and apparently only affects women.”

      Eyebrows raised across the room.

      André blushed. “Man, if I wasn’t married...” He grinned sheepishly, leaving the remainder of the thought to their imaginations.

      Craig smiled back at André. “So, the locker room was real?”

      André’s smile disappeared. “We are running way off the subject here,” he replied, directing the conversation away from that ordeal.

      “What was your planet like?” Professor Randolf asked.

      André thought before he spoke, pulling memories out of the recess of his mind where he had locked them so long ago. “Green and lush,” he said, remembering some of the places his parents hid with him. “The cities were cold, though,” he replied, thinking of the tall steel-like buildings. “Not temperature wise, just in lack of any sort of warmth.” He didn’t add that the inhabitants were just as cold as the city itself. “The cities were like steel jungles. Everything was silver, grey, and white. Severe.” He homed in on the word. “It was severe.” He looked around the room. “But when you got out to the countryside, it was beautiful. We had sister suns, that’s what my mom used to call them.” He smiled at the memory. “Two suns chasing each other from horizon to horizon.” André’s mind was no longer in the classroom. He was standing in a field with his mother, picking wild flowers and laughing. “Everything in the countryside was green. The grass, the trees, even the lake water had green hues, and the flowers—they were every color imaginable. And our sky was always shades of green, yellow, orange, and red. Sunsets would brighten the colors before dark took hold.” His smile faded as the image dissipated. He sighed. “As beautiful as it was, that beauty was not found in the people there. Very few of them were willing to help my parents, not with a blue-eyed child in tow.” He looked down at his hands. “Are we done?” He glanced at the professor unwilling to expose the reason for his exile or the torture of those years alone in the pod.

      Professor Randolf studied him and then his gaze drifted across the rest of the class. “Yes.”

      André didn’t wait for permission to leave. He got up and walked out of the room and out to the craft in the lot. He dug his cell phone out and dialed his father’s office.

      “Is my dad available?” he asked.

      “Yes, I’ll get him.”

      André listened to the classical hold music, rolling his eyes. He didn’t think the music had ever been updated since the invention of the hold function.

      “Is everything okay?” Matthew said, discarding the salutations.

      André considered the question. “I’m not sure.”

      “André, I don’t have a whole lot of time right now.”

      “You better make some time for damage control,” André answered. “Because the secret is out and it’s only a matter of time before it gets to someone who can cause problems.”

      “What did you do?”

      André laughed. “It all started with Anna and my teacher the first day of exams.” He stared at the school. “Can I come to your office?”

      “I’ve got a meeting with the president in a half hour. I don’t have much time, André.”

      “Maybe the timing is perfect. We can talk to the president in person,” André replied. He was already in the high-speed zone, shooting toward Matthew’s office.

      “André, we can discuss this later this afternoon.”

      “Too late, Dad. I’m landing now.”

      Matthew met André at the entrance to the building. “I don’t have the time for this.”

      André transmitted the entire story to his father, starting with the ambush at the school by the female population and ending with the final exam in Professor Randolf’s class during the short walk back to Matthew’s office.

      He stood on the opposite side of the desk with his hands behind his back and waited for his father’s reaction. When Matthew turned away from the window and met his gaze, he knew there was more to the quiet response, but his father was putting up the same type of wall in his mind as André had around the locker scene.

      “You didn’t actually show them your powers,” Matthew said.

      “True, but I did acknowledge that I wasn’t from here.” He shifted his weight as nerves got the best of him. Not knowing what his father was thinking or feeling left him in the dark, and he hated being in the dark.

      “Take a seat,” Matthew said in a calm voice, and waved to the chair.

      André sat down and started picking at a hangnail, unsure of how to respond. He thought his father would go on another tirade like he did when he found out Katrina was pregnant, so this calm reaction threw him.

      Matthew sat at his desk and folded his arms in front of him. “We both knew this day would eventually come. I can do damage control if you want me to, but that’s up to you.”

      André raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Either way, I think it’s time I give the president a heads-up,” Matthew said and his gaze traveled to the door.

      Before André could speak, Matthew’s secretary poked her head in the door. “Sir, the president is here.”

      “Send him in,” Matthew said and stood.

      André followed suit, turning to see the president walk into his father’s office.

      President Foster was a regal looking man with white hair and a rugged build hidden beneath the finely tailored suit. His dark brown intelligent eyes surveyed the room, falling on André.

      “Sir.” Matthew saluted.

      “At ease,” President Foster replied. “This is your son?”

      “Yes, sir. President Foster, I’d like you to meet André,” he said.

      André extended his hand. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

      “My pleasure.” The president smiled and shook André’s hand with a firm grip.

      André was hit by the confident air around the president, reminding him a little of the arrogance of the emperor on Zyclon, but unlike the emperor, this man had a warmth radiating under the projected persona.

      Matthew took a deep breath. “Sir, I asked André to join us today because I think it’s time we discussed the matter of his origin.”

      The president’s brow creased and he glanced at André while Matthew crossed to the safe on the wall, opened it and returned, handing the president the contents.

      He waited in silence while President Foster shuffled through the papers, reading each one before trading it with a new one. Each paper brought forth a darker shade of red in his cheeks and André glanced at his father. Matthew sent an imperceptible shake of his head, telling him not to speak.

      Finally, the president lowered the papers, meeting Matthew’s gaze. “You have been keeping this a secret for over six years?” he hissed, tossing the papers on the desk and ignoring André for the time being.

      “Yes, sir.” Matthew replied.

      “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Matthew glanced at André. “He was just a boy, sir.” He looked back at his president.

      André opened his mouth to defend his father but Matthew’s silent directive snapped it closed. Keep your mouth shut. André clammed up and sank into the chair.

      “I could have you court-martialed for this.”

      Matthew shrugged. “I’m aware of that, sir. I ignored my orders when I boarded his ship,” he said. “I kept him out of the media fiasco and hid him from the government with the help of Commander Lawrence.” He nodded at the gravity of his infractions. “I raised him as my own, producing false documentation as to his identity.” He looked at André. “And I’d do it again in a second, sir.”

      President Foster turned his attention to André, the aggravation visible in his eyes.

      “He took me in and gave me something I never had before,” André said.

      “What was that?”

      “A home.”

      His answer struck the president into silence, but his mind was active with aggravation and questions.

      The president swung his gaze back to Matthew. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t have you stripped of your rank and court-martialed?”

      “You’re a father,” Matthew said. “What would you do for your child?”

      “It isn’t the same, Commander. You risked your career for an alien child you knew nothing about.”

      “André was a scared eleven-year-old boy drifting in space,” Matthew responded. “I was a colonel in the Armed Forces, sworn to protect the innocent, and he certainly fell into that category. My sworn duty to protect him was in direct conflict with the orders to terminate him and I went with my gut.” He paused, looking at his son. “It was a ludicrous order given the situation. Six years have passed and for all intents and purposes, that boy sitting next to you is my son.” Matthew stepped behind the desk and took his seat, his jaw set in defiance. “So do what you feel is right, sir. I did, and I have no regrets.”

      President Foster took the seat next to André, his jaw tight and his lips pressed together in the thin line of anger. His eyes darted from Matthew to André and he swiveled in his direction. “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      President Foster studied André. His eyes fell on the wedding band on his left hand and his brow furrowed. “Aren’t you a bit young for marriage?”

      “I don’t think so. But both of our parents did,” André replied. He glanced at his ring and turned it slowly on his finger. He raised his eyes back to meet the president’s.

      President Foster let out a laugh. “I agree with them.”

      André stopped fidgeting. “I love Katrina and neither of us wanted to wait to be together. I did my best to respect my father’s wishes up to that point but I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t stay away, so I married her.”

      “Katrina, as in Commander Lawrence’s daughter?”

      “Yes, sir. He wasn’t happy at all with the arrangement.” André looked back down at the ring on his hand and glanced over at his father. This was so much harder than he imagined.

      The president blew out air and glanced between Matthew and André trying to figure out what to do with them and he focused on André. “Why did you come here?”

      “I didn’t have a choice as to where I went, sir. I was lucky to drift into this solar system, and that you had the technology to rescue me, otherwise I would have died in space. Which, I’m sure was the emperor’s intention when he exiled me.”

      “Exiled? Why were you exiled?” the president asked, his eyebrows arched with curiosity and surprise.

      “The emperor used an old Zyclonian myth to justify killing my parents and sending me into space to die, and because I was the first child ever to be born with blue eyes, that just gave him the fuel to manipulate the people into believing his bullshit.” André ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t ever remember being in one place for more than a week before someone noticed me and then we’d move on, until one day we walked right into one of the emperor’s traps. Next thing I knew, my parents were charged with treason. I watched them die before they launched me into space.” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat, blinking back the red tinge that blurred his vision. “There was nothing I could do to stop any of it.” He met the president’s gaze. “I didn’t think kindness and decency existed in the universe until I arrived here.”

      The president swung the seat toward Matthew and took a deep breath, standing and walking to the window, digesting the points André made. “I still don’t understand why you were exiled,” he finally said.

      “He viewed me as a threat, sir.”

      “How can a six-year-old be a threat?”

      André sighed and closed his eyes, hanging his head for a moment. He hadn’t dredged up memories of his home planet for years, but today seemed to bring on an overload of memories. “Beyond the fact he believed the prophecy was real, there was no rhyme or reason in the emperor’s thinking, sir. He viewed me as a threat and went to great lengths to make sure the people shared that viewpoint.”

      A crease appeared between Matthew’s eyes and André dropped his gaze to the floor. There was much more to the story, but even after six years on Earth, he wasn’t ready to open that can of worms.

      The president studied André and then turned to Matthew. “Commander, I suggest you reseal those papers.”

      Matthew let out his breath, unaware that he had been holding it, and traded a glance with André. “Thank you, sir, but there’s more.” Matthew sighed and looked at André. “My son has certain abilities.”

      “What kind of abilities?” President Foster asked turning toward the two of them.

      “I can read minds, sir,” André answered before Matthew could. “And I can manipulate matter,” he added. He was about to confess to having the ability of mind control when Matthew shook his head to keep quiet.

      “Control matter?”

      André looked at the chair the president had been sitting in and sent it rolling across the room in a display of what he was talking about.

      President Foster watched the chair and his gaze shot back to André.

      André shrugged.

      “Sir, it doesn’t end there. He can teach others to do the same,” Matthew said.

      The president glanced out the window, thinking of the ramifications and on the heels of those, the possibilities broadcasted in his thoughts to both André and Matthew.

      “My dad won’t let me join the military until I’m out of high school,” André replied.

      “He doesn’t have much of a choice.” President Foster turned his gaze toward Matthew.

      “Sir, no disrespect, but André has to finish high school.”

      “He can finish at the military academy in the capital,” President Foster replied.

      “Denver?” André balked.

      The president turned toward André. “Yes, Denver. It’s the best military academy in the nation.”

      André looked at his father. “I don’t want to be away from my son.”

      The president’s mouth dropped. He closed it and glared in Matthew’s direction before snapping back to André. “You have a child?”

      “Yes. He’s four days old,” André said.

      “This just gets better and better,” the president muttered under his breath and his thoughts turned to the offspring of an alien and human with curiosity. That would be something to study, to observe, to make sure it wasn’t a monster in disguise.

      André shot to his feet, his eyes flashing with anger at the new direction of the president’s thoughts. “No,” he growled and his hands balled into fists. “You will not take him away. Not my son, you son of a bitch.”

      “André!” Matthew shot out of the seat. “You do not talk to the President of the United States like that!” he bellowed.

      “He—”

      “I know damn well what he was thinking,” Matthew interrupted, glaring at André. “Now I suggest you wait outside while we finish this conversation,” he commanded.

      André glared at the president and then back at his father and he stalked out of the office, slamming the door behind him, his anger still simmering just below the surface.

      [image: ]

      Matthew squashed his own anger and waited as the president played each possible scenario over in his mind. He sat back down, knowing the president did this with every major decision. He turned the chair in the direction of the president and hardened his gaze so it was just as unreadable as his thoughts.

      Finally the president turned. “You have put me in a particularly sensitive spot Commander,” he began. “There are several routes I could take to address this situation. However, most of them are as despicable as the monsters that sent that boy into space.” President Foster paused and glanced at the door. “He is obviously hot-headed, but still displays a level of respect that’s admirable considering he’s only been in your care for six years. However, I’m troubled by the matter of teenage pregnancy.” He shook his head. “I’m not so sure it is in his best interest to stay here in Dallas.” He walked to the desk and leaned on it with his fists. “I want him under government control,” he said to Matthew.

      “André isn’t something to be controlled,” Matthew said, holding his ground. “He is my son and you will not exploit him. After he finishes high school here in Dallas, I will personally recruit him into the armed service, where he will report directly to me through this base,” Matthew finished, pointing his finger on the desk as he stood. “Sir,” he added standing tall and proud, his eyes not wavering from the president’s.

      Anger flared in President Foster’s eyes. “I don’t take kindly to my staff barking orders at me,” President Foster said.

      Matthew nodded. “I don’t take kindly to anyone threatening my family, sir.”

      The president crossed his arms. “I should fire you right now.”

      “That’s your prerogative, sir,” Matthew said, his tone matching the bite of the president’s.

      “Goddamn it, Matt! We’ve known each other for years.”

      “Yes we have, sir.”

      The president’s mouth pinched with frustration. “Stop with the formalities for just a moment. Why the hell didn’t you tell me when you found him?”

      Matthew weighed his response. “Mitch, your first instinct was to exploit him, not protect him. It would have been the same six years ago. You would have found a way to use him as leverage in your campaign.”

      “Jesus Christ, you were always such a Boy Scout.” The president stood, crossing his arms. “I honestly don’t know whether to fire you or give you a commendation.”

      Matthew smiled.

      “The exposure of an alien cover-up would kill my chances of a second term in office,” he replied to Matthew’s smile.

      Matthew nodded. Not to mention my career. “I’ll make sure this is kept under wraps for the time being,” Matthew said, wondering just how he was going to pull that off with André’s science teacher.

      “This will have to come out at some point Matt, and I’ll be the one who will deliver the message.” President Foster leveled his gaze at Matthew, making his point without saying a word.

      Matthew nodded, accepting the silent order. “Hopefully, at that point he will be enlisted and under my command, training an elite force of special officers.”

      President Foster gave a curt nod. “Commander,” he said, signaling the end of the conversation. He turned and left the room.

      Matthew pressed the intercom. “Please send André back in.” He disconnected without waiting for a response and sent his most harrowing glare at André when he walked into the room. He waited until the door closed and then let the frustration blow to the surface. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you are in, young man?” Matthew bellowed. “You do not speak to the president that way.”

      André shrank into the chair, his eyes wide like he didn’t expect his father’s outburst.

      “I want you in this office every day this summer from seven in the morning until five at night so I can keep an eye on you. Understand?”

      André blinked and confusion filled his expression, creasing the space between his eyes.

      “You have a summer job here,” Matthew said.

      “You have got to be kidding me?” André balked.

      “Do you want to live in a cage? Do you want Sam to grow up the same way?” Matthew snapped.

      “No.”

      “Then you better damn well do as I say because if this gets out before President Foster wants it to, that is exactly where you will end up.”

      “Fine,” he grumbled and left Matthew alone in the office.

      Matthew closed his eyes and collapsed in the chair, relief washing the tension from his taut muscles.
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      Working at the base and learning the inner workings of the military with his father proved to be more interesting than André expected. The only drawback was constantly dodging the sexual advances of the female workforce. And he truly hated getting up at six in the morning, especially after a night with a colicky baby, and tonight was no different.

      “Sammy’s crying again,” Katrina mumbled and pushed André to the edge of the bed.

      “I have to work in the morning,” André grumbled.

      “Can’t you just go get the bottle so I can feed him?”

      Her whine grated on his nerves. “Fine,” André snapped and got out of the bed, crossing the room to the crib. “What’s up, Sammy?” He picked up the baby and the stench drifted from the diapers, assaulting his senses. “Shit,” he muttered, changing Sam’s dirty diaper and sending an occasional glare at Katrina. She had fallen back to sleep and he was now wide-awake. “I swear, she does this just to piss me off,” he whispered to Sam and glanced at the clock. The display read a little after three in the morning.

      Sam cooed up at his father, happy to be in a dry diaper and in his father’s arms.

      “You’re not going back to sleep, are you?” He looked down at his son with a sigh. André took a seat in the glider and slowly rocked Sam, humming a familiar tune from the radio, the notes rumbling softly in his chest.

      Katrina opened her eyes and smiled.

      Her smile only served to irritate him further. He needed sleep but that didn’t stop her from making him help her at night. “You can take over now,” he said, getting up and bringing Sam to her. He slid under the covers and closed his eyes and within a few minutes, his breathing was even and deep, sleep taking over once again.

      The shrill alarm filled the room at six and André slammed it off, turning his head away from the clock, closing his eyes.

      Time to get up. His father’s words echoed in his mind.

      “I know. I know,” he mumbled and rolled out of bed. A half hour later, he emerged from the bathroom, dressed in khakis and a dress shirt. He sat on the edge of the bed, slipping his socks and shoes on. “Love you,” he said and kissed the back of Katrina’s head, but she didn’t stir.

      André walked downstairs, rolling the cuffs of his sleeves up and savoring the delectable scent of bacon hanging in the air. His mouth watered in response and when he rounded the corner into the kitchen, his mother placed a full plate of bacon and eggs on the table for him. “Thanks, Mom,” he said, reaching for the glass of juice next to his plate and sending her a tired smile.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Matthew folded the paper down. “I have an early meeting so you need to get moving.”

      André cleaned off his plate in record time. He wiped his mouth with the napkin and dropped it on the table. After he put the dirty dishes in the sanitizer, he turned to Matthew.  “I’m ready.”

      “Is everything all right?” Matthew asked as André climbed into the front seat of the hovercraft.

      “I’m just tired,” André said, rubbing his face and stifling a yawn. “Sam woke up a couple times last night.”

      Matthew smiled and pulled out of the driveway, heading in the direction of their office. “It isn’t easy, now is it?”

      Irritation prickled and André bit down on the derogatory comment that almost slipped out. Instead, he looked out the window, ignoring his father, and as they passed the lake, he sighed. God, I’d like to just take a day and go swimming.

      “That’s not an option, André,” Matthew said, addressing his son’s thoughts. “You need the money for daycare during the school year.”

      “I know,” he snapped, glaring at his father. “You remind me every chance you get.”

      Matthew nodded. “Raising a child isn’t easy.”

      “Please shut up. I’m already in a bad mood; I don’t need you making it worse.”

      Matthew let out a small laugh. “I’ve got some paperwork that needs to be copied for a presentation that we’re giving tomorrow. Think you can handle it?”

      André rolled his eyes and glanced sideways at his father. “Yeah, I can handle it.”

      They walked into the office fifteen minutes later. As usual, the women they passed stopped whatever they were doing and stared at André. He heard every dirty thought and after the last month, he couldn’t help but grin.

      “Wipe that grin off your face, will ya?” Matthew said.

      “You’d be smiling if their thoughts were aimed at you.”

      Matthew scoffed and glanced in André’s direction.

      “Liar,” André said as they passed into his father’s office.

      Matthew walked to the desk and picked up a thick stack of papers. “I need a hundred copies of this put into the binders that are in the copy room.” He handed the stack to André. “There should be enough paper and binders. If you run out, please see Emma; she can show you where the supplies are.”

      André looked at the hefty stack and back at his father. “Color copies?”

      “Yes.”

      “No problem,” André said and turned, the level of his irritation growing at another menial task. At least when he was working on a computer, he could stay awake, but hanging in the copy room all day wasn’t a lively prospect. He yawned and slapped the pages on the copier, pressing the commands for color printing with the proper paper source.

      Time dragged and every time he sat down, his head bobbed to his chest and he popped to his feet to stave off the exhaustion. Two hours and twenty binders later, Georgia, one of the new employees in the office, came into the copy room. André looked up, surprised by the interruption.

      Heat from more than the copier filled the small space and she sent a come-hither smile over her shoulder as she shut and locked the door.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, but he already knew what was on her mind, and he licked his lips, stepping back into the binder-filled counter behind him.

      Georgia pulled out the Oriental pins holding her hair in a tight bun, dropping them to the floor. Her thick black hair fell in curls beyond her shoulders and she smiled, her full red lips curving deliciously. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      Her voice said it all. André let out a nervous laugh, his voice mysteriously absent with the stunning woman approaching him and unbuttoning her shirt. Her blue eyes rivaled his and they scanned him from head to toe and back, turning his blood into a racing river of hormones.

      She stopped in front of him, standing eye to eye with him and dropping her shirt to the floor, revealing a lacy pink bra.

      “I’m married,” André said and took in her slim athletic form.

      “So am I.” She ran her hands up his chest, finding and unbuttoning each latch of his shirt.

      André inhaled, blocking all thoughts from his mind and fighting the raging lust torching his skin. When she pressed her soft lips against his, he closed his eyes and opened his mouth, allowing her tongue access, weakening his resolve. His hands found her waist and he pushed her gently away.

      “I can’t do this,” he whispered, opening his eyes and regretting the lapse, but the need coursing through his blood left him panting and aching to remove the rest of her clothing and do all the naughty things fluttering through her head.

      Georgia smiled. “Yes you can.” She reached for the front of his pants, rubbing and unbuckling and unzipping. She leaned in again, kissing him with the same fervor as before and this time he couldn’t bring himself to stop her. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her, letting her silky skin ignite him. The phrase “Georgia peach” drifted through his head and he grinned under the pressure of her lips, his hands skating over her flesh, intent on exploring every crevice.

      The door swung open.

      André pushed Georgia away, stumbling backwards into the table and knocking over a stack of binders. The smack of the plastic on the floor knocked his senses back in place and he shot his gaze to Georgia, who remained staring at him, her skin flushed and feverish even with her boss standing behind her.

      Matthew swiped her shirt off the ground and handed it to her. “My office in ten minutes.” He barked the command and waited until she dressed and left the room before focusing on André.

      Matthew closed the door behind him and balled his hands into fists, frustration screaming through his veins. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “Not a whole hell of a lot,” André answered, glaring back at his father. He could have spouted a ream of excuses, but he knew none of them warranted his actions. “So I kissed Georgia. What the hell are you going to do about it?”

      Matthew mentally shoved André and he slammed into the back wall hard enough to see stars. He blinked to clear his vision and straightened up against the wall. “Dad, you don’t want to play this game with me,” André warned, his own anger rearing its ugly head.

      “Why not?” Matthew growled. A box of paper went flying off the shelf in André’s direction.

      It stopped mid-air in the center of the room.

      “Because you will lose,” André hissed and the box dropped to the floor with a thud.

      The men glared from opposite sides of the room.

      “What do you think this is going to do to Katrina?” Matthew asked.

      The mere mention of her name slammed the fire out of André, replacing it with devastation so black it took the strength out of his legs. André slid to the floor and buried his head in his arms. He had been so frustrated with Katrina for the past few weeks that he almost tossed their marriage out the window at the first opportunity. “I can’t do this, Dad.”

      “You can’t do what?” Matthew asked.

      “I can’t be married and raise a family,” he said, his words muffled in his arms.

      “You should have thought of that last year, André,” Matthew said with a voice as harsh as the truth. “I’ve got no sympathy for your ‘oh woe is me’ attitude. You’re the one who created this mess and now you’ve got to live with it.”

      André raised his head, blinking away the red sheen of tears. “I can’t do this.”

      Matthew walked over and crouched down in front of him. “No one ever said marriage is easy. If you thought it was, you are sorely mistaken. It’s a lot of work, same with raising a family. I never had an infant, so I can’t say I know exactly what you’re going through right now, but you are not a quitter.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I didn’t raise you to be one,” he snarled and stood up. “Button up your shirt,” he added and walked out of the room.

      André rethreaded the buttons and tucked his shirt back in, heading into the bathroom. He knew Georgia was only acting on the vibe he was sending out, but the thing that burned him the most as he stood looking at his reflection was this time he would have let her do everything her filthy mind insinuated if his father hadn’t interrupted.

      André threw some cold water on his face and wiped it with a paper towel before heading into his father’s office. Matthew glanced up from the phone and pointed toward the door, his face pinched with concern.

      André shut the door behind him, scanning Matthew’s thoughts, looking for what he was going to do but finding something much darker: the content of his current conversation.

      “Out,” Matthew directed at André, covering the receiver with his hand.

      André shook his head and took a seat on the couch, interested in the details he was peeling from his father’s brain and that of the official on the other end of the line.

      Matthew turned the chair away from André and focused his attention back to the phone call. “Where is it now?”

      André stared at the back of the chair, gleaning much more of the conversation than his father wanted him to. He broke into a cold sweat.

      “How long until it hits? Tell the president we will have a plan together in two hours.” He swung the chair around and hung up the phone. “I really don’t have time for your little lapse right now, André.”

      André stood on legs that felt like stilts. The latent fear hidden in his father’s heart seized his muscles into a tight bundle of nerves, but he knew he could stop the ball of destruction heading toward Earth. “I can stop it from hitting, Dad.”

      Matthew raised his eyebrows. “Stop what?”

      “The meteor,” André said. “You just have to bring me somewhere so I can see it coming.”

      “André, there’s no way you could stop a meteor of this size. I’m not sure anything we throw at it will stop it.”

      “I can.”

      “It’s the size of Texas and traveling at over thirty-five miles per second.”

      “Yes,” André said without hesitation. “Trust me, I can stop it.”

      Matthew laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” André snapped.

      “I really don’t have time, André,” Matthew replied.

      André walked over to the window. “How much does the annex to this building weigh?”

      “I have no idea,” Matthew said, irritation creeping into his tone. “Now if you wouldn’t mind?” The sound of breaking glass and creaking metal filled the room and Matthew spun around, looking out the window, his jaw dropping at the sight before him.

      The annex building, the equivalent of three city blocks, pulled out of the ground, foundation and all. The glass walkway shattered and the metal attachments twisted and broke, leaving a gaping hole between the buildings.

      André glanced in his father’s direction, still concentrating on making the building rise.

      “Put it back, André,” Matthew gasped, and the building lowered into the ground. He shot a glance at his son. “Jesus.”

      “So are you going to take me up to space or what?” There would be hell to pay for what he just did, but André was ready, especially in light of the planet-killing machine vaulting toward them.

      Matthew considered his alternatives and glanced at André. He turned and picked up the phone. “Emma, get me the president,” he said. “I understand. Just get me the president.” He hung up. “You realize this is your coming out party.”

      André glanced back at the building and nodded, pushing the exhaustion raking his bones away. He looked up at the sky beyond the dome and prayed he was right. “Where is it supposed to hit?”

      “The Atlantic Ocean,” Matthew replied.

      “When?”

      “Ten days.”

      “Where do you want the thing to go?” André said, still studying the sky.

      “Pardon?”

      “Where do you want it to go instead of here?” He looked at his father. “Do you want it to end up orbiting the moon or continue into the sun?”

      The phone rang and Matthew picked it up. “I don’t need two hours, Mitch,” he said to the president. “I’ve got the answer in my office.” He took a deep breath. “But it’s going to mean that secret we discussed last month will have to be revealed.” He glanced over at André. “He says he can stop it and after the little display of his, I think he may be our only shot.” He smiled a little at the response. “He lifted the annex building right out of the ground, foundation and all.” He listened again. “You want to fly with us?” he asked, surprise lacing his voice. “You still get airsick?” Matthew laughed at the response. “We’re going up tomorrow and will be up there for a couple days. You sure you want to float in space with us?” He nodded. “I’m scheduling take off at noon.” He glanced at André. “See you then, sir.” He hung up the phone. “I’ll let the president answer that when we are up in space,” he replied to André’s last question.

      André continued to look at the sky. “Don’t fire Georgia,” he said, without looking at his father.

      “She tried to seduce a minor,” Matthew replied.

      André smiled and glanced sideways at his father. “Before I hooked up with Kat, I screwed anyone who’d spread their legs for me and there were a lot of willing girls at school. So blaming Georgia doesn’t fly. She’s just reacting to whatever vibe I’m sending off.” He paused, returning his gaze to the window. “I could have said no and that would have been the end of it.” He aimlessly turned his wedding band around on his finger.

      Matthew sighed and pressed the intercom. “Send her in,” he told Emma.

      Aggravation pulsed in his temple and he tightened his jaw, sliding his glance toward the door as Georgia entered the office.

      The door closed behind her and she jumped, her mouth dropping with a gasp of surprise before she caught sight of André. Her demeanor changed from nervous to sensual and her stride turned sultry like a hungry panther on the prowl. She crossed to the chair and slid into it, licking her pouty lips before turning her attention back to Matthew.

      “Ms. Simmons, do you know why I called you in to my office?” he asked.

      Georgia’s eyes wandered over to André. “No,” she said as she looked back at her boss.

      “You tried to seduce my son today,” he said, leaning back in the seat, studying her expression.

      Georgia nodded, letting her eyes wander back to André.

      “He’s only seventeen,” Matthew replied.

      Georgia’s eyes widened. “Sev...Seventeen?” She looked back at Matthew.

      André glared at his father. Stop! he silently demanded.

      Matthew glanced directly at him. “You’re fired,” he said.

      “Dad, you can’t fire her,” André argued.

      “I’m not. I’m firing you.”

      André’s mouth dropped. Of all the responses he expected, this wasn’t one of them. He blinked and closed his mouth. The dull throb of anger colored his vision and he closed his eyes and clenched his fists. Before he acted on the irrational emotion overtaking him, he stormed out of the room and continued right out of the building without looking back.
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      André lumbered down the road, his head down and his hands shoved in his pockets. How am I going to explain this to Kat?

      Hands yanked him into a hovercraft and threw him on the floor, the door shutting behind him before he got his bearings and looked around at his abductors.

      Anna laughed. “Think you can get away from me that easily?” she asked. “Go!” she yelled at Amanda.

      The craft shot off like a bat out of hell.

      “What are you doing?” André said and shifted onto the seat, looking from Anna to Liz and Amanda in the front seat.

      “I’ve got a bone to pick with you.” Anna’s eyes flashed with both anger and wanting.

      André glared at her. “I’m not in the mood, Anna.”

      “You made a fool out of me in front of everyone.” Her smile faded. “I don’t like to be made a fool of.” She swung her fist at his face.

      André grabbed her wrist before she connected with his nose. “You don’t seem to get it. I’m not in the mood for your shit,” he growled. The craft suddenly plummeted to the ground and stalled. The door on André’s side flew open and he stepped out, letting go of Anna’s wrist and slamming the door on her shocked face. He turned and stormed off in the direction of his house.

      If I can’t have that son of a bitch, nobody can.

      André turned and put his hand up in front of him, pushing with a small fraction of his power and the craft stopped inches from running him over. You don’t want to fuck with me, Anna. He sent the thought at her and saw the recognition in her face as she heard his voice in her mind. That’s right, you better be afraid of me right now. I could crush you like a bug if I wanted to. He smiled in satisfaction at the fear in her eyes. André stepped to the side, out of the way of the vehicle and released his hold, watching as it went careening out of control until Anna pulled it up in the travel lane, zooming away as fast as she could. He shook his head and resumed walking toward the house.

      The house was empty. He didn’t bother calling out, knowing already that neither his mother nor his wife and son were in the vicinity. He bounded up the stairs, stripping off his work clothes as he went and fell on the bed in exhaustion. Sleep came quick, refueling him and he woke an hour later with the sun blinding him through the window.

      Rummaging through his drawers, he found his bathing suit; slipping it on along with his sneakers, he grabbed a beach towel from the hall closet. He took off for the lake, doing exactly what he had wished he could do this morning. André jogged onto the beach, slipping his shoes off and dumping the towel on top of the discarded sneakers. Ignoring all the innuendo broadcasting in his direction, he bolted into the water and dove under, coming up a few yards short of the raft. He climbed up the ladder and shot a quick look at the crowd sitting on the benches, his gaze landing on Katrina.

      He wiped the water off his face and blinked, thinking he was delusional. But she was there, sending the same heat waves as the others around her, and he smiled. “Where’s Sammy?” André asked as he approached his wife, ignoring everyone else in the vicinity.

      “I needed a break so your mom took him for the day,” Katrina answered. “What are you doing here?”

      “Letting off steam,” André answered and glanced around at the other girls on the raft. They were all staring at him with the same expression that Georgia had when she entered the copy room. His gaze snapped back to Katrina, and he let it drift over her. She looked particularly hot in her two-piece bathing suit. He couldn’t believe she had given birth to their son only five weeks before. “Have I told you just how terrific you look?” His eyes found hers again.

      Katrina blushed and stood, closing the distance between them in two strides. “No, you haven’t,” she answered and stopped in front of him, looking up into his blue eyes.

      André leaned down and kissed her. “You look great, babe,” he said and wrapped his arms around her waist.

      “What are you really doing here?” she asked, trying to pry into his closed mind.

      “I’m going on a trip with Dad tomorrow,” he said, avoiding the direct question.

      Katrina’s brow creased. “You’re hiding something.”

      André pulled away and stepped up onto the diving board, executing a perfect dive. He turned in the water and looked back at her before heading for shore. André walked out onto the hot sand, shaking the water from his hair, not realizing what that simple act did to the female population on the beach. He headed toward the small playground and sat on one of the swings, gently arching back and forth, digging a path in the sand with his bare feet.

      Katrina approached and took the swing next to him. “What’s wrong?”

      “How much do you love me, Kat?” André asked, looking out at the lake.

      Katrina was quiet as she studied his troubled profile. “Why?”

      André looked at her. “Because I fucked up and Dad fired me today.”

      “But you said you were going on a trip with him?”

      André nodded. “I’m going up into space with him tomorrow.” He looked up at the sky and then over at her.

      “I don’t understand,” Katrina said, her expression reflecting her utter confusion.

      “Put the trip aside for the time being,” André said. “It isn’t related to my job.” He glanced at the wedding band on his finger, still fully blocking her from getting into his head. “How much do you love me?”

      “Enough,” Katrina answered.

      “Enough for what?” he persisted, feeling the knot in his stomach tighten.

      “Enough to get through anything,” she whispered.

      André hung his head, letting his wet locks fall into his eyes. “I screwed up so bad, Kat,” he whispered without looking at her.

      “What do you mean?”

      André shook his head; he didn’t want to tell her. He could already feel the dread pulsating off her.

      “Tell me,” she insisted.

      “I lost control,” he said so quietly that she almost didn’t hear him but he opened his mind, showing her his mistake in Technicolor.

      Katrina looked back at the water, the muscles in her jaw tightening.

      “She cornered me in the copy room, and I didn’t stop her.”

      Katrina got up and walked to where she had set up her chair and towel, and quickly packed up her beach belongings. She left minutes later without another glance at André.

      André stayed swinging in the playground for a few moments with his head down and eyes closed, trying to gauge Katrina’s emotions. Furious didn’t begin to describe it.

      Another train of thought assaulted him and his eyes flew open. André bolted out of the playground, sweeping his sneakers and towel in his hands as he ran by them. He couldn’t see the source of the thoughts that set him into action, but he was running at top speed, praying he would get to Katrina first.

      He saw her in the distance and he shot a glance to the side in time to see the hovercraft speeding straight at his wife. “NO!” he bellowed and sent a flash of energy at the craft.

      You won’t make it in time to save the bitch.

      Katrina spun toward the craft, her eyes going wide and she froze like a deer in headlights. André yelled behind her and the air around the craft rippled. The explosion sent Katrina backwards onto the grass, knocking the wind out of her.

      André slid by her side, scraping the skin off both his knees. “Are you ok?” he asked, his breath hitching in his chest.

      Katrina just stared at the wreckage. She didn’t respond to André’s voice or touch.

      André didn’t need to look. He already knew what he did, but killing Anna was the only way to save Katrina. “Kat!” he shouted and raw panic took hold.

      Katrina shifted her eyes to his. “You...” She pointed at the wreckage a few feet away.

      André nodded, his eyes filling with tears but he blinked them back.

      Katrina’s eyes followed suit, but she was unable to blink back the tears.

      André nodded and took her in his arms. “I didn’t mean to kill her,” he said and the shakes began. “I didn’t mean to...but I had to stop her.”

      Katrina wrapped her arms around André, still staring at what used to be a hovercraft. Sirens wailed in the distance. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Why?” André asked, pulling away.

      “Because you didn’t kill Anna.”

      André spun toward the wreckage.

      Anna sat in the driver’s seat with the pieces of the hovercraft scattered around her, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open; the only evidence of an explosion was the singed edges of her hair. She blinked, alternating between staring at the two of them and assessing the damaged pieces of her father’s hovercraft lying all around her.

      André slowly stood up, helping Katrina to her feet, without taking his eyes off the bizarre scene. “I told you not to fuck with me, Anna,” he said and escorted Katrina away from the wreckage. Just before they rounded the corner, André looked back. Anna was still sitting in the driver’s seat, which was the only recognizable piece of the craft. “I was so sure I killed her,” he whispered.

      Katrina kept her mouth shut but her thoughts reached André anyway. He would have killed Anna if she hadn’t projected a protective cocoon around her the moment before the craft blew up. She had been stunned when the debris cleared and Anna was sitting unharmed in the middle of the wreckage.

      André stopped walking and looked at his wife. “You did that?” He pointed over his shoulder.

      “You would have killed her.” She glanced over her shoulder in his direction. “I know you were just trying to protect me.” She stopped and turned toward him. “I also know you wouldn’t be able to live with that, especially since she’s just reacting to the vibe you’re sending off.”

      André nodded and resumed walking.

      “I’m still pissed at you,” Katrina said. “You nearly frying Anna to a crisp to protect me doesn’t wipe out the fact that you screwed around on me.” She kept stride with him back to the house.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Three strikes and you’re out.” She glared at him. “No matter how much I love you, you do this again and I’m out of here, and I’m taking Sam with me. I don’t give a damn that women are throwing themselves at you. If you so much as allow anyone but me to touch you...” She shook her head and sped up.

      André slowed his pace, feeling both her fury and his shame course through him. He followed like a scolded puppy, carrying his sneakers in one hand and his towel in the other.

      Katrina turned, swinging as her anger got the best of her. Her fist connected just above André’s left cheekbone, sending him back a couple of steps. She turned and stormed back on the path to their house, shaking her head and swearing under her breath.

      André watched her go, his cheek and eye burning where her fist connected. He reached up and touched the tender flesh, wincing at the flash of pain before following her into the empty house. He slowly climbed the stairs, entering their room in time to see her disappear into the bathroom.

      Regret burned his stomach and he swallowed, staring at the bathroom door and debating. Impulse won out and he crossed the hall, stepping into the bathroom, peeling his bathing suit off. When he opened the shower door, Katrina glared at him over her shoulder.

      “All I want is you, Kat. All I’ve ever wanted is you.”

      “Then why?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because I can’t have you right now and it’s driving me crazy.” He stepped closer. “I’m not getting any relief and I lie awake long after you’re asleep and I’m damn frustrated.” He reached out and touched her face. “So today, instead of saying no, I let it happen until Dad interrupted.” He stepped closer, into the spray of the shower, pulling Katrina to him.

      André leaned over and kissed her hard, burying his free hand in her hair, creating more steam than just from the shower. When he pulled away, he reached for the temperature controls, turning it into the cold territory, cooling off the heat coursing through his veins.

      Katrina turned the dial back to hot and pushed him against the back wall.

      “You can’t,” André whispered just before her lips pressed against his. Yes, I can. Her voice echoed in his mind. André pulled away for a moment. “The doctor gave the go-ahead?”

      “It’s been five weeks.” Katrina looked into his eyes, her hands already stroking him.

      André leaned his head back against the shower stall. “Katrina,” he groaned and closed his eyes as she trailed kisses up his chest and neck. “Is it really okay?” he asked, trying to control himself.

      “Yes,” she said. “And your mother won’t be back for another hour or so.” Before she finished the sentence, André had her in his arms, carrying her dripping body into the bedroom.

      Spent and nuzzling her neck, he whispered, “I love you, Katrina Robbins. You own my heart and always have.” Closing his eyes, he was faintly aware that the side of his face leaning on her shoulder hurt where she had punched him earlier. Her fingers lightly traced his back, lulling him to sleep.

      “André,” she whispered, bringing him back to consciousness.

      “Mmm?” He leaned up on his elbows.

      “I think Mom’s home,” she said, pushing gently away from him. She rolled off the bed and headed to the bathroom to clean up.

      André lay on his stomach for a few minutes, listening to the shower, content to just relax in bed until he heard his son fussing downstairs. He sighed and climbed out of bed, grabbing a pair of shorts. He caught a glance in the mirror and hand combed his hair back into place before wandering downstairs toward the sound of Sammy crying.

      “Hi, Mom,” he said, entering the kitchen. Sammy was in the portable crib, just starting to get that worked-up cry of discontent when André reached in and plucked him from the mattress.

      “What are you doing home?” Linda asked.

      “Dad fired me,” André answered and turned toward her.

      Concern flashed on her face and she stepped toward him. “What happened to your eye?” she asked, touching the black-and-blue skin just below his left eye. She blinked and a crease of puzzlement appeared between her eyes. Her hand dropped to her side and she met his gaze. “Did you say your father fired you?”

      “Yes and I deserved it,” he said, referring to both being fired and the black-and-blue mark on his face, but he didn’t go into any more detail about either. Instead, he shrugged and glanced at his son.

      “What did you do, André?” Linda asked, annoyance creeping into her voice and transitioning her features into the disappointed look she usually reserved for when he brought home a less than stellar test grade from school.

      André expected the transition into the world of X-rated thoughts at any second and when it didn’t come, he raised his eyebrows in surprise and stepped back. There was no hunger in her eyes or lewd thoughts in her mind and he offered a smile of gratitude, thankful for the small interlude.

      “Well?” she asked as if the last five weeks never happened and she was back to herself.

      “Let’s just say I screwed up and leave it at that.” He looked down at his son and smiled. “Hey there, Sammy,” he said, tracing his son’s nose with his fingertip. “Did you have a fun day with Nana?”

      Sam cooed and smiled at his father, his arms and legs in perpetual motion.

      “You are so good with him,” Linda said.

      “Thanks, Mom.” It was the first real observation of his parental skills his mother had shared since Sam’s birth.

      Katrina came bounding down the stairs, refreshed from her shower. “Thank you so much, Mom. I desperately needed a break today.” She reached for Sam.

      “Not yet.” André glanced at her hands. “You get him all day, every day,” he added, wandering into the living room, thrilled to have some quiet time with his son. He sat in the rocking chair and began telling Sam about his day at the beach.
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      Katrina leaned against the doorjamb, taking in André and Sam. She looked back at Linda, who was watching the same scene over her shoulder.

      “Something is different,” Linda said.

      Katrina half turned toward her. “What do you mean?”

      “André,” Linda said. “Something is different with him now.” She looked at Katrina. “Besides the black-and-blue eye,” she added, eliminating the obvious.

      Katrina turned back to André, still feeling the overwhelming need to be in his arms, but it was different. It wasn’t that “tear off his clothes and jump him despite the crowd” urge that overtook her since Sam was born and she had almost tackled him on the raft earlier, but now it was as if the sex vibe was gone. Her eyes widened. We slept together for the first time since Sammy was born.

      André glanced in her direction. Don’t you dare say a word. He smiled at Katrina, making her blush, but it didn’t prompt a near orgasmic reaction like it would have this morning and a new theory surfaced in her mind. One she had to test out.

      Linda shrugged and wandered away.

      “I need to pick up some diapers. Feel like taking a walk with me and Sammy?”

      “Sure.” André nodded. He stood, handing Sammy to Katrina and grabbing the stroller. He set it up outside, helping Katrina strap in their son. “You think because we had sex, I’m not sending the signal to every female in the vicinity anymore?”

      “Actually, that is what I’m thinking.” She glanced sideways at him with a grin.

      “I don’t know, I kind of like the attention. It’s good for my ego.”

      Katrina’s smile disappeared. “It’s what got you in trouble, remember?”

      André hooked his thumbs in his back pockets, keeping stride with Katrina as she pushed the stroller down the street. “Yeah,” he said as they passed the area where Anna’s craft had been destroyed. They both tried to ignore the small pieces still glimmering on the edge of the grass.

      “What are you doing in space?” Katrina asked, returning to the dropped conversation from earlier.

      “Stopping a meteor from hitting Earth,” André replied. His cavalier attitude made Katrina stop short.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because if it hits, we’re all in trouble,” he said. “But I can make it miss.”

      “Like Anna’s hovercraft?”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s too big to explode.”

      Katrina resumed walking, thinking about what André was saying. “So what are you going to do?” She looked over at him.

      “If I can see it, I can push it off course.”

      Katrina steered the stroller across the street to the entrance of the lake, with André in tow. She could see her friends gathered on the beach and paused. “Is it dangerous?”

      André shrugged. “I don’t think so. I might need a week’s worth of sleep afterwards, but that’s it. Your friends,” he said, nodding in the direction of the small clan making a beeline to the baby.

      Katrina turned to the group with a smile, taking note that not one of them gave André a second glance. She smiled and picked up Sam, showing him off to the crowd of girls.
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      André stood to the side, letting Sam take center stage. He glanced around the beach. None of the women turned to look at him like they had before. There were no more lewd thoughts emanating from the strangers on the beach, nor from any of Katrina’s friends. He sighed with a measure of disappointment mixed with relief.

      Katrina glanced back at him and smiled.

      He hated when she was right but he returned her smile anyway. “Do you want me to run to the store while you stay here with Sammy?”

      “Would you mind?”

      “Not at all,” he said and wandered away. André walked into the store and headed toward the baby supplies. He turned a corner and Anna stood next to her mother, looking at headache medicines.

      She glanced in his direction and her eyes widened with shock.

      André sent a nod in her direction, acknowledging her presence before disappearing around the corner.

      “André?” Anna asked, stepping into the diaper aisle and approaching him.

      “What?” He didn’t look at her.

      “I have no idea what got into me the last few times I saw you but I wanted to apologize.” She studied the pattern in the floor as she spoke.

      “Apology accepted,” André answered. He plucked a package of diapers off the shelf and slid by her.

      “Can I ask you a question?” she asked without turning.

      André stopped and sighed. “No. I didn’t mean what I said in the locker room,” he answered without her asking the question. He glanced back. “I cared, but I wasn’t in love with you, Anna.” He took the diapers to the checkout, paid, and left without another word. Katrina was right; he would have never forgiven himself if he had killed her.

      He arrived back at the beach a few minutes later. “Ready to go?”

      Katrina nodded and put Sam back in the stroller. She smiled and waved at her friends as she headed back home with André. “It’s all gone.” She grinned when they were halfway down the block.

      “I know,” André answered. “But not with you, I hope.” He glanced sideways.

      Katrina smiled back at him. “I don’t think it’ll ever be gone with me.”

      “Good,” André replied as they rounded onto the driveway of the house.

      Linda came out on the front porch. “André, your father’s been looking for you.”

      “Why?” André asked.

      “I don’t know, but he wants you at the office as soon as possible.”

      André nodded, assuming his father wanted to talk about the mission. He ran upstairs and changed back into more appropriate clothing and Katrina dropped him off at the base, collecting a kiss before heading back home.

      He headed straight to his father’s office, catching Georgia’s eye as he walked by. A small, embarrassed smile appeared on her lips for a moment before André looked away. He slipped into his father’s office. “You called?” he asked, startling Matthew.

      “I didn’t hear you coming,” Matthew replied, looking up. “What the hell happened to your eye?”

      “It’s apparently gone,” he said in reference to his father’s unspoken commentary about the lack of the female office staff’s lewd thoughts and completely ignored his question.

      “How?”

      André shrugged. “Not quite sure,” he lied, but he came to the same conclusion as Katrina. Sleeping with his wife had somehow stopped the vibe from affecting the remainder of the female population. “So why did you want me back in the office?” André slid into the seat.

      “The president is on his way,” Matthew answered. “He wants to hold a press conference about you.”

      André raised his eyebrows. “Why?”

      “President Foster wants America to know exactly who is saving us. He wants to give them a hero, someone to believe in.”

      “I’m not a hero, Dad,” André answered. “I’m saving my ass, too.”

      Matthew chuckled. “Yes, but the president is going to make you one whether you like it or not.”

      “I’m not comfortable with that,” André said.

      “You don’t have a choice, son. When we step out into the press room in a couple hours, you are going to become the most talked about person on the planet.”

      André leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes. “Why do I have to be there?”

      “Because, I want the public to know you aren’t a threat,” he said. “Otherwise, our family’s safety could be in jeopardy.”

      André sat up straight in the chair. “Why would our family be in jeopardy?”

      Matthew sighed. “Sometimes you can be so naïve.”

      André slowly sank back into the chair. “You’re talking about Zyclon all over again, aren’t you?”

      “No, not like what happened to you as a child. You will become more like a celebrity than an outcast, but there are still nutcases out there who will view you as a threat no matter how we spin this. There will be fewer issues if you are seen and heard than if we keep you hidden.”

      André looked out the window at the sky. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to let this out before we deal with the meteor?” He nodded toward the window.

      “You told me you could move the meteor, and I believe you,” Matthew replied.

      President Foster walked in the room unannounced. “Are we about ready?”

      André shook his head without turning. “No I’m not.” He stood up, turning toward the president. “I’d rather wait.”

      The president studied him and André looked down at his hands. He didn’t want to be categorized as a freak again, not here.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not comfortable with the attention.”

      “Son, you’re the star quarterback on your high school football team. This will be easy in comparison. Trust me.” President Foster smiled. “Besides the press is already set up.”

      President Foster led the procession to the podium. André squinted into the bright camera lights and cringed at the roar their entry spawned. The room quieted down to a low murmur and he swallowed the bundle of nerves caught in his throat.

      Relax, Matthew told his son without glancing in his direction.

      This is a really bad idea, André thought and surveyed the crowd, forcing himself to stand still like his father.

      “Ladies and gentleman, thank you for coming on such short notice,” President Foster said. “In the last few hours, I’ve been briefed on a new situation that I am compelled to report to the American public.” He paused, glancing back at André and Matthew. “The astronomers at the Houston observatory advised the government that a meteor, larger than the one that caused the eastern hemisphere to flood, is on a direct collision course with Earth. By their calculation, this rock will hit somewhere in the north Atlantic in ten days.” He paused and glanced across the quiet room.

      Faces peered at the president, some with jaws hanging in shock, some with their hands over their mouths in an attempt to keep their horror in check and others, with wide, teary eyes.

      The silence thickened before the president continued, “However, we believe we can change the course of this meteor.”

      It took the matter of a blink for the room to go wild. Reporters jumped to their feet and fired questions in rapid succession.

      President Foster raised his palms and waited for the quiet to settle once again. “As I was saying, we believe we can prevent this disaster from occurring,” he said and sent a glance in Matthew and André’s direction.

      André remembered what his father told him the first time he encountered the press. They were a bunch of filthy vultures and right at this moment, they scared the daylights out of him. He offered a halfhearted smile and shot a sideways glance at Matthew.

      The president let the information he just shared with the press settle. He glanced back at Matthew and nodded, stepping to the side so they could approach the podium.

      Matthew stepped forward, leaving André along the wall near the door.

      The questions from the press box began to fly all at once, and Matthew held his hand up, waiting for the silence.

      “What’s the plan?” one of the reporters in the back called out as the room settled.

      “The plan is a little unorthodox…”

      A frazzled sergeant stepped onto the stage, interrupting Matthew. He hurried to the podium and slipped Matthew a piece of paper.

      Gleaning the thoughts of the sergeant, André almost choked, and the slow crawl of panic started in his stomach, echoing outward like a sound wave until it penetrated every cell in his body, freezing him in place.

      Matthew looked at the paper and back at the sergeant. He sent a glance in André’s direction and then addressed the crowd. “You will have to excuse me for a moment.”

      He slipped offstage, leaving André alone with the president to fend off the press.

      André stared at the chaos before him; questions shot out left and right and the president stepped to the podium. “As Commander Robbins stated, the plan is a bit unorthodox; however, if you quiet down, I will do my best to explain,” he said.

      The room immediately calmed. Reporters took their chairs and waited.

      Of all the thoughts swirling in the president’s head, André would have never guessed the one the president chose to lead with and when the words escaped the president’s lips, André wanted to disappear, to sink into the backdrop and back into obscurity.

      “How many of you remember the false reports of an alien in our solar system?”

      Almost all hands rose in response.

      The president looked in André’s direction. “Those reports were not false.”

      Pandemonium broke out on the floor and everyone in the press box jumped to his or her feet.

      André felt the heat bloom in his cheeks as a few press core gazes landed on him.

      “What does that have to do with the meteor?” one reporter shouted over the rest.

      “It seems that alien child has certain…gifts. Gifts such as telekinesis, and he has offered to push the meteor off course so it doesn’t collide with Earth.”

      Silence fell on the room and the president turned, waving toward André. “Ladies and gentlemen, André Robbins.”

      The room erupted. Questions flew like a hailstorm pounding the domes. André stared, unable to move or speak in the frenzy.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the president bellowed, “one question at a time.” He pointed to a female reporter with the Chicago Tribune. “Grace.”

      “How old are you?” she asked André.

      “Seventeen,” André answered, surprised at the strength in his voice.

      “Ted.” The president pointed to another reporter.

      “Why are you here?” Ted asked.

      André didn’t know how to answer that question. “Luck, I guess.” He wished his father was in the room to fend off the attack.

      The room exploded into questions again.

      “I will end this press conference if you continue to assault this child with questions all at once!” The president stepped in again and the room quieted down. Every reporter had their hands raised, waiting for their turn like an attentive class trying to impress the teacher.

      “Why did you leave your planet?” the reporter from the Denver Post asked.

      “I, uh...” André stumbled. “I, uh, I was exiled.”

      Low murmurs spread through the room, but the crowd behaved by the rules the president set forth.

      “Why?” another reporter called out before the president could pick the next reporter.

      “Because I was different,” he said and shifted from foot to foot, his palms clammy, and his stomach fluttering worse than Katrina with morning sickness. “That’s why they hunted me down, killed my parents and sent me into space to die.”

      Silence slammed down on the room as loud as a judge’s gavel, leaving only the buzzing of the equipment.

      André looked into the camera, certain his eyes reflected the fear coursing through his entire being. Without another word, he fled the room.
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      André walked into his father’s office.

      “We intercepted a transmission, André,” Matthew said with an earpiece still plastered to the side of his head, listening.

      “What kind of transmission?”

      Matthew took a deep breath. “I’m not sure,” he said. “It came from behind the meteor and I’d like you to listen to it to confirm the origin.”

      André nodded; Matthew pressed a few commands on the computer screen and the voice filled the office. Four seemingly innocent words with a slight variation in inflection and pronunciation but not that far off from Earth’s language: “Life in dis sector.”

      Four words spoken by a voice André would never forget.

      A voice responsible for carrying out all manner of horrors. André’s face and hands went cold with recognition. He shivered. “It’s Zyclonian.”

      Matthew studied him and André shifted in the seat under his father’s stark gaze. He shut down his mind, closing it off, keeping his thoughts under quarantine. “If they find out...” He closed his mouth and glanced at his father. If they find out I’m alive, the meteor will be the least of our worries.

      “It’s been over ten years since you were exiled,” Matthew said, standing and walking around the desk to face his son. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

      “Did you see the press conference?” André pointed to the screen on the wall, still broadcasting.

      Matthew shook his head. “No. Why?”

      “The president announced I’m an alien.”

      Matthew’s eyebrows rose.

      “And they are out there.” He pointed toward the window, the slow burn of panic lacing his skin. “Satellite feed, Dad. If they know I’m alive, they will come to destroy me.”

      Matthew’s phone squawked and he pressed the intercom. “Yes?”

      “Sir, we intercepted another transmission from the alien craft,” the voice notified Commander Robbins.

      Matthew looked at André. “What did it say?”

      “André lives.”
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      “He can’t go with us,” André said, nodding toward the president. “It’s too dangerous now.”

      The president stared at André. “I’ve been in dangerous situations before.”

      “But not with someone who can kill you without even seeing you, sir,” André said, “and I’m not so sure I can protect you from that.”

      “You can move a sixty thousand ton rock but you can’t protect us from another person?” the president asked.

      André shrugged. “I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “I don’t know how strong an adult Zyclonian is. All I know is I couldn’t stop them from killing my parents when I was six. I think I’m a hell of a lot stronger than I was then, but I really have no reference point, sir, and I’d prefer not to put your life in jeopardy.” He looked between the president and his father. “Or yours either,” he said to Matthew.

      “You’ve got no choice, son,” Matthew answered. “There’s no way I’m letting you go up there alone.”

      President Foster nodded and turned his attention back to André. “I’m going up there with you and your father,” he said and looked at his watch. “And we are leaving in less than an hour.”

      André’s jaw fell. He glanced at his father and received a nod, confirming the decision. “With all due respect, sir, I do not want you up there.”

      “André, the president and I can take care of ourselves,” Matthew said.

      André clenched his fists and glared at the two of them. “Really?” He exercised a fraction of his strength, slamming them both back against the far wall and cutting off their airway with a slight tilt of his head. “For me, this is the equivalent of a five-yard toss,” he said, putting a reference point on his effort. He counted to ten; just about the time their eyes started to bulge from the lack of oxygen, he released them, watching as they crumpled to the ground. “That’s nothing compared to what could happen up there.”

      Matthew stood and stared at his son, the shock written in his expression, and he turned to the president. “Mitch, maybe you ought to stay here,” he said.

      The president’s breath still wheezed but he stood and straightened himself out before answering Matthew. “I am going,” he said, dismissing any argument and stared André down.

      André broke eye contact first. “Y’all’re nuts,” he drawled looking back at his father and the president. He put his hands on his hips and took a deep breath, shaking his head. “You better bring Captain Grey.”

      “Who the hell is Captain Grey?” the president asked.

      “He’s a medical officer and he knows about André,” Matthew answered. He walked over to the phone and picked it up, summoning Cal to his office.

      “Let’s go get our asses fried in space,” André snapped and turned away. Figures. I’ll probably die up there. That’s exactly what they wanted anyway. He stared at the sky through the window.

      “Mitch, will you excuse us for a moment?”

      President Foster nodded and slipped into the outer office.

      “André, you can’t go up with that attitude,” Matthew said.

      “Now or later, what’s the difference? I’ve basically sealed the fate of this planet.” He looked back at his father.

      “You don’t know that,” Matthew said and crossed the room. He put his hand on André’s shoulder.

      “The son of a bitch up there knows I’m here.” He glanced at the sky again. “He told them I’m alive and he knows I’m coming after him,” André whispered. “Please convince the president not to come with us. I can’t protect both of you.”

      A soft knock at the door interrupted their conversation.

      “Come in.” Matthew barked the command.

      Cal walked into Matthew’s office and the president followed.

      “Captain, I gather you saw the news conference,” Matthew addressed him.

      “Yes, sir.” Cal stood at attention. He saluted both Matthew and the president.

      “At ease,” the President said as he crossed the room and took a seat on the leather couch under the television monitor.

      André turned to Cal. “Hi.”

      “You can really stop the meteor?”

      André nodded and looked over at his father.

      “André thought it would be a good idea to have a medical officer on board with us,” Matthew said.

      Cal’s brow furrowed. “Why?” he asked, looking back at André. “Will doing this hurt you?”

      “Pushing the meteor off course won’t,” André answered.

      “But the Zyclonian space explorer might,” Matthew added.

      Cal raised his eyebrows. “There’s another ship out there?”

      “Yes,” Matthew answered. “And it’s not friendly.”

      Cal looked around the room and nodded. “When do we leave?” he directed at Matthew.

      “In less than an hour,” Matthew replied.

      “Okay, I’ll meet you at the outer base with the medical supplies I’ll need for the three of us,” Cal answered.

      “Four,” President Foster said. “I’m going as well.”

      “Three,” Matthew corrected and gave a dismissive nod to Cal.

      Cal glanced at the three men, his gaze lingering on André before he left the room.

      Matthew waited until the door closed and turned to the president. “Mr. President, you can’t go with us,” he stated, throwing down the gauntlet.

      President Foster stared in disbelief. “Bullshit.”

      “Mitch, you can’t,” Matthew addressed him as a friend instead of as a subordinate. “You have a responsibility to steer clear of a known ambush. That is what we are doing. If we were just going up there to move a meteor, then yes, I’d welcome your company. But we know there’s a hostile presence up there. One aimed at killing my son.” He paused and glanced in André’s direction. “If his little display earlier is a preview of what could happen, then I have to stand firm on this. I will not clear you to be on that ship.”

      “Then I’ll fire you and get someone who will clear me.”

      “That is your prerogative, sir.” Matthew stood up. “I’ll clear my things from this office.” He began to stack his personal belongings in the center of the desk.

      “Goddamn it, Matthew!” President Foster snapped.

      Matthew looked up at him. “Am I fired?”

      President Foster glared at Matthew. “No,” he spat. He looked between André and Matthew and then stormed out of the room.

      “Thank you,” André said.

      “There are still three of us on board,” Matthew said.

      “I’m aware of that.” He glanced at his father. “Do I need to get a change of clothes or something?”

      “No, we have flight suits,” Matthew replied.

      “Change of underwear?” André raised an eyebrow and offered a smile.

      “No,” Matthew answered, his expression stern enough for André to ditch any further attempt at levity. “Let’s go,” he added and led André out of the office to the hovercraft in the parking lot.

      Outer base was twenty minutes away on the southeasternmost point of the dome wall, and André tried to focus on the task ahead, but all he kept hearing was that voice in the speakers and he shivered.

      “You don’t seem concerned that Captain Grey will be with us.”

      “Cal will be fine,” André said, studying the transitioning scenery.

      Matthew glanced at his son. “You know the captain’s first name?”

      André nodded without looking at Matthew, keeping his mind blank. “We talked quite a bit this summer.”

      Matthew remained quiet, casting glances in André’s direction, a crease appearing between his eyes. “You opened his barrier, didn’t you?”

      André pressed his lips together, irritated that his father could read him so easily.

      “André, it’s not safe to open barriers of just anyone.”

      “He’s a medical officer and he’s known about me since day one.” André turned toward his father. “He saved my life once already, or did you forget?”

      Matthew’s face went red. “I didn’t forget.”

      “I trust him,” André said. “So should you. He’s worked the powers in his mind to the point he is almost as strong as Katrina.”

      Matthew looked in his direction. “How powerful is Katrina?”

      “She saved Anna’s life today,” André said, looking out the window again. “Anna was going to kill Katrina, so I blew up her craft.” He summed up the event, glancing at his father again. “Kat put a barrier around Anna so she wouldn’t get hurt in the explosion.”

      “You tried to kill someone?”

      “I reacted. She intended on killing Kat, and I had to stop her,” he answered.

      “Why the hell would she want to kill Katrina?”

      “Because my vibe drove her over-the-edge crazy,” André said. “Can we talk about something else?” He glanced at his father. “Please?”

      “You told Katrina what happened this morning?”

      André sighed. “Yes.”

      “And that’s all she did to you?” He nodded toward André’s face.

      “Yes,” André answered and his mind traveled to the shower. He couldn’t wipe away the thoughts or the grin that formed fast enough.

      Matthew swerved, glaring at André. “In my house?”

      André blushed.

      “I could just wring your neck.”

      “I’m sorry, but she’s my wife. Besides, it broke whatever spell I was transmitting.” André sensed the resignation in his father and met his sideways glance.

      Matthew sighed. “I’m glad I won’t have to be privy to that anymore.”

      André nodded. “Me too,” he answered as they pulled into the outer base.
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      Matthew marched directly to Cal as soon as they arrived at the base. “I understand you allowed my son to convert you.”

      Cal nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Matthew scanned the captain’s mind and sized him up. He found nothing that would prevent him from coming on the trip, quite the contrary. This man would die to protect André, just as Matthew would. “Fine,” he replied, satisfied with what he dug out of the captain’s mind.

      “He’s a special kid,” Cal replied.

      “Yes he is.” Matthew followed Cal’s gaze to where André stood. “It’s been a tough year, though.” He looked back at Cal.

      Cal nodded. “I imagine so, but at least he had honorable intentions.”

      Matthew smiled. “Not always,” he said. “Sometimes he’s just a rebellious, impulsive teenager.”

      Cal laughed. “I can see that, too. I have no idea how I would have dealt with the collective female population throwing themselves at me.”

      Matthew shook his head. “I’m with you there. I probably would have tagged every single one of them,” he said, voicing what he would never admit to his son.

      Cal chuckled and nodded. He headed toward the situation room with Matthew.

      André sat in a gray and blue nylon flight suit with a matching gray baseball cap on his head, waiting for them.

      Matthew turned on the monitor and dimmed the lights. A satellite image came up on the screen, showing the path of the meteor through the galaxy. “The meteor will be passing by Saturn in a few hours. We’ll be intercepting it just beyond Jupiter.” He pushed another button, showing the projected path of the meteor. “We want to push this thing a few hundred kilometers off the current course.” He pushed the button and showed the new path of the meteor, missing Earth and eventually colliding with the sun. “That is our primary directive.” He looked at his son. “This must happen before we intercept our visitor.”

      André nodded acknowledgment.

      “We believe the explorer is following in the meteor’s wake, hidden from our satellites,” he explained. “When you shove this thing off course, he’ll be exposed.” Matthew looked at both men in the room. “That’s when I expect all hell to break loose.”

      “What’s the plan?” André asked, looking at the path of the meteor replaying behind his father.

      “Capture and detain,” Matthew said.

      André laughed. “You’re shitting me?”

      “No,” Matthew answered. “I’m not going out there with the intent to kill anyone, and neither are you.”

      André looked at the floor.

      “Wipe those thoughts out of your mind, André. That’s apt to get us killed,” Cal said. “If our visitor perceives us as a danger, then we’re already dead.”

      Matthew nodded. “We’re going to act very surprised when we see the ship. Understand?”

      André looked at his father. “Bluff?”

      “Not exactly,” Matthew said.

      André looked at him, his eyes widening, and he shook his head. “You’re out of your fucking mind, Dad.”

      “You have to wipe all traces of knowledge of him out of your mind right now.” He looked at Cal. “And out of our minds.” He looked back at André. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

      “I understand, but I don’t know if I can do that,” André said.

      “You have to wipe out everything from the point we left my office to go to the press conference and Cal’s memory from the point he entered my office this afternoon.”

      André stood up in protest. “It screws with your brain,” he said.

      “This is the only way this will work and if you need to grasp a bright side here, I won’t remember you and Katrina slept together under my roof today.”

      André blushed and picked at another hangnail. Taking a deep breath, he gave his father a slight nod without raising his eyes.

      “You can fill us in on why we are here, minus the visitor,” Cal piped in.

      “You’re going to be disoriented,” André said.

      “It’s all right.” Matthew approached André. “I trust you, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember. Can you sit down?”

      Matthew sat as André requested.

      André focused on Cal first, his eyes transitioning to that neon blue Matthew had seen dozens of times, but he had never seen the full transition of power that turned André’s eyes into a laser red flash. “You remember coming to my father’s office and being told we’re going out into space, but that’s it. Next thing, you are here.”

      Cal winced and blinked, glancing at André and Matthew, a puzzled crease appearing between his eyes.

      André smiled. “Go change in to your flight suit, Cal,” André said and Cal nodded and headed to change.

      “Damn.” Matthew watched Cal walk off. “It’s a complete blank,” he said and glanced back at André.

      “Are you sure you want me to do this, Dad?”

      “It’s the only way I can keep you safe,” Matthew said and inhaled, wondering if there were any nasty long-term side effects to the mind erase he was agreeing to.

      “Besides a possible stroke?” André asked, worry painting his gaze.

      “I will be fine, André. Just do what you have to do,” Matthew said.
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      André inhaled and concentrated. “You fired me and I took off. You called me back for the press conference, the president announced what we were planning and explained who I am.” He paused and raked his palm over his face. “You have no other memories since I left the office outside of the meteor.” He pushed gently and his father reacted the same way as Cal. “Dad, we’re getting ready to go.”

      Matthew looked around, blinking and confused.

      “The meteor.” André pointed at the repeating trajectory on the screen behind him. “You said we need to knock it off base by a couple hundred kilometers?” André asked. “Does it matter which direction?”

      Matthew shot his eyes between the screen and André. “No. Either direction will take it out of Earth’s path. Think you can do that?”

      “Sure, Dad.” André kept his mind as blank as a new sheet of paper.

      Matthew looked at his son, his brow furrowing. “What the hell happened to your eye?”

      André shifted. “I told Kat about this morning. She was a little angry.”

      Matthew barked laughter. “I’m surprised you’re still breathing.”

      André smiled. “Yeah, well, she forgave me.”

      Matthew shook his head. “You are one lucky son of a bitch.” He stood. “Linda would have shot me if I pulled what you have.”

      André glanced at his father. “I don’t intend to screw up like that ever again.”

      “I hope not because I’ll throttle you myself. She’s not someone you want to lose, André,” Matthew said and headed off to change.

      André closed his eyes, collected all the memories relating to the visitor in space and jammed them in the room in the back of his mind, closed the imaginary door and locked it. He prayed that would be enough. When he opened his eyes, his gaze landed on the shuttle, studying it from a distance and remembering the last time he flew.

      “This ship is a little bigger than the last one you were on,” Cal said as he stepped next to André, wearing the same flight suit.

      “Seems like a lifetime ago,” André whispered and let the silence fill the space between them.

      “How’s Sam doing?” Cal asked after a few moments lost in thought.

      André smiled. “He’s finally sleeping through the night now.” He turned toward Cal. “It’s been a long ass summer.”

      “Just look at it this way, you’ll be under forty when your boy is out of college.”

      Forty. André couldn’t comprehend being that old and let out a laugh. “There’s something to look forward to.”

      Cal smiled. “It’s not that old.”

      André smirked and huffed.

      “Hey, I’m not that far from forty,” Cal pointed out.

      “You’re over thirty?” André asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you were younger,” André said.

      “I’ve got a medical degree through the service, André. That means eight years of school, followed by two years as a resident. I was in my second year as a resident when you first arrived,” Cal explained. “You do the math.”

      “Thirty-four?” André answered.

      Cal smiled. “Not bad.”

      “You’re twice my age,” he marveled.

      “Okay, now you’re pushing it.”

      “Sorry, Cal,” André said. “It’s just that I thought you were, like, twenty-five.”

      Cal laughed. “Your dad isn’t even forty yet.”

      André turned and watched as Matthew crossed the floor. “Yeah, but he turns forty this year,” he said before his father was at their side.

      “Commander.” Cal saluted.

      “At ease, Captain.”

      Cal relaxed and smiled. “Your son thinks forty’s old.”

      Matthew shrugged with a small smile on his lips. “What does he know?”

      Cal laughed and followed Matthew onto the ship.

      André looked around the hangar and then followed them on board, trying to lock the trepidation out of his mind.

      Matthew glanced back at his son. “You all right?” he asked, sensing his son’s unease.

      André nodded. “I’m just a little nervous to go back up there.”

      Cal turned in the co-pilot’s chair, his brow furrowed as he caught the lie. He glanced at Matthew, and then back at André.

      “Let it go,” André said to Cal.

      Matthew looked between the two of them. He went to speak and closed his mouth, turning to the controls. He glanced at Cal as he turned the ignition over, rolled the ship to the exit gates, and waited for the hangar door behind them to close so the vacuum seal could take hold before he opened the outer gate.

      Rolling down the runway, he revved the turbo engines and accelerated. As soon as they were airborne, he took the ship up at a seventy-degree angle through the atmospheric layers. Once in space, he set the jets to maximum speed, hitting close to ninety thousand miles per second. He programmed the course into the computer and turned to his passengers.

      André watched the stars trace by in bright lines, awed by the view. He had been so sick when Matthew found him that this was lost on him the first time around. Time passed in silence as both Cal and André stared at the celestial visions filling the windshield of the spacecraft.

      “You did your thing to Cal,” Matthew stated, breaking the silence after they approached Mars and Jupiter loomed in the distance.

      André’s gaze shot to his father’s. “Yes.” He didn’t hesitate to answer. He glanced back out the window. “How much longer?” he asked, feeling the dread wrap around his heart.

      “An hour or so,” he answered. “When?”

      “Hmmm?” André asked, not taking his eyes from the awe-inspiring sight.

      “When did you do it?”

      “Early this summer,” Cal answered. “I asked him to.”

      Matthew focused his attention on Cal. “What did you hope to gain?”

      Cal smiled. “Knowledge.”

      Matthew leaned back. “So what can you do?”

      “Cal already had a touch of ESP before I opened the gate,” André said.

      Matthew looked back at André. “While you are on this mission, you will refer to him as Captain Grey, understand?”

      André snorted at his father. “What the hell are you babbling about?”

      Matthew swung the chair full around and stared down his son. “This is not a game, son. It is a military mission and while you are under my command, you will act accordingly.”

      “Yes, sir,” André mumbled.

      Matthew turned back to the controls. “So, Captain, what can you do?”

      “I can move things and read minds,” Cal said and turned, studying André, a crease appeared between his eyes. “What’s eating you?” he asked.

      André shook his head. “Nothing.” He looked up through the window as they passed the red blur of Mars.

      Matthew and Cal exchanged a look.

      “Just let it go. All right?” André said.

      Matthew turned toward André. “What is wrong?”

      André looked out the window. “I just had a bad day,” he answered, trying to find something other than the truth to focus on. The door in the back of his mind was straining against the pressure. “The thing this morning, the fight with Katrina.” He shrugged and looked at his father. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “What happened this morning?” Cal asked.

      “Georgia happened this morning,” André said.

      After a moment, the crease between Cal’s eyes faded and he said, “Damn, no wonder your wife slugged you.”

      André shrugged. “Yeah, I screwed things up royally.” He looked down at his wedding band. “If things had gone differently today, she would have never forgiven me.” He looked back out the window.

      “I’m amazed she forgave you at all,” Matthew remarked.

      “I saved her life today,” André said, gaining the attention of both men. “And inadvertently, she saved mine.”

      “What happened?” Matthew asked, concern replacing some of his irritation.

      “Anna tried to kill her,” he explained. “She tried to run Kat over with her hovercraft.”

      Matthew raised his eyebrows, remembering Anna as one of the many girls André had dated his sophomore year. “Why?”

      André sighed. “The vibe made her a little psycho.”

      “What’d you do?” Matthew asked.

      “I blew up the hovercraft before it got to Kat,” André answered.

      “You killed Anna?”

      He shook his head. “No. But only because Katrina saved her ass.” He took a deep breath. “I reacted.” He studied the control panel, not meeting his father’s eyes. “Badly,” he added. “So, I’ve got a little bit on my mind right now.”

      “Jesus,” Matthew said, turning back to the controls.

      André felt Matthew’s disappointment pressing down on his chest. He closed his eyes, succumbing to the gravity of what he did.

      “You lost control?”

      “No. I knew exactly what I was doing,” he answered. “She was gonna kill Kat.”

      The silence fell over the three of them, no one knowing quite what to say.

      “Let’s go move a meteor,” Cal said, breaking the awkward silence that settled on the cabin.

      Jupiter was now within sight and Matthew eased back on the controls, changing the direction of the ship so the meteor was now in full view. “Do you need to be closer than this?” he asked, looking back at André.

      “Probably,” he answered, “and more to the side as opposed to head-on.” André considered the situation. “Do you have the exact coordinates of where it is so I know which way to push it, Dad?” Nerves jumbled in his stomach.

      Matthew pushed a button on the control panel and a monitor slid down to the right of André. After a moment, the screen came to life with the data of the current projected path of the meteor and then the projected corrected path required to launch it into the sun’s orbit. It showed the distance differentials between the original path and the changed path as well as probable margin for error.

      André digested the information while his father navigated the craft where André requested. He glanced out the window, feeling the first tentacles of thought scans by the intruder. He shut down his mind, concentrating on the task at hand. “That should be good enough,” he said.

      Matthew slowed the craft, turning it toward the meteor. “What do you need from us?”

      André bit his lower lip and looked between the window and his father. “I need the co-pilot seat,” he said, glancing at Cal.

      Cal stared out the window. A deep crease appeared between his eyes as he studied the meteor and André knew he felt the mind scan as well.

      “Captain, do you mind?” Matthew asked.

      Cal looked at Matthew. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “André needs your seat.”

      He nodded, glancing back through the window as he unbuckled and relinquished his seat.

      André settled into the co-pilot’s seat and took a deep breath, settling his nerves and concentrating on gathering the energy within him into a tight ball in his chest. His skin tingled with the power and his pulse pounded, tingeing everything in front of him with a pink hue. His eyes burned with the effort. He clamped his eyes closed, focusing the explosive energy.

      When the tingling sensation transitioned into scorching pain, he opened his eyes, letting the power beast loose, aiming it at the meteor. Space rippled in a straight line from their shuttle, closing the distance to the meteor in a blink of an eye.

      The meteor vaporized, leaving a billion dust particles floating in space and shock registered in André, dropping his jaw just before the world went black.
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      Matthew stared at the dust particles in awe and turned to witness André slump in the co-pilot’s seat, with only the whites of his eyes visible and his skin as pale as the day Katrina’s father stabbed him.

      “Jesus,” Matthew shouted, ripping his seatbelt off and jumping to André’s side. He lifted his son’s limp head. “Oh sweet Jesus,” he whispered at the slackness in André’s face.

      Cal shoved Matthew aside and felt André’s neck for a pulse. “He’s alive,” he said over his shoulder to Matthew.

      He closed his eyes in a silent prayer until a heavily accented voice filled his head and both he and Cal spun to the windshield and the approaching spacecraft.

      “Holy crap,” Cal said, his eyes going wide. He forgot about his unconscious ward for the moment.

      Matthew took a step, blocking André behind him in a protective reflex before he picked up the transmitter. Trading a glance with Cal, he pressed the button and said, “State your intentions.” The only other spacecraft Matthew ever came in contact with was André’s and he wondered if this ship was from the same origin.

      “Peace.” The voice barreled through the cabin in a low baritone that shook the interior of the spaceship.

      Matthew had no tangible reason to doubt the alien’s motive, but his internal alarms sounded anyway and an unspeakable apprehension gripped him. “Permission to board?” Matthew asked, glancing at Cal and swallowing the sudden onset of nerves.

      “State your intentions?” the voice boomed.

      “Same as yours,” Matthew replied.

      “Permission granted.” The craft dipped below and out of sight, followed by the familiar sound of the airlock whistle signaling a successful docking.

      “Think he’ll be all right?” Matthew asked, looking at André.

      “His heart rate is strong and his breathing is regular,” Cal said. “I think he just expended more energy than any of us expected. I’m sure he’ll come to in a few.” He looked at the docking cabin. “I thought I felt something out there,” he said.

      Matthew studied the docking cabin as well, debating as he met the captain’s gaze. “You coming?”

      Cal smiled. “Hell, yeah.”

      After an atmospheric scan validated the alien craft would sustain them, Matthew opened the air lock and stepped into the docking station, closing the door behind him. “Our visitor needs oxygen just like we do,” he said and the discovery did nothing to settle his internal alarms. A snarled nerve bundle settled in the pit of his stomach. He glanced back toward the cockpit and André, still reading a big blank.

      Cal gnawed on his lower lip, surveying the air lock to the other ship.

      “Here goes,” Matthew said and with a deep breath, he released the air lock to the visitor’s craft and entered with the captain in tow.

      A man towering close to seven feet stood in the front of the craft with his back to the air lock, his hands clasped loosely behind his back.

      Matthew knew he was tracking them in the reflection, but he wasn’t prepared for the image when the alien turned toward them. Red eyes shimmered from an otherwise human form. Matthew stopped in his tracks, his gaze landing on the scar on the alien’s cheek and all the stories André told of his homeland surfaced. This was the Zyclonian commander who carried out the order. The one who sealed André in that death pod.

      Anger blushed in his cheeks and he saw the nuance of a change in the man. The calm, friendly smile changed, turning feral and dangerous.

      “You have something I want.”

      Matthew laughed at the sheer irony. He had longed to be in the same room as this man, to kick his ass to the other side of the universe and back. But with André so close and no idea of how powerful this man was, he couldn’t take the chance. “I have no clue what you are talking about.”

      “He vaporized the meteor,” the Zyclonian replied.

      “You can’t have him,” Matthew said, his internal alarms now sounding louder than the pounding of his heart.

      The Zyclonian laughed until he lost his balance, taking a step back against an invisible shove and his gaze swung to Cal.

      “You can’t have him.” Cal echoed Matthew’s sentiments. His hands balled into fists and his head hung low. His eyes narrowed into glaring slits aimed at the alien standing at the bow of the ship. He clenched his teeth, trying to let the anger build, to fuel his power. “You can’t kill him,” he clarified, gleaning the stranger’s deepest thoughts.

      Cal slammed against the wall with enough force to daze him. He slumped to the ground, struggling to his hands and knees.

      “Who are you to stop me?” he asked, glancing in Matthew’s direction.

      “I’m his father,” Matthew growled.

      The stranger laughed again. “You aren’t his father.”

      “Bullshit,” Matthew spat.

      “I killed his father,” the Zyclonian laughed, taking a step toward Matthew. “Just like I’m going to kill you.”

      Pain seared his entire body and Matthew fell to his knees, struggling to pull in a breath against the invisible hand crushing his chest.
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      The cold hand of fear wrapped around his heart and André sat up like a bolt of lightning, his eyes darting around the ship, disoriented.

      André, wake your ass up now. Cal’s thoughts invaded his mind, jolting him out of the chair. He followed the silent beacon, out through the air lock. His father’s pain slammed into him like a tackle from a blind side. He stumbled, trying to catch himself. Fury enveloped him and he stormed around the corner, his gaze landing on the man causing his father’s suffering. “Let him go,” André growled.

      The man glanced at André. “Hello André. It’s been a long time,” he said and his eye twitched.

      Matthew’s shoulder split open and his scream of pain echoed on the walls.

      André stepped in front of his father, interrupting the power flow.

      Matthew collapsed on the floor, his breath no longer gasping, but coming in harsh pulls as the air flowed in.

      Cal crawled over to Matthew and began assessing the damage.

      André glared at the man, recognition settling deep in his gut, bringing with it a raw blinding rage. “I know you,” he hissed.

      “I never imagined you would live long enough to be saved.” The man laughed.

      Hatred flared, along with memories of his parents’ dying screams. “You’re the son of a bitch who killed my parents.”

      “I killed them slowly, painfully, without mercy. And now I’m going to do the same to you.” His eye twitched.

      André’s left shoulder split open and he clenched his teeth. “Is that all you got?” André asked, using the pain to fuel the building power in his soul. With a tilt of his head, he released a bullet, sending the man flying back against the glass. André took a step forward with murder in his heart.

      “Don’t, André,” Matthew gasped.

      André paused, his father’s labored plea taking some of the fire from him. “He killed my parents,” he said, justifying his intent.

      “That doesn’t mean you get to do the same,” Matthew said, his voice a little more controlled.

      André ground his teeth, glaring at the man, still holding him against the glass with a fraction of his power. “He was also the one who sealed me in that tin can to die.” The glass behind the man began to crack under the pressure. “Get my father out of here, Cal,” André ordered, glancing over his shoulder. “Now.”

      Cal picked Matthew up, backing out of the room and into the airlock. It closed at André’s direction, sealing them out of the deadly space before he focused back on the Zyclonian. He wanted to feel this man’s bones break under his fists. He released the alien from his mental grip.

      The man fell to the ground, but was up on his feet within a heartbeat.

      “Captain Trevor, what the hell are you doing in my galaxy?”

      “Looking for another world to conquer,” he said and his eye twitched.

      André put his hand up, stopping the flow of power aimed at him. The alien’s eyes widened in surprise. “Have you ever used your hands to kill?” he asked. “Or are you just a fucking coward?” He pushed the power back in the direction it originated, knocking Captain Trevor back on his ass.

      “I’d love to tear your head off with my bare hands and bring it back to the emperor.” Captain Trevor stood, advancing at the implied invitation.

      André smiled and without warning, threw the first punch. It connected with Captain Trevor’s chest, sending him flying onto his back. “That felt good,” he said and turned so he led with his right shoulder, protecting his injured shoulder, both fists positioned in front of him like a boxer. “If you knew I was coming, why didn’t you just take out the ship?” he asked as the captain got to his feet.

      Captain Trevor charged.

      André sidestepped and threw an upper cut, connecting with the captain’s rib cage, knocking him across the ship. “Is it because you aren’t as strong as I am?”

      “I’m going to take great pleasure in seeing you die,” Captain Trevor said, standing up.

      André shook his head. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I promised my girl I’d come home from this trip.” He centered himself again.

      “Your girl?” the captain asked.

      “Yeah, I got a girl waiting for me. But you, you’ve got nothing waiting for you but a world of hurt.”

      The captain lunged, this time swinging and connecting with André’s jaw.

      André stumbled back, catching himself before he lost his balance completely, but it wasn’t quick enough to prevent Captain Trevor from reaching him. A hand as strong as the vise in his father’s garage clamped down on André’s throat, lifting him off his feet and slamming him into the wall.

      “Looks like your girl is going to be disappointed after all,” Captain Trevor growled in André’s face, and dug his thumb into the cut on André’s shoulder with his free hand.

      André cried out in pain. “Son of a bitch,” he gasped, throwing a weak punch into Captain Trevor’s side and planting a kick with everything he had, right between Captain Trevor’s legs. He dropped instantly; the captain sunk to his knees, holding his balls, red tears welling in his eyes.

      André didn’t wait for the captain to regain his composure. He slammed his fist into the captain’s upturned face, smashing his nose. He threw a second punch, connecting with the captain’s eye. Crippling pain ripped through his thigh as it split to the bone and he yelped, stumbling back to the center of the room before slipping to his knee.

      Anger raged, twirling and binding with the pain, and André forced himself to his feet.

      Captain Trevor leaned against the wall, his nose gushing blood from between his hands. His eye twitched again, slamming André across the room into the far wall.

      Fire flared in his side and he nearly doubled over, his hand pressing against the wet fabric of his flight suit, pushing the torn skin together. Wrath boiled through every vein, pounding and pulsing until it merged in the center of his being. Like a rocket, his power fired, accompanied by a roar that echoed off every surface in the room.

      Captain Trevor catapulted toward the window of the aircraft and the glass crumpled against the shove André let loose. Both Captain Trevor and all the oxygen in the alien craft were sucked into space.

      The air hissed out of André’s lungs and he lunged for the air lock, mentally pressing the release valve, opening the door to the cargo bay beyond. It took all his effort to pull himself out of the space vacuum and into the cargo bay, leaving him just enough energy to slam his palm on the door controls.

      His lungs stung with the lack of oxygen and he fell on his hands and knees, crawling toward the shuttle door as white spots filled his vision. It took a moment to understand the high-pitched wheeze wasn’t the replenishing of oxygen; it was coming from him. Pain and panic filtered into his consciousness and he reached for the shuttle door. “Dad,” he exhaled with the last of the oxygen.
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      The doors swished open and Matthew turned to see Cal drag André into the spacecraft. Matthew sat at the controls, his shoulder bandaged and throbbing, but not as much as the fear lacing the lining of his stomach.

      “Get us out of here, Commander,” Cal said.

      Matthew didn’t need to be told twice. He unlatched the ship from the alien craft and headed back toward Earth. He caught a fleeting view of the Zyclonian and wondered if he was dead. A closer look at the crystallized face confirmed it, and Matthew glanced over his shoulder. “How’s my son?”

      Cal didn’t answer directly, but the barely concealed curses jolted Matthew along with the intensity of how Cal worked. Blood flowed in pulses from André’s thigh, and Matthew swallowed hard. He’d seen that type of wound before. An arterial bleed, the kind that requires transfusion to keep the patient alive and his head snapped toward the body of the Zyclonian who hurt his son.

      He turned the ship around.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Getting my son blood,” Matthew replied and slowed the ship as he passed the floating corpse.

      Cal nodded before continuing his patch job on André’s thigh, brandishing his laser like a wizard wields his magic wand. “We need to get him back home, as fast as you can, Commander. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

      Maneuvering the ship, he trapped the dead body in the outer bay, and then he resealed the doors and pressurized the air lock.

      A thud followed as the body hit the floor.

      “Tell me when it’s safe,” Cal said, taking a sample of André’s blood and cataloguing it in his handheld computer. He pulled out a syringe and a bag, setting it aside until Matthew gave the word and went back to patching André up.

      “Okay,” Matthew said, and opened the air lock.

      Cal disappeared into the loading bay and returned a few minutes later with a collection bag holding a little under a half pint of frigid blood and gave Matthew a nod. “It’s close enough to André’s.”

      Matthew closed the air lock and depressurized the loading dock, allowing the temperature to drop and freeze dry the corpse just in case they needed more. He put the ship into overdrive and sped toward home. He spared a quick look, in time to capture Cal setting up the transfusion line.

      “How much longer?” Cal asked.

      “An hour. I’m pushing the limit on this thing,” he said, pulling his attention away from André and concentrating on getting them home. He maneuvered the ship through space at a speed he never dared before and it took every ounce of focus to reach their destination in one piece. Earth sped toward him and true to his word, an hour later they skidded to a stop at the outer base bay.

      “Tell me my son is okay,” he said as he drove the ship through the doors and into the hangar. Red strobe lights of the ambulance reflected in the otherwise dark hangar and Matthew was thankful they returned much earlier than expected and there would be no added complications of getting André the help he needed.

      “I don’t know if he is, sir,” Cal said, looking down at the unconscious boy. “He stopped shaking about twenty minutes ago, but his pulse is still all over the place.”

      The doors to the ship opened and medics converged. Matthew ordered the body in the back of the ship cryogenically preserved and tagged as an organ donor for André and trusted they adhered to his directive. He didn’t wait to oversee the collection; instead, he climbed into the waiting ambulance, wincing with every motion, the pain wracking every nerve now that the adrenaline had died.

      “You need to be checked out when we get there,” Cal said.

      He nodded and dug his phone out of his pocket, calling the house. “Hi, Linda,” he said, exhaustion lacing his voice and he cleared his throat. “There’s been…” He traded a glance with Cal. “There’s been an accident and André’s hurt.”

      “What?” Linda’s voice carried the disbelief he expected.

      “André is seriously wounded,” he said and squeezed the bridge of his nose. Voicing the words brought burning tears of fear to his eyes and he squeezed them back. “We’re on our way to St. Vincent’s. Bring Katrina.”

      He disconnected the call and took a calming breath, pushing away the fear of losing André and concentrating on his earlier feat. Meeting Cal’s gaze, he finally voiced his awe. “He vaporized that meteor.”

      “Yeah. And he saved both our lives.”

      Please, God, don’t let my son die. Matthew offered a silent prayer, hoping the Lord would spare him this kind of pain.

      “I’ll do my best to make sure that doesn’t happen, Commander,” Cal said.

      Matthew nodded, blocking the thought from his mind.
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      “Matthew, I got him. You need an x-ray,” Cal said as they climbed out of the ambulance. He gave a nod to an orderly, who escorted Matthew away.

      Cal gave the rundown to the emergency room doctor as they wheeled André into a private triage room. He worked side by side with the doctor to clean and cauterize all the wounds, including inspecting the laser patch job he did in space.

      “You saved this boy’s life,” Dr. Schwartz stated as he inspected the artery. “Nice job.”

      “Thanks, but he isn’t out of the woods yet,” Cal said, checking the readout on the machines.

      The doctor glanced over his shoulder at the numbers. “Those can’t be right,” he said.

      Cal glanced over his shoulder. “They are.”

      “But his heart rate…”

      Cal glanced at the register, the sporadic and slow beat unlike any healthy human. It resembled the beginning of a cardiac arrest and the doctor flipped on the defibrillator.

      “Dr. Schwartz, that is not necessary.” Cal reached over and turned off the machine. “He isn’t in cardiac arrest.”

      “But the readout?”

      “If he was human, I would agree, but he’s not and I’ve seen this before,” Cal said, praying he was right. He didn’t know what an electric shock would do to André, and the kid had slipped into what looked like a coma.

      The doctor blinked and stepped back as if André were a ticking bomb and his eyes widened. “That’s the alien from the president’s press conference?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he—”

      “Yes, he stopped the meteor,” Cal answered before the doctor finished his question. “And now that he’s stabilized, I’d like him moved to the intensive care unit and kept under observation while I talk with his family.”

      Dr. Schwartz nodded.

      “If anything changes, please page me,” Cal said, writing his pager number on the chart. “And please make sure a security detail is put in place. I don’t want the press to get wind that we are here.”

      Dr. Schwartz deflated a bit but he nodded and Cal gave him a quiet glare.

      “Consider this part of doctor-patient confidentiality. If you leak any of this to the press, I’ll make sure the only job you can get is wiping babies’ butts in the local shelter medical unit.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dr. Schwartz said and wheeled André toward the ICU.

      Cal stripped his gloves and threw them in the trash before heading to the emergency waiting room in search of Matthew’s family. He stopped at the registration counter. “Excuse me, can you tell me where Commander Robbins is?”

      “He’s still in the x-ray department,” the nurse said.

      Cal nodded and entered the waiting room, peeling off his surgical hat. “Mrs. Robbins?”

      Both women looked at Cal.
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      The concern in Cal’s eyes, along with his flurry of thought, sent Katrina’s heart racing. Panic tried to steal her voice, but she pressed through it and asked, “Is André all right?” Despite her best efforts, tears clouded her vision.

      Cal pulled up a chair. “He’s in a coma,” he said, keeping eye contact with Katrina. “He sustained trauma to his shoulder, leg, and abdomen. He has several bruises on his back and neck, but thankfully nothing is broken.” He offered a hint of a smile. “He also went without oxygen for a few minutes and that’s what we believe precipitated the coma.” He glanced at the sleeping baby in the carrier in front of Katrina. “The bright spot is that he still has brain activity and is breathing on his own.” He raised his gaze back to hers.

      Katrina blinked and hot tears cut paths down her cheek. “Coma? André’s in a coma?”

      Cal nodded.

      “How?” she started, and then her eyes widened. The question brought a stream of memories from Cal, walking her through the horror.

      “Y’all knew there was a Zyclonian explorer behind the meteor and you still went up there?” Katrina said, her voice shaking with the anger that flared.

      Cal tilted his head and his eyebrows scrunched together. “I, uh...”

      Katrina’s eyes narrowed. “Dad asked him to erase your memories?”

      Cal shut his mouth, the crease between his eyes smoothing out and his eyes widening as well. “I guess he did.”

      “Then why the hell do you remember it?”

      He shrugged. “I got knocked around a bit too.”

      Her anger diffused, replaced by panic, and she held her fiery response at bay. She couldn’t lose André, not now, not when their son was so young. “When can I see him?” Her voice cracked under the stress rattling through her.

      “Right now if you’d like,” he replied.

      Linda cleared her throat, capturing their attention; her face was pale and her eyes peered out from dark circles of worry. “Where’s Matthew?”

      “In the x-ray department. He was banged up a bit too,” Cal said, leading them into the hallway.

      Katrina stared at the matted mess at the back of Cal’s head.

      “Did anyone check you out?” Linda asked.

      “No. Why?”

      “You have blood on the back of your head,” Katrina said.

      Cal reached up and touched his hair. He pulled his hand away and looked at the tacky blood on his fingers. “Huh, look at that.”
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      Matthew glanced up from the x-ray table when Cal entered the room. He slipped his shirt on with a wince, pain still flaring even with the elasticized belt strapped around his midsection. “Six cracked ribs,” Matthew said. “How’s André?”

      “Coma,” Cal said.

      Matthew hung his head. “I should have never taken him up there.”

      “Commander, he’s breathing on his own and still has brain activity,” Cal said. “So stop kicking yourself. He wouldn’t want that.”

      Matthew inhaled and held the deep breath, waiting for the sharp stab to dissipate before exhaling slowly. “Cal, I wanted to thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For saving my life and André’s.”

      “It’s my job, sir.”

      Matthew nodded. “Well this was above and beyond and I think that warrants a promotion,” he said and stood. “Colonel.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Cal replied with a humble smile. He led Matthew to André’s room.

      When Matthew stepped in the room, Katrina sat holding André’s hand. Tears rolled down her cheeks unchecked while Linda rocked with Sam in the corner, humming in the baby’s ear. Her gaze met Matthew’s, conveying the level of concern in her heart. “Hi,” she said, standing and crossing the room to kiss his cheek.

      “Hi, hon,” he replied.

      “What happened?” Linda asked.

      “André took care of the meteor and then we were ambushed by a Zyclonian space ship,” he said and glanced toward the bed. “If I had known the son of a bitch was out there, I would have never gone near the ship,” he said, looking at his son.

      “You knew that bastard was up there.” Katrina turned on Matthew. “You knew he was behind the meteor, and you knew he wanted to hurt André.”

      Her words hit harder than the Zyclonian’s fist and Matthew inhaled, feeling the sting in his ribs. “There’s no way—”

      “Take a look at Cal’s memories,” she said, cutting off his rebuke and pointing toward Cal.

      He swung his gaze to Cal. His mind was open and the events of the last twelve hours transmitted in a matter of seconds, giving Matthew a full account of conversations that seemed to be non-existent in his own mind. “I ordered him to wipe out our memories?”

      “Yes. You did it to protect us, sir. You believed we wouldn’t get the chance to address the meteor if the alien knew we were aware of his presence. In light of what happened, I’d have to say that was a smart move.”

      Matthew narrowed his eyes. “Why can you remember and I still draw a complete blank?”

      Cal touched the back of his head. “I guess the bang on my head must have jarred the memories back.”

      “Jesus,” he whispered and turned his gaze to the hospital bed.

      Katrina glanced at all of them. “I’d like to be alone with my husband, if you don’t mind,” she said, tears shimmering on her cheeks. “Please.”

      They shuffled out of the room and closed the door behind them. Matthew took a seat on the bench in the hallway and put his head in his hands. “What kind of father am I?”

      “You are a good father,” Linda said, taking the seat next to him with Sam on her shoulder.

      Yeah, right. I walked him right into the devil’s lair.
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      Katrina put her head on André’s stomach and sobbed. “If you don’t come back to me, I’ll kick your ass worse than that alien son of a bitch did,” she said, sitting up and sniffling. “You hear me?”

      The edges of André’s lips twitched into a smile. “You gonna spank me or what?” he croaked. His eyes fluttered open and his vision slowly came into focus on Katrina’s face. He went to lift his arm to touch her cheek and the pain in his shoulder made his vision double and his hand dropped back on the mattress. “Ouch.” The blackness threatened again.

      “Stay with me, André.”

      The panic in her voice helped him focus instead of allowing himself to drift back into the cloud of oblivion. He shifted and pain seared through his entire body. “I hurt like hell.”

      Katrina smiled a little and her eyes dropped to his neck. Without warning, the tears began to flow again.

      “Don’t,” he said and gritted his teeth, lifting his hand to wipe the tears off her cheeks. The effort pushed him beyond his current limit, exhausting him.

      “You came back to me.”

      He nodded, dropping his hand. “I always will.” He stared at her and then turned his attention to the hospital room, scanning the machines and intravenous drip before bringing his gaze back to her. “I knew him, Kat.” He closed his eyes against the red sheen now covering his vision. “It was the son of a bitch who killed my parents and sealed me in the spaceship.” He paused and squeezed his eyes tighter, denying his tears a chance to escape. “I wanted to kill him with my own hands. I wanted to feel his bones break under my fist.” His voice cracked under the flurry of emotions slamming into him. Fear, anger, sorrow, regret all combined and he opened his eyes, staring into her teary green gaze. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you apologizing?” Katrina asked, wiping her face.

      “Because it was selfish and almost got us all killed,” he said. “I should have just taken him out when I walked into his ship.”

      “I’m not sure you had the strength when you first walked in, André,” Cal said from the doorway. “I think you needed that level of fury to do what you did.” He walked into the room, followed by Matthew.

      André turned toward the door, wincing at the pain the movement caused. “What I did was stupid.”

      “Maybe,” Matthew said and crossed to the bed. “But not as stupid as allowing you to go up into space that far, knowing he was there. I’m sorry for putting you in that situation.”

      André stared at him. “I knew the risks,” he said and scanned his father’s mind. His memories still had the blank spot. “How did you find out?”

      Matthew’s gaze drifted to Cal and back. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is you’re okay. For a little while there, we weren’t sure and that scared the daylights out of me,” he said and messed up André’s hair. A grimace of pain flashed and he dropped his arm to his side.

      “Your ribs are broken?” André asked.

      Matthew nodded. “I’ll live. I have to wear this thing a few hours a day.” He pulled up his shirt, showing André the elastic wrap. “And my shoulder will take awhile to heal, but considering the alternative…” He shrugged.

      André lifted his right arm and looked at his hand, flexing it. His knuckles were bruised and swollen, but it didn’t hurt the way the rest of his body did. “At least my throwing arm is okay,” he said.

      Matthew and Cal laughed.

      “You aren’t going to play football for a while,” Cal said.

      “You have to be kidding me! Practice starts in two weeks.”

      “Your thigh was sliced open to the bone,” Cal replied. “That alone is going to take at least a month to heal properly.”

      “A month?” André balked.

      “André, I almost lost you on the way back,” Cal snapped. “You almost died. So taking a month to let your body heal is not the end of the world.”

      “They will just have to play without you the first couple of games,” Katrina added.

      André didn’t speak, but the disappointment was enough to force a sigh from his chest and he nodded assent. He glanced at Katrina. “Where’s my son?”

      “Your mom has him in the hall,” Matthew answered.

      “Can I see him?” he asked.

      Matthew opened the door and waved Linda into the room.

      “Thank God,” Linda said, handing the baby to Cal and coming to the side of the bed. Her eyes immediately filled with tears. “You are not allowed to scare me like that,” she scolded and gently put her hands on André’s face. “Understand?”

      “I’m okay, Mom,” André said and tried on a smile but from the sadness in her eyes, he was sure it was more of a grimace than a smile and he sighed, covering her hand with his good one and giving it a little squeeze. Sometimes he didn’t need words with her and this was one of those times.

      Linda patted his cheek. “I can see that.” She blinked the tears back and glanced around the room.

      Cal smiled down at the baby in his arms before he raised his eyes. “You have a beautiful son.”

      André found the controls for the bed and raised the back so he was in a sitting position. The only visible sign of pain he allowed was the tightening of his jaw. “Bring him over here,” he said and reached his arm out. He didn’t care how much it hurt; he wanted to hold his son.

      Cal brought the sleeping baby to André’s side and put him on André’s chest so Sam’s head was resting on André’s right shoulder. He stepped away as André wrapped his arm around his son.

      “Thanks, Cal,” André said. He kissed Sam’s cheek. The sweet clean baby smell emanating from his son brought a lump to André’s throat and he closed his eyes, leaning his head back on the pillow. Tears of gratitude stung his throat; he didn’t dare open his eyes because this was the type of moment that crumbled into reality and he was sure if he opened his eyes, he’d still be in that god-awful death pod.

      Katrina’s hand caressed his cheek, breaking the spell, and he nuzzled against her warm skin. Hot tears squeezed from the corner of his eyes, sliding a warm path down his cheeks and the soft fabric of tissue wiped the tears from his cheeks.

      “Thank you,” he whispered to no one in particular.
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      André came home from the hospital three days later in a wheelchair. A sea of paparazzi greeted him with flashing cameras and microphones jammed in his face.

      Matthew pushed him through the crowd to the front steps, where he stopped. “Shit,” he mumbled. He hadn’t thought about how he was going to get André up the stairs and onto the porch.

      André looked up at him. “They know that I’m not from Earth, right?”

      Matthew snorted. “Yes.”

      “Let’s give them something to write about. Let go.”

      Matthew let go of the chair, smiling a little as it rose in the air and rolled onto the porch. The crowd went silent. He climbed the steps and resumed pushing the chair into the house. “You are such a troublemaker.” He grinned, slamming the door behind him.

      André turned the chair around. “If you had planned it right...”

      Matthew chuckled. “I can roll you back out on the porch.” He went to open the door.

      “No, don’t,” André said, believing his father’s bluff. “How long has it been like that?”

      “Since the news got out that we were back,” Matthew answered. “I chose St. Vincent’s because I knew the media wouldn’t get past the guards.”

      “How long do you think they’ll camp out?”

      Matthew shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope once you grant an interview, they’ll lose interest but I’m not even sure that will do.” He moved the curtain and looked out at the group of reporters. “Think you’re up to an interview?”

      Katrina came out of the kitchen with Sam in her arms.

      André raised a questioning eyebrow. “Should I?”

      Katrina thought for a moment. “If we want any peace and quiet, I think so.”

      “You think I’m presentable enough?”

      Katrina pressed her lips together, trying to stifle a laugh, and shook her head.

      “I love you too,” André said, adopting the same slight grin that now graced her face.

      Katrina smiled. “The clothes aren’t too bad, but the hair leaves a lot to be desired.”

      He rolled into the bathroom and propped himself in front of the sink, laughing at his reflection. “I look like shit.” His hair had the distinct quality of a mad scientist and his face was pale and blotchy. His eyes stared back, bluer than usual due to the contrast of the red veins slicing through the whites of his eyeballs. Turning on the water, he threw some in his face and hair, grabbing the towel before the water dripped on his blue polo shirt. He ran the comb through his hair until he was satisfied with the image. Lowering himself back in the wheelchair, he rolled back into the living room. “Better?”

      “Yes,” Katrina said.

      André rolled to the recliner and winced as he shifted into it. “I don’t want to give an interview in the wheelchair,” he said, meeting his father’s gaze once he settled into the comfortable seat and raised the footrest.

      Matthew dialed a number on his phone and disappeared.

      “Are you sure about this?” André asked, reaching for Sam.

      “I think so, but I certainly don’t want Sam on camera,” she said.

      “I’ll give him back before they finish setting up, okay?”

      She nodded and handed Sam to him.

      “Commander, I want to thank you for this exclusive,” a voice said from the hallway leading to the garage. André traded a glance with Katrina, trying to squash the nervous flutters in his stomach.

      “Joanna, if you exploit my son in any way, I will make sure this is the last interview of your career,” Matthew said, his eyes hard and unyielding as they stepped into the living room. “He is still only a teenager.”

      André took a deep breath and glanced up at Katrina. She put her hand on his shoulder and he smiled at her, silently thanking her for the support before he gazed back at the beautiful blonde reporter and the cameraman who stood stock still staring at him.

      Joanna Cassidy stopped in her tracks and shot a glance at her cameraman. “Commander, I didn’t know you and your wife had a child recently.”

      “We didn’t.”

      Her smile never faltered and she turned toward André and Katrina, crossing the living room and offering her hand to André. “Hello, I’m Joanna Cassidy.”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Cassidy,” André said, shaking her hand. “This is my wife, Katrina,” he said looking up at her.

      “Your wife?” Joanna asked, raising her eyebrow.

      “Commander Lawrence was my father,” Katrina said, shaking the reporter’s hand and trying not to let her disgust show. André thought she did a pretty good job, considering how much she hated reporters.

      “And this is our son Sam.” André looked down at Sam, smiling.

      “He is adorable,” Joanna said with less than a fleeting look. “I want to thank you for letting me interview you,” Joanna directed to André.

      André nodded. “Thank my dad.” He swiveled his gaze to the staring cameraman. “What’s your name?”

      “Um, Tim.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

      “I won’t bite,” André said. He felt the fear radiating from Tim. “You ever cover the local football games?”

      Tim nodded.

      “The Sabers?”

      Tim nodded again.

      André smiled. “I’m the quarterback.”

      Tim’s expression changed. The fear of the unknown transitioned to recognition and a smile formed. “You have a hell of an arm.”

      André felt the heat rush into his cheeks. “Thanks, man.”

      “Seriously, I heard your name come up more than once during the pro draft,” Tim said.

      André’s eyebrows arched and his heart skipped. The pro draft? Damn. I hadn’t even entertained that option. “Really?”

      “Yeah, they want to see what you do this year to make sure last year wasn’t just a fluke,” Tim said, setting up the camera.

      André’s smile faded. “It’ll be awhile before I can play,” he said and glanced up at Katrina. “You want to take Sam?”

      “No, keep him in your arms,” Joanna said.

      “I don’t think so.” Katrina plucked Sam out of André’s arms. “You are not here to exploit my son.” She walked out of the room.

      André watched her leave. He smiled and shrugged a little as he looked back at Joanna. “I don’t want my son on camera either,” he said. “This is about me, not him.”

      Joanna smiled. That’s what you think.

      A cold anger burrowed into his skin and André dropped the warm façade, staring her down. “Yes, that is what I think and I’ll ask you to leave if you bring it up in the interview.”

      Joanna’s jaw hung askew.

      “And I’ll make whatever you have recorded disappear,” he added. “Understand?”

      Visibly flustered, Joanna smoothed her skirt and nodded.

      “Are we ready?” André asked after a moment, adopting the friendly smile again.

      Joanna looked at Tim for confirmation. He nodded and flipped on the lights.

      André squinted at first as Joanna took the seat to his right. He blinked, letting his eyes get used to the bright camera light.

      “André, can you tell the viewers why you are here?”

      André took a deep breath. “Sure. It was dumb luck,” he answered, knowing that was not what she wanted to hear.

      “Can you expand on that a little?” she asked, with the same winning smile.

      André almost laughed at the thought of expanding on dumb luck, but he kept his expression neutral. “I drifted into this galaxy and Commander Robbins found me. He saved my life.”

      “Were you alone in space?”

      André nodded. “Yes.”

      “For how long?”

      “I figure about five years,” he answered.

      “Why were you in space alone?”

      “Because I was exiled.”

      Joanna gasped, but André could tell it was all for the camera. Her mind was working overtime and André had to bite down on the growing unease filling him.

      “Why?”

      “Because the emperor was a supreme nutcase and I happened to be an easy scapegoat,” he said, directly to the camera. He shrugged, trying to brush it off but the truth bit at him, getting under his skin. He shifted in his seat.

      “Pardon?” Joanna asked.

      André sighed. “It’s a long, involved story, but the bottom line is the emperor considered me a threat, so he executed my parents and sealed me in a space pod and sent me into space to die.”

      Joanna’s composure slipped for a fraction of a second and her mouth dropped open. She popped it closed and focused on the story that just got a little hotter. “Are you?”

      “Am I what?”

      “A threat?” Joanna answered, pleased that he had walked right into this line of questioning.

      Irritation bloomed and André smiled, hiding it for the time being. He shook his head. “No. Especially not to Earth.” He glanced past the camera to where Katrina stood. “This is my home.” He looked back at Joanna. “The only home I’ve ever known.”

      Joanna took a deep breath, disappointed at the way André was working the interview. “Is that why you volunteered to stop the meteor?”

      André nodded. “It was the right thing to do.”

      “Even if it meant coming out to the world?”

      “Yes. I’m not that different from the next guy,” André answered with a shrug. “I bruise when I get hit.” He pointed to his face. “I’m not invincible,” he said.

      “And yet you can vaporize a meteor the size of Texas,” Joanna said. She had been privy to some of the data that had been collected by NASA prior to their return. “It vanished into thin air.”

      André shrugged. “I’ve got a more developed level of extra-sensory perception than most humans.”

      “That sets you apart. Humans can’t do that.”

      “That’s where you are wrong. You have the capability inside; you just don’t know how to break down the barriers in your mind to open the floodgates.” He smiled. Do not elaborate on that, André. Matthew’s voice boomed in his head.

      “And how do you know that?” Joanna asked.

      André smiled at her. “Do you follow your hunches?” he asked her, turning the tables on her.

      “Yes,” she answered with no hesitation.

      “There you go,” André said. “Hunches, instinct—whatever you want to call it—is a form of ESP.”

      Joanna laughed. “You are comparing a hunch to completely destroying a meteor?”

      “What else do you want to ask me?”

      Joanna glanced at her cameraman. “How did you get hurt?”

      “What has the media been told?” André asked. He wanted to know how much he could say. They were told that we had a run-in with an alien craft. The fact that it was Zyclonian was not disclosed, Matthew’s voice informed him.

      “We were told that you ran into trouble in the form of an alien space craft.” Joanna echoed what Matthew had silently told him.

      André sighed. How much can I say? he sent to his father, the answer came a second later: As much as you want. “Yes,” André answered. “Ironically, it was from the planet I came from.”

      Joanna couldn’t hide the surprise fast enough. “Really?”

      “Bastards are looking for more worlds to conquer,” André answered. He shifted in his seat, sighing as he looked between the camera and Joanna.

      “Did you know they were coming?” Joanna asked.

      André shook his head. “No.”

      “Did they know you were here?”

      “No.” But they do now. “Not until the press conference the day we left to stop the meteor. The explorer picked up the satellite feed. He knew we were coming.”

      “Why did they hurt you?”

      André looked squarely at her. “Because they still want me dead,” he replied, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice, but not doing a very convincing job. “They wanted to bring my head back to the emperor as a gift,” he added for shock value.

      Joanna recoiled in disgust. “The word on the street is that you saved your father and a medic on board.”

      André shrugged. “I guess,” he said, shying away again.

      Matthew strutted into camera range. “My son is being modest. If he hadn’t stepped in, we would have died.” He put his hand on André’s shoulder. “In the process, he was almost killed.”

      André twisted his wedding band, studying the way his finger molded around the metal.

      “What happened, André?” Joanna asked, feigning sorrow.

      He raised his eyes to the camera. “We fought; I killed him. End of story,” he concluded, closing the door on further questioning.

      “The alien body was brought back. Can you tell us why?”

      André raised his eyebrows and shot a glance at his father.

      Matthew took a deep breath. “His blood type matched my son’s.”

      André blinked. “Huh?”

      “You needed blood.” Matthew looked down at him.

      “So you...” He trailed off, getting the picture out of Matthew’s mind. He sighed and closed his eyes. He hadn’t realized just how close they came to really losing him. The slow rush of blood out of his face left him cold and dizzy.

      “We brought the body back for organ donation if André ever found himself in a situation where he needed a heart, liver, or kidneys,” Matthew explained.

      Joanna glanced at André. “You didn’t know how bad off you were, did you?”

      André shook his head.

      “I bet you were glad to see your wife and son when you woke up,” she commented, taking advantage of his instability.

      André’s head snapped in her direction, his face transitioning from shock to anger. “I told you to keep them out of this interview,” he said, wishing he could storm out of the room.

      “I’m sorry,” Joanna said. “But the American public has a right to know that an alien and an American have created a child.”

      Tim switched the camera off. “Joanna, I’m not taping this,” he said, glaring at her.

      She swung around, her face a mask of surprise. “It’s a Pulitzer. An alien mix breed.”

      “Get out.” André stood, pointing at the door and ignoring the sharp pain in his leg. “Now!”

      Matthew grabbed her by the arm and escorted her to the front door. “If you mention my grandson, I will ruin your life,” he threatened and opened the door, shoving her out onto the front step and closing the door on her. He turned to Tim.

      Tim disassembled the camera, muttering under his breath about how much of a bitch Joanna was.

      André lowered himself into the chair, wincing.

      “Are you all right?” Tim asked, looking up from his camera case.

      André returned his stare. “No. My leg is bleeding again,” he said. A red spot on the leg of his sweatpants spread on his thigh.

      “You really got hurt?”

      André nodded. “My leg, stomach, and shoulder were split open. You heard my father. I lost a lot of blood,” he said, leaning his head back against the chair, controlling the pain. The air hissed between his clenched teeth.

      Tim picked up the tripod and the camera. “You are a hero,” he said to André.

      André laughed despite the pain. “No I’m not,” he said, thinking about how he toyed with Captain Trevor.

      Tim smiled. “Whether you know it or not, you are.” He turned to leave and paused. He glanced back at André. “I won’t let her turn you into a circus freak.”

      “Thanks,” André said. He gripped the armrest, sweat lining his palms and tacky on the small of his back.

      “Take it easy, kid,” Tim said and left by way of the front door.

      As soon as the door closed, André let out a roar of pain. “This fucking hurts!” He gripped his thigh.

      Matthew glanced at him. “You shouldn’t have stood on it. The doctor told you not to put any pressure on your leg for the next two weeks,” he said. He ran upstairs and grabbed the bag of bandages the hospital gave them. “I don’t want blood all over my chair,” Matthew said as he came back down stairs, retrieving the wheelchair and lining it up so André could switch easily. He cut the sweatpants, ripping the severed pant leg off and looking at the blood soaked bandages. “Jesus,” he cursed under his breath.

      “I don’t want to sit in a pool of blood either,” André remarked.

      Matthew glared up at him. “Suck it up.” He removed the bandage and grabbed the bottle of iodine Cal had given them to apply with each dressing change. He poured a thin line into the stitched wound.

      The iodine burned and André clamped his teeth down on a yelp, gripping the armrests so tightly the color drained from his hands.

      Matthew covered the cut with the bandages and sat back on his heels.

      “Why the hell didn’t they seal the cut like they did with my shoulder and stomach?”

      “We’ve been over this, André. The cut was too deep. You have to wait until it heals naturally,” Matthew said and turned toward Katrina. “Kat, grab the pain medicine, please.”

      She disappeared into the kitchen and came back with the pain pills and a glass of water in her free hand, handing them to Matthew.

      Matthew poured two pills into his hand and handed them to André with the glass of water.

      André downed them and put his head in his hands, trying to control his breathing and the pain.

      Katrina rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Get away from me,” André said, the tears dripping onto his lap, staining the fresh bandage and the remaining pant leg.

      “I’m just—”

      “Get the hell away from me!”

      Katrina backed away. Sam began to cry in her arms.

      Matthew gathered the soaked bandages and stood, disappearing into the kitchen.

      “You shouldn’t yell at Katrina like that,” Matthew said when he returned with clean hands.

      “You put that bastard’s blood in me?”

      Matthew nodded.

      “You should have let me bleed out.”

      Matthew sighed. “André.”

      “You should have let me die,” André screamed.

      The mental slap shot out of Matthew before he could stop it.

      André’s head rocked to the side with the power of it. A pink handprint appeared on his cheek and he touched the still stinging skin.

      Matthew approached him. “I don’t give a damn how much you hated that bastard. He was the only option I had of saving you.” He towered over André. “I took it and I will not apologize for saving you,” he growled down at his son. “And if I ever hear you talk to Katrina in that tone again, I will knock you on your ass. Understand?”

      André swallowed, his own anger and pain diminished by the shock of the slap.

      “We set up Linda’s office as a bedroom until you can climb the stairs,” Matthew said. “Katrina brought down some clothes for you. Go change your pants.” He pointed toward the makeshift bedroom.

      André nodded, rolling the wheelchair down the small hallway. He wheeled in and stopped in the middle of the room. The shakes began and with it came the sobs, the entire ordeal finally hitting home.

      André didn’t react when Katrina came into the room and closed the door. The sobs kept coming, ripping through his chest with a force that clamped his lungs, leaving him gasping and shaking enough to rattle the wheelchair. When she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his cheek, whispering, “Shhh” he reached up, wrapping his hands around her wrists and holding her close, like a drowning man clutching his only life jacket.

      Katrina kissed his temple. “I love you,” she whispered into his ear.

      He opened his mind to her for the first time since he got home and gave her the playback of the entire ordeal.

      Katrina laid her head on his shoulder as the assault of his memories swarmed in her mind. “Oh, babe.”

      “They put his blood in me,” he said when the sobs subsided.

      “Think of how much that would have pissed him off,” Katrina answered, putting a spin he hadn’t thought of.

      André turned toward her, wiping his face. He let out a small laugh. “It would have royally pissed him off to know he saved my life.”

      Katrina smiled. She disappeared into the adjoining bathroom and ran some warm water on a washcloth. She walked back to André, handing it to him.

      He wiped his face and hands and handed the cloth to her. “Can you help me out of these?” he asked, waving to his stained sweatpants.

      “Sure,” Katrina said and helped him stand on his good foot.

      “I’m going to need underwear and another pair of sweats,” he said, standing on his good leg, looking at the seat of the wheelchair. “And something to clean that up with.”

      Katrina leaned over and wiped up the seat. She disappeared again. This time she came back with both the wet washcloth and a dry towel. She dried off the seat and looked at him. “Are you going to drop the pants or what?”

      He smiled. “I figured you’d give me a hand with that.”

      She returned the smile. “I suppose you want me to clean the blood off your ass too.”

      André nodded, the heat crawling into his cheeks. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      Katrina turned the chair and locked the wheels so he could steady himself on the handles. She pulled his pants and underwear down to his ankles, taking them completely off his hurt leg and leaving them bunched around the ankle of his good leg. She ran the wet washcloth over the back of his thighs, and despite the situation, he felt the flood of heat flare, his libido taking over at the smooth strokes of the cloth.

      “Next time I’m gonna rinse this with cold water,” she muttered from behind him.

      “Sorry,” he said and sent an innocent grin over his shoulders.

      She finished cleaning the blood off his buttocks and wiped around the front of his good thigh. “You can sit now.” She pointed him to the dry towel sitting over the chair.

      He slid into the seat. She pulled the dirty garments off his good foot, disappearing into the bathroom with the soiled clothing and the dirty cloth. She came back with a clean cloth and cleaned up the front of André. Her touch excited him now that the drugs silenced the pain.

      “André,” she said, the sharpness in her voice relaying her less than thrilled response.

      “Katrina,” he replied in the same tone, a smile spreading on his lips. He ran his hand into her hair. “Come on,” he whispered, pulling her toward his now clean lap.

      Katrina pulled her head out of his grasp and sent a glare his way, tossing him a pair of clean underwear.

      “Come on, Kat,” he said, smiling up at her as the full effect of the pain pills settled into his muscles, relaxing and leaving him languid in the chair with the exception of the stiff member standing at attention in his lap. “You know what I want,” he slurred.

      “Cut the shit, André,” Katrina snapped and tossed him a clean pair of shorts.

      André pouted and shimmied into his underwear, before glancing up at Katrina, trying to send her that “come-hither” look that always got her going.

      She rolled her eyes and the edges of her lips stretched into a grin. “You need your rest and don’t you dare give me that look.”

      “What look?” he said, shrugging and widening his eyes with mock innocence.

      “You’re high as a kite right now, aren’t you?” She chuckled and pecked him on the cheek as she left the room.

      André slid the shorts on and rolled himself out into the living room, his cheeks aching from the silly grin plastered on his lips. “Sorry for yellin’,” he said, his words forming slowly under the influence of the medicine.

      Matthew nodded. “You want to watch the ball game?” He pointed to the television.

      “Nah, I’m hungry,” André said and rolled into the kitchen. He looked at the kitchen cabinets and they all opened, making him giggle. Surveying the food, his gaze stopped on a box of chocolate chip cookies and with a tilt of his head, the box landed in his lap. He closed the cabinets and rolled out into the living room with the full box of cookies. Pulling the wheelchair next to the couch, he transferred himself to the soft cushions, lounging and facing the television. “Want some?” he asked with his mouth full of cookies, offering the box to his father.

      “No thanks,” Matthew said. “Don’t get crumbs all over the place.”

      “’K,” André replied. Each cookie just fueled his hunger until he reached into the bottom of the box and found nothing but crumbs. He sighed and closed his eyes.
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      Matthew glanced over at André as a light snore interrupted his concentration. The empty box of cookies lay on André’s chest, teetering each time André inhaled. Matthew got up and retrieved the empty box, tossing it onto the coffee table before sitting down again. He wondered how long the medicine would last this time. In the hospital, it only lasted a couple of hours with intravenous injections, and by the time his next dose came around, he was an irritable mess. The instructions on the bottle said one every six hours, but Matthew doubted one pill would do the trick, so he had slipped André two in the hopes it would quiet him down after the interview trauma.

      Katrina came down, holding Sam. “He’s asleep?”

      Matthew nodded. “I gave him a double dose of the medication and it knocked him out.” He smiled. “I have a feeling this is going to be a rough two weeks.”

      Katrina laughed. “It’s going to be a rough couple of months. He’s going to hate not playing football,” she said, lifting Sam up in the air. “Your daddy’s not going to be the star quarterback this year.” She smiled at her son.

      “Bullshit,” André’s groggy voice interrupted. He smiled a little and shifted to get more comfortable. “I’ll be playing in a month.” His breathing drifted back into the even rhythm of sleep.

      Matthew and Katrina exchanged a skeptical look.

      “How are you feeling?” Katrina asked as she plopped down on the small couch opposite André.

      “I’m fine,” Matthew answered. He wasn’t one to complain even though his ribs still sent sharp twinges of pain any time he moved.

      “Who are you kidding, Dad?” Katrina said, glancing at him. “Every time you move, you get this horrible grimace on your face.”

      Matthew shrugged. “Complaining isn’t going to make it heal any faster.”

      “How long are you out of work?”

      “The doctor said at least two weeks.”

      “Ah,” Katrina said. That ought to make for a fun house the next couple weeks.

      Matthew sent a disapproving glare in her direction.

      “You and André laid up in the same house. Duh.” Katrina rolled her eyes.

      Matthew laughed. “We’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, right,” she said under her breath.

      “We will,” Matthew said, trying to convince her.

      “Whatever,” Katrina said, focusing on Sam.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to go?” Matthew asked.

      “Not with those vultures out there,” Katrina answered.

      A knock at the front door interrupted the conversation.

      Katrina looked at Matthew expectantly as she played with Sam.

      Just like a teenager. Matthew sighed and closed the recliner, getting up slowly. He opened the door and raised his eyebrows. “Mr. President.” He glanced at the media frenzy on the street and stepped aside, allowing the president to enter.

      “Commander.” President Foster nodded as Matthew closed the door. He glanced around the living room, nodding at Katrina.

      “To what do I owe this visit?” Matthew asked.

      President Foster focused back on Matthew. “I came by to say thank you to your son.”

      Matthew nodded. “He’s resting right now. He had a rough morning.”

      “I saw the footage,” President Foster remarked.

      “I know, but it took a lot out of him,” Matthew said, glancing at his son.

      “I also saw the footage from inside the ship,” President Foster said.

      “He almost died, Mitch,” Matthew said, looking back at the president, showing his guilt and regret to one of his oldest friends. “My son almost died because I let him get near that alien bastard.”

      The president put an understanding hand on Matthew’s shoulder.
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      André opened his eyes. “No, Dad. I almost died because I wanted to pummel that son of a bitch with my own hands. Stop beating yourself up for my immaturity.” He slowly sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the couch, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Good afternoon, Mr. President,” André added.

      “Good afternoon, André,” the president said, crossing the room and extending his hand.

      “Pardon me for not standing, sir,” André said as he took the president’s outstretched hand. He smiled a little. The discomfort had returned and he knew in a little while it would be back full throttle to gut-wrenching pain.

      “I understand,” he said and reached into his pocket, pulling out a velvet jewelry box. “I have the distinct honor to present you with the Congressional Medal of Honor,” he said, flipping it open.

      Awe filled his sleepy mind and he glanced from the ornate medal to the president and back. A Maltese cross surrounded by a laurel wreath hung below a bar reading VALOR. The medal featured the American eagle in the center, its open wings spanning the length of the cross arms. André reached out and traced the decoration with his finger. He raised his eyes, meeting his father’s gaze.

      “There’s an inscription on the back,” the president said.

      André turned the medal over and inscribed in formal script were the words:

      Medal of Honor Recipient: André Robbins.

      July 4, 2240

      André didn’t quite know what to say. He knew this was an unprecedented honor. This award hadn’t been given out to a citizen in over a hundred years, if he recalled his history correctly. The magnitude of the gesture rendered him speechless.

      Matthew crossed the room and looked at the medal. “You earned it, son,” he said, blinking back tears of pride.

      “I’d like to formally present it to you in front of the press.”

      “You mind if I change into something else?” André asked after surveying his shorts and t-shirt.

      “By all means,” President Foster said.

      André looked at Katrina. “Do I have anything other than sweats and shorts down here?”

      Katrina shook her head. “No, but I’ll go get your gray suit.” She stood with Sam on her hip and looked at President Foster. “Do you mind holding Sammy for me?”

      “Not at all.” President Foster smiled and took the little boy in his arms while Matthew retrieved the wheelchair for André. “Your son is adorable,” President Foster said.

      “Thanks.” André hauled himself into the wheelchair.

      “Your wife and son should join us for the presentation,” President Foster stated. It was not posed as a question.

      “No, sir,” André answered as if it was an option.

      President Foster looked down at him. “That wasn’t a question.”

      “I’m sorry, but I would rather not have Katrina and Sam subjected to the media,” André answered.

      “I agree with my son,” Matthew said. “I don’t think it is prudent to flaunt his child to the world. There are some crazy people out there, Mitch, and André is already at risk. I don’t want to put his wife and son in the same situation.”

      “Why would Katrina and Sam be at risk?”

      “André, you are not from Earth. That makes you a curiosity to most of the population and puts you into instant fame status, along with your family,” Matthew explained. “That’s a potent cocktail for crazy people and they’re the ones I’m worried about.”

      “Don’t I have a say in the matter?” Katrina asked. She was holding André’s gray suit along with a pretty summer sundress.

      “No,” André answered.

      “I agree that Sam should not be out there, but I’ll be damned if I’m not standing by your side when the president gives you that medal.” She marched into the first floor bedroom without another word.

      The three men looked in the direction that Katrina disappeared. President Foster glanced at André. “She’s a pistol.”

      André sighed. “Yeah, tell me about it.” He rolled to the bedroom, gauging Katrina’s mood as he went. He pushed open the door and caught her as she slipped the dress over her head, covering her smooth bare skin. “You can’t be mad at me for wanting to protect you,” he said as he shut the door behind him.

      “André, I can protect myself now. Remember?”

      “I seem to remember you weren’t the one to stop Anna’s craft,” André pointed out as he slipped his shorts off and reached for his suit trousers.

      “I could have stopped her,” Katrina said.

      André let out a laugh. “Not.” He shuffled the pants up and stood on his good leg to pull them the rest of the way. He stripped his shirt while still standing and put the white oxford on, buttoning the bottom and tucking it in. He sat down after he buckled himself up, exhausted from the exertion. He reached onto the bed and grabbed his jacket, slipping it on. “How do I look?”

      Katrina smiled and waltzed up to him, the hem of the skirt swaying gently with her sultry hip movement. She leaned down and kissed him. “You look hot.” She moved around and took the handles of the wheelchair, pushing him out into the living room.

      President Foster nodded as the two entered the living room.

      Katrina took Sam from his arms and set him in a portable crib in the corner of the room, popping a pacifier in his mouth. “Ready?” she asked, turning.

      Everyone nodded. The president was the first to step out of the house. Matthew pushed André out, carefully maneuvering the wheelchair over the small step and moving him to the side of the door, facing the president. Katrina took her place by his side taking his hand as they looked out on the sea of reporters on the front lawn.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my distinct pleasure to be here today.” President Foster surveyed the crowd. “As you already know, the threat of the meteor has been extinguished, thanks to the young man in the wheelchair behind me. What you may not be aware of is there was also an alien presence in space, using the meteor as a shield against us. When André destroyed the meteor, the alien attacked their ship with harmful intent.” He glanced back at Matthew. “This young man defended his adopted father and an Armed Forces medic, saving their lives from the alien invader, but he was seriously wounded in the process.” He turned toward André. “The United States of America owes you a debt of gratitude,” he said. “On behalf of the citizens of the United States of America, I am proud to present you with the Congressional Medal of Honor.” He made a great show of presenting the medal to André.

      André took the medal. “Thank you,” he said, maintaining eye contact with the president.

      The president smiled and reached into his pocket, pulling out a legal certificate and addressing the crowd. “Before the nuclear holocaust and the meteor strike in the Arctic Circle, the United States had a tradition for welcoming those from other cultures and countries across the world into her fold. Many strived to become citizens of this great nation.” He paused and glanced over at André. “In the tradition of our ancestors, I am officially granting you citizenship to our great nation.” He turned and handed the paper to André. “You are now one of our own.”

      André looked at the certificate, more touched by this gesture than receiving the medal. The certificate said he belonged; he was a part of a society, not shunned for being different. He looked up at the president and tried to smile, blinking the tears back, but he didn’t succeed at either. “Thank you,” he whispered, grateful beyond words.

      Katrina squatted next to him. “You okay?”

      André nodded, glancing at her and then beyond at the crowd of reporters, cameramen, and photographers. He slowly stood and reached to shake the president’s hand. “Thank you, sir,” he said, holding both the medal case and certificate in his left hand. “It is my fortune and honor to have found such a wonderful place.”

      The president shook André’s hand.

      André lowered himself back into the wheelchair.

      The press had been waiting silently until the moment André sat back in the chair. The flurry of questions engulfed the porch.

      André looked up at Katrina. Get me out of here.

      She nodded and turned the wheelchair toward the front door, rolling him into the house and away from the chaos. André put the medal down on the coffee table and stared at the piece of paper blinking back the red sheen covering his vision. He kept his back to the door when both Matthew and the president entered the house until he got a handle on his emotions and then turned, meeting the president’s gaze. “Thank you,” he said.

      “You’re welcome,” President Foster said and turned to Matthew. “When will you be back to work?”

      “Two weeks,” he said.

      President Foster nodded and turned back to André. “I would like you to start thinking about a military career young man.”

      “I need to graduate first, sir,” André answered. “But after that, it is my intention to join the Armed Forces.”

      President Foster smiled. He turned toward Matthew. “Commander.”

      “Mr. President.” Matthew saluted and waited until President Foster left before he turned to André. “I’m proud of you.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” he replied and leaned back in the wheelchair, wiping his face. His thigh throbbed overtaking the moment and he closed his eyes. “My leg hurts again.”

      Matthew glanced at his watch. “You still have a little over three hours before you can have any more medicine.”

      André glared in his direction. “You’re kidding.”

      “Afraid not,” Matthew answered and picked up the medal and certificate from the coffee table, bringing them upstairs.
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      Insistent knocking woke Matthew from a sound sleep and he blinked, trying to orient himself with his surroundings. His gaze dropped to the daily brief in his hand and then to the clock on the wall. It had been hours since Katrina and Linda left the house and he couldn’t blame them. The second he was cleared to drive, he was out of there, too.

      The last two weeks consisted of sleep and battles with André over the stupidest things. Between Katrina and Linda running interference and André’s whining about how much his leg hurt, he was more than ready to get back to the office.

      He glanced over at André and sighed. The knocking hadn’t disturbed his drug-induced sleep and a measure of irritation bloomed. Rubbing his eyes, Matthew struggled out of the chair and crossed to the door, opening it without so much as a second thought. Barrels of several guns pointed in his face; any cobwebs in Matthew’s mind dissolved instantly.

      André! He sent the thought to his son and backed up a few steps.

      [image: ]

      André sat bolt upright on the couch and looked at the small band of thugs entering the house, their guns trained on his father. He glanced to his right; Sam still slept in the crib, undisturbed, and a small wave of relief washed over him.

      “What do you want?” Matthew asked, but he already knew and so did André. They wanted his son.

      André stood up and limped the distance to stand next to his father, despite the barrels wavering between he and Matthew. “Get out,” he said.

      The guns targeted him, but no one retreated.

      “Get out or else!” André clarified, the anger rising like flood tides, burying the dull throb in his leg.

      “Not so fast, alien,” someone said from behind the line of gunmen. They parted and a man came into view, dragging a dazed Katrina with him, a knife pressed to the soft flesh of her throat.

      André clenched his fists, brushing away the fleeting instance of shock that stopped his heart at the sight of Katrina’s terrified gaze. Instead, he calmed the urge to annihilate, and calculated the number of weapons and the energy required to unarm these assholes.

      “Where’s my wife?” Matthew asked; the shake in his voice gave away his barely contained fury.

      “If you don’t give us the alien half-breed, we will slice their throats open.”

      Another man stepped into view with Linda and a knife edged against her larynx, her shirt draped in tatters, revealing bruises on her arms and ribs. Her face held the same ugly black-and-blue tones and both her knees sported trickles of blood. The brutality of her injuries set André into a whirlwind of wrath and the ball forming in his chest let loose when his gaze focused on the thin line of blood coming from the knife pressed to her neck.

      His fists clenched and sent a silent command, yanking the knives away from the soft flesh of Katrina and Linda’s necks. The click of triggers filled the room, but no lasers released from the barrels.

      Instead, André used the heat and inertia from the multiple lasers to home in on the guns themselves, melting the metal around each gunman’s hands, binding their wrists together in burning steel.

      He focused on the man who dared to cut his mother and with a low growl, he shoved the power outward, catapulting the man through the living room window.

      Screams replaced the shattered glass and he focused back on the rest of the men. “If you ever come near my family again, I’ll kill every last one of you. Now. Get. Out!”

      The small band bolted out of the house and André slammed the door shut behind them, focusing back on the man lying on the front lawn, the leader of this band of thugs. The one who beat the daylights out of his mother. His anger swelled.

      “Don’t,” Katrina spoke loud enough to break through the haze of fury.

      André glanced back at her. “He hurt both of you.”

      Matthew had the phone in his hand, dialing the emergency number. “This is Commander Robbins. I need both the police and ambulance sent to my residence. We’ve had a break-in.”

      André turned toward the front of the house in time to see a large hovercraft containing the broken band of thugs speeding straight for the house. The driver flashed his teeth at André in a triumphant suicide-bomber smile that made André’s skin crawl. His rage overflowed, shooting out from the center of his chest.

      The craft and everyone inside blew to bits, showering bloody vapors onto the front lawn.

      André stared at the particles raining down, shocked by the fine dust but not feeling a bit of remorse for those he killed. He glanced at his father. “Oops.”

      Matthew hung up the phone. “Oops? All you can say is oops? Are you out of your god damn mind?”

      André shrugged and took a few steps back to the recliner. Slumping in the chair, the exhaustion wrung the energy from his muscles. “It got away from me.”

      Matthew raised his eyebrows. “Just beautiful. You killed those men and all you can say is ‘It got away from me’?”

      “They were going to kill us, Matthew. All of us,” Linda said, calling Matthew’s attention. “They deserved what they got.”

      “They followed us to the store and jumped us,” Katrina said. “Knocked me out cold, otherwise...” She paused and swallowed, reaching to touch the lump on her temple. “Otherwise I would have stopped them.”

      “Stopped what?” Matthew asked with trepidation.

      André closed his eyes; hearing the accusation was far worse than gleaning it from Katrina’s mind. He glanced at his mother and gritted his teeth against the memories of their brutality. What he saw jump-started his adrenaline and he stormed out of the house, ignorant of the pain in his leg. He lifted the unconscious body and slammed his fist full in the man’s face, breaking bone with the power behind his punch.

      Matthew pulled André off the unconscious man before André killed him. “Enough,” Matthew said, pushing him back. “He will pay, I promise, but not at our hands. I know exactly what you’re feeling, André, and I would love nothing more than to kill the son of a bitch myself, but we can’t. We can’t.”

      André stared into his father’s eyes and tears blurred his vision. He sat on the grass, putting his head in his hands, fighting the raging beast inside, the one that wanted to crush the life out of the unconscious bastard. His son’s wail brought him out of it and he raised his gaze to the broken bay window where Katrina stood consoling Sam.

      Her gaze met his in a mixture of devastation and anger, the combination boiling inside her, swirling and leaving André helpless to stop the tears leaking down his cheeks.

      The cops descended in full force. André remained sitting on the lawn with his head in his hands while Matthew ran interference. Two ambulances were dispatched, one for the madman on the lawn and the other for Linda and Katrina, along with a group of female officers and a psychologist who swarmed the house.

      André blocked all thoughts, creating a silent barrier in his mind so he could grapple with the anger bruising his soul. When an officer squatted next to him, he finally turned his face out of the crook of his arm.

      “You have the right to remain silent...” the officer started.

      André stared at him. “You’re arresting me?”

      “Excuse me, Officer Sanders, but what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Matthew asked as he approached.

      “Your son killed those men by your own admission,” Officer Sanders replied, glancing at Matthew.

      “He was defending our family,” Matthew interjected. Keep your mouth shut, André.

      “That will be decided by a court of law,” Officer Sanders replied, hauling André to his feet, and cuffed his wrists behind his back. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you at government expense. Do you understand these rights as I have stated them?”

      André nodded.

      Before he could say a word, Katrina screamed, “Don’t you take my husband!”

      André turned in time to see her running down the steps and Officer Sanders, pushed by an invisible hand, landed on his ass on the lawn.

      “Kat, it’s okay,” André said. Don’t make it worse, baby. He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

      “It’s not okay.” She threw her arms around his neck. “They were going to kill us, André. They were going to kill Sam.” She cried against his chest.

      “I know, but you’ve got to let them take me to the station.”

      Officer Sanders stood up and grabbed André’s arm. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” André said, limping away with Officer Sanders. When the officer directed him toward the same craft that the now conscious thug sat in, André stopped. “If you put me in the same vehicle as that son of a bitch, he won’t make it to the station alive.”

      Officer Sanders glared at André.

      “He raped my mother and my wife,” André said and clamped his mouth shut, grinding his teeth so hard his jaw ached.

      Officer Sanders redirected André to the second craft. After settling André in the back seat, the officer climbed in the front and started the craft. “Did you want to tell me what happened?”

      André opened his mouth and then thought better of it, his father’s command to keep his mouth shut still clear in his mind. “No,” André replied. “I want to talk to a lawyer.” His shoulders throbbed from the angle of the handcuffs. He closed his eyes, willing the cuffs to unlatch. The sharp click was undercut by the officer’s radio squawking on the dashboard.

      Rubbing his wrists, André rolled his shoulders, shifting in the seat to find a comfortable position. The movement brought a wave of pain from his thigh, signaling the pain medicine was wearing thin and soon any sort of comfort would be impossible.

      The craft stopped and André pried his eyes open. His headache throbbed in time with his leg.

      Officer Sanders stared at him. “How did you get out of those?”

      “They weren’t very comfortable.”

      “I didn’t ask whether they were comfortable—I asked how you got them off.”

      “If I wanted to escape, these things wouldn’t be able to stop me,” he said. “Besides, I’ve got no reason to run.”

      Officer Sanders’s face pinched and he turned away from André. With a curt nod he said, “Just don’t try anything. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” André replied. His eyes drooped and before the officer pulled from the curb, he drifted into darkness despite the ache in his leg.

      At the station, André pressed his fingers on the screen scan, his fingerprints cataloged along with his mug shot before the officer led him to a jail cell. Across the hall sat the man who attacked his family, the one who defiled his wife. The bastard had the nerve to grin at him like a sick Cheshire cat.

      “Your wife was such a good fuck.” He laughed at André.

      André glared, afraid to speak, afraid of the rage clawing at his stomach.

      “I took my time with her, too. I figured she needed a real man.”

      The fury broke free and André stood, crossing to the bars and grasping them tightly, his knuckles turning white under the grip. His eyes burned with rage and he ground his teeth together, willing the man’s privates into the consistency of jelly.

      A high-shrill scream filled the jail and the man grabbed his crotch, falling to his knees.

      The louder the scream, the wider André’s smile of satisfaction became. He turned and walked back to the bench, taking a seat again, crossing his legs at the ankle, and folding his arms over his chest, and watched the bastard continue to scream. He took a deep breath and released his hold.

      The man sobbed with his forehead on the concrete, holding his crushed privates. He vomited on the floor and fell on his side, gagging and gasping for breath.

      André remained smiling. The son of a bitch would never hurt another woman again.

      Officer Sanders appeared. He looked at the man on the floor and then over at André.

      André kept eye contact, daring him to say something, anything that would give him cause to lash out.

      The officer unlocked André’s cell. “Come with me,” he said, glancing back at the thug.

      André limped down the hall, following the officer to an interrogation room. He took a seat, glancing at the two officers in the room. “Where’s my lawyer?”

      “I’m not sure an alien is entitled to the same rights as a citizen,” Sergeant Bill Farrow said.

      André sighed. “In case you were not aware, the president of the United States granted me citizenship. Therefore, I do have the same rights as the next person.” He leaned back and crossed his arms. “So, I’d like a lawyer if you don’t mind.”

      “What did you do to Ben?” Officer Sanders asked.

      André raised his eyebrow. “Who’s Ben?”

      “The man in the cell across from you.”

      André looked between the two officers. “I’d like my lawyer now,” he said. The fact that they used the man’s first name said more about them and their views than even their thoughts did.

      “Not so fast,” Sergeant Farrow began.

      André shot his gaze in the detective’s direction. “I don’t think you get it. I’m still a minor, and you are violating the rules by questioning me without either my parents or a lawyer present,” he said.

      Sergeant Farrow laughed. “I don’t think you understand. You are an intruder on this planet.”

      André’s eyes narrowed and his fists clenched again. “You condone the attack on my family?”

      “No, but I share the same sentiment. You don’t belong here,” Sergeant Farrow said.

      André realized neither one of the officers in the room accepted his existence. They both harbored the same hostility he remembered from his home planet.

      Sergeant Farrow glanced at Officer Sanders and back at André. “You killed those men.”

      André glanced in his direction, shutting his mouth against the words that wanted to come out, the muscles in his jaw taut with aggravation. He squashed the urge to let loose on both these men. They were officers of the law and as such, required respect, no matter how much they disliked his existence. He sat back in the chair and crossed his arms in protest.

      “Do you realize how much trouble you are in?” Sergeant Farrow asked.

      “Do you?” André returned the question.

      Sergeant Farrow raised his eyebrow. “Do I what?”

      “Know how much trouble you’re in.”

      “Why don’t you tell me?”

      André smiled. “You are questioning a minor without representation,” he stated. “I have asked repeatedly for a lawyer and you have refused every time, and you have basically stated you agree with the attack on my family.” He leaned forward, cocking his head to the side. “I think that’s grounds for a hell of a discrimination lawsuit.”

      This kid is shrewd, Sergeant Farrow thought. “What makes you think they will let you out of here?”

      “Since when is protecting your family against armed intruders a crime?”

      “It isn’t, but they weren’t in your house when they died, now were they?” Sergeant Farrow said.

      “They were heading toward the living room in their hovercraft with the intent to kill us all,” André replied. “I stopped them.”

      “By making the hovercraft explode?”

      André glared at the sergeant. “I did what was necessary to protect my family,” he said between clenched teeth.

      The interrogation room door flew open and Matthew stepped inside, wearing full military dress, followed by three others in full military garb, two of which were lawyers and the third, André immediately recognized.

      “You have violated due process,” Matthew snapped and glared at the sergeant. “I am taking my son home. You can discuss the situation with my lawyers.”

      Cal approached André. “How’s the leg?”

      André shrugged. “It hurts a little,” he lied. It was throbbing and he was in need of another dose of pain medication.

      Cal smiled. “Don’t bullshit me,” he said as he helped André to his feet and led him out of the room.

      Matthew turned on his heels, following Cal and André out of the room, leaving Sergeant Farrow and Officer Sanders at the mercy of the two military lawyers who had been given orders to grill them for hours.

      Matthew drove home in silence, with Cal riding shotgun and André in back. He glanced at André as he pulled through the newly formed sea of reporters in their driveway. “It’s been a madhouse since the police left,” he said.

      André stepped out without a word and hobbled to the house as reporters shouted questions. He ignored them all, entering the house and slamming the door behind him. He headed for the stairs, ignoring his leg.

      “André, you aren’t supposed to climb the stairs yet,” Cal said.

      André never acknowledged the warning. He continued up the stairs, wincing with every step. He limped down the hall and opened the door to their bedroom.

      Katrina lay on the bed with Sam in her arms. She looked up when he opened the door, tears tracking down her face in a steady rain.

      “I’m sorry,” André said, as fresh tears slipped down his cheek. None of this would have happened if they weren’t associated with him. He crossed the room, sitting on the edge of the bed, wrapping his arms around both her and his son.

      Katrina sobbed on his shoulder. “This isn’t your fault,” she sputtered, feeling his guilt.

      “Yes it is,” he said, taking ownership of the whole ordeal.

      She pulled away from him, wiping her face and looking down at Sam. He was still sleeping. She got off the bed, laying him in his crib. “What happened today is not your fault, André.” She turned as she spoke.

      André stared at her, the despair scratching deep as he tried to block the visions he had seen in his mother’s mind.

      “I already saw what happened to me,” Katrina said. “Your mom isn’t that good at blocking her thoughts.” Her chin began to quiver as fresh tears slipped from the corner of her eyes. “I was knocked out cold. And he still...”

      André crossed the distance quickly and took her in his arms, kissing the top of her head as she sobbed into his chest.

      “Did you kill the son of a bitch?” she asked.

      “No,” André answered. “But he’s a soprano now.”

      Katrina looked up at him.

      “He will never hurt another woman that way ever again.” He met her gaze. “Actually, he’ll never have any kind of sex ever again.” A satisfied smile surfaced and Katrina looked away.

      “I want to move,” Katrina said.

      André stepped back. “What do you mean?”

      “This house is too accessible,” she said. “Too vulnerable to attack.”

      “Where do you suggest we go?”

      “My parents’ house,” Katrina answered. “I’ve got enough money to support us and the house is ours since the will settled. Besides, the security system is top rate and there’s a gate around the entire border.”

      André considered the idea as he sat on the side of the bed. He looked around his bedroom and then back at her, torn between the need to be with his parents and the need to protect his wife and son. His eyes landed on Sam, sleeping peacefully in the crib and the decision was made. “All right,” he answered, looking back at Katrina.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” André answered. “Really.”

      “When?”

      André sighed. “When do you want to go?”

      “Right now,” Katrina said. “We can pack up some things for tonight and come back tomorrow for the rest of our stuff.”

      “Kat. I can’t just up and leave after what happened today. I’ve got to give my parents a little warning.”

      Katrina swallowed hard and studied her hands.

      “I’m staying up here with you tonight. I want to know you and Sammy are safe,” André said and closed his eyes, finally letting the day’s events take their toll. Tremors started in his feet and hands, working their way through his entire body until every fiber shook, rattling his teeth together.

      “Are you okay?” Katrina asked, suddenly so close he could smell her shampoo.

      André shook his head. “I need a pain pill,” he whispered with his eyes now squeezed shut against the pain lacing its way through his bones.

      “Something’s wrong with your leg,” Katrina said.

      André opened his eyes and looked at his right thigh. The fabric of his jeans darkened from the spot over the cut and spread out like a drop of water soaked into a paper towel.

      “Take off your jeans,” she said, unbuckling his belt.

      André slid his jeans over his hips and laid back, allowing Katrina to pull them off the rest of the way. He didn’t have the energy to sit back up.

      “Jesus,” Katrina whispered as she looked at his leg. She bolted out the door. “Cal!” she yelled down the stairs.

      Cal came bounding up the stairs. “Where is he?”

      Katrina pointed and followed him into the bedroom.

      The bandage was soaked but not with blood; it was stained a greenish color, which wasn’t the initial cause of Katrina or Cal’s alarm.

      “Jesus.” Cal repeated Katrina’s sentiment as they stared at the red veins covering the skin of his thigh, spinning out from underneath the bandage. “Go get my bag, now.”

      She immediately complied, disappearing out of the room.

      “What the hell have you done?” Cal said, stepping closer to André.

      “That bad?”

      “Your leg is infected.” He looked at André. “How long has it been like this?”

      André propped himself up and looked at his leg. “It wasn’t like that when I woke up.” He lay back on the bed, dizzy and weak. “My dad changed the bandages this morning.”

      Katrina came in with the medical bag and put it down, scrambling for the antibiotics inside at Cal’s silent instruction. She filled a syringe and handed it to Cal.

      Cal didn’t hesitate; he plunged the syringe into André’s leg at the tip of the cut and pushed the antibiotic into André’s vein, ignoring André’s hiss of pain.

      André stiffened, the pain raking his form, spiraling out from the wound and encompassing him to the molecular level.

      “Another one,” he barked and handed Katrina the empty syringe.

      Immediately, the second one was placed in his hand. This time, Cal grabbed André’s arm and plunged the needle into another vein, emptying the contents.

      “I’m going to need an IV line,” he said and ripped the bandage off André’s leg before turning to Katrina. “Get me a couple clean towels, now.”

      She disappeared, reappearing moments later with two clean towels.

      “Put one under his leg, please,” Cal said and then he slipped the IV in André’s hand and plunged a third syringe full of antibiotics into the line.

      “Is this necessary?” André asked. The flurry of activity layered with a hazy veil and his mind wandered close to darkness.

      “Yes,” Cal answered and rifled through his bag, finding the iodine solution but waiting a minute for the antibiotics to run through André’s system. He counted to sixty and then dumped the iodine on the puss-filled cut.

      The shot had been a soft pat in comparison to the iodine saturating his wound and the haze disappeared, replaced with acute pain. André let out a yell loud enough to wake Sam. His breath hissed between his teeth and he squeezed his eyes closed, trying to shut out the discomfort as Cal cleaned out his wound, scraping the infected skin away with a scalpel.

      Cal rinsed the open wound with saline solution and squeezed out a thin line of antibiotic ointment down the length of the cut before using his laser to seal it. “It’s over now,” he said, putting his hand on André’s chest.

      André panted, taking control over his body and pumping the blood through his veins and arteries as fast as he could without risking a heart attack. The medicine flowed in and he felt it attacking the infection in his leg, his body breaking out in sweat as it fought the foreign bacteria.

      Within five minutes, the IV bag was empty and the red lines receded until nothing was left but inflamed skin around the cut.

      André slowed his breathing to a normal pace. “Jesus,” he whispered and traded a glance with Katrina.

      Katrina handed Sam to her mother-in-law and stepped into the room.

      “You have to stay off this, André,” Cal said. “Completely, not half-assed like you’ve done for the past couple weeks.”

      “How long?” André whispered.

      “A full week, no pressure on the leg at all.” He looked at the group in the doorway. “Does everyone understand?”

      Katrina, Matthew, and Linda nodded.

      Cal looked back at André. “If you don’t do as your told, I’ll admit you to the hospital and have you strapped to the bed for a week.” He lifted the sleeve of André’s shirt. “How’s the arm?” He pressed gently around the laser mark.

      “It aches,” André answered.

      “How about your abdomen?” he asked, lifting the shirt and examining the laser mark along the length of his stomach.

      “It itches. All the time.”

      Cal smiled. “That’s good. It’s healing.”

      “Can I have a pain pill now?” he asked, ignoring the comment.

      “How many are you taking a day?”

      “Six.”

      “You should only be taking two a day,” Cal said. “One in the morning and one before you go to sleep.”

      “No way.” André gawked at Cal. He needed that medicine. It was the only thing that got him through the day.

      “It’s an addictive narcotic, André; cut back now before you get into real trouble,” Cal said.

      “But...” André started.

      “Take aspirin if you’re uncomfortable,” Cal said and stood, packing up his medical bag.

      Irritation snaked over his skin. “I want a pill.”

      Cal turned toward André. “Not until tonight.”

      “Fuck you,” André said and started to get up.

      Cal exercised his power and pushed André back onto the bed. “I’ll haul your ass to the hospital if you get up on that leg.”

      “I need medicine,” he said through clenched teeth.

      Katrina approached the bed. “I need to get out of here,” she said. “Neither one of us are going to get what we want right now.”

      His hands curled into fists as frustration raked through him. He considered using the influence to get his way, but one look at Katrina stopped him. Her eyes glared a warning, like she knew what he was considering. “You don’t understand,” he whispered. “I need it.”

      “No you don’t.” She sat on the side of the bed and Cal slipped out of the room, leaving the negotiations to Katrina.

      His eyes welled up with tears. “I hurt.”

      “So do I. But you don’t see me filling up on narcotics.”

      André blinked at her words. “You hurt?”

      Katrina nodded. “I was raped today,” she said. Tears slid down her cheeks. “And he wasn’t gentle.”

      André forgot about the pain in his leg and the insane need for medication. He sat up and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, gently rubbing her back with his fingers. He put his forehead on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I want to go home.”

      “When I get my walking papers, we will go. I promise.”

      She nodded against his shoulder.

      He moved to the side of the bed and pulled her down next to him, spooning her while she cried. He ran his fingers through her hair, willing himself not to think about medication or pain, just to concentrate on the feel of her body against him and the soft strands of her hair flowing through his fingertips. She relaxed against him and her breathing slowed as sleep took hold. “I love you,” he whispered and his eyes closed, exhaustion pulling him under the blanket of sleep.
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      André followed Cal’s orders, staying on the upper level and relying on the wheelchair to go between the bedroom and bathroom. André’s refusal to take any medication left him virtually intolerable and Katrina began to think he’d never kick the attitude. She knew he was determined to squash the addiction before he drowned in it, but that knowledge didn’t help when all he did was rant and rave about how much being in the house sucked.

      Relief flooded Katrina on the fourth day when he finally stopped complaining. She had her own issues to deal with and his emotional unavailability wasn’t helping. For her own sanity, Katrina began taking small excursions to their house, bringing a little at a time without notice. She hired a housecleaner to make sure the place was livable again and contacted the utility companies to set up their power, television, and communication services so they could just move in when André got word that he could walk.

      “I’m sorry,” André said as Katrina carried his dinner into the bedroom. He turned from the desk to look at her, his hair wet from taking the first shower since the morning of the incident.

      She set the tray on the desk and glanced sideways at him. “You’ve been a real prick.”

      “I know.” He put his arm around her waist. “I think I’m through the worst of it.” He offered her a smile.

      “You better be, because if you keep treating us like you have, we’ll let you starve up here.”

      She stepped away and he moved the chair back, turning to face her. “I’m surprised you haven’t done that already.”

      “Yeah, well...” She trailed off.

      “My parents wouldn’t let you.”

      She nodded. “If it had been up to me, you would have been shot.”

      “Ah.”

      He rolled toward her, and she took a step backwards, sitting on the bed as he approached. His eyes sparkled with humor and a slow smile spread on his lips. The kind of smile that used to drive her wild, but now it only irritated her. “Stop looking at me like that,” she snapped and stood up. She found herself sitting back on the bed a moment later with André blocking her in.

      “You wanted to shoot me?” he said, tilting his head and grinning.

      “Yes.” The irritation slunk back a notch and her cheeks bloomed with heat. “Either that or duct tape your mouth.”

      He put his hands on her knees. “Really? What about right now?” he asked, sliding his hands up her thighs.

      “Stop,” she snapped, brushing his hands away.

      André sat back, his smile disappearing. “Are you okay?”

      Katrina sighed. “No, not really.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m having a tough time dealing with what happened.” Her hand fluttered to the small scab on her throat where the knife nicked her. Tough time was an understatement. She didn’t want to be touched, not even by André.

      He pulled her onto his lap anyway, even wincing as she shifted to avoid his bad leg. He ran the back of his knuckles over her cheek. “What can I do?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” she whispered and leaned her head on his shoulder. His sudden focus on her produced a grapefruit-sized lump in her throat and she swallowed it, feeling the pressure all the way down to her stomach. “Just be there when I need you to be.”

      André nodded, holding her against him. “I still want you.”

      “Thanks,” Katrina said, biting back the tears. He didn’t know how much those four words meant to her, especially after the way he treated her the past few days.

      “You thought I wouldn’t want you after what happened?”

      Katrina shrugged.

      “Kat, I want you twenty-four-seven for the rest of my life.” He pulled her away so she could see his face. “No matter how much of an asshole I am, I love you and will always want you. The idea of having you in my arms each night has gotten me through the past few days.” He smiled. “You, on the other hand, may end up not wanting me when all of this is said and done.”

      Katrina bit her lip and blinked back tears that threatened. “I’ll always love you.”

      “But?”

      “But right now I don’t want you to touch me,” she whispered. “I don’t want anyone to touch me.” The tears came.

      “I can make it go away,” André said.

      “Erasing my memory won’t help.”

      “It’s just a suggestion,” he offered, closing his eyes. “I wish I still had that vibe, just for you.”

      “I don’t know if even that would help,” she admitted.

      André smiled and raised an eyebrow. “You sure I can’t make you forget for a little while?” His hand slid down her arm to her waist, stopping at the comfortable curve of her hip. “I’m pretty good at making you forget.”

      Katrina closed her eyes. “You are, but right now isn’t the right time.”

      He pressed his lips to her cheek, his breath minty, and his wet hair tickled her eyelids. His hand caressed the line of her hip and he wrapped his arms around her, just holding her even though she knew he wanted more. He wanted to prove he could still make her want him despite all that happened, but his silent acceptance of her was far more healing than a romp in bed would have been.

      André kissed her shoulder and unwrapped his arms. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” she replied against his neck. “I need to go feed Sammy.” She slid off his lap and left him sitting in the chair, staring after her.
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      André turned to the tray of food, his stomach growling for nourishment but his mind preoccupied with Katrina and her reaction to his touch. Whenever he reached for her, she flinched and her mind broadcast flashbacks: flashbacks she picked up from his mother’s memories, not her own.

      He sighed and dug into the meal Katrina brought, resuming his Internet surfing.

      The door opened behind him and he could see her standing in the doorway. André sent her a halfhearted smile as their eyes met in the reflection.

      “I figured your son needs some daddy time now that you’re more yourself,” Katrina said.

      André swung the wheelchair around. “I would love to have some time with Sammy.”

      Katrina crossed the room and handed the baby to André.

      André lifted Sammy up in the air. “How’s my boy?”

      “You better be careful, or you’ll wear his dinner,” Katrina warned.

      André pulled Sammy to his shoulder and looked at Katrina. “You okay?”

      She smiled. “Thank you for not pushing the issue.” She leaned over and kissed him.

      “Anytime,” he replied, rubbing Sam’s back as he snuggled against his father. “How much stuff have you moved?”

      Katrina’s eyes went wide.

      André laughed. “Come on, babe, I know what you’re doing—even in my withdrawal stupor, I knew. I’m surprised my father hasn’t picked up anything.”

      “We have less than a week’s worth of clothes left,” she said. “The rest has been moved.”

      “You’ve been busy.”

      “Yeah, well, I had to get away from you and your wild ranting.”

      “Ah,” he replied. “So did you take any of my clothes?”

      “Of course.” The smile spread. “The downstairs den is completely cleaned out. That was the easiest stuff to move. You have no clue how hard it’s been. Between your father and the media, it’s been crazy, but the house is clean and the utilities have been switched on. We only need to pack up the rest of Sammy’s stuff and the things from this room that you want to bring.”

      “Bring where?” Matthew interrupted from the doorway.

      Katrina spun around.

      “Take Sam downstairs,” André said, handing the baby to her.

      Katrina slipped out of the room.

      “Where are you going?” Matthew asked.

      “When I’m given the go-ahead to walk again, we’re moving into her family’s house,” André said.

      Matthew raised his eyebrows.

      “Katrina doesn’t feel safe here and they’ve got that fancy security system.”

      “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” Matthew began.

      “Dad, I’m going with my wife and son.”

      “How are you going to afford a house like that?”

      “Kat’s got the money her folks left her.”

      “You are only seventeen,” Matthew said.

      “I will be just fine,” André said. “Besides, you and Mom aren’t that far from our house.”

      “You are still in high school.”

      “I am aware of that. So is Katrina.”

      Matthew sighed and looked at André. “I could just say no.”

      André let out a slight laugh. “You know you can’t stop me.”

      Matthew took a seat on the edge of the bed. “I can’t stop you,” he agreed. “But I can try to talk the two of you out of it. We now have around-the-clock protection.”

      “It’s not enough,” André said. “Kat doesn’t feel safe here. They got to us once...” He trailed off.

      “And being at her house will?” Matthew asked. “You’re kidding yourself there, son.”

      André shrugged. “Maybe, but it’s what she wants.”

      “What about you?”

      “I want to be wherever she is and I want her to feel safe again.”

      Matthew nodded slowly. “But if I hear you two are skipping school...”

      “I want to graduate and so does Kat.”

      “This is going to kill your mother.”

      “I know,” André said and twisted his wedding band. “I haven’t seen her much lately.”

      “She’s been spending a lot of time with the therapist. She isn’t doing so well with what happened.”

      “I can wipe out the memory,” André offered.

      Matthew shook his head and sighed. “She’s the only reason you’re not in jail right now, André. If you take away the memory of what happened, they will lock you up and throw away the key.”

      “So she suffers for me,” André said.

      “Yes,” Matthew replied. “You would do the same for your son.”

      André glanced at the empty crib and nodded. He would do more than suffer; he would gladly lay down his life for Sam.

      “That’s how we feel about you,” Matthew said.

      “Why? I brought all this on you. Why would you be willing to die for me?”

      Matthew thought about how to explain it to André. “Just because you don’t have our DNA doesn’t mean we love you any less than if we had given birth to you.”

      “But I’ve only been here for a little over six years.”

      “Sam’s only been here for a little over two months.”

      “That’s different.”

      “No, it’s not.” He walked over and put his hand on André’s head. “You’re my little boy.” He smiled and messed up André’s hair.

      “Cut the crap,” André said, knocking Matthew’s hand away and laughing.

      “I hope Sam grows up to be just like you,” Matthew said, laying the parental curse on his son.

      “That’s just what I need.” André grinned. “Another pig-headed, competitive son of a bitch who thinks he knows everything.”

      Matthew chuckled as he walked out. “You’re not a son of a bitch,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll talk to your mother,” he added as he disappeared around the corner.
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      “Dad?”

      Matthew turned to see the man André had become. Standing at a little over six-five with a hard, powerful build, he still seemed impossibly young to Matthew. He was very different from the skinny, scared boy he found twenty-two years ago. Only two things remained constant over the years: his eyes were just as blue as the first time they met and he had never looked at another girl the way he looked at Katrina in all his years on Earth.

      “What’s wrong?” Matthew asked.

      “We’re going to lose a lot of good people,” André replied, his eyes distant. “You might be one of them.”

      “No way, kiddo.” Matthew laughed. “I’m indestructible, remember?”

      “Yeah,” André said. A troubled smile found his lips.

      “Don’t worry, André; I know how to take care of myself,” Matthew said as they walked out of the auditorium. He stopped and faced his son. “If anything does happen to me, you are the next in line for command.”

      “But—”

      Matthew cut him off. “I don’t want to hear it. We’ve discussed this plenty of times.”

      “But that was theoretical,” André said. “This is real.”

      “Damn straight it’s real and I expect you to live up to my expectations,” Matthew snapped. He turned on his heel and continued walking.
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      André watched his father, frustrated for a moment. He wasn’t ready to step in and lead this fight. He wanted his own revenge on a very personal, very private level. He sighed and caught up with Matthew again. “We can’t fight them in the domes,” he said, reverting back to the strategic planning. “It’s too dangerous for the civilians.”

      “I was thinking about that,” Matthew said.

      “Washington DC?” André asked, reading his father’s mind.

      “Yes. The team is used to the training grounds we built out there and if we can get the Zyclonians on the ground outside the domes, there may be opportunity to overtake them while they acclimate to the lack of oxygen.” He looked at André. “I’m betting they’ll come after us first considering we’re their biggest threat,” he said and opened the door to his office.

      “They’ll go wherever I go,” André snapped. “The emperor still wants me dead.” He glanced at his father.

      Matthew sighed and flipped on the monitors, watching the warriors hone their skills. Collectively, they held the power to wipe out mankind if they so desired, but their call was to protect the United States and that was what each and every one of them was thinking about as they exercised their abilities, training for imminent danger.

      Life-size mannequins evaporated into dust. Water bottles boiled and exploded. Brick blocks levitated and burst into flames until they became cinder and microscopic grains. Sharp objects hurled across the room at targets with frightening accuracy. Each task executed with precision and without the touch of a human hand.

      “Pack your gear and report to the transport station,” Matthew said, his voice booming over the loud speakers. The arena cleared quickly and he turned toward André.

      “There’s something you’re not telling me,” Matthew said, staring at André and trying to read what was just behind the iron curtain in his mind.

      André closed his eyes and turned his back on Matthew. His nod was almost indiscernible, but Matthew caught it along with the sigh.

      “What is it?”

      André looked back at his father. “The real reason I was exiled.”

      Matthew narrowed his eyes, digging in André’s mind but he still came up empty. “You’ve been lying all these years?”

      “No, not entirely. As far as the people on Zyclon know, I was exiled because of my blue-eyed mutation and the relation to the lore the emperor manipulated. But it was all bullshit. The emperor exiled me because I have legitimate claim to the throne.”

      Irritation snaked through Matthew, burning in the pit of his stomach. “Why would you keep that from me?”

      André laughed. “It meant nothing here and it would only serve to muddy the waters. And honestly, I wanted to block out the horrors we endured on the run. After the emperor branded my parents criminals, no one would help us. We were starving and desperate but he didn’t give a damn. To him, I was a threat, even at six, and he coerced the public into believing his warped version of the prophecy just to suit his greed for power. So in essence I didn’t lie; I just didn’t give you all the details.”

      André’s vibrant blue eyes shined with anger. “They exiled a six-year-old child.” He took a deep breath. “They sent me into space to die because the emperor was a power-hungry nutcase.” André turned and left the observation area.

      Matthew caught up with André, keeping pace and letting the silence fill the space between them, turning over these new facts. It still didn’t change the way he felt about his son; in fact, it only added to his fury toward the Zyclonian emperor.

      “And now he’s come to finish the job,” André said.

      “I won’t let him,” Matthew said and André met his gaze.

      “I’m not sure you can stop him.”

      Matthew sent a reassuring smile in André’s direction. “Maybe not alone, but with the team, we’re a pretty powerful force.”

      André offered a nod.

      “Now get going,” Matthew said and gave André’s shoulder a squeeze. “Just make sure you swing in and say goodbye to your mother before you leave.”

      André glanced at Matthew; something in his tone struck a chord. “Sure, I’ll go over with you.”

      Matthew shook his head. “I’ve got some things to wrap up here before I head home to pack; besides, you’re going out with the first wave. I’ll be heading up the second group.”

      André stopped in his tracks. His instincts tripped on high octane, screaming that this was not right. “Dad.”

      Matthew glanced at his son. “You’ll be fine.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about,” André replied.

      Matthew smiled. “I’ll be fine. I know how to take care of myself.”

      André nodded, but deep down in the pit of his stomach, he knew this was the last time he would see him alive. His eyes glossed over with tears and he blinked them back, leaving a thin red film over his eyes.

      “Cut the crap, André,” Matthew snapped. “I’m going to be just fine.”

      André nodded and impulsively hugged his father. “I love you, Dad,” he said, pulling away just as quickly.

      “I love you too, son. Now get moving.”

      André nodded and took a last look at the man who raised him with more love and honor than even his own parents had given him. “Bye, Dad.”

      “Don’t forget to stop in and see your mother,” Matthew called after him. André waved acknowledgment just before he disappeared around the corner, heading toward the parking lot.
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      Matthew sat in his office, looking at the pictures on his desk. He took a deep breath, praying to God they would survive the attack.

      He stared at the latest communication from the warship.

      Surrender André or face destruction.

      “Bullshit,” he said under his breath. He knew better. The Zyclonian army was poised to attack, their intention was to wipe all traces of life from this planet, regardless of whether he handed André over or not.

      Cruelty, malice, and hatred echoed in every statement received. Matthew knew there was no alternative, no peaceful solution. Closing his eyes, he ran his hands over his face before refocusing on the communication on his computer. The data being displayed worried him. They were closing in faster than he expected.

      Dread wrapped cold hands around his heart. If the Zyclonian soldiers are as strong as André is... He shook his head, clearing the negative thoughts. If they didn’t prevail, the human race would be extinguished.

      He put the paperwork on his desk and walked into the outer office, where his secretary sat filing her nails.

      “Emma, I’m heading out.” He stopped by the side of her desk. “You’ve been a wonderful secretary.”

      Emma looked up at him. “Sir, please don’t talk to me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re never going to see me again.”

      “I just...” Matthew trailed off.

      “I know, Commander,” Emma said. “It has been a pleasure working for you all these years.” She smiled, stood and gave him a quick hug before she scuttled away.

      Matthew walked out of his office with his head held high, saluting the staff members who stopped to pay their respects. He stepped outside the building and slid into his hovercraft. He took a moment to stare at the building he had worked his entire career in before shifting the craft in gear and heading home.

      Parking outside his house, he inhaled and exhaled slowly, glancing around the neighborhood before he stepped onto the driveway. The door to the house opened and his grandson stepped out to greet him. Fifteen-year-old Samuel Matthew Robbins was the spitting image of his father, right down to the piercing blue eyes, with one exception: his sun-bleached blonde hair.

      “Hi Papa,” Sam said. “Mom’s inside with Nana.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder.

      “Your mother’s here?” Matthew raised his eyebrows. He thought Katrina went with André and the first wave of soldiers.

      Sam nodded. “Dad wanted Mom to go with you.”

      Matthew ruffled his grandson’s hair as he walked into the house. “I’m glad you’re here.” His grandson always reminded him that what seemed impossible was actually achievable.

      Katrina and Linda sat in the living room; they stood as Matthew entered.

      “Sir.” Katrina saluted.

      Matthew glanced at her. “You don’t have to salute me in our house, Kat.”

      Katrina nodded. “Sorry, Dad. Habit.”

      Matthew glanced at Sam.

      “Dad told me what’s going on,” Sam said.

      Matthew nodded. “You need to stay with your grandmother.”

      “But—”

      “Your father doesn’t want you to get hurt, Sam,” Katrina answered.

      “I am not bringing you with us,” Matthew said.

      “But—” Sam began.

      “No buts.” Matthew put his hand up in the air. “I’m in command and you are too young.”

      Sam tilted his head in disgust. “Too young?” He sighed and looked between his grandfather and his mother. “You know I’m stronger than all of you combined, right?”

      Matthew bit the inside of his lower lip and sent a glare at his grandson. “I don’t care. I’m not walking you into battle at your age, Sam.”

      Sam’s lips pressed together, frustration outlining his eyes to the point a single laser red line encircled his iris, but he nodded in obedience and flopped down on the couch.

      “How long do you have before you have to leave?” Linda asked Matthew.

      Matthew looked at his watch. “Not very long,” he said and their eyes met. Matthew would have liked nothing better than to sweep her off her feet and take her to their bedroom, but he didn’t have time for that right now.

      “Come on, Sam, let’s give your grandparent’s a minute,” Katrina said and led her son out of the room, leaving Matthew and Linda alone.

      Matthew put out his hand and Linda came to him without hesitation. He held her, afraid to let go. “Linda, you have no idea how much I love you,” he whispered and kissed her forehead.

      Linda lifted her gaze to his. “I do, Matt, and I don’t have to be psychic to know how you feel. I see it in your eyes every time you look at me.”

      He kissed her gently. “I have to go,” he said, taking her face in with his eyes, before unwrapping his arms from around her and heading upstairs to change into his battle uniform.

      She followed and sat on the edge of the bed, tears shining and leaking from the corners of her eyes, streaking her make-up. “I love you, Matthew,” she whispered.

      Matthew nodded and looked back at her from the bedroom door. “I’ll see you later, honey.” He smiled and closed the door behind him. Slowly, he descended the stairs. As much as he wanted to stay with his wife, he couldn’t. He was the Commander of the United States Armed Forces and didn’t have the luxury of holding onto those he loved while doomsday descended.
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      “Kat, you coming?” Matthew called.

      “Yep,” she answered, trotting out onto the steps.

      Sam followed. “Be careful, Mom,” he said and gave her a hug, something not normal for the fifteen-year-old; usually he treated her like a leper. “I love you,” he said and pulled away.

      Katrina smiled and ruffled his hair. “I love you too.”

      Matthew drove the craft away, his glance drifting to the house. Katrina could feel his heavy heart.

      “It’s going to be all right, Dad,” Katrina said, putting her hand on his.

      “I hope you’re right, Kat,” he said, glancing in her direction.

      “We’re a pretty sharp unit, thanks to André,” she said.

      He stared out the window, doubts lacing his thoughts; even as he tried to justify their strength, he knew. He knew they didn’t have a prayer against an army of Andrés.

      Katrina swallowed and stared out the window, his thoughts a constant assault on her conscious, chipping away at hope like a pickax breaking through a glacier wall. “They sent another message?”

      Matthew nodded. “Surrender André or die.”

      “Was it from the son of a bitch who exiled him?”

      “I don’t know,” Matthew admitted. “I haven’t told André about the last message.”

      “Why?”

      “They want us to hand him over and I can’t do that.” He shook his head. “If he knew...”

      “He would give himself up for the rest of us,” Katrina finished the sentence.

      Matthew nodded. “And they would kill us all anyway.”

      “And then there’s Sam,” Katrina said, looking out the window, sighing. “He would never stand by and watch his father be taken away.”

      Matthew glanced at Katrina. “Precisely. Sam’s powers leave all of ours in the dust, including André’s, and I’d hate to see what hell that would unleash.”

      “Do you think he could stop this?” Katrina glanced back at Matthew.

      “I’m not bringing Sam into this. He’s too young.”

      “He’s almost the age that André and I were when we got married.”

      Matthew laughed. “You know that doesn’t mean much, Kat. You two were way too young to be married. I’m amazed you made it through the growing pains those first couple of years.”

      Katrina joined him, laughing. Their senior year in high school was the hardest time of their marriage, living on their own with Sam and fighting constantly about money, about their future, about football and jobs and whose turn it was to watch the baby. It still amazed her that they got through it without killing each other. “If you had told me then we would still be happily married fifteen years later, I would have laughed at you.”

      Matthew smiled and focused back in front of him, his smile fading at the sight of the outer base and what lay ahead. “André warned us; I just didn’t believe it would ever happen.” He gripped the wheel. “Fifteen years.” He shook his head. “It took them fifteen years to get here.”

      “You didn’t know,” Katrina said.

      “But he did,” Matthew answered, closing his eyes. “André knew.” He rubbed his face and doubt rattled in his thoughts.

      “Dad, you can’t do this now,” Katrina said, capturing his attention. “They need their commander, not André’s father.” She pointed toward the building, referring to the team waiting for them.

      Matthew nodded. “Let’s go.”

      They walked into the launch bay and their conversation died. Zyclonian warriors surrounded them, blocking their exit. The remaining Armed Forces personnel knelt in the center with their arms pinned behind their backs by invisible restraints.

      “Commander Robbins, I presume?” A voice broke the silence.
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      Matthew turned toward the voice. He thought André was tall at six-five, but this man had him beat. He had to be over seven feet tall and was built like a bulldozer. He wore a uniform decorated with similar medals and sashes as his own. He looked into the red eyes of the Zyclonian intruder. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I am the emperor of Zyclon,” he answered. “And I believe you have something I want.”

      “What would that be?” Matthew asked, his heart pounding in his chest, the adrenaline drying the saliva from his mouth. He hadn’t even felt their presence when they approached the building. God help them, these bastards had the ability to cloak themselves, to appear as vapor to the senses.

      “The lost Zyclonian.”

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” Matthew said.

      The emperor looked over at the line of soldiers.

      The closest officer screamed, his hands flying to his temples; seconds later, the scream cut off as the soldier’s head exploded. The body flopped on the floor, headless.

      Matthew’s eyes widened, registering a fraction of the shock gripping his muscles.

      “He’s not here,” one of the men shouted from the back of the group.

      Matthew’s jaw tightened. Shut up. He sent the thought to all the men kneeling and felt his knees buckling beneath him. A powerful force lowered both he and Katrina to their knees, and he turned toward the source.

      The emperor tilted his head and smiled before turning toward the man who spoke. “Tell me.”

      “Sergeant Murphy, keep your mouth shut,” Matthew ordered.

      “I can inflict the most interesting types of pain without even touching you,” the emperor said to Sergeant Murphy.

      Sergeant Murphy’s hand flew toward his face, but it didn’t make it in time. A scream peeled from the sergeant’s throat and his eye burst into a bloody mess, leaving a vacant hole in his face. His good eye stared at the emperor, wide with the pain and horror of what just happened.

      “Tell me,” the emperor said again.

      Sergeant Murphy’s good eye shot to Matthew and back to the psychotic intruder in front of him. “He, uh, he led the advance team. They left about a half hour before you arrived.” His whole body shook. Sergeant Murphy never felt the invisible knife that ended his life. His head rolled on the concrete tarp as his body fell backwards.

      The emperor switched on the screen. “We tracked and intercepted them.” He headed in Matthew and Katrina’s direction.

      Matthew watched the massacre of the advance team, his heart breaking when André’s craft turned into a ball of fire, plunging into the Caribbean Sea just east of Houston. Hope evaporated, replaced by a fury so engrossing that he roared and struggled to his feet, rebelling against the invisible hand pushing against him. He let the anger grow, his teeth gnashing together in concentration as he stared at the emperor, wishing him dead.

      The emperor’s laugh echoed against the hangar walls.

      Matthew ignored Katrina’s whimpering sobs and growled, “That was my son.” Power escaped, aimed at the emperor.

      Knocked back a couple steps from the invisible shove, the emperor’s laughter stopped and his eyebrow rose in Matthew’s direction.

      The blow hit Matthew in the center of his chest, knocking the wind out of him and sending him flying into the wall at the far side of the hangar. Pain flared in his head, and then the blackness sucked him under.
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      Katrina sobbed, her devastation paralyzing her in place. André! Dear God, please not my André. Her mind repeated the thought like a broken computer loop.

      The emperor walked over and crouched in front of her. “You said his name,” he said, tilting her chin up.

      “Fuck you!” she managed to spurt between sobs, jerking her chin from his grip.

      “Perhaps,” he said and smiled, letting his gaze flow over the front of her uniform.

      She shuddered. “Never,” she growled, letting anger replace the emptiness at the center of her soul.

      The emperor ran his finger down the front of her uniform and the buttons unclasped in the advance wake of his approaching fingertips.

      “Don’t touch her!” one of the officers yelled, gaining the attention of the emperor.

      “Why not?”

      “She’s André’s wife,” Officer Jones said between clenched teeth. Seconds later, he fell to the floor, his body convulsing on the concrete and blood spurting from his eyes, ears, nose and mouth. At last, he laid still, no breath, no sound—just silent trails of blood flowing from his dead form.

      The emperor turned his attention back to Katrina. “André’s wife.” He smiled and grabbed her by the hair.

      The pain in her scalp overrode her anger for a moment and she scrambled to her feet even as he pulled her up, her hands locking around his wrist, willing the pain to dull and it did. But with the dulled sensation, the bitter anger returned, scraping her tongue with the sour taste. She swallowed and glared at the emperor.

      His grip on her hair loosened and he studied the consistency of her blonde locks before returning his red-eyed gaze back to hers. He swept her shirt open, staring at the black lace bra with interest.

      “Don’t touch her!”

      The emperor turned his head toward the soldiers and waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.

      Katrina felt the death of each soldier as they fell to the ground and with each one, a little piece of her sanity shattered. They were doomed and she shut her mind off, not allowing her thoughts to drift to Sam. Maybe he could survive, if she didn’t slip up and let this bastard know he existed.

      Maybe.

      His gaze landed back on her, driving all thoughts into a black hole of despair.

      A sadistic smile graced his lips. “André’s wife.” His eyes narrowed and he again swept her shirt aside, running his fingertips from her lips down her neck, approaching the crest of her cleavage.

      “Get away from me.” His touch was like a hundred spiders slithering over her skin and she shuddered, revolted, but she couldn’t break the invisible grip.

      The sound of ripping fabric filled the hangar and Katrina gasped as her camouflage drifted in shredded tatters to the floor, leaving her standing in black lace panties and matching bra with her army boots. The hunger etched in the emperor’s face struck terror in her, heightening her powers and she broke the spell holding her in place and took a step back.

      The emperor licked his lips and said the words again, but this time, they were laced with disgust and hatred. “André’s wife.”

      She tried to take another step away but the grip tightened, pulling her forward instead. His hand shot out, the back of his knuckles connecting with her cheek and dropping her to the ground at his feet. Pain bloomed like a hot iron branding her skin and she blinked back the blinding flickering haze in front of her eyes, refocusing on the bastard before her.

      Acute agony assaulted her head, his mind scan prodding but she held the wall to her memories intact. She cried out, the paralyzing sting reminding her of when André broke her psychic barrier.

      The emperor smiled. “You will give me what I want.”

      “No,” she said between clenched teeth, keeping him from controlling her mind. The sudden exit of his influence left her muscles rubbery and weak, and she collapsed onto her side, the cool floor welcoming in comparison to the hostile enemy standing over her.

      The emperor crossed his arms, gnawing on his bottom lip in a familiar habit she had seen André do a thousand times when he contemplated what to do next. For the first time since they walked through the door, she really looked at the emperor, blinking back tears of shock at the similarities between this psycho and her husband. She glanced at the other Zyclonians guarding the entrance, waiting for their next command. None of them had the same features. Different shapes and sizes, just like humans. But this man, this monarch, he could have been André’s father.

      The emperor’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t sire that abomination.”

      Katrina clamped down on her mind again, shaken that the emperor had read her train of thought. “André’s going to kill you.”

      “If he survived, all the better. I’ll finally have his head mounted on a trophy plaque over my mantel. But before I kill him, I want him to watch you and his ‘father’ die.” He made quotation marks with his fingers as he said the word father along with a distasteful smirk. He turned and nodded at his men. They converged on Katrina and Matthew pulling them to their feet and escorting them into one of the Zyclonian fighters. The emperor took a seat facing the two of them. “The world is going to watch you die on live television.”
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      André pulled Cal onto the shore. “You okay?”

      Cal nodded. “Just having a bitch of a time breathing,” he said.

      “Slow your metabolism down,” André said as he looked around for anything that had survived the Zyclonian attack and his counterattack. “We have to get back to the base before it’s too late.” He put his hand out to help Cal up.

      Cal accepted his hand and stood beside him. “How?”

      André sighed. “I don’t know.” He looked back at the ocean. “I don’t think there’s anything left.” He looked inland. “There are a few trails that way.” He pointed to a couple distant plumes of black smoke. “Think you can make it?” he asked.

      Cal nodded and they began walking.

      “Thanks,” Cal said after a couple of miles.

      “For what?” André asked, keeping his eye on the target ahead.

      “For saving my ass.”

      André shrugged. “You were lucky enough to be in the jet with me.” He glanced over at his friend. “I wasn’t able to save anyone else.” He blinked back the red film covering his eyes, the weight of the words slamming into his chest hard enough to stop the breath in his throat. He stopped, closing his eyes, forcing himself to relax. He’d be no good to Katrina and his father if he died out here in the desert. When he opened his eyes, he scanned the horizon, his eyes homing in on a hunk of metal. “What the hell is that?”

      Cal cocked his head. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “What is it?”

      “It looks like one of those antique solar trucks.”

      André didn’t understand. He looked between the vehicle and Cal. “What does it do?”

      Cal ignored André and jogged over to the vehicle, opening the door.

      André followed, skirting around to the other side of the cab and opening the passenger door. The smell that wafted out of the cab made him gag. In the back seat lay an old human skeleton lying on some blankets that had been infested and long deserted by all manners of creatures.

      “This is an antique.” Cal ran his hands over the big round wheel in front of him and dropped his gaze to the push pad on the dash. “We’re in luck. Hop in.” His breath wheezed and he smiled.

      André saw the light of possibilities in his friend’s eyes and the excitement rattling his heart. “Easy, Cal, you have to conserve oxygen.”

      Cal nodded and closed his eyes, gathering his wits and doing as André said. When he opened his eyes, they focused on the gearshift. “This could get us there if it still works.” He reached for the pad and pushed. The truck lurched forward. “No way,” he said, looking at André.

      “Do you know how to work this thing?”

      Cal studied the gears and the pedals. “I drove one once when I was in high school. They had it at a fair in Kansas.” He pushed the clutch in with his left foot and turned the ignition. The truck made a screaming noise as the gears that hadn’t moved in two hundred years were asked to move. “Shit.”

      André opened the glove compartment and pulled out the manual. He flipped through it quickly and then put his hands on the dash. “Try again,” he said and closed his eyes, concentrating on what he read, breathing his power into this behemoth of a vehicle.

      The engine turned over and Cal let out a whoop.

      “Hang on,” André said, jumping out of the cab. He looked at the pin holding the cab to the rusted-out trailer and pulled, releasing the cab and making it lighter for travel. He jumped back in the passenger seat, smiling. “Do whatever you do to make this thing move.”

      Cal shifted into first gear, released the clutch and pushed the gas pedal. The cab rumbled forward. “I don’t know how far we’ll get,” he said, as he shifted the gears. The engine screamed again, but kept going. Cal looked at the instruments. “At least there seems to be a charge.” He tapped the solar charge indicator to make sure. The needle stayed put, showing the vehicle had half of its battery life. Cal got through the ten gears and had the vehicle flying down the road at a lumbering hundred miles an hour.

      “Can’t this thing go any faster?” André asked.

      “To be honest, I didn’t think it would go faster than fifty. It had to have been sitting there for a couple centuries.” He glanced at André. “It’s a miracle it’s moving, never mind going close to a hundred miles an hour.”

      “Just drive,” André said, closing his eyes and concentrating as he gripped the door handle. His breath came in the same shallow rasps as Cal’s, his lungs burning from exertion and lack of oxygen. He lowered his head and the engine revved, pushing the truck faster. He opened his eyes, watching as the needle on the speedometer buried itself beyond the one hundred and sixty mark.

      “Don’t use all your strength, André,” Cal said, taking a quick glance in his direction. “You’ll need some juice when we get there.”

      André nodded, dialing back a little. The wheels spun on the empty highway, going over a hundred and fifty miles an hour between the actual mechanics of the truck and André’s silent mental strength.

      “How much longer?” André asked, his energy level tipping toward the empty mark like the energy needle on the dashboard. He knew he should conserve, but he needed to get home to make sure Katrina and Sam were safe.

      Cal’s hands were on the wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white. They could see the dome in the distance now. “Less than a half an hour.” He glanced at André. “Don’t exhaust yourself to the point that you can’t recover. We’re gonna need you as strong as possible.”

      “I need you alive in case I get into trouble.” André glanced at Cal. “And we’re pushing the limit on that.”

      Cal took a shallow breath. “I’ll be fine,” he said more to convince himself than André.

      André closed his eyes again and pushed. The truck lurched faster, now making noises in protest of the speed André was making it go.

      The next fifteen minutes seemed to take forever.

      “Ease up, André,” Cal said as they approached the outside of the outer base.

      André pulled the power back inside and the truck sputtered, stalling a few hundred yards from the door.

      Cal sat back in the seat, wheezing and staring at the hangar. “I think someone’s inside.”

      André closed his eyes, concentrating, putting feelers out there and coming up empty. He glanced at the crease between Cal’s eyes and the worry lines etched in his face. “If they are here, I can handle them.” He took a small breath. “Can you make it to the door?”

      Cal nodded. “I think so,” he said as he looked at the cameras.

      “They aren’t working at the moment. Haven’t been since we hit the horizon,” André said with a smile. “Come on.” He tumbled out of the cab. They met in front of the truck and started walking toward the door.

      “You look like shit, André.”

      André chuckled. “You don’t look much better, buddy.”

      “I’m serious. You look like the walking dead, like you haven’t slept in months.”

      André shrugged. “I’m a little tired, but I’ll manage.”

      Cal stumbled.

      André caught and steadied him. He kept his arm around Cal’s waist for the remainder of the trek.

      “Thanks,” Cal hissed as André leaned him against the wall by the door.

      André put his hand on the doorknob and hesitated, trading a glance with Cal and steeling himself for a battle. “If they are in there, they’ll know we’re here the minute this door opens. Get in and get behind me, understand?”

      Cal nodded.

      André mentally unlocked the door and turned the doorknob, swinging it open. The rush of air pushed him back a step as he entered with Cal in his wake. The door shut behind them.

      It took a second for André’s eyes to adjust and comprehend the two sets of red eyes running in their direction. His heart tripped into overtime, running adrenaline through his tired body, fueling the sudden fury etching his skin. André lashed out, the power exploding from him and eviscerating the intruders like he did to the meteor so many years ago. He sucked in a huge breath of oxygen, shaking from both the rush of relief from his lungs and the power expenditure.

      Stepping farther into the hangar, his gaze rose to the screen and his heart dropped. “Oh God,” he whispered and broke into a run.
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      The Zyclonian fighter jet blasted through the hangar walls and into the dome, traveling faster than any earthbound vehicle, arriving at the Dallas football arena within a matter of minutes, crushing the crafts it settled over. Inside the stadium, the clueless fans cheered as the Dallas Cowboys advanced on the Denver Broncos.

      Katrina traded a glance with Matthew. The chains binding her wrists dug into her flesh with every yank from her captors. The emperor led the procession, killing anyone who dared intercept his march. Katrina had time to study the machines they rolled in with them and it took a few minutes, but then she understood their use and a cold fear plunged into her stomach, turning her bowels into watery fire.

      They were death machines, instruments of torture meant for her and Matthew.

      The band of Zyclonians converged into the stadium, unchallenged, even with their torture chairs within clear eyeshot. They stopped at the entrance to the field and the emperor turned to one of his subordinates. “Keep us on the air,” he commanded.

      Katrina clenched her teeth, knowing Sam was home watching the game. She prayed for André, for him to be alive, to find a way back, to get to Sam before this madman did.

      The emperor turned and stared at her and a crease appeared between his eyes.

      Katrina shut down her thoughts, closing his small window of opportunity.

      He swung his gaze back to the spectacle before him and marched their band onto the turf, disrupting the final minutes of the first half.

      Katrina had a moment to smile, this arrogant bastard’s entrance diluted by the crowd’s screams as Dallas’s quarterback launched a Hail Mary toward the end zone. Her smile vanished when the ball burst into flames in mid-air, stunning the crowd into silence.

      “What the hell?” the announcer’s voice filled the stadium.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          26

        

      

    

    
      Sam stared at the television, his mouth open in shock at the sight of his grandfather and mother dragged onto the football field in chains. Panic throbbed through his bones and he scanned the room, his gaze landing on the key rack, stopping on the single set for the craft parked in the driveway.

      After a moment of hesitation, he glanced toward the kitchen and his grandmother lost in the process of preparing dinner, trying to forget what lay ahead for her family. It didn’t take a genius to understand why she was so engrossed, and he took advantage of the situation.

      Sam flipped the television off, peeled the keys from the peg and headed out of the house.

      Guilt made him pause at the door. “Grandma, I’m going out for a little while,” he yelled. “The game’s a blowout. I’ll be back before dinner.” He closed the front door and bolted across the lawn, jumping into the hovercraft before she could intercede.

      Without another glance, he sped away, praying the cops wouldn’t pull him over and the usual Sunday drivers would stay the hell out of his way.

      “Come on, you piece of shit,” he muttered, pushing the craft to its limit, driving much more aggressively than he ever would with his parents in the craft. But the thing was not fast enough and he gave it an added mental push, catapulting into hyper-drive, the sonic boom shaking the craft and everything in its wake.
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      Katrina struggled against the soldiers holding her in place, but she was no match for four men, each with strength equal to André’s. One grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her head back.

      “I will enjoy seeing you torn apart,” he whispered in her ear.

      “Fuck you!” she growled and the emperor sent a glare over his shoulder. With it came an invisible gag, silencing her.

      The emperor took the microphone from the official. “Ladies and gentlemen. I am Viktor, the Emperor of Zyclon, ruler of the known universe, including this secluded galaxy.” He gave a nod to the soldiers with the chairs and they dragged the machines to the fifty-yard line and parked them side by side.

      With another nod, the soldiers surrounding Katrina each grabbed a limb, carrying her to the first of the two machines. She twisted in their grasp but couldn’t break free. As the gag was lifted, her screams and curses echoed in the stadium. She freed one of her hands and scratched a soldier’s cheek, drawing blood. Her moment of satisfaction ended with a hard smack that left her dazed enough for the men to strap her to the table. She glanced at Matthew and his cool demeanor as his wrists and ankles were bound, wondering how in God’s name he could remain so calm. He met her gaze and the muscles in his jaw jumped, giving away his fury.

      “I am looking for a traitor from my planet,” the emperor said, looking into the cameras, touching the scar on his face. “His name is André, and I will kill anyone who gives him safe harbor.” He turned toward Matthew and Katrina.

      Katrina let out a wordless roar, pulling against her bindings, her anger too much for her to contain. “You exiled a six-year-old, you bastard! He wasn’t a traitor. He was a child!”

      Matthew didn’t fight; instead he glared at the emperor. “My son is not a traitor.” He projected his voice above Katrina’s wild shrieks, loud enough for the microphone to pick up his words, and the emperor spun on his heels, matching Matthew’s glare.

      The wound in Matthew’s shoulder split open and he gritted his teeth but did not cry out. “You can go to hell.”

      “You both granted him safe harbor and this world will see what happens to those who open their doors to this traitor,” the emperor said, crossing toward Katrina. “This whore not only opened her door, she opened her legs, so I’m offering a treat to anyone who wants a piece of this filthy bitch.” With a nod, the table split, stretching her legs wide and she cried out in pain. He smiled, waving toward her, opening the invitation to the entire coliseum.

      “You bastard,” Katrina screamed and her gaze darted to the crowd. At first no one moved, but then she saw a group of Hells Angels glance at one another. The feral smiles that surfaced slammed the fight right out of her, replacing it with the memories of the brutality visited on her years ago, and with it came the debilitating fear.

      Matthew cursed under his breath and returned his gaze to the emperor. “You are a sick bastard.”

      The emperor turned back to Matthew with a smile and a shrug.

      The first man to approach Katrina staggered and fell on his ass. “Stay away from my daughter,” Matthew growled at the man without moving his eyes from the emperor.

      Katrina’s gaze jumped from the man to Matthew in time to see his cheek split. He winced but that was the extent of the visible emotion, but she knew. She felt his fury growing steadily inside him and the memories of the attack on Linda fueled it.

      The perverted fantasies of the approaching men overrode everything else and Katrina snapped her gaze toward the group of men. Her skin crawled at their thoughts and she fought against the bonds, frustrated at her inability to break both the physical restraints as well as the mental commands holding her in place. A sob escaped and she hated herself for sounding so pathetic.

      “André is going to tear you apart and I hope he does it slowly,” Matthew said and Katrina actually felt his anger-fueled power sweep past her, tingling her nerves.

      The man’s scrotum exploded and he screamed, grabbing his crotch and backing away from Katrina, a red stain spreading over the lap of his pants at an alarming rate. One look at the results, and the rest of the men backed away.

      The emperor’s face split open in the same spot André tore so many years ago and Katrina turned toward Matthew and his smile of satisfaction at the emperor’s gasp of pain.

      The emperor’s hand shot to his face. When he pulled his bloody palm away from his cheek, Katrina’s soul filled with terror.
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      Searing pain split his abdomen and Matthew screamed. It felt like a wild cougar raked his claws through his torso and blood spurted out of the gash. Matthew closed his eyes for a moment, slowing down his heart rate like André taught him. The pain was unbearable, but he had to keep himself alive and conscious.

      As long as he was alive, the emperor wouldn’t hurt Katrina.

      The emperor laughed and Matthew opened his eyes.

      “You really think that as long as you’re alive, I won’t hurt her?” He approached Katrina and ran his finger down the length of her arm, slicing the skin like a scalpel.

      Katrina whimpered, but did not cry out; instead, she kept eye contact with him and the hopelessness reflected in her irises seared his soul.

      I’m sorry. I failed you, he thought.

      Katrina shook her head and her voice filled his mind. No, you didn’t, Dad.

      Matthew glanced back at the emperor. “I wonder. What will André tear off first?” He sent a mental punch to the most tender of manly regions.

      The emperor doubled over.

      Matthew’s legs split open, tearing both femoral arteries. Dizziness overtook him and the pain receded with each ounce of blood pouring onto the field. André, if you can hear me, hurry.

      I’m going as fast as I can. Just hang on.

      André’s response made Matthew smile and the knowledge that he lived allowed Matthew to harness what was left of his strength. Love you, kiddo. He pushed the thought to André and with the last vestige of his strength, he focused on the emperor, willing whatever damage he was capable of inflicting.

      The emperor’s forearm split to the bone, bringing forth a roar of pain and frustration.

      Matthew’s throat burst open but he was beyond pain. He forced a smile of satisfaction before the darkness dragged him away.
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      “NO!” Sam’s voice echoed with heart pounding panic. The sight of the arterial spray arcing from his grandfather’s throat unlocked his paralysis and he stepped into the shadows as the emperor’s gaze passed over where he stood.

      Hide, baby, please hide. His mother’s voice assaulted his mind.

      He swallowed the lump of fear in his throat, blinking back the sudden burn of tears. His grandfather’s passing hit him harder than a sucker punch, leaving a hollowness in his stomach. The injustice and brutality of his murder bloomed, bringing with it an anger that straightened his back and set his jaw tight.

      If he had been a few seconds faster, his grandfather wouldn’t have died, and he was damned if he was going to let this monster kill his mother too.

      “No, Mom, I won’t hide,” he whispered and stepped into view.

      The emperor’s reaction brought a smile to Sam’s face.

      Fear.

      He saw fear in the bastard’s eyes. His smile faltered when the emperor stepped behind his mother, using her as a shield.

      You coward.

      His anger morphed into hatred. Hatred so strong that it sprung a life of its own, traveling through his bloodstream like a ravaged monster, and he took a step in the direction of the field, reveling in the power flashing in his veins.

      “Well, well, well,” the emperor said, staring at Sam. “You were hiding something after all.”

      “Don’t hurt my baby,” she whispered, the microphone picking up the plea and broadcasting it through the stadium.

      “I’m going to take great pleasure pulling him apart, piece by piece,” he said and stood, his words producing a fear in his mother’s face, one Sam couldn’t abide seeing.

      With each step, he felt the power coiling into a tight ball, like a cobra ready to strike. He didn’t need to scan the crowd to pinpoint where the rest of the Zyclonian army stood; he felt them, sensed their stalking, murdering eyes watching him descend the stairs in the silent arena.

      Protect yourself, the panicked voice of his mother whispered in his mind. Their eyes met and hers went wide. Pain filled his mind as her scream carried through the stadium.

      [image: ]

      André ran through the entrance, his heart throbbing in his chest and his lungs screaming from exertion. Katrina’s scream filled his head and echoed throughout the stadium, cutting off abruptly.

      “NO!” Sam’s scream overrode Katrina’s, and André emerged onto the field in time to see Sam crossing at full tilt, an angry mask of murder transforming his young face. Instead of attacking the emperor, André ran straight at his son, tackling him before the emperor could gather another targeted strike.

      Sam’s fury radiated off him as much as his building power and André shuddered at the consequences if Sam let that ball loose. He held his flailing son tightly to his chest as they rolled and whispered in his ear, “I need you to control your power, Sam.”

      “They killed Mom,” Sam said when they stopped rolling.

      “I know,” André said. He stood, facing the emperor with his arms still wrapped around Sam. He pushed Sam behind him and out of the emperor’s strike line. Fury, raw and wild, snaked through him, almost getting away from him as his peripheral vision picked up the remains of his wife and father.

      A Zyclonian soldier stepped forward.

      “Watch out,” Sam whispered and André felt a stinger of power escape from his son.

      The soldier screamed.

      “Don’t torture him, Sam,” André said, his eyes never leaving the emperor’s. “Just kill him.”

      Sam obeyed his father and the soldier’s chest exploded.

      “You killed my wife,” André said, not allowing the lion’s share of emotions tied to that statement to surface. Fury was the only allowance.

      Another Zyclonian soldier stepped onto the field.

      André raised his hand and the soldier evaporated to dust, the level of controlled power erupting a gasp from Sam.

      “How very humane of you,” the emperor said stepping into the open space between the two halves of Katrina, forcing André to see how his wife died.

      André looked at the halved remains of his wife and shock racked his brain. The bastard had split her right down the middle from head to crotch. A clean slice like he had run her through a particularly sharp industrial table saw. On the heels of shock came the full force of loss, punching him in the gut. He shoved aside the urge to crumple to the ground and let the emperor kill him.

      The only reason he remained standing was the boy behind him. “You bastard,” he whispered, blinking back the tears. His shoulder split open.

      The emperor smiled. “Emotion still rules you, just like your parents.”

      “Perhaps, but this time, you are on my turf. This is my country, my planet,” he growled taking another step forward. “This is the United States of America and it is not for the taking.” He stood a fraction taller, the words like his own personal talisman projecting his powerful voice through the silent stadium.

      Cheers erupted.

      “Take the soldiers out, Sam,” André said over his shoulder. “Just like I did.”

      Sam wasn’t as humane or as clean as André and the soldiers exploded.

      André tilted his head and glared at the emperor. “It’s just you and me now.”

      “And your son,” the emperor said.

      Sam cried out and André twirled catching him before he hit the ground. Sam whimpered, grasping his leg, holding the wound the emperor created. He set Sam on the ground meeting his gaze.

      André stood, turning back toward the emperor with his thoughts on lockdown. He needed to put distance between the emperor and his son and the only way to do that was offering himself as bait.

      “I bet you wouldn’t be able to take me with just your bare hands,” he growled, playing on the emperor’s vanity and giving Sam time to glean the plan from his mind. He had a way of stopping the emperor, but he needed his son’s superior control because his was just about tapped.

      “The thought of squeezing that scrawny throat of yours until you die is tempting.”

      “You don’t have the guts,” André spat, positioning himself so he was blocking the emperor’s direct line of sight to Sam. He caught a glimpse of himself in the side projection, his bright blue irises outlined with laser red, reminding everyone in the viewing audience that he wasn’t human.

      The emperor laughed and took a step toward André.

      André circled as the emperor approached, putting his wounded shoulder behind the line of his body, trying to protect Sam as long as he could. He left his hands loose and elbows slightly bent so he could strike out with his fists if the emperor took the bait. In his mind, he replayed the scene fifteen years before, the way his fists felt punching Captain Trevor and feeling his nose break, broadcasting the little show so the emperor picked it up instead of the underlying current between André and Sam.

      When he stepped to the side, leaving Sam unprotected, his heart leapt into his throat and he taunted the emperor. “Come on; let’s see what you’ve got.” The words rumbled from his chest.

      The punch came from nowhere and tossed André onto his ass. He scrambled to his feet. “I figured you wouldn’t play fair.” André smiled; his eyes moved past the emperor and met his son’s. “Now, Sam.”

      The emperor fell to his knees under the power Sam unleashed and André felt it sizzling in the air, begging to do more than just hold the emperor in place, containing the emperor’s power to a six-inch radius around him.

      “Sam, just hold him there,” André said, still meeting his son’s gaze. I promise the bastard will pay, but not at our hands. A part of André smiled at the same words his father said to him years ago and then he focused back on the emperor.

      He rubbed his chin. “Now, what was the reason you exiled me at six?” he inquired, tapping his finger on his lips. “Oh, now I remember.” He looked at his son. “It was the prophecy. Supposedly a boy with blue eyes would either rule or destroy Zyclon,” he said and glanced back at the emperor.

      Sam pleaded with his gaze and André shook his head. He wanted everyone on the battle ship to hear this. He wanted his home planet to know what their emperor was made of. “The prophecy was bullshit, wasn’t it?”

      The emperor glared at André and sent the silent command to the warship to send the fighter fleet.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” André said and looked up at the sky, unleashing the power and fury inside him before the battleship could fire on the domes. The air in the stadium changed, rippling around André as a powerful blast shot out through the opening in the stadium ceiling, passing through the solid sphere of the dome and annihilating the fighter planes. He took it a step further and destroyed the flight deck on the warship, disabling their ability to fire on Earth.

      The stadium roared as the television screens switched to show the disintegration of the fighter jets in space.

      André staggered a step and shook the cobwebs of exhaustion from his head. He glanced back at the emperor. “Tell them the real reason you killed my parents and sent me packing,” he demanded, circling again. “Tell us all.” He looked around the stadium, his eyes falling on the remains of Katrina and Matthew. His face contorted with rage, pushing the tiredness from his bones. He stepped closer to the emperor, slamming his fist into the man’s face. “Tell them!”

      The emperor glared at André, blood gushing from his broken nose.

      “Since you seem to be without words, I think I’ll clue everyone in on just how much of a bastard you really are.” André stepped away. “You manipulated Zyclonian prophecy to suit your own needs. The prophecy that I read stated a mad tyrant would destroy Zyclon, not a blue-eyed boy. Not the heir to the throne.”

      The emperor struggled to break free of the invisible bonds that held him in place.

      “You conveniently targeted my blue eyes, because I was different,” André growled. “It didn’t matter that I was your nephew. It didn’t matter that I had legitimate claim to the throne. All that mattered to you was power and control, and with me and my parents alive, that threatened all you built. All you stole.” André looked around the stadium and up at the displays. “So tell me, Emperor,” he said, his voice filled with bitter sarcasm, “did you fulfill the prophecy? Did you destroy Zyclon?”

      Silence fell over the crowd and he looked up at the screens, feeling the pause of the warship crew.

      “You are an abomination,” the emperor hissed.

      André laughed. “You killed your own sister and sent your nephew into space to die. I think you’ve got the corner on that market.” He looked in the direction of his dead wife. “I’ve waited over twenty-five years for payback,” he said, glancing over at Sam, “and you’ve destroyed almost everything I cared about.” His vision clouded with red tears. “And as much as I want to see you die for what you have done…” He trailed off as the tears spilled. “I can’t kill you in cold blood. That would make me no better than you,” he said and walked toward Sam.

      “And my father taught me better than that,” he whispered and stopped behind the emperor. He put his hand on the back of his head and with a vicious mental yank, he slammed the barrier in the emperor’s mind closed, shutting all traces of his inhuman power.

      “But I can take away your power,” he said over the emperor’s cry of pain.

      André dropped his hand and turned toward his son.

      “He killed Papa and Mom,” Sam said as André approached.

      André nodded. “But that doesn’t make it right for me to kill him. Too many have already died.”

      “He declared war,” Sam whispered.

      “He did more than that, Sam. He destroyed Zyclon,” André said, looking at the display now broadcasting the interior of the warship control room, and received a nod from the acting commander of the Zyclonian fleet. “It’s over now and he’ll stand trial for his crimes.” He put his arm around Sam, turning him away from the carnage. “Let him go.”
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      Sam released the emperor, squashing the urge to shatter the bastard’s bones to a pulp where he stood. His gaze fell on his mother and tremors started in his stomach, spiraling outward while sobs ripped from his chest.

      Cal’s wide eyes caught his attention and then his father lurched forward onto his knees, his breath a wincing wheeze of an exhale. No inhale followed and his father fell forward with a dagger sticking out of his back.

      Sam spun around, fury lining the power, transforming it into a wild beast, and he let loose.

      The skin peeled from the emperor, his scream a fraction of a second too late, but when it came, it echoed like a frightened little girl.

      Sam crossed the distance and plunged his hand inside the man’s chest. “You won’t be needing this, but my father will,” he said and ripped out the emperor’s heart. He stood in the center of the football stadium, holding the muscle in his hand, reeling in his power and focusing it on keeping the heart beating and strong.

      The emperor keeled backwards, dying like he lived—heartless.
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      The sounds of the heart monitor and the swish of the ventilator registered in his fog-ridden brain. André’s eyes fluttered open. The bright lights of the operating room made him squeeze his eyes shut again. He welcomed the darkness.

      You can’t stay, her voice whispered in his ear.

      But I want to be with you, he said, straining to see her in the mist.

      Katrina stepped into view. We will be together again someday. But right now, Sam needs you. She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. I love you. Katrina faded, mixing in with the smoky mist.

      “Don’t go!” André yelled and sat up in the recovery room.

      Cal looked up from the chart. “It’s about time you came back to us.”

      “Kat,” André whispered, looking around the room. He glanced back at Cal. Slowly, the events of the past couple of days filtered back into his consciousness. André lay back on the pillow and covered his face with his hands. “She’s dead,” he said, finally allowing the despair to take hold.

      Cal put the chart down. “We thought we lost you, too.”

      “My father’s gone.”

      “Yes.”

      “Please tell me Sam’s okay.” He looked beyond his fingers.

      “Sam’s just fine.” Cal smiled. “He’s with your mother. They’re waiting to see you.” He handed André a wet washcloth and let out a small chuckle. “I’m not sure what to call you. Is it Commander or Your Highness?”

      André glared at him. “Don’t go there, Cal,” he said, wiping the bloody tears from his cheeks. “Did anyone else from the team make it?” he asked, diverting the conversation of his true lineage to another time.

      “No, you and I are the only ones who are still alive.”

      André wiped his face and took a deep breath, stepping into the role of commander as easily as his father had. “We need to arrange a national memorial service to recognize the sacrifices our team made, as well as my father’s leadership in protecting the country.”

      “I already made that suggestion to the president and he is waiting for word on your condition before he finalizes the plans,” Cal said.

      “What about the remaining Zyclonians on the spaceship?”

      “Peaceful negotiations are underway and they haven’t shown any signs of hostility since your showdown. The president has included Sam in the negotiations and Sam confirmed their peaceful intent. He says they just want a place where they are welcome.”

      André nodded and closed his eyes, letting the emotions back in. “Can I see Sam now?”

      “In a second,” Cal said. “I need to tell you the extent of the damage and what we had to do.” He sat on the edge of the bed, taking a deep breath. “Do you know what happened?”

      André shook his head. “The last thing I remember was leading Sam away.”

      “Your uncle threw a dagger and it went through your heart,” Cal said. “I tried to push it away, but I was a little late on the draw. I was only able to move the trajectory a little, enough to save your life, but not enough to save your heart.”

      André looked down at the bandages on his chest and back at Cal. “Okay, so whose heart do I have?”

      “Your uncle’s,” Cal replied.

      Surprise sputtered a shiver up his spine and André’s eyebrows creased. He had left the emperor alive on the football field.

      “Sam killed him,” he replied to the unspoken question in André’s eyes. “He ended up being a perfect match to your blood and tissue type. Better than the one we had on ice.”

      André closed his eyes and nodded. “Where’s my heart?”

      “Probably still in the operating room. Why?”

      “I want it buried with Katrina,” he said. “She’s the one who owns it.” The tears fell again. “It belongs with her.”

      Cal nodded. “I’ll make sure that happens,” he said and stood up. “There haven’t been any complications at this point and no sign of your body rejecting the organ.”

      André opened his eyes, meeting Cal’s. “I don’t know how I feel about this,” he said. “I hated my uncle; he was a cold-blooded killer.”

      “André, it’s just a muscle that pumps blood. You are still André Robbins, no matter whose heart is in your body.” Cal tapped his temple. “It’s what’s up here that counts.” He headed for the door. “Besides, it’s an ironic twist of justice,” he said over his shoulder. “He wanted you dead; instead, he ended up saving your life.”

      André swallowed the lump in his throat and sent a sad, lonely smile in Cal’s direction. “That’s something Kat would have said.”

      

      
        The End
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        Thank you for reading MESSIAH. If you enjoyed this book, please look for other titles by J.E. Taylor at http://www.JETaylor75.com. And as always, please consider leaving a review!
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        All that’s required to ignite a revolution is a single spark rising. Lena is it.

      

      

      Two hundred years after the cataclysm that annihilated fossil fuels, Sparks keep electricity flowing through their control of energy-giving Dust. The Council of Nine rebuilt civilization on the backs of Sparks, offering citizens a comfortable life in a relo-city in exchange for power, particularly over the children able to fuel the future. The strongest of the boys are taken as Wards and raised to become elite agents, the Council’s enforcers and spies. Strong girls—those who could advance the rapidly-evolving matrilineal power—don’t exist. Not according to the Council.

      

      Lena Gracey died as a child, mourned publicly by parents desperate to keep her from the Council. She was raised in hiding until she fled the relo-city for solitary freedom in the desert. Lena lives off the grid, selling her power on the black market.

      

      Agent Alex Reyes was honed into a calculating weapon at the Ward School to do the Council’s dirty work. But Alex lives a double life. He’s leading the next generation of agents in a secret revolution to destroy those in power from within.

      

      The life Lena built to escape her past ends the day Alex arrives looking for a renegade Spark.
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      “Nothing says ‘Home, Sweet Home’ like an abandoned gas station.”

      The words came with a muffled snort from one of the two men following Lena. He probably hadn’t meant for her to hear them—probably—but the rich, husky tone of his voice carried them to her.

      Lena rolled her eyes, her back still to the client and his assistant. “Does my home offend you, Mr. Reyes?” She kept her tone even and pleasant. It took effort. A lot of effort.

      “No, no,” he answered from behind her. “I’m just trying to understand what would make someone see this place and say, ‘Now this…this is the place I want to call home.’” He paused. “Miss Gracey,” he added, mimicking her formality.

      She could hear his amusement. It was nothing she hadn’t heard from other clients before. As far as she was concerned, he could keep trying. She highly doubted he’d get it.

      When she’d arrived at the ancient gas station nine years before, she’d been fifteen and full of rage, fear, and pride over making her escape from a life of hiding in the city. The empty building still stood firm against the onslaught of the world. Buckled, collapsed pavement at the far end of the lot showed where the tanks below ground had ignited during the cataclysm two centuries before. The void was filled with sand pushed by the wind—a shifting, fatal trap for the unwary. A tumbleweed bounced across the rubble of the road, smashing against teetering pump fourteen, shedding thorns and seeds as it rolled off again.

      The desolation was a reflection of Lena’s grief. She’d staked her claim on the station and carved her home out of drifted sand and weeds. She didn’t expect those who lived in the comfort of a relo-city—surrounded by people and walls to keep the world at bay—to understand why it mattered to claim a corner of the wild as hers alone. The cities that had grown out of the post-disaster relocation centers were the last hope of those clinging to the old ways. They were willing to give up a lot to live in safety. She knew safety was relative.

      Now her client, and the assistant who’d powered the electric vehicle to get him out here, sized her home up as they followed her inside. The visual examination of the home she’d built for herself, the life alone, was typical of every client, every time.

      This time the examination, and the judgment it implied, rankled. She spun around, mouth opened to snap at them.

      She stopped. Alejandro Reyes had removed his antique sunglasses, and his dark eyes were focused on her. She tried to escape the intensity of them by looking down, but that was a mistake. Instead of a heated gaze, she caught his wide-chested, lean-hipped body as he slid closer to her like one of the big cats of the desert, stalking prey.

      He’s not a hunter, Lena. Just another indolent client looking for a black market charge to make his easy life easier.

      She cleared her throat, turning to his assistant. The other man, Lucas, was busy inspecting every detail of her home. She doubted Reyes’s attention had ever left her back. It certainly didn’t leave her face now that she had turned to the other man. She could feel his focus still, the itch of attention that always made her self-conscious. He wasn’t interested in the room.

      “Where’d you get the light bulbs?”

      They were a luxury item, rarely seen outside of Council buildings, but she wasn’t fooled. He was studying her, not her fixtures.

      She shrugged. “I barter for everything.” She considered him for a moment, gauging the risk he presented. He didn’t seem threatening, merely interested, and Lena didn’t sleep with her clients, no matter how hot they were. She held out her hand. “May I have the item, please?”

      Reyes had to snap his fingers at Lucas to get his attention. She’d dismissed the Spark assistant as soon as she’d seen his energy bloom, the faint displacement like a heat shimmer that other Sparks could see. The brightness indicated the inherent power of a Spark and showed up the moment the mental power was accessed. Typically, the bloom would grow as a Spark worked with the Dust to create the electrical energy that was otherwise dead to the world.

      The assistant’s bloom was unimpressive, probably the reason his boss had to seek out black market charges from people like her. It was also the likely reason for his slack jaw as he noted the energy signature on all of the modifications she and the Dust had made to nearly every item in her home.

      Lucas crossed to Reyes and handed him a small, cloth-wrapped package. Reyes held it up, delaying giving it to her.

      “Now, I was assured you’re a strong Spark. You can get the Dust to make anything work, whether you’ve seen it before or not,” he said.

      Like so many others, obviously Reyes thought that the power to create or store energy was due to a Spark’s ability to force the Dust to do one’s will. They didn’t understand the truth of the Dust, any more than any of them understood what it really was. Everyone had a theory—a virus to which Sparks alone were immune, invisible aliens working to keep humanity weak, even that Dust was the final ruse of the old government meant to hide an evolutionary shift. The Tribulationists believed Dust, and the Sparks themselves, were a sign of their god’s displeasure.

      They were all wrong. The Dust was alive. It wanted to help. She wasn’t special because she could force it to do what she wanted; she was special because she knew how to ask. She knew how to listen.

      “You’re assuming I haven’t seen whatever you found.” She wiggled her outstretched fingers at him for the item. She hadn’t been told what the object was, but her brother’s contact had assured her that if she made Reyes happy, she’d earn a regular client.

      “I am. Yeah.” Barely contained laughter danced behind the words. He settled it onto her palm.

      Why all the mystery, gentlemen?

      Whatever it was, it was illegal as hell. But then, so was she. Females as powerful as she was didn’t exist, and the Council scoured what was left of the world to make sure of it. Lena made a noncommittal noise and turned away as she began unwrapping the package.

      From his behavior, she could tell he’d brought her an antique object to charge. Most of her business was in batteries and capacitors. City people often ran out of the rations of electrical charges earned through work before they got through the month. The unsympathetic Council of Nine didn’t promise the people in its walled cities an easy life, just protection and an opportunity to work hard to earn a taste of electrical luxury.

      People scavenged or bought black market copper and aluminum. Once they added some salt water—even lime juice would work in a pinch—they could build a battery. But the things weren’t all that strong. What they really needed was a homemade capacitor. And, of course, a Spark willing to break the law to charge it. Enter Lena, and her black market talents. Demand was high.

      “Is this a straight charge of a refurbished item, or will you need me to custom fit a capacitor into it and charge that?” Before he could answer, she finished unwrapping the object. A shock of recognition flashed through, and she spun around, arm extended stiffly to thrust the item back at him.

      “Danny’s rep would have explained the rules to you,” she bit out, referring to her brother. “No powder weapons of any kind.”

      There was risky, and then there was stupid. She didn’t do stupid. And Reyes wasn’t nearly as beautiful now that she knew he was a dumbass who was perfectly willing to give stupid a try.

      “Take it and go.”

      He grinned as he shook his head. “It’s not a powder weapon.”

      “Do you think I’m an idiot? It’s a gun.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      She glowered at him. “Take. It. Back.”

      He sighed and tilted his head. “It’s not a gun.”

      She closed her hand around the weapon and cocked her arm back. He spoke rapidly then, hands up to forestall the throw.

      “It’s not. It doesn’t shoot bullets. It shoots little barbs that are attached by wires. It isn’t long-range. And it doesn’t even hold bullets. It uses electricity. No powder.” He licked his lips. “Look at it. Look at it.”

      She did, not sure what to look for outside of general shape. Powder weapons were rare and forbidden by the Council. Only the Council’s agents, those who policed each of the nine zones, had use of the old weapons. It took a strong Spark to overcome the Dust’s effect on powder. While no one knew exactly what Dust was, they did know what it did. Inhibiting combustive reactions was one those things. Agents, the men who’d been sent to the Ward School as boys and gave their youth up to train their native gifts, could get the Dust to fire powder. They were the strongest of the Sparks.

      Her lips twisted. Yeah. Right. She was the exception. But her father had made it clear any girl strong enough for the Ward School wouldn’t go there for training. She’d go and disappear.

      She examined the weapon. Guns fired bullets out a hollow barrel. The front of this thing had two flaps, one atop the other, and beneath them, small twin holes with tiny tips perched within. She flicked a fingernail over the top of one.

      “If you open the handle, you’ll see there aren’t any bullets. There’s a battery pack,” he said. “Electricity. Not combustion.”

      She turned it over again, found the small latch, and pried apart the handle. Nestled inside was an ancient, corroded battery pack.

      “See? I told you. It’s not a gun. It’s called a Taser.” The laughter was back in his voice. It was light, almost a chuckle.

      The sound of it could soothe any raised hackles, except for hers.

      “Can you make a capacitor that’ll fit in there?”

      Now that he’d said the name, she recognized the weapon. Electrical current could disrupt a Spark’s ability to generate a charge, one current disrupting another. The Council’s agents used Tasers to control Sparks who went rogue.

      She didn’t know how often it happened. From the time a child demonstrated any Spark at all, they were immersed in the Council’s propaganda: It was an honor to be a Spark. The gift of control over the Dust meant you were privileged to help support the recovery of the human race. What could be a more worthwhile pursuit for a human life?

      Lena could think of a few things, but she was smart enough to live quietly. Those who didn’t… Well, those who refused had led the Council to research ways to ensure their cooperation.

      And now I have an opportunity to play with one and figure it out.

      She met Reyes’s eyes again, risking the intensity of his dark brown gaze. Instead, she found amusement. He raised his brows, a grin curving his lips, as if daring her to try.

      Well, shit.

      A dare was a lure she couldn’t resist. She responded with an answering smile, easing the tension.

      Decision made, she turned away. “The question isn’t whether or not I can fit a capacitor, but whether or not it will work anyway. This compartment is in bad shape.”

      She carried the weapon over to her work area and sat at her stool. She could ignore them now. The work end of being a black market Spark was easy. Trusting people long enough to take their C-notes or barter in exchange for a charge was the hard part. If it didn’t give her a vengeful thrill every time she broke the Council’s laws by charging an illicit item for a client, she’d never do it. She’d live as a happy hermit deep in her desert instead. Infrequent trips to the city would be reserved for sex and the few items she couldn’t make or scavenge for herself.

      Lena tucked her hair back behind her ears and leaned over the weapon. Wrapping a soft bit of cotton around the tip of a thin bone pick, she used her gentlest touch to rub away the worst of the bright orange and brown corrosion to assess the damage. She’d have the Dust check the leads when she was done.

      “Where’d you find this thing anyway? Not in Relo-Azcon, that’s for sure.”

      “Relo-Azcon?” Reyes’s challenging tone made her turn her head. He threw a knowing smile at Lucas. “She’s one of those.”

      She turned fully to him. “One of what?”

      Reyes smiled lazily. “One of those who uses ‘relo’ to remind herself what a big, bad place she managed to escape.” He wandered closer, his casual tone belied by dark eyes that held her own. Intense Reyes was back with a vengeance. “C’mon. It’s Azcon. It’s not a relocation center anymore. It’s a city. It has been for more than a hundred years. It’s a safe place, a good life, for everyone who lives there. You should come back.”

      Of course, he thought so. He was one of the wealthy who lived in charged comfort.

      What do you know about what life is really like for the people who make your life comfortable, you big jerk?

      Most Sparks didn’t live in charged extravagance. They used as little electricity as possible, because they knew someone like them had paid the price for it in pain. Each week, every Spark in every city took their scheduled turn on the grounding platforms or risked overloading their brains and stroking out. The huge open-air stages were built above the cities, for the safety of the unpowered, so the Sparks could discharge the feedback energy that accumulated within their bodies.

      It was hard for Lena to believe now, but when she had been very small, she’d thought the groundings on the platform were beautiful. The crash of the lightning discharge was scary, sure, but the constant flashes of light made the days sparkle and chased the dark from the night.

      And then she’d gone for her first grounding. She had been four, and had started working with a Spark tutor often enough that she’d built up her own feedback. She clutched her mother’s hand, staring at her brother’s profile as he climbed up to the platform ahead of her. He was sweating as they climbed the open, winding stairs, despite the chilled winter air on their cheeks. Those in line before them went first, removing clothes, standing shivering on the platform for a moment before being encased in blinding electric light. Their bodies were rigid, corded with agony, and the crash wasn’t merely loud up that close. It deafened Lena, froze her in place while the vibrations shook through the platform to her bare feet and up her small body.

      When it was over, the Sparks fell, collapsed from the pain to the heated floor of the platform. Council employees scooted forward, lifting them and moving them inside to spend their hour in recovery before heading back to family, job, or school. It was an efficient system, a machine that ran smoothly so long as the cogs were well-oiled by obedient citizens.

      She blinked the memory away. “This is a safe place. Nobody but me makes the rules. I like it here just fine.”

      “Are you sure about that?” His tone dropped as he leaned in and smiled, voice turning low and persuasive. His proximity, coupled with her awareness of their chemistry, set off alarm bells in her head. “I’m a man in a position to be good to the right woman.”

      Heat flooded her face, but it wasn’t embarrassment. It was anger. The man was a head and half taller than her tiny self, so more than six feet tall. He was older, perhaps early thirties, and dark, with olive skin and black hair trimmed close to his head. He moved with a sinuous grace that reminded her of how long it had been since she’d made her way back to find a boy in the city. The whole package was wrapped in a perfectly preserved, black, relic-silk shirt.

      Everything about him screamed C-notes and sex. He expected her to believe he was this interested in her—a skinny, short, reclusive Spark? Oh, she wouldn’t deny the sexual spark between them. As far as the physical? Her dark red hair and blue-green eyes were unusual, but so were the galaxies of dark freckles spinning across her skin. And she was fragrant today. The damn water heater she’d scavenged and dragged across the desert was broken again—it never worked more than a week or two before it burned out every circuit she attached to it.

      In spite of her self-conscious anger, she could feel the pull as her body tried to respond to Reyes’s lure, heat swirling low and slow in her belly. It pissed her off even more. Plus, a bit of chemistry between strangers didn’t explain this level of attention. Whatever he wanted, it wasn’t her.

      Please don’t be stupid enough that you came out here to prey on me. It wouldn’t go the way they planned.

      “I’m not the right woman.” She stood, keeping the stool between her and the man in front of her. “And I’m not interested.”

      She shook her head. It wasn’t just figurative alarms going off in her head. She could hear the Dust at the back of her mind, a sibilance, not quite a whisper. The Dust liked to help. Lena let it. Reyes spoke again, a pleasant drone she ignored. She focused on the images the Dust flashed in her mind.

      Six intruders made their way across the desert, moving through the blanket of Dust and sand. They encircled her home in pairs. Teams of two? Council agents.

      And two more were here inside with her. The Council had found her. Her father hadn’t been wrong.

      Rage ticked her eyelid. With every step the agents took across the desert, everything she had built went up like so much tinder. Unlike the mid-range Sparks who tried to flee the Council, she could keep them from dragging her back to be a power plant slave. All she had to do was everything her parents had warned her against. She’d have to reveal her true abilities.

      She focused on the Dust within their bodies.

      Wake up, little friends. Wake up. I have work for you. Listen….

      Reyes stopped speaking the moment she went still. He exchanged a look with Lucas before looking back at her. It was all the time she needed.

      Lungs and muscles. Lungs and muscles. No breath. No movement.

      She could see the shift behind his eyes as he realized he had underestimated her, and then he gasped. His windpipe and lungs constricted then he grabbed at his chest. His muscles locked.

      Beside him, Lucas made a wet, wheezing sound as he toppled to the floor, body rigid.

      She stepped away from behind the stool and moved sideways across the room.

      “Your friends are coming.” She had no idea why she spoke. “I’m sorry it hurts, but you should have left me alone. I wasn’t bothering anyone.” Lena didn’t even know if he could hear her.

      Reyes’s face purpled and veins stood out in his neck and forehead. He shouldn’t still be standing.

      She hated that she felt guilty. “The Dust will stop once I’m gone. If you make it, don’t look for me. I won’t hold back next time.”
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      She ducked into her room, silently ordering the Dust covering her escape route to wake. Alarms shrieked in her head. She’d cut it too close. Lena pushed the wooden bed frame out of the way and wiggled on hands and knees toward the corner. She’d have to come back later for her things, after the agents were gone.

      A heavy thump sounded behind her. Reyes wasn't going to make it.

      She hesitated, then snarled at herself for giving a damn about the agent who'd masqueraded as a new client and invaded her home. She slid headfirst, arms extended, into the hole the Dust opened for her.

      It was his own fault, anyway.

      He had no way to know you could hit back.

      She growled at herself. Simple rule. People who don’t want to get hit shouldn’t go looking for trouble.

      The Dust left after the Great Disaster was everywhere, including in food, water, and air and the people who ate, drank, and breathed it. They didn’t know what it was, but other Sparks used it as a catalyst to help spark, or flame, or charge objects. She had played with the Dust every day as a child, during those long hours spent alone, locked away for her own safety. The Dust was alive, and it liked the attention she gave it. It would pretty much do whatever she wanted, including keeping her escape route safe.

      She wiggled forward, urging her body down the slope. As soon as her feet cleared the opening behind her, the Dust resealed the floor. They'd see that the bed had been moved, but the floor would be nothing more than what you’d expect to see in a former gas station: worn, ancient, and coated with Dust.

      She slid down the smooth tube for about fifteen sloped feet. When she reached the bottom, she pulled herself up onto her elbows, placing her hands flat against the walls.

      “Glow,” she breathed, visualizing the dim light she wanted the Dust to make for her.

      The tube lit up around her. Running footsteps thumped across the floors behind her. Voices shouted about men down. The bed groaned as it was pulled to the middle of the room.

      She didn’t wait for them to start pounding on the floor. The Dust would keep the floor knit together for a long time, and when forced, would collapse the head of the tunnel behind her. Still, she scooted, elbow crawling through the tube as fast as she could.

      Her tunnel ran two hundred and fifty feet diagonally away from the house to end in a hidden exit on the side of a dried streambed. She couldn’t hear anything from behind her now; her own breath rasping in and out of her throat eclipsed every other sound. She had no idea how far she’d come, or how far she still had to go.

      Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

      The silent chant did little good. The memory of her father’s warning echoed in her head.

      She had been five on her first day of Testing Year. Her father had come into the room as her mother finished braiding her hair. He’d squatted in front of her, somber, voice soft but emphatic. As a girl, she’d mistaken his fear for anger.

      He’d placed his wide hands on either side of her round, freckled face, the girlish mirror of his own, and told her, “You must remember, Magdalena. Remind yourself every day, every moment that you must not do well. The Council has been watching for a girl like you. You must fail, or they will take you away from us and we will never, ever see you again.”

      She’d looked at her mother, who leaned against the closed bedroom door to keep out her brother and sister. No one was allowed to know she was different, not even them.

      Her father had gently tugged one braid to pull her attention back to him. “We love you, Magdalena. Please remember.”

      She’d nodded, terrified.

      She was terrified again. She’d gotten so used to being authentically herself here in the desert that she’d forgotten how to hide, just as she had only days after starting her Testing Year. She’d wanted to win. Now, as then, she had to disappear.

      Her elbow hit solid wall—the end of her tunnel. She slapped her shaking hand against the hatch, and it fell away into its component Dust and whispered down to the dry, orange earth of the stream bed three feet below. Lena clawed at the edge, pulling her way out.

      Sudden sunlight blinded her. She tumbled face-first to the ground. Her head shrieked at her to stop, listen, and watch for agents. She didn’t. She ran as soon as she gathered her feet under her.

      The Pueblo of Santo Domingo offered shelter only four miles away. The arroyo she’d chosen as her escape route cut shallow through the red earth by the seasonal rains. The edge wasn’t above her head, but scrubby juniper and mesquite trees were thick around the edges. She hoped it would be enough to protect her from any eyes searching her out.

      Less than two days after she had staked her claim on the gas station, the Kewa had appeared. They’d known she was a Spark, of course, just as they’d known she had moved into the abandoned station. Natives could spot the energy bloom practicing Sparks gave off like a heat signature. They were happy to barter in exchange for charges that didn’t come from a Council Spark. Over time, they’d come to trust each other. Now, they would be her safe haven.

      The agents wouldn’t pursue her into occupied Kewa territory. As a friend of the Nations, she could only be taken if there were no tribal witnesses. The Council of Nine had long since begged peace with the Native Nations.

      Her feet pounded on the arroyo bottom, carrying her closer to sanctuary. Every impact sent a spike up her spine and into her head, a reminder of how close she was to burn out. She risked a pause to turn back, looking for signs of pursuit. The twisted trees protected her from discovery, but they limited her vision. And she couldn’t hear anything over the sound of her own heartbeat and panting breath. She turned back from the direction of home to run on.

      Movement flickered through the branches to her side.

      Lena snapped her head around, breath caught in her throat. A young agent paced through the desert a hundred yards away. His head swung as he searched for her. She bent at the knees, intending to sink below the arroyo edge. Her movement caught his attention. Their gazes locked.

      She spun and exploded up the shallow arroyo wall behind her. The compacted sand crumbled beneath her scrabbling fingers and feet. When she made the top, she clawed through the tearing thorns of the scrubby trees and bushes to reach the desert on the other side. She flew then, running flat out, desperate. He crashed through the brush only moments later as he made it down and then up the arroyo again. His footsteps pounded behind her as the ground rose ahead.

      A drop-off loomed on the other side, leading down to the remnants of a cracked and pitted caliche road. A quarter mile to the west and just across the road, Santo Domingo rose from the desert.

      Except the sound of breath sawing loud in her ears wasn’t only her own. He caught her at the crest of the rise, yanking at her shirt to pull her back. The momentum of her leap pulled him down with her, and they tumbled together down the steep, eroded, red sand.

      She hit the hard caliche, and her breath exploded out of her. Even as she gasped, she rolled to her side. She’d pull herself across the road if she had to. His hand caught her ankle, fingers like an iron band, and he dragged her back toward himself. She tried to pull away, her fingertips clawing in vain at the dry top of the road.

      She flipped and looked down her body. He held tight to her ankle, pinning it to the road as he reached for a weapon at his side with his other hand. A gun? Or a Taser?

      She kicked out with her free foot, desperate and vicious. Her heel made contact with his nose, and she was free. She rolled back over, scrambling to her knees and then her feet. If she could catch her breath, she could run the last stretch to safety.

      Wheezing, she made it ten unsteady steps before she blinked the sand from her eyes. She froze.

      Across the road from the single turn into Santo Domingo, Reyes leaned against the hood of the Volt, ankles crossed in front of him, hands in pockets. He’d lost the sunglasses, and his dark glare burned across the distance. The heat of it belied his relaxed slouch. Sometime in the hour it must have been since she’d run from him, Reyes had recovered. He wasn’t happy.

      Lena’s breath hissed out of her. She started to reach out to the Dust in his body again before remembering her overloaded brain might well stroke out. She was on her own.

      She side-stepped away from the agent scraping the ground behind her. The town was right there, on the other side of a thick earth wall. If she started running now, would either of them catch her before she made it?

      Reyes might be slouched against the car, weakened and in pain from her attack. Maybe he wasn’t able to run.

      Doesn’t seem hurt. Seems like a coiled rattler.

      Where he’d positioned himself, he’d only have to intercept her.

      The agent behind her coughed and got to his feet, spitting blood.

      “Enough,” Reyes called out as the younger man made to reach for her. He jerked his head in a sharp gesture for the man to head back through the desert. “It’s done.”

      She could feel them now—the Natives gathering in the town. Reyes was right. The Kewa wouldn’t allow these Councilmen to lay hands on her now.

      Lena let her head fall back for a moment. Gooseflesh rose as a breeze sighed across her skin and cooled the rivulets of sweat. Her hands went up to her hair, smoothing the damp, dark red strands back behind her ears. She crossed her arms tight over her chest and walked right up the middle of the crumbled road. She could see a faint energy bloom hazing the air around him.

      Reyes is a Spark, too?

      He must have grounded and then abstained in order to fool her with the employer/employee act they’d used to gain access to her. For some irrational reason, that pissed her off even more.

      She didn’t stop until she was in front of him. If he’d wanted to, he could reach out and grab her. She didn’t say anything, just stared right back into those dark, angry eyes. She’d be damned if she’d apologize for hurting him. It wasn’t she who had come to his house looking for trouble.

      Reyes shook his head, unclenched his jaw, and laughed softly. His gaze flicked to movement in the town behind her. When he looked at her again, he’d managed to dampen the worst of the heat.

      “That was a pretty neat trick you pulled back there,” he said. His voice was low and rasping raw.

      She would not feel bad about this. She shrugged.

      Reyes cleared his throat. “Don’t suppose you’d consider telling me how to do it?” He managed an amused snort at the look on her face. “No? Not even if I promised not to turn around and use it on you?”

      It was her turn to bark a laugh.

      As if you could.

      She said nothing, but didn’t bother to hide her scorn. Her father had made sure she understood no one could do what she did. It was why they wanted her.

      Reyes’s smile faded. He gave her another sharp look, considering. He pursed his lips. “Okay, Lena.” He nodded. “So, here’s the thing. Council’s been waiting for a girl like you, but they’re not the only ones interested. What do I have to do to get you to come with me? What reassurances can I give you—?”

      She shook her head. “There is nothing you can say or do to ever make me go with you.” She paused to be sure she had his attention. “Not ever. I have zero interest in being one of Peller’s Pistons.” Her mouth twisted at speaking the title. It was an affectionate term coined by the man who had figured out how to use Spark abilities to rebuild civilization. They were all just parts of his machine.

      Mark Peller had died long ago, but the term was still in use. Peller had been that important. He had become their First Councilor, faraway in Zone Two, starting the restoration among those left alive in the relocation center there.

      “C’mon.” Reyes uncrossed his legs and stood, shrugging his shoulders. “There has to be something you want. I’m not really a useless rich boy, but I do have influence with a certain group—”

      “I already told you. I want to be left alone,” she said. “I want to be myself without constantly looking over my shoulder. I want what everyone who hasn’t been mind-fucked by living in a Relo-city wants, Reyes. I want to live for me and not the Council.”

      He chuckled. She didn’t think he was all that amused.

      “Do I look like the kind of guy who is easily mind-fucked?”

      “Easily? No. Not easily. But they had plenty of time, didn’t they, with their Testing Year, and their special programs for talented children? Tell me, Reyes, did you go to the regular gifted school with the mid-range Sparklets and work your way up, or were you one of the special kids? Did they snatch little Alejandro away from Mommy and Daddy and make him a Ward?” She could feel the heat in her cheeks and felt her eyes go glassy with moisture.

      Keep it together, Lena.

      When she was a girl, she’d wanted the chance to show she was as good as those boys, but it was forbidden. Her father had made it clear: the Council would never allow a girl like her to show she was stronger than the Ward boys. They’d take her away from her family, yes, but not to teach her. They’d use her. Or they’d kill her.

      Reyes’s impassive face gave her nothing. The mere thought of what her parents had worked so hard to shield her from upset her, but clearly he’d come to terms with his stolen childhood long before. His face was such a mask she didn’t think she’d even gotten through.

      But then he asked with a soft note of pity in his voice, “What happened to you?”

      She laughed and shoved her hair behind her ears in a quick, defiant motion. “Bad childhood, I guess. So I’m an antisocial misfit, and I have attachment issues, and I—”

      “Is that an official diagnosis or did it come from an over-eager program leader?”

      “I—what?” She shook her head. “No, Reyes. It came from me. I made it up right now.” It wasn’t true. Her sister had spat those words at her the last time she’d visited.

      She threw her hands up in the air. “Why are we even having this conversation?”

      “I’m trying to figure you out.”

      “Why?”

      “I like you, Lena. That much of today wasn’t an act.” A sly smile pulled his lips up, and he held her gaze. “And I am in a unique position to make sure you are safe and happy.”

      She felt her skin prickle, almost an electric response. She shifted away from him, took a step back, and shook her head. “I’m never going back. Not even if you ask nicely.”

      She waited a beat, but he just put his hands on his hips and shrugged again.

      “So unless you plan on trying to force me into your car…?”

      Reyes rolled his eyes. He cocked his head to the side and leaned out to look past her at the Pueblo, and then leaned back in again. His tongue slid across his lower lip. “That probably wouldn’t be a good idea, considering.”

      “Probably wouldn’t. Considering.” She took a step backward then stopped. “Reyes? How did you know I would come here? You know, instead of haring out and holing up in some abandoned wreck somewhere?”

      He shrugged. “You live four miles from Santo Domingo. The Kewa belong to one of the biggest Nations. It made sense for you to come here, knowing we wouldn’t go in after you. And it’s what I would have done.”

      Lena nodded. So much for not being predictable. Better get to work on that, chica.

      She backed away across the road to the Pueblo. She hated being predictable. “Goodbye. Have a good life, Reyes.”

      He smiled and shook his head, calling after her, “This isn’t good-bye. In fact, you should call me Alex. We’ll see each other again.”

      She turned away and strode into Santo Domingo. “Not going to happen,” she shouted back over her shoulder.

      “Yes,” Reyes said, the certainty carrying to her with his voice. “It will.”
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      Alex leaned back into the corner where the bar and the wall met, watching the young people circulating in the long room. The far end held a tiny dance floor and a small corner stage where a trio of young men worked setting up a homemade drum set. Tables hugged each other in the space between the bar and the dance floor. The whole place was dim, lit by tallow lamps hung on short chains well out of reach of customers in their twenties flitting around each other. His gaze moved with the crowd. Was one of these people the key to bringing Lena back to the city?

      “We might’ve had her if we’d approached her differently,” he told himself under his breath. He couldn’t believe how thoroughly the op had been screwed.

      Lucas had been after him for months, telling Alex he was ready to lead and implying Alex was holding him back. A rumor had come in about a powered girl living in the desert—yet another nonexistent ghost girl. Alex had given the entire file to Lucas to shut him up. He remained hands-off, letting Lucas build his own op and handle his own research and contacts. Alex had assumed she was a Neo-barb, or at best a mid-range runaway they’d drag back to the city and put to work in the power grid. He had encountered both before. From the moment they’d driven up and he’d seen her up on her roof making repairs and glowing like the sun, he’d known she was the real deal. So had Lucas. What a clusterfuck.

      Once they’d returned to Azcon, Alex had sent Lucas to both Council and city offices to research all official employees named Danny. Lucas had tried to fight him, of course. Alex had been forced to coach him through the process, yet again.

      “Listen, we already have all the information we need. We have her name, Lena. We know her brother is her contact, which means she has family in Azcon. We know her brother’s name is Danny. And we know from your contact that he uses a messenger to bring her client lists when he can’t get away—the messenger who put our names on the list.”

      Lucas stared at him, wheels finally turning. “And if he has access to a runner he trusts and the ability to get out here regularly—”

      “Well to the south of the fields and the range land—”

      “Then he probably works for the city or the Council.”

      “Exactly. Now, go find him.”

      Lucas would follow any leads he found. Alex had conflicting loyalties, which meant he saw the problem of Little Miss Lena from a different angle, and he didn’t need Lucas peering over his shoulder.

      Back at her place, tucked up next to the wall on her work table, had been a small stack of old books from the Azcon library. He’d grabbed one off the top and fanned through the pages. A slip of paper fluttered free from Orwell’s 1984.

      Someone had written on the scrap in loopy, classical writing, “Piece of Asp. Saturday. Drinks are on me, girlie.” It was signed “Ace.”

      Alex had no way of knowing which Saturday the note referred to, but the note told him either Lena or the mysterious Ace might be a frequent visitor to the Piece of Asp. He’d hoped to find someone who knew her to take her a message.

      But he’d have to wait for that someone to find him. He had come in earlier than the usual post-shift crowd to chat up the bartender. He’d described Lena. The bartender’s eye twitched as he glanced out at the growing crowd. He shook his head and told Alex she didn’t sound familiar. Alex dropped her name, then, and her friend’s, too. The bartender’s shifting gaze told Alex he was lying when he said he’d never met a Lena; he didn’t know any Ace, either. The man had moved off to serve other customers. And, Alex believed, to find Ace.

      Alex waited, sipping an excellent, house-made tequila, and focused on tasting it instead of frustration. He leaned his head down to rub his eyes. He was tired. Tired enough that he found his usual discipline slipping in little hitches. It was just flashes of Lena’s freckled face or that energy bloom, unlike any he’d seen before. But those flashes were intrusive signs that he needed to focus. That on-target dig she’d made about him being snatched from his parents didn’t help any. It had taken everything he had to not respond, to focus on her pain instead of his own old wound. Now, with her no longer in front of him, he could allow some of it to leak out. Not much. Not enough to make him weak. Just enough to fuel him through the rest of his work.

      He needed to be on his way, first back to the office to write up his Council report, and then to Fort Nevada to make his real report. It was already an hour past dark, and it had been a long day with no sign of rest in the immediate future. If it weren’t critical to make some kind of contact with someone Lena trusted, he’d leave now.

      A pair of hard arms, heavily muscled and burnished deep brown, appeared on either side of him. One hand came to rest on the bar to his right, the other on the wall to his left. The breath Alex had just taken whispered out as his body subtly tensed, easing into position for quick, deadly movement.

      “Hey there, stranger.” The voice in his ear was deep and too close. “I don’t know you. Is there a reason you’re dropping my name?”

      Alex took a last sip as he turned his head. He cupped the small glass, and as he took the measure of the man leaning in, he recognized what a shame it would be to splinter the glass into the perfect skin of the face before him. The dim light gave his dark skin a bronze and gold glow over a clean-shaven jaw and pate. Pale whiskey-brown eyes shone out from his dark skin and fed the illusion of the glow.

      “Depends, Ace,” Alex kept his voice low, “on whether you’re interested in ensuring the continued safety of a mutual friend—the one living in the middle of nowhere?”

      Ace’s eyes darkened. He didn’t so much as twitch an eyelid, but Alex could feel the shift from curious to menacing.

      Oh, yeah, Ace and Lena are close.

      He had the man’s attention. He leaned in, putting his head next to the other man’s. “When did you last see her?” Alex kept his voice low and friendly. “I saw her this afternoon. Four Council teams threw her a party at her place.”

      Now he had a reaction. The man’s jaw muscle jumped in time to the rapid pulse at his temple.

      “But she left early and took off to stay with her friends in Santo Domingo,” Alex said.

      “Good for her.” Ace’s voice was nonchalant, but he took a quick breath, and his eyelids dipped in relief.

      “No, Ace, bad for her.” He made his voice hard. “If she had come quietly, if she’d cooperated, even if she’d been dragged back kicking and screaming, I could have arranged something.”

      “Could have arranged something? And who the Dust are you?”

      “Alejandro Reyes. Senior Council Agent. And the only man in Azcon, other than you, interested in keeping her out of the hands of the Council. But that doesn’t matter now.” He leaned back into the bar and slid the glass away in a quick, angry motion. “Now she’ll have the Council’s attention. Having their attention is bad. It’s worse than either of you think.” He let that sink in. “I’m not talking about giving up her freedom outside for a spot in a power plant line-up, I’m talking about real danger and being shipped away and forced to—”

      A hand dropped onto Ace’s shoulder, pulling him away from Alex. A young man, blond hair cut into a shaggy frame for his long face, glared at Alex. He turned to Ace, eyes wide and indignant. “What the hell is this?”

      Ace reached out and ran a placating hand across the young man’s lower chest. “It’s business, Jimmy. It’s just work.”

      Jimmy’s gaze flicked over to Alex and ran over him. “He doesn’t look like work to me.”

      Ace’s hand closed around Jimmy’s shirt, and he pulled the younger man in close to get his attention. “It’s work. Go on back, and I’ll—”

      Alex tossed back the last of his tequila and shook his head. “No worries. We’re done. Get her to come to you. Send word to me at work. Quietly. I’ll get her somewhere safe.”

      He turned to push through the crowd, but Ace’s hand left his boyfriend’s chest to shoot out and grab Alex’s arm.

      “Wait.” Ace had been leaning against the bar. He stood now, towering over Alex and Jimmy both. “Why are you doing this? Telling me—it’s a little dangerous, isn’t it?”

      The implied threat hung there for a moment, amusing Alex.

      He met Ace’s dark expression. “You don’t get anything without giving a little. I’m giving you trust. So trust me. Convince her to trust me before it’s too damn late. Once she’s in custody, my hands may be tied. She’ll be on her own.” He pulled his arm free. “I can buy her a few days. Move fast.”

      Alex slid off into the crowd. He didn’t look back. He didn’t have to. He’d planted the seed. Now to wait for it to bear fruit.

      [image: ]

      Alex dropped his pen into its holder, leaned back, and rubbed his eyes. They ached, and it wasn’t simply the tedium of the paperwork waiting when he’d returned from the Piece of Asp. His office was dim. He could have flipped a switch and turned on the artificial lights, as the Zone Three Council offices were well-powered by Azcon Sparks, but he knew what it took to provide the energy. He preferred to conserve. He also genuinely liked the light of the beeswax candles that were the alternative. He liked the rhythm and elegance of the dip pens everyone else bitterly complained about, too.

      He should go. Full dark had fallen hours before. He still had to report in to Fort Nevada about what had happened, and the Fort was a long way away. He rarely risked a written report outside of regularly scheduled message drops. When something worthy of the attention of his partner, Thomas, occurred, Alex disappeared from his life here in Council Zone Three and made the report in person. It would be a long night before Alex got any rest. Lena was worthy of Thomas’s attention.

      She was worthy of attention, period. Alex kept turning her around in his head like a living puzzle box. His fascination wasn’t solely because they had been searching for her, believing in her existence, for so long. He admired what she had built. She lived life on her own terms, without any safety net.

      The revolution Alex and Thomas were quietly stoking was dangerous and could be fatal. But they’d built a network to support their efforts. And if all else failed, they had a friendship spanning decades. They had each other. Lena was alone.

      If he had been in her position—if his parents had held onto him like a treasure instead of handing him over to the Council in exchange for prestige and a bump in their monthly allotment of charge—could he have made his way, as she had, with no training, simply independence and that ass-kicking attitude?

      Alex leaned back in his chair, a grin spreading at the memory of her clawing and kicking for freedom as she’d come down that slope with a Council agent doing everything he could to restrain her. She’d pulled free, and then when she’d seen Alex waiting for her, she hadn’t panicked. She hadn’t given up. She’d marched up that road to get in his face.

      They needed her.

      He turned to look out the wide-ledged window his rank afforded him. Azcon was dark. It was one of the largest of the relocation centers turned cities, and a little more than twenty thousand people lived here, though few of those citizens wandered the streets now. They were safe at home or, if they were night shift, tucked in to work. The Council touted the comfort it offered citizens during this time of “new prosperity.” Were they comfortable? Or were they resentful but complacent in the aftermath of two centuries of hunger and fighting and uncertainty? Perhaps they didn’t even care who ruled them.

      And what about the men and women in Councilor Three’s offices, the bureaucrats and peace officers and agents? Did any of them care? Lucas did. He was a Council man. Alex’s lip curled. After spending the last year and half dealing with the ambitious little prick, when the time came, Lucas would be one of the first to die.

      As if the thought of him was a beacon, a quick double knock sounded at Alex’s office door. Lucas entered, reaching over and flicking the lights on as he did. Alex squinted. He continued looking out the now reflective glass for a moment, enjoying that last thought, before he turned to the younger man.

      “Hey,” he said mildly. “I thought you were done for the day. What’s up?”

      Lucas showed his teeth and slapped a file on Alex’s lap. He kept some papers in reserve, a few thin, faded sheets. “I got her.”

      Alex arched a brow. “You got her? How’s that?” He sat forward and lifted the file to inspect. He’d seen it before, the last time about a decade before. Family name, Gracey. He flipped open the family file and read aloud the Citizen Contact Sheet from the top. “Daniel Joseph Gracey. Son of Joseph Michael Gracey and Mercedes Solano Gracey. Home address: 235 Ochoa Street, Unit 9A. Status: Mid-level Spark. Occupation: Junior Assistant Councilor Aide to Councilor Three.” None of this was news to him. He paused, arching his brows. “Is this brother Danny?”

      It damn well better not be. He’d been grooming the young Mr. Gracey as an informer for close to a decade. If the kid had been hiding a high-powered sister the whole time, there’d be hell to pay.

      He looked over the top of the paper at Lucas, who gestured for him to continue with the next page.

      Alex flipped to the next page and read, “Teresa Maria Gracey Luevano. Daughter of Joseph Michael Gracey and Mercedes Solano Gracey; Widow of Roberto Luevano; Mother of Joseph Gracey Luevano. Home address: 18 Martin Circle. Status: Mid-level Spark. Occupation: Electrical Source Level Two, Water Resources, Day Shift.” He flipped through the rest of the papers, reading the names. Mama Gracey, another mid-level Spark, assigned to work the electrical plant here at the Council building. Gracey Senior, former Senior Councilor Aide to Councilor Three, deceased. All of the birth and education records, and the one death certificate, were in order. He frowned, searching his memory. The papers for the little sister who had died as a child were missing.

      “I’m tired, Lucas. Councilor’s aide named Danny. Well-placed family—not the kind you go throwing accusations at, and I’m not in the mood for games. You’re holding back his dead sister’s papers. If you think they’re relevant, give them to me.”

      Lucas allowed a smirk to stretch across his thin face, pulling the skin around his eyes down. He produced the folded papers with a flourish. Alex took them.

      He dimly remembered seeing them before. The first was a Certificate of Live Birth. Same parents. Daughter, Magdalena Elizabeth Gracey. He checked the date. Almost twenty-five years ago. Magdalena. Lena. He unfolded the death certificate dated five years after her birth, shortly after she’d started her Testing Year. His eyes narrowed.

      Alex had seen the file twice before. Once, ten years before, he had done a check on Junior Aide Daniel Gracey when he’d signaled his intention to follow his father’s footsteps in service to the Councilor. And before that, as a young agent brimming with suspicion, he’d pulled this file shortly after the child’s death. He and Thomas had been investigating every girl who had died or disappeared during the Testing Year. They both suspected the Council abducted highly powered little girls. Alex remembered he’d found nothing amiss, just the grieving family of a Councilor’s Aide.

      Her parents hadn’t just held onto Lena, they had buried her. Somehow, they had managed to fake her death and hide her away from the Council. Alex had missed it. He’d screwed up.

      And now Lucas had information on her family, information he’d use to draw her to the Council. Alex couldn’t allow that to happen. He and Thomas hadn’t been able to find any of the missing girls over decades, couldn’t prove the Council had them, let alone what they were doing with them. This time, it would be different. The Council couldn’t have Lena.

      Alex nodded at the younger agent, thinking fast. He had to buy time. He turned back to the file, flipping through. “Bring the sister in. She has a child, so she has the most to lose.” He closed his eyes, thinking. “Bring little Joseph in, too. Put her in interview room six and park him right outside on a chair. Make sure she sits where she can see him.” He smiled thinly. It would serve to get Danny’s attention, as well. No more secrets.

      Lucas’s brows were bunched. “Not the brother? But he’s the contact.”

      Alex said nothing. He handed the file back to Lucas.

      “Not the brother?” Lucas asked again.

      Alex had known he would, and with the hard edge to his voice indicating he knew Alex made him wait on purpose. It was a little game they liked to play. Well, Alex liked to play it, anyway.

      “Okay. Not the brother,” Lucas said. “You want me to bring the sister in now?”

      Alex looked at the floor. He really needed to discuss how best to proceed with Thomas. Bring her in and keep her safe here while Alex worked on convincing her to join them? Or disappear her to Fort Nevada and worry about convincing her later?

      “You know what? No,” he said to Lucas, “we’ll go get the sister tomorrow, after a morning strategy meeting. We’ll pick her up at work. Get the boy from school. Make sure she sees we’ve brought him in, too. We can go together after we’ve hammered out our approach and questions first thing in the morning.”

      Lucas laughed. “You are a bastard, Alex. I like it. I’ll have a team ready for when she cracks.”

      “Whoa. Hold on, cowboy.” He shook his head, raising one finger up and shaking it back and forth. “Overconfidence is as bad as ineptitude.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Lucas’s smile vanished. The camaraderie went with it.

      “It means slow down,” Alex said.

      “Slow down?” Lucas waved his arm at the window, seeming to indicate Lena, far off in the desert. “Think about what she can do. She’s what the Council’s been looking for. Besides, do you have any idea what a Neo-barb could do with that kind of power under his control?” Lucas was obsessed with the mostly nomadic people who lived independently of the Relo-Cities. The Council referred to them as new barbarians due to the quality of lives outside of civilization.

      “She’s not going to take up with a Neo-barb.” Alex’s voice held all the withering disdain he felt for the idea. “And even if you get a positive ID on her, you can’t ride into Kewa country and snatch her. We already did this your way once, too fast, too soon, too hard. It’s time for the Reyes way. Be patient. Be subtle. Let the woman come to you, Lucas. C’mon, man. You’re making me think you haven’t played the game before.”

      The muscle in Lucas’s jaw twitched in fast-time. “I take it I’m no longer lead on this?”

      “Oh, no, you’re still the lead.” The ink was dry on his reports. He gathered them up and neatly stacked them, setting them inside the top drawer of his desk. “But I’m still your senior. So come find me in the morning. We’ll plan out a proper interrogation—together—and then you can go lead it.” He stood, ignoring the ugly flush creeping across Lucas’s cheeks, and leaned across to tamp out the candles with his fingers. “That’s about it for tonight. Get some rest. It’s been a helluva day.”

      Alex crossed to the hook on the wall where an old wire hanger held his black wool coat. He opened the door and held it for Lucas.

      Lucas preceded him out but turned left instead of right, mumbling something about working on his interview questions for the morning. He continued down the hall to the big, open room where the junior agents shared desk space. Alex locked his office and pulled his coat on as he made his way through the hallways, down four flights of stairs, and through the locking security doors to the ground level exit at the rear of the building.

      He stepped into the cold night, clamping his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. He’d been born and spent the first five years of his life in the east coast’s Zone One before being shipped across the country by electric car, steam-powered train, and then wagon train to the Ward School. In the decades of training there and after his assignment here, he’d never gotten used to the high desert temperature shifts. It had been a warm spring day, breezy but enjoyable. Now, even with his thin wool coat, his body hunched against the cold. His breath fanned out in front of him.

      Alex shrugged deeper into his jacket, tugging it around himself and fastening the buttons before shoving his hands into the pockets. He glanced up and down the road to be sure there weren’t any horses or bicycles to be wary of, but no one else was out, so he bowed his head against the cold. He walked the two blocks home quickly. At his gate, he flipped the latch, letting himself into the small communal patio. He’d lived in the same lower level unit of a block of four for well over a decade.

      All of the apartments faced out onto the little plaza. He could see the warm, hazy glow of a candle moving behind one of the windows of unit D. Either the Quiroz family meant to conserve as they headed into the end of the month, or they had used up their charge allotment for this pay period. Rough. No lights, no heat, no hot water, and no way to cook except in the communal horno here on the patio. He passed the huge, hive-shaped oven as he crossed the plaza, and the heat still radiating from its use at dinner warmed him.

      He entered his dark apartment, not bothering to light a candle. He moved through to his bedroom by memory, crossing to the small closet to change into a warmer shirt. He shrugged back into his jacket then slid the small chest in the corner toward him.

      As designed, it pulled the carpet back as it slipped out, revealing a trap door. An electric lock held it closed. He focused briefly, and the Dust stirred to life, cycling the lock open. He pulled up, spun around, and backed down the short ladder into the dark opening, leaning out to pull the chest and door back into place as he descended.

      He followed the low, sloping tunnel that was his frequent route below the city walls. It emptied into a narrow branch of canyon outside. Once he reached the end of it, the top opened up again into a small vestibule barely wide enough to accommodate his shoulders, but six and a half feet in height. He gratefully stood and leaned to use the eyepiece of the tiny, real-time camera mounted just below eye-level, manually swiveling it to give him a view of the hatch and the surrounding canyon.

      All clear. He took up the rare night vision goggles he’d brought from Fort Nevada and slipped them onto his head, then left the security of the tunnel. He moved quickly through the cover of canyons and arroyos that hid him all the way to the edge of old town, the largely crumbled ruins of what had been Los Alamos.

      This close in to Azcon, the houses and businesses had been long-since stripped of any usable materials, right down to pulling the wiring from the walls. In the post-Industrial world, where the most basic products were again hand-made, everything was valuable. He entered a dilapidated former restaurant with one wall crumbled away and the roof partially collapsed after some long-ago fire. Tumbleweeds climbed the wall opposite the openings, trembling in the slight breeze.

      In the back, he levered his body through an opening that had probably once been covered by a grate then walked easily through the sub-level drain to where it joined a larger pipe. He crossed to a sealed door. The faded scrapes and gouges that spoke of attempts to force it open always amused him. He worked through the security by memory—security box and code, hidden tube with a lens for his eye, and a quick green pulse of light. He keyed the code to reseal tube and box and waited.

      He didn’t doubt he’d be granted access. He was one of the few in Council Zone Three who even knew of the existence of the ancient train. Those who did know had graduated from the Ward School in the last twenty years. To a man, they gave their loyalty to Alex and Thomas, not the Council.

      Locks at various levels cycled, and the metal hissed open, extending from the wall a few inches. In moments, he’d entered the controlled environment on the other side, nose twitching at the flat, stale smell of the air, and hauled the door closed again. As the edge of it engaged, it pulled itself back in and recycled through the locks, sealing him in.

      He cycled on the lights and left the goggles for his return, then jogged down three levels of metal steps to reach the locomotive of the old mag-lev train. It had long since been disengaged from the passenger cars. Whatever the cars had been used for by the old military before the collapse, the need to transport so many people through the secret tunnels had died with them.

      He stepped into the cab and crossed to the controls. After a brief pause to power up and run a check, he pulled it away from the platform. It moved slowly at first then built speed through the deep tunnel. A trip that might take him weeks by horseback had been cut to half an hour.
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      Alex stepped off the mag-train in a station very different from the abandoned, hidden base he’d left behind. Likely nowhere near what it must have been during its heyday of military industrialization, Fort Nevada was nonetheless busy. The lights shone permanently, and the air cycled continuously, as all of the students at Fort Nevada took a turn in the power stations.

      Alex strode across the metal platform and then down the short staircase. He exchanged a brief greeting with a young agent whose hands were deep inside a metal-plated control panel. Down here at the train level, a handful of Ward School graduated agents worked maintenance and inspected the lines and wires.

      Both students and agents were required to have the knowledge and ability to maintain the infrastructure of civilization. They expected the young, highly powered Wards that came through be infused with a sense of responsibility not only to what was left of society, but also to themselves. Sparks should no longer be tools in the hands of others, and part of claiming the role they deserved meant ensuring Sparks weren’t rendered obsolete.

      As Alex made his way toward the elevators, the duty officer appeared at his shoulder.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      The duty officer was a serious-faced young man whom Alex didn’t recognize. Once upon a time, Alex knew them all. Now he spent the majority of each year in Azcon.

      “Good evening.” Tired and hungry, he kept moving.

      The officer stayed apace next to him.

      “I have a report for Councilor Five. I’ll be in the mess until he’s available.”

      The officer nodded his understanding and peeled off, heading for his desk. He’d send a messenger up to Thomas’s offices. When Thomas wanted him, they’d send someone down to the mess to bring him up.

      This was standard procedure on the nights when Alex came in unexpectedly via the train. The Council had long-since regretfully written off the tunnels and the trains, sealing off access points. Thomas had made reopening them for possible use against the Council a priority. It had taken decades to refurbish the mag-trains and the western tunnels, but it had been worth it. They still pushed east through tunnels they’d found and followed, exploring to see how far the old secret network had gone. The trains made everything easier, especially getting in to discuss critical new information.

      Alex rode the elevator to the eighteenth floor and crossed the hall to the wide-open cafeteria. Out of consideration for those who worked the overnight shift, the cafeteria remained open twenty-four hours a day. At this hour, the hall remained uncrowded and hushed but brightly lit.

      He picked up a tray and cruised through the empty line, choosing foods not available in Azcon. Every zone sent quarterly support to the Ward School, participating in the care and feeding of their future Council Agents as they trained. The Ward School always had goods you couldn’t get in every zone. Alex added two rolls to his tray and debated taking another.

      Bread was hard to come by in Azcon, as the Councilor chose to trade the Zone’s valuable honey and pecans for other items. Wheat wasn’t a priority for Councilor Three when his people could make do with mesquite flour. A terrible decision. The flatbreads made with the mesquite flour alternative never cooked right—the center stayed wet and mushy like pudding.

      Alex sat, tore off a hunk of a wheat roll, and dipped it into the gravy. When he pulled off a bite with his teeth, he savored the chewy pull of the bread. A long sigh of pleasure slipped free.

      A young man sitting a table away turned his attention from the maps and papers spread in front of him to Alex. He had dark, kinky hair cut close to his skull. His narrow dark eyes were crinkled at the edges in laughter while the rest of his long face spoke of bemused interest. He looked to be about twenty-four years old, so likely in or near his final year.

      Alex raised his brows.

      Caught, the young man dropped his head for a moment as he laughed wryly. “I apologize, sir.” He gestured with his chin to Alex’s half-empty plate. “I guess it’s been awhile, sir?”

      Alex glanced down at his plate. He’d been appreciating his meal at great speed. He shook his fork at the young man with mock severity. “Just wait until you’ve been out in the world enjoying regional delicacies. We’ll see how much you look forward to reporting home so you can have some real food.”

      The young man barked a laugh. “Yes, sir. With all due respect to my instructors, I cannot wait, sir.”

      Alex smiled, remembering his own impatience. He nodded. “I know. I remember.” He swallowed down another bite. “What’s your name?”

      He straightened in his seat when he answered. “Senior Ward Jackson Lee. First Class.”

      “Relax, son. And ease off the ‘sirs’.” He sopped up the last of the gravy with the last of the bread.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He snorted. “Uh huh. I remember that, too.” He pushed his plate away and sighed in pleasure again. “Senior, First Class, huh? You’re almost done.” Alex glanced at the maps and papers spread across the table. “Working on your out routes?”

      In addition to the official graduation requirements set by the Council of Nine, he and Thomas imposed another final project. All Senior Wards had to create and defend three routes out of every Zone, including food and water resources, analysis of the local topography, and how local flora and fauna could be used as tools or weapons. If the panel of evaluating agents deemed more than two of the routes the Ward presented unviable, the Ward got scrubbed and repeated the year, regardless of his talent as a Spark. No graduation. No assignment as a Council Agent out in the world.

      Jackson rubbed the top of his head with both hands as he looked down at the maps and nodded. “Yes, sir. I present tomorrow, sir.”

      “I don’t need to tell you to take it seriously, but take it seriously. It’s not just your ticket out of here, but it may save your ass someday.” Reyes’s own out route project had been unofficial, done to relieve the tedium of their last months at a Ward School still controlled by the Council of Nine. Now, the Council only thought they were in control of the critical school, tasked with training the strongest of the Sparks into the Council’s elite Senior Agents. It was very much a mistaken belief.

      Jackson’s face lit up. “Yes, sir!” The prospect of seeing enough action that his ass might need saving clearly excited him.

      Alex remembered that, too. He grinned, in spite of himself. It still was.

      The muffled sound of boots on flooring approached from behind him. He turned. A lower ranked Fort Nevada security officer greeted him with a crisp nod and started pulling to attention.

      Alex waved him down. “Is he ready for me?”

      “Yes, Councilor Five is ready to see you now, Agent Reyes. If you’ll follow me?”

      Alex nodded. He winked at Jackson Lee as he rounded the table to follow the man out. “Good luck, Senior Ward Lee. Make sure you cover your ass from every possible angle, and you’ll be fine.”

      He dumped his plate and utensils in the appropriate alcove and followed the security officer out. Instead of continuing straight onto the elevator as they left the cafeteria, the officer turned right and led him into the warren of hallways on the eighteenth level.

      Before they got there, he figured out they were heading to the gym, a path he remembered well from his years at the Ward School. Most of the time he’d spent there had been in the company of the man waiting for him. Their brilliant leader had once been an eighty pound weakling who came to the school late, at age thirteen instead of five. He had been the strongest Spark at the school, for sure, but as physically unimpressive as a young man could be. Alex, whose favorite part of every year had always been the six months spent boxing, was already bigger, stronger, and faster than the other boys of their class. He had seen Thomas’s potential. He’d defended him. Then he’d taken him under his wing and trained him.

      The wiry, leanly muscled man currently hitting his gloved hands in rapid succession against one of the sand-filled canvas bags in the corner had clearly taken that training to heart. Alex strolled across the gym, his gaze darting over the Councilor to check his form, but he had nothing to critique. His friend was a weakling no more. He wasn’t an underdog anymore, either.

      Somewhere along the line, their relationship had shifted. As they’d become friends, they’d become equals, then partners, with Thomas running their nascent empire and Alex handling the expansion of it in the field. Their roles fit their gifts. It was the best way to achieve the goals they’d hammered out together as young men.

      The Councilor’s familiar pale eyes were small over a hawkish nose, and the old scar where he’d cut away the slaver’s brand was a flat, shiny patch under his right eye. His piercing gaze flicked out. “Alex.” It was all the greeting he’d get.

      “Thom.” Amused, Alex mimicked his friend and partner.

      Thomas’s lips turned up on one side. “So?” He grunted, fists still pounding the bag.

      “Sooooo…” Alex dragged out the word. “Remember your theory about how the strongest Sparks, if left to their own devices and totally untrained, will come up with new ways to do things? Will even make themselves stronger? Kind of like…oh yeah, kind of like you?”

      “I do.” The pace of his hits slowed as he listened, but not the force. “You found one?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      Thomas’s quirked lips grew into a smile. “How strong is he?”

      Alex waited a beat, drawing out the moment. He’d only get to do this once. “She is the brightest thing I’ve ever seen. Her bloom was so bright it hurt to look at it, and she was still fully functional.”

      His friend stilled, one hand poised for a blow that didn’t fall. “She?”

      Alex could almost hear the click as the final piece of Thomas’s grand plan fell neatly into place, making the largest, most theoretical of his ideas a reality.

      His arms fell to his sides. He turned to Alex. “Tell me.”

      “Do you remember Three’s Senior Councilor Aide, name of Gracey?” Alex asked. “Caught being curious about things he had no need to know? She’s his daughter.”

      Thomas frowned his disagreement with a slight shake of his head. Unlike Alex, who had to use mnemonic devices to keep track of information, Thomas could flip through memories like file folders. “Gracey had a daughter and a son. The daughter’s just a mid-level. Like all girls.” His voice was disappointed.

      Natural women and men had a roughly twenty-five percent chance of parenting a powered child. Add in a powered father, and the rate rose to fifty-fifty, but the children were always mid-level strength or lower. Powered women always produced Spark children. However, mid-level powered woman had an almost thirty percent chance of producing the coveted highly powered Spark, although those children were always male; with a highly-powered father, the rate rose to almost fifty percent.

      The official story said every female born with power was naturally limited to mid-level or lower. Thus far, the records supported the story. At some point, it was widely believed, a hiccup in nature would produce highly powered girls. Since female Sparks bred true, they would produce only high-powered children. If one of these theoretical females produced children with a high-powered male, the possibilities for their children, and for the future of Sparks, were limitless.

      There were communities—Neo-barb run—that patched together hydroelectric power or made do with windmills built from scavenged materials. But the Council had invested in humans they could control since the beginning. Their obsession with finding any such girls had been growing over the last half-century, a response to fear of hypothetical children strong enough to resist the growing restraints on Sparks. If they lost control, they lost power—literally and figuratively.

      Thomas, of course, was obsessed for the same reason. The girls were the key to the long-range goals of Fort Nevada’s move toward revolution. He saw the children born of such high-powered women as the future of free Sparks.

      He believed the Council was spiriting away girls as they were found to be highly powered, before even their parents were fully aware of the magnitude of their difference. They hadn’t been able to discover to where or by whom yet—the occurrences were too unpredictable. Now they’d found one that had escaped that fate.

      “He had another daughter. He faked her death. He hid her away, which may explain his varied interests.” Alex took a breath. “After his death, as soon as she was old enough, she left the city. She’s been living on the edge of tribal lands and working as a black market Spark. That’s how we found her. We heard rumors and put ourselves on her schedule so we could bring her in.” His voice turned mocking. “Can’t have any Sparks not pulling their weight for the good of the Council, now can we?” He shook his head. “Imagine my surprise when we pulled up and she had a corona around her like the sun at full eclipse. Like I said, it hurt to look at her.

      “It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said. Emotion tightened his throat, and he swallowed to clear it. It had been beautiful, but still. Clearly, Thomas’s obsession had wormed into his psyche and latched onto Lena. He crossed his arms and continued. “And it was only the beginning.”

      Thomas was still now, utterly focused on his friend. Alex recognized the excitement bubbling beneath the surface. But that surface? Calm.

      “One of the disappeared girls,” Thomas said. “How old?”

      “Twenty-four. Young enough, and old enough. Tiny thing. Big green eyes. Coated in freckles. Not pretty, exactly, not that it matters, but stunning in her own way.” He frowned. What did that have to do with anything? He barked a laugh as he focused on what mattered—the personality they’d have to work around to get her to join them. Just because he admired her ballsiness didn’t mean he couldn’t recognize that her strength would make things harder. “She’s a tough little pain in the ass.”

      Thomas took a deep breath. “Please tell me you’ve brought her here?”

      He shook his head. “She got away—”

      “Dammit, Alex! This is important!” His gloved hands shot up to frame his head in anger and disbelief.

      “I damn well know how important it is! She took us out. Took. Us. Out.” Alex made sure he had Thomas’s attention. “She can do shit nobody else can do. Not me. Not you.” He took a deep breath and released it in a noisy gust of frustration. “She had some kind of early warning system. Probably Dust. One minute, we were in the middle of a conversation, our guys scheduled to start moving in, and the next, she knew. Who we were, why we were there.” He shook his head.

      What came next had been terrifying. Once he’d recovered, he’d felt such a euphoric rush at having found her that he’d had to tamp it down and twist it into rage. “I didn’t even have enough time to react. She just—our lungs stopped working. Our muscles contracted. It was agony. And she had enough control to put us on a fucking timer.”

      They had hoped to find a Spark evolved to a dangerous, exquisite extreme. They’d found her, and that presented a danger all its own.

      Alex ran his hands through his hair. “She took us out long enough to get out through her escape tunnel. Dust-made. Dust-protected. I found the exit in the side of an arroyo before we cleared out. The damn thing was a good three hundred feet long.” He shook his head again. “She made it to the tribe. I couldn’t do anything at that point.”

      “You know where she is?”

      Alex nodded.

      “Then we’ll go get her. Tonight.”

      Alex closed his eyes for a moment. Shit. He’d figured Thomas’s reaction would be strong. But this was on the extreme end.

      “No, Thom.”

      “Yes! She cannot get away. She belongs with us.”

      “We’re not ready to go to war. And that’s what it would be. We have to do this the way we do things. We have to be smart.” Alex stared down into Thomas’s pale eyes, holding onto his calm. One of them had to.

      Thomas took two quick steps to stand inches from Alex. “We cannot allow her to disappear. She is—she’s our Eve.”

      “I know. And I’m working on it.” Alex grimaced. “My partner knows he’s onto something big. And as soon as the Council gets wind of this girl, they will scramble everything to ensure she is taken into custody.”

      “Then you get to her first, Alex. Because if they get to her first and they can’t figure out how to harness her, they will kill her. And either way, they win. You get to her first. You bring her home to us. I don’t care what you have to do.”

      Alex took a long breath. “Decades of work,” he reminded his friend. “Decades. Of my work. And we are so close. Zone Three is primed. I’m not willing to undo that for a girl you didn’t know existed five minutes ago.”

      He wasn’t. Was he?

      “I knew she should exist. And now that I know she’s real, we will do whatever we have to do to bring her home.”

      Arguing would be pointless. Thomas had anticipated this moment for too long. Alex nodded, his mind working angles.

      Like this reaction wasn’t exactly what you wanted: an excuse to do whatever it takes to bring in the perfect Spark. The perfect weapon.

      “We can have both. I can make it happen.”

      “Then do it.” Thomas stepped away, raised his arms to resume his workout. “But remember, she’s our priority now. Once we have her, we have the future.”
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      Lena sat cross-legged on the hard-packed earth floor of the medicine woman’s home. Soft, bright wool pooled before her knees as she worked the yarn and knitting needles above her lap. For the first hours after the agents had driven her away, she’d paced restlessly between the small bluff rising above the arroyos and Santo Domingo to the east, watching agents move in and out of her home.

      Finally Gloria, the Kewa woman closest to Lena, had tired of Lena’s temper and sharply told Lena to wait at Gloria’s adobe house. As the afternoon melted into evening, a trio of young women appeared at Gloria’s door. They had gone to Lena’s home to retrieve clothing for her, as well as her knitting and needles.

      Her mind worked as her fingers threw the yarn and moved the needles at a furious pace, everything soothing and meditative about the activity gone. She had turned her focus down to her hands, but instead of yarn and needles she saw Reyes and Lucas standing in her doorway and agents darting in and out like wasps. Could she reclaim her home?

      It’s done. It’s done. No going back.

      The rage built. It beat in tandem with the violence of her feedback headache. She needed to ground, but she couldn’t trust the agents were truly gone. Instead, she knitted.

      What about Danny? If they’d made the appointment through him, would they arrest him now? Had another Gracey man been put in danger because of her? The memory of the night the men had come to tell her mother that her father’s body had been found, and the devastated, blaming eyes of her sister, rose up like dark water. She fled from it, as she always did, blinking away from her thoughts before the memory could suck her back down into the drowning depths of grief.

      Her head jerked up. The light inside the little house had dimmed with evening, and Gloria entered through the front, a basket of eggs in one hand and an earthen jug in the other. She caught Lena’s attention.

      “Light the lamp,” she said. “My hands are full of your dinner. Then we’ll talk.”

      At home, Lena would simply spark it, but she couldn’t spark anything until she’d grounded. She rose to use tongs to pull an ember from the little round-bellied stove and lit the wick of the fat lamp on the table in the middle of the room. When she was done, she returned the ember to the stove.

      “Put water on to boil. And heat the comal,” Gloria told her, referring to the large flat frying pan. She dipped out blue cornmeal and mesquite flour and mixed it in a chipped bowl. While she dropped spoonfuls of batter onto the hot comal and used her strong fingers to break apart pinon nuts and scatter them over the cakes, Lena set the table.

      In moments, Gloria had flipped the pancakes onto the waiting plates and they were sitting together, a covered bowl of honey on the table between them. The crunch of the bits of toasted pine nuts and the distinctive tangy sweet flavor of the mesquite flour improved Lena’s mood.

      Of course, her bliss might be related to her terrible sweet tooth. She pinched the last bite of the delicious cakes between her fingers, swirled it in honey, and shoved it into her mouth. She licked her fingers.

      Plenty of mesquite flour and honey in storage up at the house. I should barter for more baking powder and cornmeal.

      The realization that she didn’t have plenty of anything anymore hit like a slap in the face. How could she plan her cooking? It wasn’t even safe to return home. The delicious dinner settled like a hard ball in her stomach.

      Gloria spoke to her in English now, the words coming in the odd, jerking cadence of a native speaker of Keresan. “It is hard to think of making a choice now, but you have to decide whether you are staying or going.”

      Lena swallowed. “Am I allowed to stay here?”

      Gloria made a small shrug. “It’s not for me to decide. Before you ask, you should think about what you ask of us.”

      Lena stared at her. “I’m a hard worker. I would never be a burden, and I can help—”

      Gloria shook her head. “It isn’t food and shelter that will cost us. It will be defending our friend from those who return for her.”

      Lena’s shoulders slumped again, and her gaze returned to her empty plate with the bits of cake and nuts sticking in honey.

      “They will return for you, Lena. You shine as bright as the Sun, and they want your light. They would do anything to possess it. They will come.”

      Lena jumped at the faint knock at Gloria’s door. At a Keresan word from Gloria, a boy of about twelve entered from the deep of night. Lena recognized the Keresan words for one man, “ishk hachtzeh.” Reyes? Back again already? Was she already bringing unwanted guests to the Kewa? Gloria and the boy spoke for a moment before she turned to Lena.

      “There is a man who says he is a friend come to warn you of danger. He says it’s important that he speak with you.”

      Lena waited. One didn’t just get up and go when Gloria was speaking. Gloria held her gaze for a moment. When the woman spoke again, she spoke quietly, like always.

      “You have to make a decision soon.”

      “I know,” she said. “And I know I should go away somewhere. But this is my home. It’s all I know.”

      “Fear of the unknown is a reason to go, not stay.” Gloria’s voice had taken on a chiding tone. “If you stay, it should be because you love a place, not because you’re afraid to move on.” She slid her hand along the tabletop. “If you’re going to stay because you’re afraid, then you might as well go live with them in their city. Everyone there stays because they are afraid.”

      “I won’t go back to the city. Life isn’t worth living under their rules. I’d rather die.”

      “So. You would die for freedom. What would you live for?”

      Lena stared at Gloria. She could feel her brow furrowing. “I don’t—for the same thing?”

      “No. You said you would die to be free. If you are given a choice, if you must choose between freedom in death and the life they offer, what would make you choose to live? Figure that out, and you will know what is really at stake. You will know why you must return.”

      Lena’s brows rose almost to her hairline. She wouldn’t return to the city. She opened her mouth to say so, but it was too late. Gloria pursed her lips in the direction of the door.

      She rose to her feet as Gloria nodded at the boy. Lena followed him out, giving herself a moment to allow her eyes to adjust to the dark. The boy waited for her in the middle of the narrow road. When she moved forward, he trotted off into the night. She quickened her steps to keep up, arms going around her own body to ward against the cold. When they turned onto the Pueblo’s main road, she could see the twin beams of a car’s lights, the silhouettes of armed Kewa warriors to either side. She shook her head at the waste of energy.

      It wasn’t the Volt. Not Reyes. She hissed silently at the quick flit of disappointment through her belly before the man behind the wheel leaned out.

      “Ace!” She sped up, jogging the final distance to the car. He unfolded himself from the front seat, relief spreading across his face with his smile.

      “Lena!” He bent down to pull her up into his arms and shake her like a rag doll. “Damn, girlie, you’re going to be the death of me.”

      She laughed as she pulled away. The laughter faded at the worry on his face. “What are you doing all the way out here? And at this hour? Do you want agents knocking on your door?”

      He cocked a brow at her and rubbed a hand across his bald head. “I’ve already got agents dropping my name. Yours, too.”

      Her eyes closed. She shook her head. “Ace, I’m sorry. I never meant to bring trouble on anyone—”

      “You didn’t bring any trouble on me. And even if you had—” he flicked the tip of her nose and then pulled her back in for another hug “—you know you’re worth every minute.”

      She wrapped her arms tight around his waist and leaned her head into his lower chest. She regretted, not for the first time, that she and Ace could never be together. She wasn’t the correct gender. Other than her father’s, his were the only arms she’d ever felt safe in. Now the Council had found Ace, too.

      “What happened? They didn’t bother you at work, did they?” She tipped her head back to look up at him. He worked for Wallace & Aceves Imports, also known as the Dragonfly House, one of the most powerful trade groups. They had their fingers in all nine Council Zones. They were powerful. They were also paranoid.

      “No.” He shook his head and wrinkled his forehead. “He found me at the Piece of Asp.”

      “He?” She knew who before Ace even answered.

      “Uh huh. Beautiful, dangerous man. Likes expensive tequila. And pain-in-the-ass redheads. You know him?”

      “Reyes.” Lena rolled her eyes. “He does not like me, I promise. He came out here to arrest me.”

      Ace reached out to gently grasp her chin and pull her face up. He examined her with a familiar, searching look. “Oh, hell no. Lena. No. Not that man.”

      She pulled her chin away and scoffed at him. “What? Whatever you think you’re seeing…no. I don’t want him.” She crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself against the dropping temperature. “He’s an agent. He works for the Council.”

      “Screw being an agent. And screw the Council, too. The man is dangerous. You think you’re tough, playing with little boys. This is not the kind of man who plays games. He will eat your soul and make you like it.”

      “Well, if I’ll like it, then what’s the problem?” She tossed the words back lightly.

      “Lena.”

      “He’s an asshole. Whatever you think you’re seeing, you’re not. I promise. And by the way, I am tough. I kicked his dangerous ass today, thank you very much! So don’t be underestimating me.” She scowled up at him. “And don’t go thinking he’s interested in anything but my kilowatt per hour output. The only thing I am to Reyes is a check on his monthly quota.”

      “Yeah? Then why did he tell me to warn you that they’re not interested in hooking you up to a power plant? That you need to come in to him so he can get you someplace safe and keep you away from the Council?”

      “I—what?” She stared at him.

      “Yeah. He said you had their attention now. They’re going to ship you away and do Dust knows what to you. Don’t look at me like that!”

      “Ace, he was playing you. It’s what they do. He’s just better at it than the rest of them.”

      He leaned down and gripped her slight shoulders. “He wasn’t playing. He was pissed. And worried. He said he wasn’t sure he could get you someplace safe now, and the sooner you get back, the safer you’ll be.” He released her shoulders, but he kept his hands on her arms. “He knows you’re different. They do, too. The secret’s out. Agent or not, this guy wants to take you someplace safe. Maybe you can have a real life, one where you’re not hiding who you are. It’s hard, but it’s worth it.”

      She stared up at him, fear beating inside her chest. No one was allowed to know what she could do. That was the rule. It had been the rule for as long as she could remember. “You don’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand? You’re funny, little girl. I am the one person in this world who definitely understands.” He gestured at the car next to them. “I dropped everything and came out here to get you because I understand.” He smiled at her. “Jimmy’s pissed, too. He thinks I left to go meet up with your agent somewhere.”

      A quick bark of laughter erupted from her. “What? He’s not even your type!”

      Ace raised his brow again. “That man is everybody’s type.”

      “Shut up.” She rubbed her arms and tilted her head back to stare up at the stars. Their brilliance took her breath away but gave her nothing in return. She had to find her own answers. “I don’t buy it, Ace.”

      “You don’t think he’s everybody’s type? You going blind out here with the sun in your eyes?”

      “No, and you know what I mean. I don’t buy this concern. There’s some magical safe place? I don’t buy it.” She tucked her hair back behind her ears, smoothing it down as she bit her lip. “I don’t buy it,” she repeated.

      “Are you trying to convince me or you? Come back with me. I didn’t drive all the way out here for nothing. Guy like him gets worried, you pay attention.”

      “I just—you didn’t see him when he came in today. He was totally convincing as a bored rich boy. And then as the good-citizen agent trying to talk me down. I don’t buy that he’s scared of the Council or something. I think it’s a trap.” It didn’t matter how beautiful the man was. She’d seen him be two different people already. How could she trust this new double agent role he’d sold to Ace?

      Lies. He told them—became them—very well. He’s an agent, for Dust’s sake.

      She gave voice to the fear simmering inside since she realized she’d somehow brought attention to Ace. “I go back with you, and then they take us both, me for the power plants and you to the work farms for helping me. I can’t be the reason you—” She swallowed the heat back and blinked away welling tears.

      “I don’t think it’s a trap.” He lifted his hand to gently brush away from her face the hair the wind fluttered. “It’s hard to play a player. I looked into his eyes. He’s spooked for you. That’s not a lie. It was real.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t believe it. I love that you came out here to get me. But I can’t come back with you. I won’t put you at risk.”

      “You have to trust somebody sometime, girlie.”

      “Maybe. But not Reyes.”

      They stood in silence then. He pulled her back for a long hug, and she leaned in, loving his warmth and the spicy male scent clinging to him. They’d been friends since before her parents had made her disappear, each hiding a secret from the world. Ace had come to terms with who he was long ago, and screw anyone who had an issue with him. But he still always made time for Lena and her struggle to exist. Her brother helped her out of a sense of duty. Danny loved her, but putting himself on the line? That he did for the memory of their father. Ace had no reason to drive out to the middle of nowhere to get her except that Ace had chosen her. And she’d be damned if she put him in danger, too.

      Except Reyes had shown up at their favorite club to find him. They’d somehow made the connection. Ace was already in danger.

      How long until he isn’t the only one?

      She pulled away, staring up at him, stricken. “They found you already.”

      Ace shook his head. “I can handle me.”

      Her breath creaked out of her throat. “How long until they find my family? I thought if I ran away, everyone would be safe. But if they found you, they already know who I am. No one is safe.” Her hands tightened into fists. “They’ll go after my mother!”

      It was her father all over again. He had tried to protect her, keep her hidden. After she’d messed up the first week of school, they’d never sent her back. They’d told everyone she had a terrible fever. A week later, she had officially died. It wasn’t a difficult lie. Disease was a constant danger; even hardy Spark children sometimes died. Lena had ceased to exist. Her father used his position to make it happen.

      When the Councilor had discovered her father had secrets, had been hiding things, they’d taken him. Whatever they suspected he was doing, they’d never been able to discover what he’d really been up to. He took her existence with him to the grave.

      The night they came to tell her mother, Lena had been helping Danny work on a circuit breaker for school. With the knock at the door, she’d hopped up and hustled to her hiding hole behind a loose board in the closet. She’d risked slipping back out into the closet and peeking through the crack, though, when she’d heard her mother begin to wail. Lena stood in the dark, alone, and watched as her family grieved. Danny sat in shock, one hand poised over the electric panel, head bowed. Teresa went to their mother and wrapped her arms around her. Over their mother’s shoulder, she’d stared with venomous hate at the closet where Lena hid. Teresa blamed her and had never made a secret of it. Lena had cost them their father.

      Would she cost them their lives, now, too?

      Ace shook his head. “I’ll protect Mercedes. I work for Dragonfly House. You go find somewhere safe to live, and I’ll get her to another zone—“

      “But Teresa would never leave. My mother couldn’t leave Joseph behind.” After all of the loss in their lives, the birth of Lena’s nephew had brought joy back to her mother’s life. She shook her head. “I have to go back. I have to convince them. I can’t lose my mom.”

      “Are you going to talk to Reyes, then? See if he can protect you all?”

      Back to Reyes again.

      She grimaced. “I don’t know. But I have to go somewhere. And I have to protect my family. I’m going to have to go back and figure it out.”

      She looked down at her hands, fisted on the sides of his shirt, and then back up at him. “Except…it’s kind of a long walk. Can I have a ride?”

      Ace nodded, face grave. “Yes. But you’re a wanted woman. You don’t mind riding in the trunk, do you?”

      She blinked.

      A broad smile spread across Ace’s face.

      Lena rolled her eyes. “This is serious, Ace. You’re such a jerk.”

      He chuckled.

      “Seriously.”

      “Mm-hmm.”
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      Before they could leave, Lena had to ground. Whether agents still lurked out there or not, putting it off would be dangerous. She couldn’t go into the city glowing this bright. She tried to get Ace to stay behind, just in case, but he would have none of it. He’d go with her into the desert, or she’d take her chances going back without grounding.

      The desert undulated before her, lit by bright starlight and the half-moon above. Rocky outcroppings and twisted juniper trees scattered across the low hills threw pale shadows across the sand. She avoided them and her home, leading Ace toward the wide strip of broken asphalt that had been the big road to Albuquerque. The road was cracked and lifted in chunks, melted black ribbons crumbling. The road led nowhere now. The people who had been the heart of Albuquerque were long gone, and past it was Native Nations desert territory and the Hell City that had been El Paso.

      She preferred to ground near the road to nowhere. It was already broken and glassy in places, so she wouldn’t disturb the desert. But she couldn’t risk hiking four miles from the Pueblo tonight. The pride of lions roaming the Zone Three desert hunted at night. So did wolves. In her current condition, she couldn’t defend herself and Ace, and she had no desire to find more trouble.

      You’ve already got enough trouble, Lena.

      Her lips quirked, although it was pain not mirth behind the smile. She had cataloged the four-legged threats to their safety when the real danger to her life came in the two-legged variety.

      She reached a long rise jutting out over a shallow indentation in the land, not quite an arroyo. It was clear of brush and junipers. It would do. She hopped down from the rise and quickly removed her clothes. Her hands, shaking now from cold, flipped and creased the fabric in sharp motions before handing it off to Ace and reminding him to stand back. He’d seen her ground before. He planted a quick kiss on the top of her head and moved well away. He couldn’t help her with this anyway.

      Naked and shivering, she returned to the middle of the shallow bowl. She rubbed her hands together and took a deep breath. She paced for a moment, pushed her hair back behind her ears, and waited for the anticipatory nausea to subside.

      With a cry that was half sob and half angry shout, she planted her feet and wrapped her arms around herself. Her head fell back, and her eyelids closed as she sent her mind down into the ground below her, burrowing deep into the cool dark of the earth. Even as she pushed down she could feel the Dust swarming up, coating her invisibly, to protect her from the worst of the discharge to come. She gritted her teeth and opened herself to the earth.

      She forced the Dust immersed in her cells to unfold in a ripple of will and energy. They spiraled open like flowers, revealing the pulses of stored energy at their core. She harvested the charges, and each pulse joined together and flowed down her body in spurts, pulled by the charge-craving earth.

      As they moved, they drew the earth’s energy up toward themselves. It seeped into the bottoms of her soles and pooled before creeping up. The flow down from Lena slowed and steadied, grew together, and filled her until she could taste the metallic tang, and the rich electricity filled her nostrils.

      The initial crack of the electric channel forming as the two forces met within her deafened her to those that followed. The sound waves came so fast that they were indistinguishable from each other. She felt each one. The sear of the white hot energy was muted by the Dust coating her skin, but only enough for her to survive it. The terror of the heat grew. It filled her mind as it licked at her body, outside on her skin and inside at her muscle and bone. Her blood burned. She screamed; the sound became lost in the crash of discharging electricity. Heat filled her mouth, white static arcing between her teeth and then out, up from the ground through her to sheet across the sky.

      As suddenly as the channel had formed, it released. The last of the feedback energy curled away as the lightning dissipated. Her collapsing body threw no shadow in the absolute dark following the loss of brilliant white, but as she broke the rippled glass that had been desert sand, the dull crack echoed.

      A ghost of sound whispered through her lips. She curled onto her side until bile rose from her stomach and made her roll forward and lift herself to hands and knees. Her throat and sinuses burned, waking her from her grounding-induced stupor. She eased back onto her heels. Ace’s hands were there then. He was with her, easing her hair away from her face, checking to be sure the desert glass hadn’t cut her after she fell.

      She needed time to recover, but the final bolt shooting up and sheeting across the sky might well attract those two-legged predators. Instinct would have animals headed in the opposite direction. Slavers were the danger after grounding. Those willing to trade in humans found a booming market for Sparks. Slavers didn’t often come this close to Native Nations territory, but it was good practice to not make oneself obvious. She usually grounded during the day when figuring out more than the general direction of a bolt was made more difficult. The hour after grounding was not the ideal time to try to fight away some bastard intent on dragging her off to sell to the highest bidder.

      Or to best an agent intent on dragging her back to the Council.

      Four shaking hands pushed at the hair hanging over her forehead and cheeks as she and Ace both attempted to help her see. Every breath rasped in her throat and her teeth ached. Ace helped her get back into her clothes. She wouldn’t win any awards for presentation, but she was clothed and shod.

      The stars lit their way back. She blinked up at them. She loved the light they provided in the open desert. Starlight was never as bright in Azcon. Perhaps it was a factor of the taller buildings or the grounding platform for the city Sparks that rose above them, where lightning lit the sky every night, the jagged discharges visible from miles away from the city. Maybe the darkness of roads and buildings sucked the light from the sky. Here in the desert the sand reflected the light back to the stars like a lover returning a smile. The vastness between them should have felt lonely. Instead, it was healing.

      They made it back to Gloria’s to gather her clothes and knitting, the only things left of the world she’d built that she could carry. Gloria wished her well, and Lena and Ace trudged back to his car. Lena looked back over her shoulder, her head turning with every step, as if to sear the memory of the village and the Kewa into her memory through sheer force of will.
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      The frigid mountain air Alex sucked in as he jogged to Council headquarters cold-seared his lungs. He ran through darkness. He’d gotten back from Fort Nevada late—or perhaps it would be more accurate to say early. After he’d hiked back in through arroyos and tunnels, he’d fallen into the shower. Under the spray of the water, his mind woke and started working through the puzzle of Lena Gracey.

      Finding her was a coup. Where there was one, they had to anticipate the possibility of others. Before he’d returned to Azcon, he’d left messages on three desks at Fort Nevada, to be seen whenever the others came in to make reports.

      Believing Lena was not unique did not lessen her worth in Alex’s eyes. She wasn’t some abstract concept of the Spark’s Eve like she was to Thomas. She was a real woman, troublesome and smart and intriguing. He felt a little smug that he’d been the one to discover her. Unlike Thomas, he did question their ability to control and bend her to their will. He’d dealt with the maddening little thing. And the damnedest thing about it was he couldn’t wait to have the chance to do so again.

      He tried to imagine what it must have been like for five-year-old Lena to suddenly be hidden from the world. He didn’t know the specifics, but she had to have lost contact with everything and everyone she knew except for her family. And as her taunt in the desert had reminded him, he understood that trauma all too well. He’d lost his family. She’d lost the world. Flip sides of the same scarring loss. He knew what made her so strong. He recognized it because it lived in him.

      It had hardened him, that rage and grief, and his training had honed it into a weapon. He had survived the process, turned it against the people who had made him, due to the influence of Sam, one of his early instructors. Sam had seen something in him and had worked hard to bring back the humanity in little Alejandro. He hoped Lena had her own Sam. Was it Ace?

      By the time he’d finished his shower, he’d decided to head back out and have a non-threatening conversation with her, to be honest and explain everything at stake. Surely, she had seen something of herself in him, too? It might explain why she’d stopped to speak with him outside Santo Domingo instead of merely running to safety.

      He dressed, eager to start the day, regardless of the hour. He’d wait for Lucas to come in, coach him through a strategy session, have him collect Lena’s sister, and then head out while Lucas was distracted by his “interrogation.” He could be down to Santo Domingo, convincing her to cast her lot in with the men of Fort Nevada, by noon. If he could convince her, Lucas would be chasing a ghost.

      A very well-protected ghost.

      Alex jogged to work and took the stairs to his floor two at a time. He pulled open the door, sending it swinging behind him to bounce off the wall, then continued down the hall to the wide-open office space and crossed to Lucas’s desk, where he scrawled a note: “SEE ME. -Alex.” He left it on Lucas’s desk and went to unlock his office.

      After lighting the candles on his desk, he pulled out the reports from last night. They were in need of changes now that he’d spoken to Thomas and knew what their goal would be. By the time he finished rewriting them, the candles near his head sputtered and popped. They were nearly burnt down. Sunlight had been flooding in through his window for the last few hours. He tamped the candles with his fingers and stretched.

      Where the Dust was Lucas?

      He rose and left the office, intending to march down to Lucas’s desk again. Before he got to the end of the hall, he heard his name behind him. Fernie Salas waved a wax-sealed folded paper at him as he came down the hall.

      “Downstairs asked me to let you know—messenger dropped this for you. It’s urgent,” Salas said.

      “Oh, yeah?” Alex stopped. “Urgent, huh? I’ve been so wrapped in urgent reports I don’t even know what day it is.”

      “Tell me about it.” Salas grimaced in commiseration as he passed Alex and handed off the note.

      “Thanks, Salas.”

      The man raised a hand above his shoulder, waving back to acknowledge the thanks without turning. Alex changed directions, returning to his office. He closed the door behind him and examined the wax seal. A dragonfly. Dragonfly House, then, which meant Ace. He broke the seal and unfolded the paper.

      

      In the city working on trust. If you don’t have your answer by this afternoon, meet me at the bar at three. No playing.

      

      Alex felt a grin spread across his face. She had come to the city, and Ace would get her to contact him.

      Three o’clock at the Piece of Asp, if he hadn’t heard from her before then. It gave him enough time to wrap things up and send his partner on a goose hunt.

      No playing. No doubt Ace meant it as a threat. A wheeze of a laugh escaped Alex. “Yeah. We don’t have to do the whole threatening thing, Ace. We want the same thing for Lena. I promise.”

      He crossed to his desk, relit the candle, and burned the note. He checked to be sure the wax seal had melted away before discarding the ashes. Assuming she didn’t decide for herself before then, Alex would be there at three, and Ace would take him to Lena. A man like Ace was as good as his word. Occasionally, that presented problems. Not this time. Not yet.
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      Lucas wasn’t at his desk, and Alex’s note sat untouched. He crumpled it into a tight ball and glanced around the large room. Junior agents hunched over desks, dipping their pens in ink and then laboriously scratching out their reports. A laugh bellowed from a group of agents standing together in the far corner under a wide window.

      They saw him coming. They also saw the closed, unhappy look on his face. The loud laughter died off, and several of the men who had experienced Alex’s wrath in the past turned away and scooted back to their desks, busy again. Alex tossed his head at Hilliard, one of the more senior of the men.

      “Have you seen Lucas this morning?”

      Hilliard’s face flashed surprise for a moment. “I haven’t, no. But…”

      “But what?”

      “He logged out early this morning. Noticed when I signed out mine.” Hilliard pulled a set of car keys from his pocket and gestured to the closed door across from them. The keys to the official vehicles were kept in a storage box mounted on the wall of the equipment room. Junior agents were required to log their usage of the vehicles.

      Alex glanced over and then looked back. “Thanks, Hilliard. I appreciate it.” He strode away.

      Lucas had checked out a vehicle? Had he decided to pick up Lena’s sister and nephew before meeting with Alex this morning? It would be just like Lucas. Not only was it insubordinate, but Lucas appreciated any opportunity for bullying. The man represented everything Alex knew was wrong with the Council agent system.

      He gritted his teeth. If Lucas managed to stumble upon Lena and drag her into custody, making his real mission that much more difficult, what was left of the little jerk’s life would be short and intensely painful.

      He walked into the equipment room. It appeared to be long and narrow, as walls closed it off on either side of a long desk. They shielded the wide, shelved space behind the agent manning the desk. Alex greeted him and slid the thick paper logbook down the desk to himself.

      “Checking on my junior,” he told the agent. He scanned back up the entries for the morning until he found Lucas’s scrawled name. He traced across. Six a.m. Lucas had left the building while Alex had still been deep into his paperwork. That made no sense. It didn’t take that long to pick up a set of potential witnesses and bring them in. Where had he been since then?

      His eye caught on a scrawled word down the line. Lucas had checked out the Tesla, the long-range vehicle reserved for the Councilor. When not scheduled for use, it could be checked out by senior agents. Breath slid from between his tight lips in a thin stream of whispered sound. Wherever Lucas was, and whatever he was doing, he’d given Alex the means to hang him high. He returned his scrutiny to the agent before him.

      “You signed out the Tesla to him?”

      The man looked down to Reyes’s pointing finger on the log. It was all show. He’d remember signing out Councilor Three’s vehicle. “Uh, yeah. He had the req form signed and sealed by his senior.”

      “Is that right?”

      The man nodded, but the expression on his face turned from efficient detachment to dread.

      “May I see that req form?”

      The metal drawer of the desk rasped open, and the agent reached into a bin of papers inside. He leafed through them quickly before pulling one out. He handed it to Alex without a word.

      Alex stared at the signature blocks. The little rat had forged his signature—and done a piss poor job of it, too. His seal imprinted the glob of wax, and the mark was authentic. He kept the seal in a locked drawer in his locked office. When had Lucas taken it? Not that morning. Alex had been in his office. But Alex had used it himself the night before. Lucas must have broken into his office overnight.

      Alex took a deep calming breath. He tracked up the paper to the Need/Destination section of the requisition form.

      The words were scrawled in clotted ink. “Apprehension of illegal & possibly overpowered Spark posing danger to the community & Council of 9. Agent acting on time-sensitive info regarding location of family members in order to force cooperation of target.”

      Alex gave his attention back to the agent before him at the desk. The man leaned away from him.

      “There’s only one problem. I’m his senior. And I didn’t sign this.”

      “But your seal?”

      He didn’t even blink. “Yes. My seal. So we have a junior agent who broke into my office and desk, stole my seal, and drove away in the Councilor’s long-range capable vehicle. Sounds like an idiot going rogue.” He placed the form on the desk and used one finger to slide it back across to the agent. “Don’t worry. I’ll retrieve him.” He tilted his head toward the rack of keys. “Any of the Volts will do.”

      The man turned and snatched up a set of keys from a hook.

      “You should probably get started on the incident report right away.” He pocketed the keys. “I’ll sign off when I get back.” It would look better if the report had been timed and signed by the man before Alex got back. Since it involved the Councilor’s vehicle and the man would be eager to distance himself from the mistake, he’d likely go up his own chain of command as soon as he could.

      “Yes, sir.” Before Alex left the room, the agent gathered sheets of forms from a drawer on the other side of the desk. How cooperative. For every agent who knew Lucas had gone rogue, it would be that much easier to return with Lucas’s corpse.

      As he passed through the bullpen, he snagged Fernie Salas’s junior agent, clapping him on the shoulder as Alex passed behind his chair. “Mark, grab Salas and come to my office. I need you to process it for a break-in.”

      The man’s eyes widened. He nodded and rose. Alex returned to his office. He stood at the door, examining the lock of the knob for tampering. Inside his office, he did the same at his desk. The evidence at the desk was clear, a scratch veering away from the drawer lock where Lucas’s hand had slipped. Nothing too obvious, though. Lucas had done his thieving well.

      He turned at the sound of shoes scuffing the floor behind him. Salas was framed in the entry, Mark hovering behind him.

      “Someone broke into your office?” Salas asked. At Alex’s nod, he shook his head. “You’re on the main corridor. Do you know when? How’d it go down without someone noticing?”

      “Early this morning or last night. And no one noticed because they assumed he had a right to be in here, I’m guessing. You’ll have to see if anyone saw him.”

      “Right to be in here?”

      Alex nodded. “It was Lucas. He came in to get my seal so he could forge my signature on a req form. He wanted the Tesla.”

      Both men stilled. Salas recovered first. Mark looked as though he’d like to ask if Alex were sure, but not Salas. Alex wouldn’t have said anything unless he was certain.

      “If you don’t mind processing the door…my drawer…. Nothing else appears to be missing, but it’d be helpful if we could see if anyone saw him.” He shrugged into his jacket. “I’m going to go find him.”

      Salas glanced around. “Mark can handle this by himself. You want back up?”

      Alex’s eyes crinkled, and he snorted. “For Lucas? C’mon.” He focused on presenting a confident and trusting face, not a cocky one. It would be more believable that he’d had to take Lucas out after the younger man gave him no choice if he didn’t give the appearance that he was out for the man’s blood. “He’s my partner. He’s not gonna give me any trouble. I’ll bring him back. We’ll figure out what the Dust is going on in his head.” He shook his own head.

      He allowed his attention to return to Mark as if a thought had just occurred to him. “Hey, you two have your heads together in the bullpen a lot. He didn’t say anything to you? I know I can be a hardass, but this? This is crazy.” He shook his head in wonder and lowered his voice. “He took the Councilor’s fucking Tesla. Requisition already has a report going up the damn chain. Got any idea what’s going on with him?”

      Alex wanted to be sure the problem was limited to Lucas. If he had a larger problem, it would be better to root it out now. It sucked to be detached about the loss of life, but he had too much riding on his success to be sentimental. There was too much riding on Lena, too. Separate issues, but both had huge repercussions. If he failed, the loss of life that could follow would be devastating—to Sparks first and then to humanity. No more limping away from the brink of collapse; they would all be sucked right down, courtesy of the Council of Nine.

      If it was in his power to end the cycle of clinging to the old ways, old technology, and old corruption, he’d make it happen no matter what it took. The oligarchy masquerading as a confederacy needed to end. With Lena, they could stop it. The power they could gain from her to change the order of everything promised to shatter the Council.

      He scanned Mark’s face, but the younger agent’s only agenda seemed to be distancing himself from Lucas’s fall.

      Mark shook his head. “No. He was working hard on something. But he always did.” Mark gestured to the doorknob, a symbol of the transgression. “But this—no. I got nothing to explain this.”

      Alex sighed and shook his head in regret. “Damn,” he murmured to himself, loudly enough for them both to hear. “The kid had potential.” He stared out the window in disgust for a beat and then turned to them. “You got this?” he asked Salas. At his nod, Alex told them, “I’m gonna head out, then. See if I can salvage this.” A little bit of honesty always made the lie sweeter to the ears.

      He left them in his office, working out the details of Lucas’s mistake. He wore the mask of concerned partner as he made his way through the building, but his teeth were grinding. He’d been so close to being done. Councilor Three departed for the annual Council Meet in three short months. The Councilor would travel cross country with his lackeys, security, and Zone trading partners to meet the other eight Councilors. They’d set mutual policy and deal with any disputes. Alex had positioned himself as the only choice as the Zone’s agent liaison to the delegation, a position affording him the luxury of bringing in his own small support team. He’d quietly done favors for and tolerated time spent with men he would have preferred to arrest or bury. He included Councilor Three on that list. Even the suggestion of a scandal could scuttle all of Alex’s work.

      Alex’s mind worked the problem. If he could bury what Lucas had done by planting key pieces of incriminating evidence that suggested Lucas was part of a splinter group, he could pull it off. Not only would he discredit even the memory of the steaming pile of Sparklet crap, but he’d also cement his own position.

      As his mind ticked through and created a list of upcoming activity, he almost missed the conversation ahead of him down the short hall.

      “I’m sorry, Miss. Agent Reyes may not even be in the building.” Margie, the Council receptionist, used her best ice queen voice. “I can schedule an appointment for later in the week—”

      “I need to see Agent Reyes now.” Lena said, quiet and determined, but with a little edge of fury.

      In spite of the anger in her voice, he grinned at the sound of it. She’d made her choice. She had come to him. If he could get her out of the building before Lucas returned, she’d be safe.

      “You need to go get him.” Lena had replaced quiet and determined with scorn.

      He winced. Margie wouldn’t like that at all. He moved to step forward as Margie responded, her voice having sunk to frostbite level chill.

      “I don’t know where he is, Miss.”

      “I do.” Lucas spoke from the hall that emptied into the lobby from the rear of the building. He meandered out to Lena and Margie, hands in his pockets. “Agent Reyes is sitting in his office,” Lucas lied. “Waiting for me to let him know how best to hunt you down. Do you know how it is I’m supposed to find out?”

      The heat and loathing in Lena’s voice increased. “I imagine you’ll use my family,” she said. “But it’s not necessary. I’m here to turn myself in. You can leave them alone.”

      “Oh, I don’t know that I can convince Agent Reyes to do that. We’ve already picked up your sister. And your little nephew Joseph, too. I spent the morning catching up with them.” In the beat of silence, Alex imagined Lucas was smiling. “And there’s no telling what a man like Agent Reyes will do. Or which room he’ll start with.”

      “You’re pretty brave,” she snapped, “to say that to my face after what I did to you yesterday. If I’ve got nothing to lose, what’s to keep me from hurting you again?”

      “Because, Lena Gracey, I will make sure your family suffers for every moment you resist us.”

      His voice was pleasant, but Alex’s ire at his younger partner multiplied.

      “I’m not resisting you.” Her voice throbbed, thick and pulsing with hate, proof of her struggle not to strike at Lucas. “Let Teresa and Joseph go.”

      It was time to intervene. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t end well. He couldn’t see any easy way out. His mind scrabbled at scenarios, flipping through and discarding almost as rapidly as he could form the thoughts. He stepped out, a smile on his face. Lucas and Lena both caught the movement and turned. Neither of them seemed happy to see him.

      He sauntered down the short hall toward them. Venomous intent glared through her eyes. He could feel his body begin to respond, his throat constricting around the urge to cough. But he’d spent a good portion of the ride to and from Fort Nevada deconstructing what she’d done to him. He couldn’t reproduce it. He could damn well resist it. When he reached them, he cocked his head to the side and smiled at her.

      “Did you really think that little trick would work on me again?” He raised his hand and shook his index finger in the air, making a tsking noise. “Fool me once….”

      Her face reddened with rage, but she behaved. She was probably plotting her next move. He imagined it would be painful. She’d make a hell of a weapon.

      She’s already one hell of a woman.

      Thanks to Lucas, he’d lost any influence he might have gained from Ace’s trip out to reassure her of his intentions. She had worked up the courage to come directly to him, made the choice to do what would be best for her family. Now, whatever kernel of trust had started to grow, Lucas had destroyed. Regret for that loss weighted Alex’s belly.

      He swung to face to Lucas. When he spoke, he had lowered his voice to a near whisper. “And speaking of fools,” he said. “What in Dust do you think you’re doing?”

      Lucas had the gall to sneer at him. He wasn’t even bothering to hide his dislike for his superior. He thought he’d completed a coup.

      Speaking of fools, indeed.

      “I just lured in a dangerous, illegal Spark. By myself,” Lucas declared, allowing his voice to carry. “And I did it in spite of the interference and delay tactics of my supposedly superior officer, who is clearly too much of a coward to do his job.”

      From the corner of his eye, Alex caught her reaction. He paused a moment to allow the realization of what Lucas had said to sink in. See? He told her in his mind, not involved. Not this time. She turned the force of her blue-green, venomous eyes, and her fury, from Alex to Lucas.

      He gave his attention back to his puffed up junior partner. “Actually,” Alex said evenly, allowing his own voice to carry without it being obvious, “what you did was break into my office, forge my signature, and illegally use my seal to gain access to the Councilor’s vehicle, and then taunt a dangerous, illegal Spark in a lobby full of unprotected citizens of Azcon, and in the building where our Councilor works.”

      Would that be enough for her to figure out he wasn’t responsible for any of this? That he hadn’t betrayed her? It should be. She was a clever woman. Whether or not she would realize he didn’t have a choice about what came next was the question. That, and whether she’d forgive him.

      Citizens who had been waiting for appointments with various Council officials began to move away from them. With the movement came whispers and fear. Alex caught a brief flash of fabric and skin to his right. An agent who’d been coming around the corner from the other side of the building sank into a crouch and moved into position behind the low wall separating the back of the building from the lobby area.

      “But you’re right,” he told Lucas, “you did do that alone, in spite of the direct orders of your senior agent.” He needed her to strike out at Lucas. Surely knowing what the ass had done would incite her. Any time now, Lena. “Orders that were born of caution and experience, Junior Agent Lucas, and extrapolating what one Spark like this woman might be capable of doing if she’s brought into a room full of people while she’s still conscious.”

      Hello, Lena? Any time.

      Lucas looked uneasy. The agent crouched just to Alex’s right, out of sight of both Lucas and Lena, was also distinctly uneasy. He removed a Taser from his belt. The weapons were even more effective at controlling Sparks than the regular population.

      Alex hammered his point home to Lucas, raising his voice as if genuinely worried. He had the attention of the captured audience of agents and citizens. He hoped it would be the final push for her. “Have you forgotten what the woman did to us yesterday? Two experienced agents? You’re a fool, Lucas!” He turned to Lena then, raising one hand in a calming gesture.

      Her lips were turned upward in a mean smile directed at Lucas. “Maybe he’s not a fool, Agent Reyes. Maybe he’s just a slow learner?”

      Finally!

      Lucas paled. He fought her for a moment, lips pressed together. They parted to allow a sound that was half-gasp and half-cough to wheeze out. Beside Alex, the agent swung his hand out, preparing the Taser. With her attention focused on Lucas, Alex shot a hand out to intercept the weapon and took it, holding it down behind his thigh.

      Lena’s chest rose and fell, her face mottled red beneath dark freckles. “All I wanted was to be left alone!”

      Lucas stood, knees locked, fighting for consciousness.

      Her glower dipped down to his knees. They buckled, and Lucas collapsed to the floor at her feet. The mean smile crept back.

      Alex took a deep breath. “Damn, Lena. You are truly amazing.” The words were soft, but not so soft that she wouldn’t hear them. He shook his head. “I am so sorry.”

      Her brows knit together. She slid one foot back in a cautious step away from him. “What are you sorry for?”

      “The headache.” He flipped his hand out and up, pulling the trigger. The darts shot out and impaled her with small barbs to deliver their voltage and shatter her concentration. She went down. Her head cracked on the floor, and she remained down, small and crumpled.

      Bitterness flooded Alex’s mouth and coated his tongue. He sighed and shook his head.

      She’s definitely going to hold this against me.
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      Lena came back to a world of crackling white energy. White light glowed from under her cracked eyelids. White noise hummed in her ears. The white buzzed beneath her skin. It crawled and bit in stinging waves over her head and down her body.

      She opened her eyes. Light blazed in. She squinted and tried to turn away from the twin lamps hanging above her head, shadowy metal arms bent behind them. A strap ran across her brows, pinning her head to a hard mattress. She jerked her arms up to reach for it, then her breath caught in her chest like a fluttering bird of panic. Restraints yanked her wrists back. She tightened her fists and lifted, pulling up more and more violently. When that failed to free her, she bucked her body up. Restraints bound her at chest, hips, and ankles. Air chilled her skin. They’d taken her clothes?

      Her breath sawed in and out. She blinked tears back and rolled her eyeballs, straining to see past the light. It was no good. At the edge of her field of vision, wires curled away from her temples and down.

      Were the wires the source of the constant biting sting at her temples?

      Lena lay still. She had to stay calm, to focus, and to think, so when an opportunity presented itself she could take it. But she couldn’t stay focused. Each time she almost had her breath under control, the controlling thought would slip away, lost in the white noise coating the inside of her head or in the stinging that caused her flesh to crawl. She’d have to start again.

      After the fifth or tenth or twentieth attempt, her tenuous hold on control snapped. Her breath gasped out again, wet and raw with tears. This was it. Everything her father had warned her about. She’d failed. She’d taken a chance, grabbed at an opportunity to keep her mother safe, and had walked right into the trap. The Council had her now, and the Council did terrible things to powerful girls.

      Please no please no please no.

      Her father’s serious, freckled face flashed before her. He smelled like heated metal. Fear. His hands held her shoulders as he reminded her again. But when he opened his mouth, she heard no words, only the buzz of static.

      Stop stop stop stop stop.

      Her mother came to her, pushed her father gently away and stroked Lena’s hair away from her face. Her mother had been the patient one, the one who’d reassured her when her father’s insistence made her cry. She had a gentle touch, like her smell—rain in the desert, sky and earth, clean water. Mama had been as soothing as cool water before Lena’s father died. Before Mama began to blame Lena.

      Mama I want to go back. I want to go home. I want to go back. I want to go home. I want to go home.

      A moan filled the air. She listened, rigid and still, straining to hear beyond the soft static. Had it been her own voice crying the words aloud? In the wash of shame and fear following the realization, there came another sound from outside her own body. Voices.

      Lena closed her eyes to the bright light and her mind to the static. She breathed deep once, twice, calming the hysteria-tinged hiccupping breaths. She listened. Yes. Voices. The low rumble of men talking outside the room. Not talking. Arguing.

      Reyes.

      A stab of hatred arrowed through her, so pure and strong that it almost felt good. Trust him, he’d said. He’d get her to safety, he’d said. Lies. She’d believed them, too, just before he betrayed her. She’d wanted to believe them. She’d looked for a reason to. And now she was strapped naked to a table in Council custody.

      The voices ebbed in volume. She strained to hear them, to pick out intelligible words from the stream of low sound, but she failed. After a moment, a lock turned over behind her and to the right. Footsteps shuffled on the floor as several people entered the room. The door closed again.

      Lena waited. She held her breath, paralyzed, only her hammering heart reminding her that she lived. For a moment no one moved. They stood outside her limited field of vision. One, then another, walked crisply across the floor. Blinded by the lights shining upon her face, she still couldn’t see them. Dark shadows examined her.

      Slow steps came from her right. An arm reached across and snapped off each lamp in turn. She blinked in the sudden absence of light. By the time her eyes adjusted, Lucas had pushed each lamp back and up, away from her face, and then retreated to the side near her knees.

      Another man joined him, moving in from the corner to flank her on the other side of the bed. He was older, his hair mostly grey except for an odd pocket of black along the hairline above his left eye, his face crisscrossed with seamed frown lines. He wore matching pants and shirt, an electric blue flecked with green, and both were prohibitively expensive silk relic-wear. He looked at her as if she were a specimen, a mixture of revulsion and dark fascination on his face. She recognized him.

      “You’ve got your second chance, Agent Brayer, so then tell me,” the Councilor of Zone Three said, gesturing to indicate Lena, “how all of this works? You’re sure she’s incapacitated?” His voice had the resonating quality of someone who spoke and expected to be heard.

      Agent Brayer? Second chance? Am I the second chance?

      Lucas smiled and nodded, opening his mouth as if to answer, but another man stepped forward. He was middle-aged, older than Reyes and Lucas, but not as old as Councilor Three. Tall and broad, his bullish shoulders sloped into a thickly muscled neck. When he reached the end of the bed, he looked at the doorway. His gentle, soft voice surprised her. “Alex? If you’d care to leave the guards and join us?”

      Five slow footsteps later, Reyes appeared at her shoulder. “Lena.” The greeting came low and even. His eyes were hooded, eyelids sheltering his expression from the men.

      From her angle below him she could see directly into their dark depths to the emotion he seemed to struggle to bury. Disgust? Anger? Regret? Each time she tried to put a name to it, the word skittered away in her mind, driven out by the buzzing that filled her thoughts. She grunted her frustration, the sound barely registering as a huff of air. She swiveled her view from Reyes to focus on the ox at the foot of the bed, already talking.

      “Councilor, if you’ll notice the electrode pads at temple, chest, pelvis, and ankles? We have a constant feed of electric current flowing into the subject—”

      “Lena,” Reyes interjected. “Her name is Lena.”

      The big man’s brows lifted. “Alex. I had no idea you were a sentimentalist.” The corners of his mouth twitched.

      Reyes met his stare without flinching. “I’m not, Director Hernandez. But if I’m going to do something for the good of the people, then I will do it without shying away from full knowledge of exactly what it is I am doing and to whom. I take that burden because it is part of the job I believe in. I don’t look away. I don’t close my eyes. And I don’t try to make the weight of it less by dehumanizing the people who suffer for it.”

      She glowered at him. Was that all it took for him to excuse his dishonesty?

      The thought slid away from her.

      What about trust? Broken trust?

      “Alejandro.” The Councilor’s voice expressed his oily admiration, even if his words were a rebuke. “Please allow Director Hernandez to continue. I’d rather watch you gentlemen work tonight—” His speculative leer fell upon Lena.

      She shivered and shrank back, aware enough to be afraid of the avarice in his gaze. He wanted to see her hurt.

      “—but my presence is required elsewhere. This is all the demonstration I will get.”

      Reyes extended his head in a nod. “My apologies, Councilor Three. Of course, you’re right.” He waited a beat before speaking again.

      She tried to bring her focus back around to his words. But the static in her head crested. She lost his words in the wave of the damn buzzing. She widened her eyes, as if it would help her to understand if she could see them all better, and turned them to look from man to man.

      The Councilor preened. The ox was amused. The rims of Lucas’s ears reddened, and his lips compressed into a white line. Reyes was neutral. Always neutral.

      Was that part of the burden? The thought snaked away. She clung to it, and the flesh under her skin began stinging again, ant bites spreading. It hurt worse when she tried to cling to understanding. If she let go, hazed out her focus, the burn subsided. By the time she brought herself back to awareness, the ox’s voice filled the room again.

      “…began experimenting with different levels of current after a riot at Madisonville.”

      She recognized the name of the Council prison reserved for criminal Sparks. It was in Zone Two. No. Zone Four? Yes, it was in Four.

      “It was an accident.” The man smiled. “But when even the strongest of our Spark offenders were incapacitated, we realized what we should have known after experiencing the grounding hangover.” The man was pleased, rocking back and forth on his toes. “That happy discovery led to different modes of application. All of the Madisonville prisoners are fitted with electric collars like the shipment we’ve been promised.”

      His voice became a buzz again, blending with the buzz in her head.

      “…can see it disrupts the critical processes we Sparks use to maintain Dust activity. No focus. No Sparking. It will also reduce her resistance to suggestion. We’d like to find out exactly what she can do, but without the demonstration Agent Brayer got.” He clapped Lucas on the shoulder and laughed.

      The Councilor’s leer raked over her again as he spoke. “…like to make sure the current fluctuation will be effective before I go. I’ll be very disappointed if this one—” He broke off and turned a more respectful look to Reyes. “If Lena is as big a disappointment as the last one because I could use the prestige of—.”

      The last one? She pulled in her focus sharp and tight, gritting her teeth against the pain. There had been another?

      Reyes’s head snapped up though he shifted the movement into a casual back and forth stretch of his neck. The ox immediately spoke over the Councilor, offering reassurances and making a display of sliding up a handle from the end of the bed to prepare the demonstration.

      The last one? The last one like me? Or the last little girl? Her father hadn’t been wrong.

      Wait. Her mind tracked back. Demonstration?

      Current poured into her like acid, ate down into her flesh from the electrode pads, and then spread. Her body arched, straining against the restraints holding her flat. It had the battery acid, electric burn, white heat of a grounding with none of the protections offered by the Dust. The raw current seared down and out, arcing through every part of her skin in contact with the table beneath her.

      Then it was gone. Her teeth unclenched, and she found her voice, a hiccupping negative moan so raw it echoed back down at her from the ceiling. Her arms and legs and neck trembled with the memory of the spasms. She tried to catch her breath. She failed.

      It took time for her to regain awareness and the moan to fade to ragged sobs. The men stood around her bed in silence. She opened her eyes, feeling the heat of tears tracking back into her hair.

      Reyes stood over her, his face a mask of detachment but for one tiny muscle that jumped at the back of his jaw.

      None of the other men, however, were remotely detached. The ox man, Hernandez, wore an expression of anticipation, expecting that whatever he wanted from her, he would have. The men to either side of him wore nearly identical expressions of pleasure. Lucas’s face was a study in vengeful satisfaction, and the Councilor….

      Lena squeezed her eyelids tight. Bright, raw lust lit the Councilor’s face, and his chest heaved. Had he been this excited when his men murdered her father?

      Her hands clenched and unclenched. Her father had tried to protect her. He’d raised her in hiding, taught her to live a lie to keep her out of the clutches of the Council. But even the loss of her childhood hadn’t been enough. He had been as unable to keep her safe as he had been to keep himself alive. He hadn’t been powerful.

      But she was. She was so powerful, so different, that her father had been willing to die to keep her hidden. He had paid the price in pain. So could she. Her breathing calmed. Her hands relaxed. The tears still flowed, but they were for her father. She could do this.

      She opened her eyes.

      As if he’d been waiting, Reyes finally spoke, his voice hushed. “Councilor Three, I would like to reiterate my protest for the record. This is unnecessary. If you would allow me to use my methods, I could discover what you need to know without damage to her trust.”

      “Oh, please, stop with the trust.” Lucas had clearly had enough. “Like it’s going to matter where she’ll be?”

      “Sir, we don’t have to lose her to use her.” Reyes’s face was bleak, as if it pained him to say the words.

      That, or even he didn’t believe his words would move the Councilor. Why did he bother? He had her in custody. He’d achieved what he’d set out to do. So let them have her, and enough with the charade of charm and caring.

      The Councilor turned to Lucas then, the heat in his expression tamped down. “What would you do, young Agent Brayer? You are the one who lured her to us, after all.”

      “He’s the one who endangered everyone in the building, you mean!”

      The Councilor managed to raise his voice over Reyes without increasing his volume. “Yes, Alejandro, I know. And your quick thinking saved us from his irresponsible actions. But were you never a junior agent with more enthusiasm than sense?”

      “No, sir.” Reyes’s denial came quickly, flat and final.

      “I value enthusiasm, Agent Reyes. I’ve already said I think an enthusiastic agent should be allowed a moment of redemption.” He turned back to Lucas. “Tell me, Agent Brayer, would you like a further opportunity to salvage this situation?”

      Reyes was still. Disbelief flared in his eyes.

      “I would, very much, sir.”

      The Councilor nodded firmly. “You’ll have it, then. Do what you must to get what we want. You have full authority.”

      Hernandez nodded his agreement. The Councilor clapped his hands once. Reyes made a suspicious survey of the other three men, lightning fast, before dropping his gaze back to her. He seemed confused and angry. Had he fallen from favor? Good.

      The Councilor’s gaze raked over Lena once more before he left them, his satisfaction evident in the angle of his chin and the gleam in his eye.

      Reyes managed to catch her eye. He held her, staring down as if trying to impart something to her without words. She wasn’t interested. She returned his gaze, feeding him all of the rage and betrayal that she felt in one hateful look. His lips parted. He took a step back, then turned and walked away to a corner of the room, outside her field of vision.

      Lucas, smug, tracked him. “What are you doing?”

      Reyes’s low voice rasped out. “You want to salvage. So salvage. Don’t worry about me.”

      “You’re not leaving?”

      His brief laugh slashed across the room at the younger man. “No. I’m not leaving, Lucas. I’m witnessing. And I’m waiting for the inevitable fuck-up.”

      If not for the current creating burning static through her body and her mind, Lena might have laughed.

      Lucas curled his lip. He turned his back to Reyes and breathed in through his nostrils. After a moment, he reached into his pocket and removed a small folded packet of papers. After tearing off a square, he carefully refolded and pocketed the packet. He crossed to one of the agents guarding the door and passed him the slip of paper. “Go to this address. Ask the woman there to accompany you back.”

      Reyes snapped, “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I thought you were going to salvage the situation, not compound it.”

      Hernandez spoke up, too. “Agent Brayer? What are you doing? We have everything we need here.”

      Lucas turned his head back and spoke to the Councilor’s Director of Security coolly. “The Councilor gave me his authority. I’ll be doing it my way. Do you understand?”

      Hernandez blinked his displeasure, but shrugged and crossed his arms. He said nothing. Lena held tight to the threads of her concentration. Why was Lucas allowed to speak to a superior like that? Why had he been given another chance? She didn’t think Reyes knew, either.

      After the agent who’d been sent to retrieve the mystery woman had gone, Lena tried to work through the puzzle of who could be coming to assist Lucas, but her mind began to fuzz out again.

      Lucas put his hands into his pockets and wandered back to his place beside Lena. He looked down at her with a broad smile. “Look at her,” he said to Hernandez. “She’s already recovered. They have incredible recovery from pain, even more than the average Spark. It would be amazing if they weren’t such monstrosities.” He shook his head and glanced over at the larger man. “Your current may be keeping her from zapping us. But it won’t work again to hurt her. She’ll adapt. She’s trying to figure out how right now, if she hasn’t already. She’ll make herself immune to the pain.”

      Hernandez’s eyes narrowed. His hand moved on the slender handle before him.

      Current sliced through her again. She was ready. She couldn’t focus enough to talk to their Dust, no. But she could get her own to act, even if only sluggishly through the interference in her head. She’d already moved thin insulating layers of Dust between her skin and the eight pads. Electricity still arced through her, heated pain pouring through her flesh and blood and bones and then out into the surface behind her. She could bear it. It wasn’t even a grounding.

      The current abruptly stopped. Hernandez ground his teeth together loudly in the silence that followed.

      “And how is it,” Reyes’s voice grated from the corner, “that you know so much about this, Junior Agent Brayer?”

      A gloating smile ghosted across the younger agent’s face. “Because there’s a lot you don’t know, Reyes. Now you’re the junior, and I’m the master. You see that much, right?” Lucas said. He walked toward her head, searching her face as she gasped in recovery. “She adapted, just like I said. But there’s pain. And then there’s pain. It’s time to do things the Brayer way.” He grinned suddenly, the tight skin of his face pulling down with his leer. He purred the next words like a promise. “Because there are some things for which there’s no immunity.”
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      What was Lucas waiting for?

      He perched next to Lena on the bed, one leg dangling, in obscene parody of a concerned friend visiting a patient. He didn’t ask her any questions. He didn’t speak at all. He waited.

      Hernandez leaned against the wall to her left, hands clasped across his broad front. She assumed Reyes still stood in the corner.

      She tried to figure out what Lucas had meant with his pain comment and who he’d called in as back-up. Someone better at causing her pain? What kind of pain? Her current-addled brain couldn’t hold onto the start of a circular thought long enough for her to come back around and begin to analyze it. She had to let it go.

      Pain is pain is pain, and I have the advantage. She had managed to regain even more control over her own Dust, both that which lived inside of her and that living on her skin. Lucas could do little to hurt her now. She only wished she could hurt him.

      She couldn’t send commands out beyond her body. She’d tried. Oh, how she’d tried, staring at Lucas sitting smugly beside her, to force her thoughts and will to pulse out at him in the gaps of focus between waves of static. It simply hadn’t been enough. It hadn’t been enough to work on the generator or Hernandez the Ox’s charge-producing machine, either.

      If she could gather enough Dust both above and beneath her skin at each electrode point and ask the Dust to send out a quick pulse of energy at each point, she might be able to short them out. The trick would be to do it not once, but eight times. Once she’d done that and regained the ability to focus….

      She turned her eyes to look at Lucas. He stared at the wall behind her, face relaxed, hands loose in his lap as he meditated. Focused on how best to hurt her? Why?

      She pursed her lips to ask him. The static made her lips buzz, and the word came out heavy with a buzzing wwhhhh that overpowered the long “I” sound of the end.

      Nonetheless, Lucas’s gaze moved from the wall to focus down on her face. A restless shuffling from the corner of the room was the only sound in the long pause as he examined her.

      “Why?” Lucas repeated her question in a voice so soft she had to strain to hear.

      It would be impossible for the others to hear his soft words.

      He made a small sound of amusement, but his lips were twisted. “Good question. I’ve asked it myself. Every time I ground, I ask why. Every time I think about how I am the only one in my family to be cursed with the Spark, I ask why. Every time I think about being less human than my brothers, I ask why. I grew up asking why—why did I have to be the spawn of the men who caused our destruction, a living reminder of those who ruined us all?”

      The first Sparks? The soldiers? She blinked, trying to find her way through the static. The people had been dying. The Sparks brought them out of the dark. Hadn’t they? She tried to follow through, but could only remember that Lucas blamed Sparks. But he was an agent?

      Lena swallowed. A feral light bloomed across his face. No, more than feral. Rabid. She tried again to make sense of his words, but her mind turned and fuzzed out. It made no sense. If Lucas hated being a Spark, why become an agent?

      Lucas pitched his voice for her ears only. “I learned long ago that asking why is pointless. We must follow where the Council leads and do what the Council compels without question and without complaint. That’s how we earn the right to l—” He stopped to swallow spasmodically. He looked at her, expression icy. “We earn the right to live and contribute as citizens.” His lip curled in disgust. “Even you. I begged him to let me kill the aberrations. The world would be a safer place with none of you bitches in it. It would be cleaner. Would you like to know what he told me?”

      She stared back at him, silent, stunned as much by the rictus of hatred that contorted his face as the electricity that buzzed through her. He? He, who?

      “He told me that even things like you have a purpose. For now, you can be used for testing, for twisting, for helping us learn to protect human citizens against your kind. And someday, soon, you get to be the catalyst that ignites the world and cleanses it of the powered filth who would make us servants.” His eyes widened, and his fingers, hidden in his lap from the other men, made an exploding motion.

      He’s crazy. She licked her lips, but it did nothing to relieve the taste of ashes in her mouth. “How can you…?” The question drifted away. She managed to pull it back in. “You’re like me?”

      Lucas leaned in. His voice rose as he spat each word at her. “I am nothing like you.”

      She held his crazed stare, refusing to back down. She would not give him the satisfaction. If she could help it, she wouldn’t give any of them any satisfaction at all.

      Lucas’s hand curled into a fist in his lap. She could see the hint of the movement.

      The door opened. Lucas looked up, his hand uncurling, and smiled. “Thank you, Agent.” Delight colored his voice. His gaze shifted and moved up and down, taking the measure of someone hesitating in the entry. “Welcome.”

      Did he intend for his voice to be a sinister purr?

      “Please.” Lucas gestured to the area beside him as he stood. “Come in.”

      Three hesitant steps lightly tapped the floor as the person came closer. They stopped on the sound of a quickly indrawn breath. Lena’s heart twisted when the woman spoke.

      “Magdalena?” Her mother’s voice, filled with despair.

      He’d brought her mother to help them break her. Her mind refused to acknowledge how.

      “Come.” Lucas gestured her over with a beckoning motion from his fingers. “You can come closer.”

      Those light tapping footsteps brought her mother near.

      Lena turned away from Lucas’s gloating face and stared up at the ceiling. If she didn’t look, if she didn’t see her mother standing at her bedside, then maybe Mama wouldn’t be there.

      She swallowed. There is pain, and then there is pain. He’d promised her pain from which she wasn’t immune. She had to look.

      Her mother’s face was drawn, her smaller bloom a bright halo around her, as if she hadn’t grounded in far too long. Her skin seemed yellow and thin. Most Sparks wouldn’t ground if they were sick or over-tired. It was too hard on their bodies. It made the Spark hangover much worse, even dangerous. Most also wouldn’t charge when they were ill, making sure not to build up a dangerous amount of feedback energy.

      Lena had never known her mother to go more than a week—her job at the Council plant required regular discharges. She had never seen her mother glow this bright before. Had she been sick? And still working every day?

      She felt a pulse of guilt at how long it had been since she’d made her way into Relo-Azcon to see her mother. She always told herself she stayed away due to the danger to them. She just couldn’t stand the guilt. She’d broken her family. Everything that had happened was Lena’s fault.

      As was this.

      “I’m sorry, Mama.” Her voice shook.

      Her mother reached out a hand. As soon as her fingers touched Lena, a spark leaped between them, and her mother yanked her hand back with a cry. When she spoke, her voice still shook. “No, Magdalena. I’m sorry.” Her throat moved spasmodically as she swallowed back tears. “We always knew it would end like this. The three of us tried to protect you.” Her mother shook her head. “From the moment we realized what you were, we tried to spare you this.”

      Three of them? Spare me this? Her heart stuttered. “Mama…?”

      Her mother continued. “We hoped when they came for us, it would be after you had made your own way. We wanted you to be safe, Magdalena. I thought you were safe now. We always wanted you to be safe.”

      Her mother’s shoulders hunched as if she were resigned to fate. It didn’t matter what she expected. Lena wouldn’t allow them to hurt her. She’d give them what they wanted and end this now.

      She moved her focus to Lucas. His face was bright again. He’d moved closer to her mother, standing beside her elbow. His nostrils flared as if he inhaled the scent of her mother’s fear. Reason wouldn’t reach him.

      She raised her voice so she could be heard in the corner of the room. “Reyes?” He had lied to her. He had broken her trust every step of the way. But he wasn’t a sadist. “Reyes, I will tell you whatever you want, just get this freak away from my mother.”

      Her mother didn’t stir, her face rapt as she surveyed her daughter’s face with love and tears and regret written on it. Except for the long sound of a breath drawn in and exhaled heavily, neither did Reyes.

      “Reyes!”

      His husky voice came from the corner. “Lena, Councilor Three allowed this. I can’t stop it. But I promise I won’t let it go further than it needs to.”

      She stared up. Her heart thumped hard. He had to stop it now. They didn’t have to do this. “You promise?” Her disgust echoed off the ceiling above her. She vibrated on the bed with rage. “We know how much your promises are worth, don’t we?” She spat the words then turned back to Lucas. “What do you want me to tell you?”

      He cocked his head, and his mouth twisted at the corner. “Tell me?” His voice still had the purring, pleased burr beneath it.

      She gritted her teeth. “What do you want to know?”

      “Oh.” He frowned as if puzzled. “I thought it was obvious.” He leaned in, careful not to touch her. “I want to know your limits.” His nostrils flared again. He pulled back, sinuous as a cobra. Then he struck.

      His right hand shot down across her, ripping off the electrodes at her temples. His left hand gripped her mother’s hair. He pulled her head back and stuck the electrodes to the skin of her temples.

      Her mother didn’t even try to fight him. She stood almost serenely beside Lena.

      “Mama, please. Do something. Fight back.” The buzz in her head quieted with the electrodes gone from her temples, but the current still burned into her from the others.

      Lucas grinned. “Fight back? Against the three men in the room? How should she do that?” He flexed his hand in her mother’s hair, moving her head with the tightening of his fingers. “She’s not like you. She’s not strong, is she?”

      “Strong enough to keep me hidden from you assholes.” She swallowed. She looked back up at the ceiling above her. Perhaps if he couldn’t see her into her eyes, he couldn’t see her fear. He couldn’t enjoy it.

      He laughed softly. “It’s up to you, Lena. If you want to help her, you’re going to have to show us what you can do.”

      A soft curse came from the corner. “You’re a fool, Lucas,” Reyes said. “What do you think is going to happen if you piss her off enough to break free? What if your little set-up there can’t hold her?”

      Lucas rolled his eyes at the interference. He didn’t bother to turn to Reyes. “It’ll hold. It always holds. And we always get what we need out of them.”

      “We? Them?” Reyes demanded. “What the Dust are you talking about?”

      The Ox straightened his shoulders. “Enough, Alex. You’re not cleared for that. Not yet.”

      “I’m not, but this asshole is? Bullshit! He’s my junior, and he should be in an interrogation room himself,” Reyes flared. “I bring her down for this idiot and save everyone’s ass, and yet I’m the one standing here without clearance to know what’s really going on? Everything I’ve done for Councilor Three? Are you shitting me?”

      “This clearance doesn’t come from the Councilor.” Hernandez stopped and shook his head. “Enough.” His soft voice held a thread of menace. “Get on with it.”

      Lucas’s face reflected his calm anticipation. “Lena, I’m going to hurt your mother now. You should pay attention.” He reached his free hand out and unstrapped her head, working the buckle with a sawing motion that pressed the metal and leather into her skin. He flipped the straps apart, and the metal buckle swung out and rang against the edge of the bed. “There you go. You’ll be able to see everything now. That’s much better.”

      She refused to give him the satisfaction of lifting her head. She urged the Dust along her body. It didn’t swarm to do her bidding like it usually did, but it wasn’t the sluggish mirror of moments ago, either.

      Lucas nodded to Hernandez, released her mother’s hair, and stepped back from them both. Her mother lunged forward to put one hand on Lena’s chest, over her heart. Her other hand gripped Lena’s hand right below the strap holding her to the bed. Lena had enough time to note both of her mother’s hands were shaking, little tremors from deep within before the current running through her roared from a trickle to a torrent. Her mother’s hands tightened, spasming, as the loop of energy between them began. The electricity burned across her nerves and into her mother through their skin contact. It burned through her mother and into Lena.

      Lena’s head twisted against the bed as her neck arched. She set her teeth, and her body tightened, straining against the restraints. But the Dust had collected at the electrode points. It offered some meager protection, even without her focus.

      Her mother had no protection.

      It stopped. The pressure of her mother’s hands disappeared. She slid bonelessly away. A grunt of air escaped as she hit the floor, followed by the hard thunk of her skull on the tile. Lena gasped in a breath, then another. She tried to call out to her mother. A croaking sound came from her throat. She pulled a breath in through her nose and swallowed to try again.

      “Mama.” She raised her head. To her right, unmoving on the floor, her mother’s back and side curved. The edge of the bed hid her head. “Mama!” Her mother’s bloom pulsated, the painfully bright then dim flicker of a light about to go out.

      Lucas stood a foot away. He didn’t move. He watched Lena, a curious satisfaction written upon his face.

      “Please!” Lena didn’t know to whom she directed the imploring word. None of the men would do a thing. “Please, please, please….”

      Reyes darted around Lucas to crouch beside her mother. He turned her body over, half into his lap, cradling her neck and the back of her head in one hand as he checked for a pulse. Lena stilled, her neck straining, stretched against the limits of the straps around her chest. Her breath came in harsh sobs. She stared at the slowing flick-flick-flick of her mother’s bloom.

      “Put her down, Reyes.” Lucas’s command came, sharp and cold. “The protocol is three shocks in rapid succession. They’re about to get another.”

      “No, they damn well are not.”

      Reyes leaned over her mother, his fingers still at her throat. She stared at him.

      “Do something.” The words from Lena’s throat were a thin thread of sound.

      Reyes’s shoulders moved helplessly. His eyes tracked the pulse of the flickering light. He looked over his shoulder to Hernandez, ignoring Lucas. “Get a medic.”

      Hernandez sighed, and Reyes half-rose.

      “She’s not a criminal, she’s a citizen of this city. Get a fucking medic!”

      Her mother’s dark eyes were wide and staring, only slight movement in them. Was she trying to turn them to Lena?

      “I’m here, Mama.” She strained against the straps. They bit into her skin and her rigid muscles. “Please don’t go. I’m right here.”

      Her mother’s lips moved. A breath of sound escaped. The pause between glimmers grew long now.

      “Please fight. Mama, just fight.” Her words turned to a hoarse moan. “I can’t lose you, too. Fight, Mama. I’m here. I’ll be a good girl. I’ll do what they want.” She turned to Lucas, to Hernandez, desperate, gasping. “I will do whatever you want. Please go get a doctor. Please don’t let her die.” She strained against the straps. “Please. Please, please.” Her eyes fell back to Reyes. His head bowed in regret. He lowered her mother to the floor.

      Lena stared at him. “No! She’s not gone. I can help her, Reyes. Get me off of here. Reyes!”

      Her mother’s bloom didn’t pulse back. Lena could help her if she could get off the damn bed. Her mother blurred as tears rose.

      She opened her mouth to scream, but the sound building within her chest caught in her throat. Her muscles slackened. Her watery view of her mother, of Reyes placing her upon the floor and closing her eyes, faded away as her body sank back. Her mouth hung open, the scream still caught, beating at her vocal cords, waiting for an exit.

      She sagged onto the bed. A memory flashed into her mind: crying as her mother brushed her snarled hair. The brush caught; Lena’s breath stuttered with it. Her mother’s hands stilled as she held the snarl in her fingers and gently untangled it, urging Lena to recite the Spark’s Rede, the code that all of the Spark children learned in their earliest years. She began, voice quavering, high and pained, “I will do no harm with my power. I will follow the will and the good of those without. This gift is my virtue; My Councilor is my guide.” By the time she’d finished, the knot, and with it the pain, were gone. Her mother had told Lena many times the act of focusing on the words could keep pain at bay.

      Her lips moved. The Rede came back to her, as if she were young again. The pain didn’t recede.

      Lucas’s voice intruded, disgusted. Put upon. “I should have sent for the sister.”

      The Rede stuttered in her mind. I will do no harm…. But they could? They could do whatever they wanted to the people she loved? No more. I will do harm. I will be free.

      She focused the grief inside, rage making her immune to the effects of the current. Dust swarmed to answer her. The scream howled free. With it, white light arced across the room, seeking the men. Her electric-coated shriek of rage and grief released something within her. She convulsed, her body arching up in a corona of white light that flashed up and across with a concussive boom of sound that drowned her out. It sucked away her breath, and her voice died, the electricity following it back, crackling away into nothing.

      When her eyes fluttered open, the windowless room was dark. The brilliant after-flare of the branching white heat etched her vision, glowing in the black. From somewhere nearby, a metal fixture squeaked as it swung. Voices shouted from outside. Someone banged at the door.

      No sounds came from inside. She pulled her body up to the right, trying to roll to the limits of the straps, but they didn’t hold. As her body pressed against them, the leather cracked and fell away from the buckles with dry pops and faint metallic tinging. Waiting for the pull of the taut, thick restraints, she rolled up and almost off the bed. She caught herself with one shaky hand.

      She leaned her face over the edge, vainly searching past the vivid memory of light into the darkness below. Her mother was down there. She’d freed herself to go to her mother.

      “Mama?” It hurt to make even the faint, hoarse sound she managed.

      No response.

      She pushed with her hand and eased up to sit, pulling her legs free of the cracked restraints to swing over the edge of the bed. She turned in the darkness. Something brushed her head, and she jumped back from the sound of swinging metal. Pushing her hand out in front of her in the dark, she reached up, searching. Her fingers made contact with one of the metal lights that had been trained upon her when she woke. It hung down over her now, loose and broken.

      What had she done?

      She eased her way back to the edge of the bed and slid her legs down. “Mama?”

      Her feet found the floor, a coating of dust and small hard pieces of rock spread over it. Lena slid to her knees and reached her hands out, searching. She made contact with cloth, and then with the firm resistance of flesh beneath it. She ran her hand lightly up, crawling along. She’d found her mother, yes, but she was wrapped in Reyes’s arms. His body curled around on top of her as if he’d tried to protect her from the electrical arc before the blast.

      She pushed at him. She had to pull her mother away. She could restart her heart. Reyes was heavier than he looked and solid. She pushed harder, the motions becoming short and hard with desperation. Get off. Get off. Get off.

      “Get off!”

      He coughed. He coughed again then rolled away from Lena’s pounding palms. Barely a second later, his hand shot up through the black and caught her hand. “Stop.” The command was low, his voice even more hoarse than usual. He made a soft, guttural sound as if trying to clear his throat with the least amount of noise. He coughed again. “Listen.”

      In spite of her panicked need to reach her mother beneath him, she stilled. What was she listening for? The shouting in the hall? Someone called for a saw, a gun, anything. The door must be well and truly warped into the frame. They should have been able to access the room already. What else should she hear?

      “Reyes, please…my mother.” She pushed at his shoulder.

      He didn’t move.

      “If I’m awake, they might wake, too. We need to get you out.”

      Get her out? But he’d brought her in?

      She shook her head in confusion before she remembered he couldn’t see her in the dark. “No. You were on the floor. They were standing where the blast—”

      His hand moved up her arm to her neck and slid around the back of her head. He pulled her forward with gentle pressure, moving her head toward him. “I can’t hear you. My ears. But don’t speak louder, speak closer.”

      Her lips touched the side of his head. She felt his ear, wet with fluid. Blood? The concussive noise had burst at least one of his eardrums.

      She tried again. “You were on the floor. They were beside me and took a direct hit. They’re not waking up now. Maybe not ever.” She wasn’t sorry. She regretted that Lucas wouldn’t have suffered. “Reyes. My mother. I can restart her heart. You have to move.” She pushed again. “Move.”

      “No. You can’t.” He shifted away, his hand out, keeping contact, bringing her head with him. “It wasn’t her heart, Lena. It was her head. I saw her face. Her brain bled.”

      She made a small noise of negation. He had to be wrong. She could do it. Now that he’d moved, she would. She reached out for her mother, felt the soft, cool skin of her mother’s face under her hands.

      “Lena.” Reyes’s voice denied her hope. “Even if you start her heart, her brain is gone. You can’t fix this.”

      “I can!”

      “You can’t. And if you don’t get out of here right now, they’re going to kill you, too.”

      She sat. Her hands fluttered over her mother’s face, fingertips feeling the familiar shape of eyes, prominent cheekbones, delicate nose and jaw. She had always been jealous that Teresa got to look like their beautiful mother.

      “I can. I have to. You don’t understand.” She shook her head back and forth, her hair brushing the side of his face. “I have to. She’s all I have.”

      “No, Lena.” He gathered her up then pulled her across him and away from her mother. “You have your sister. Your brother. You have people you’ve never even met.” He set her on his other side.

      He released her, and she sat, sobbing quietly. The banging on the door directly behind her had shifted, become methodical as they smashed something heavy against it.

      Debris rustled as Reyes crawled away in the darkness. He pushed something large and heavy away, the grit on the floor scratching beneath it. One of the other men? Reyes grunted. After a pair of thumps, small rocks pattered across the floor. He made a hiss of satisfaction. A moment later, he returned, scrabbling in the dark as he crawled back across the floor. He sounded like he was right on top of her mother.

      “I’m here,” she said sharply, forgetting for a moment that he probably couldn’t hear her. She should swing her arm out to catch him and lead him back. She didn’t. It didn’t matter what he was doing. Her mother was gone.

      He came back to her. His reaching hand found her bare stomach. His fingers slid up to her face. She shivered, and then shrank away in shame. Reyes dropped something over her head, pulled it down to her shoulders. Fabric. Clothing?

      “What are you doing?” And why? The bastard had done this to her. She shook her head. Nothing made sense.

      “You’re naked. You can’t get away like this.” He took up each of her numb arms and slid fabric onto them then pulled it down over her torso, letting the leftover cloth pool around her hips on the floor. It smelled of sweat and fear and a familiar soft musk. Before she could identify it, he slid his hands back up to her head and pulled her close. The warmth of his breath tickled her ear.

      “That thing you did?” His voice was a bare whisper of sound in her ear. “It weakened the ceiling and the walls. The exterior wall is cinder block. It’s ready to go. Do it one more time, and the wall will fall. Behind it is—”

      “Do it again? I can’t do it again. I don’t know what I did the first time.”

      “Be quiet. Listen. You will do it again. Behind the wall is a side street that leads to the rear of the building. Stay away from there. Follow the side street up behind the next building over. Block and a half up, turn right. Across the street is Citizen’s Park. Get across it. Keep moving. It empties into Market Square. Do not stop. Get to Ace. Tell him to hide you until I come. I will come.” He pulled away as a particularly violent thump against the door caused debris to rain down. He pulled her up then, dragging her by the hand across the room. “Do you understand?”

      “I understand. I understand. But I can’t. Reyes, I don’t know what I did—”

      He stopped. He must have found the wall again. He yanked her around him, pushed her in front of himself, and pulled her arms up to stretch out and make contact with the wall. He spread her palms flat against the wall, his own hands pressed against the tops of hers, holding her down.

      The pressure of his hands above hers hurt. Her fingers ground into the wall. The pain caught her attention, lit a fluttering something inside of her. It was too close to that feeling of being restrained, the helplessness and rage she’d just escaped. She tried to pull away. He held her fast, pressing his hands and his body hard against hers. She scooted forward to escape him, but he followed her until her arms bent and her body pressed against the wall. He held her there.

      Her breath came in small, panicked puffs. Why had she trusted him? Why had she listened?

      He spoke then, his lips pressed against her skin. His hot breath puffed her hair away from her ear, his quiet, hoarse voice laced with menace. Her heart stuttered.

      “Councilor Three killed your mother, Lena.”

      She stopped struggling. Cold wrapped around her. The heat of rage chased it away.

      “We hauled her in, sick and weak. Put electrodes on her head and charged her until her body couldn’t handle it, and she bled out.”

      He crushed her in tighter. The dusty grit coating the wall bit into her forehead and chin. The pebbled surface beneath the paint pressed her breasts and belly and thighs. Her breath sawed in and out of her raw throat. She tried to fight, pushing back against him. Dust swirled across her skin in agitated reflection of her anger and confusion.

      “Lucas liked it,” Reyes growled into her ear. “He liked seeing you naked and helpless on that table. He liked watching you jump and fight when they shocked you. And he really liked hurting your mother. Councilor Three let him do it. He gave Lucas permission to charge you both until your mother’s brain exploded.”

      She shoved away from the wall, managed to gain several inches. He slammed her back. Her forehead cracked against the cinder block. A scream of rage erupted from her. Bright clawing branches of electricity spread across the wall before her then sheeted back behind her, flinging Reyes away from her a moment before the enormous boom of sound and light and pressure erupted from her chest.

      The wall disintegrated, and she fell forward through it, stumbling across the broken blocks and skidding across the debris-coated street outside. She hunched over painful hands and knees that had taken the brunt of her fall and curled away from the noise of her discharge. Unlike before, when the boom had been loud and then gone, this one went on rumbling loud in her ears.

      But it wasn’t the echo of her thunderstrike. The building collapsed behind her. She turned her head to look back. The wall slid down into the street. The ceiling had collapsed. Rubble filled the opening.

      Her mother was buried within.

      Lena’s heart squeezed. She swallowed the pain back down. At least she’d also buried the bastards who’d killed her mother.

      And Reyes?

      She turned onto her butt and pushed away from the rubble that slid through the opening. His remembered voice growled, vicious and low in her ear. Councilor Three killed your mother. But Reyes worked for the Council. He worked for Councilor Three. He was one of them, wasn’t he? Why had he helped her escape?

      Councilor Three killed your mother. He was one of them.

      Lena lifted herself up from the ground, knees and hands bloody. A fine dust covered her. She shook her head, trying to shake the worst of it off her skin and hair.

      Councilor Three killed your mother.

      She turned and limped down the street as quickly as her knees would allow, angling up behind the building next door, moving away from the shouts and activity behind her.

      Councilor Three killed your mother.
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      Grit filled Alex’s nose and coated the inside of his mouth. Hands gripped him, holding him in place as he tried to roll away. They snapped a neck brace around him and then counted off. He didn’t need a damn brace. He tried to tell them, but remnants of the ceiling gummed in his mouth and made him choke again when he inhaled. On the count of three, the techs rolled him to slide a backboard behind him. His bellow of pain became snorts and hacks that cleared the worst of the debris and allowed him to breathe easier. At least he wasn’t choking anymore, as he had been in the time it had taken them to get in the door.

      Each breath burned agony in his chest, but it was infinitely preferable to choking. Every move lit a fire in his ribs. When he’d been thrown back like a rag doll in the last moments before Lena had exploded the wall, his left side had slammed into the end of the bed before he’d fallen. The toss across the room had protected him when the ceiling came down like a hinge, but his ribs were in misery.

      And her explosion? He couldn’t wait to learn that trick—once he had gotten her back to safety. He groaned. Someone above him shouted some drivel about being okay. Yeah. Whatever.

      They lifted him and carried him down the long hall to the old wing before handing him off to some waiting medics. He managed to crack his eyelids open. Grit fell past them and burned like cinders. He squeezed them shut and grunted in displeasure. Someone swiped his face with a cool, wet rag, carefully easing it along both eyes and then down and around his nose.

      He tried again, fluttering his lashes and then lifting them. A nurse with a grim face but a gentle touch cleared the worst of the dust and debris from his face and ears. Someone else examined his chest and legs.

      “What happened?” Alex frowned at them. He hadn’t lost consciousness after the second blast. But he hoped to pass for woozy and newly conscious. “Where are the others?”

      The nurses exchanged a look over him. He could hear someone shouting in the hall outside. Though his damaged right ear muted sound, he thought it might be Lew Merritt, Councilor Three’s Junior Security Director, who served directly under Hernandez.

      One of the nurses said something about being right back and stepped away. She called down the hall, informing someone of his status. A moment after she returned, running her hands over each arm in turn, he could hear Merritt’s heavy footsteps.

      “I said, what happened?” Alex repeated, raising his voice for effect.

      Merritt’s clipped voice sounded from somewhere behind and above his head. “We’re hoping you can tell us.”

      Alex made a move as if to turn and see Merritt. The nurse hissed at him and held him still. Merritt came closer, standing behind the nurse. He was a big man, both tall and wide. Even his features were big—lantern jaw and long, wide boxer’s nose over a bristling blonde mustache.

      Alex furrowed his brow. He needed to know who survived before he made a move. “Where are Hernandez and Lucas?”

      “They’re working on prying Lucas out. He’s alive, but barely.” Merritt paused, the muscles around his brows tightening. “Hernandez was killed, along with one of the women. The suspect’s mother, I’m told. What happened?”

      “We were interrogating the Gracey woman. Hernandez was charging, with Lucas questioning. I was observing.” Alex made a show of thinking.

      With Hernandez dead and Lucas down for the count, things were easier. However, he had no doubt there was more going on within the Council than Alex or his people knew about. Without knowing the parties involved or being able to guess the end-goal, he’d have to tread carefully. Carefully but quickly. His mind flashed to the lost, broken quality to Lena’s voice in that dark room. His stomach turned over. He had to find her.

      “We brought in her mother,” he continued for Merritt. “Gracey flipped out. It seemed—like she maybe grounded through the table or something?” If grounding included a concussive thunderclap that destroyed walls and ceilings, sure. He slowly nodded his head, filling his voice with disbelief. “She used her ground as a weapon?”

      Merritt grunted. “I’m surprised no one’s thought of it before, actually. You’d have to be pretty desperate. What did you get out of her?”

      Alex growled his frustration. “Not a damn thing yet. Where is she? Let me have her for a few minutes, and I’ll get it out of her.”

      Merritt shook his head. “She’s gone.”

      “What? How?” He kept his stare locked on Merritt’s.

      The man shook his head again. “She blew up the damn place. Room upstairs came down on it. Exterior wall is blown to Dust. Looks like she climbed right out. She should have been restrained.”

      “She was,” he answered. He shook his arm in a small movement meant to show his displeasure at being strapped to the board. “Let me up. This is my case. I can find her.”

      The nurse above him shook her head. “You’re not going anywhere until we can get a doctor down here to make sure you haven’t broken anything.”

      “Then get me a damn doctor,” he snapped.

      “I can’t,” she snapped back.

      “She can’t,” Merritt said simultaneously. “Gracey blew the whole building. Every area behind a security door is locked down. We’re trying to figure out the extent of the damage. We can’t get anything back up yet. Right now, the Council building is dead, and almost all of our people are trapped.”

      Alex stared at him, his mouth hanging open. The entire building?

      She was a hell of a woman. He wanted that trick. He had to get her to teach him all of the fun things she could do.

      He recovered a moment later. “Unstrap me,” he commanded the nurse above him. “I’m fine.”

      She pushed on his left side. Alex roared, tears springing to his eyes. When she released, the sound faded to an angry hiss.

      “Fine, huh? And what about your ear?”

      He glowered at her. “I’m a Spark. My ear’s already healing. My ribs will be fine in a week. My back’s fine. My legs and arms are fine. Wrap my chest. Give me something for the pain. It’s not the first time I’ve had broken ribs.”

      Merritt looked at him appraisingly.

      “Wrap me up and let me go. This is my case. She may be long gone, but if anyone can find her, I can.”

      Merritt nodded at the nurse. She sighed and shook her head, but she unstrapped Alex from the back board. He braced himself before pushing up, gritting his teeth against the pain. He kept his breathing as shallow as possible while she wrapped his ribcage with tight bandages.

      “Who’s out there, and where are they?” Alex asked Merritt.

      “We’ve got four teams out at a ten-block radius, sweeping in. She can’t have gotten that far.”

      “Four teams?”

      “Everyone else is on recovery or locked down. Even our strongest Sparks can’t get those shorted doors to respond. We can hear them working on them from the other side, too, but they’re not coming open.”

      Alex shook his head. “Shut down the city gates.”

      “She’s not getting past—”

      “She’ll get past. She might already have. She’s got resources. She’s slipped us twice now. Twice. Shut down the city gates. Nobody in or out. Give me forty-eight hours.” Alex needed that time. He needed them focused on the commotion that shutting down the gates would cause, allowing him to get her out via the tunnels.

      “I can’t shut down the gates for two days. There’s no way. We have people out there—”

      “She killed the Councilor’s Director of Security.”

      “I worked with the man every day. I damn well know what the situation is.”

      “Twenty-four hours.” Alex stared at Merritt. He had to get something from the man.

      Merritt chewed his mustache. “Twenty-four. Who do you want with you?”

      “My junior.”

      “He’s down. Maybe permanently.”

      Alex shook his head. “I don’t want anybody. My case.”

      “That’s not happening. You’re not in any shape to be out there alone. If you can’t think of anyone you want then I’ll—”

      “Fernie Salas, if he’s not locked upstairs.” He straightened and rocked gingerly. The pain stabbed through him.

      The nurse gave him a look.

      He had to be sure he could move.

      Merritt nodded. “Fine. You should know before you head out—Councilor wants her alive.” Merritt raised a brow and made a small shrugging movement with his broad shoulders.

      [image: ]

      Alex turned the corner behind the reception area and stepped around the crew of Spark agents and building techs clustered around the electrically sealed access to the upper levels. A heavy rock propped open the rear door, and a pair of agents stood to either side of it. The lock plate was blackened and melted, so they had managed to get some opened, even if by force. Was the Councilor stuck upstairs in his offices? The thought of the man having a panic attack over being confined to his office made Alex’s lips twist briefly into a smile. Then he sobered.

      The Councilor was far more likely to be having an apoplectic fit of fury, which would not bode well for Lena. Especially with the speed at which they were getting everything open. The more agents flooding Azcon looking for her, the harder it would be for him to smuggle her to safety.

      Alex didn’t pause when he hit the parking lot. Salas and the Security boys Merritt had insisted on including in the search trailed behind him. “Understand the assignment and the goal?” He tossed the words back over his shoulder.

      At the affirmative sounds from behind him, he crossed to the little Volt. He tried to swing into it as he normally would. Agony hitched in his chest and caused him to stop. He pressed his curled arm tight against his ribs. Once he’d caught his breath, he eased his way into the car and gingerly swung his legs into the foot well.

      He’d sent Salas to her mother’s house, and the Security team had instructions to go to Danny’s house. Alex had chosen to check on her sister. He hoped Lena had listened to him and gone straight to Ace, but if she hadn’t, he was betting she’d go to her sister. It made sense that she would go there to check on them after Lucas had pulled them in for questioning.

      First, he’d stop at the Piece of Asp to be sure Ace wasn’t there waiting. It was almost three. The bar sat on West Alameda, which fed into the Northwest grid, where Lena’s sister lived. While he was on his way to her sister’s, he’d double check that Lena had gone straight to Ace. Assuming she’d followed Alex’s instructions, she would have made it to Ace’s before he’d left for his appointment with Alex.

      He cursed at himself. He was making a whole lot of assumptions lately. Lena was screwing with his head and his standard procedures. He needed to get her to Fort Nevada and get himself back on track so he could repair the wide wake of damage she’d unwittingly done to all of his plans.

      And to your focus, asshole. You’ve spent too much time distracted by big green eyes and freckles. What do they have to do with what she can do with the Dust? Get the girl safe. Dump her at the fort. Get your head back in your fucking sweet spot before you get yourself killed.

      He forced himself to take deeper breaths as he shifted into drive and pulled out of the lot. He had to breathe, even if it hurt. He needed his mind clear. He worked on his focus as he drove to the bar. When he parked, his ribs still hurt like hell, but no more sudden moves, and he’d be fine.

      He pushed into the bar. Light from the sunny day outside fell into the room, illuminating Ace. He sat at the bar, spinning a glass of water between his palms over and over. Alex stopped, and Ace raised his glass a couple of inches in greeting before gulping the water down.

      “Hey,” Ace said to Alex as he crossed to him, “You ready?”

      He shook his head, already furious. “Were you at home before you came here?”

      Ace frowned. “Yeah. Why?”

      “And Lena wasn’t there?”

      “No, she left a note. Said she was going to talk to her family, and she’d be back. She’ll be back.”

      He looked at the floor, cursing. When he looked back up at Ace, he didn’t bother to hide his anger. “Stupid girl. I don’t have time for this.”

      Ace pulled his head back, brows furrowed.

      “Go home and wait for her, Ace. I told her to go there. But she didn’t do as she was told.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She came in. Came to find me. But my partner got to her. I tried to buy some time, but then he brought her mother in.” Alex stopped. He shook his head. “They killed her mother. It was an accident. Sort of. And Lena—”

      “Council agents killed her mother?” Disbelief warred with outrage on Ace’s face. “In front of Lena?”

      He nodded.

      “In front of her?”

      “I said that, yes.”

      Ace’s eyes narrowed. He leaned in toward Alex and whispered tightly, “Don’t you get short with me, Agent. You say you’ll protect her, then the next time I see you, you tell me Mercedes is dead? That they killed her in front of Lena? While you were buying time?” Ace leaned back. His face twisted, as if he had tasted something foul and was ready to spit it out.

      “I got her out.” Alex said flatly. “I told her to come to you and wait, that I would get her out of the city. And I can. But she didn’t go to you, so now I have to find her. I’m running out of time.” He turned and reached for the door, bracing himself to pull it open.

      Ace grabbed his shoulder and spun him back around. “Then you should have done a better job of getting her out. What the hell were you doing?”

      Alex’s breath caught in his throat. The pressure built, waiting to be expelled, but the agony that had flared in his side would explode. He allowed the breath, and the pain with it, to hiss out between his lips. “I was busy trying to get the rubble of the side of the Council building off of me. It took a while.”

      Ace searched his face.

      The man had been thrown, even harder than Alex expected. He hadn’t anticipated that Ace might have been close to her mother.

      Alex shook his head. “This is bad. And I don’t have time to explain it all now. Later, after I’ve found her, okay? Right now, I need you to go home and wait. If she shows up, keep her there. I’ll check back.” He held his finger up to Ace’s face for emphasis. “Do not let her leave. This city is not safe for her now. If they take her again—assuming they don’t shoot her out of hand for the death of the Director of Councilor Security—there will not be a damn thing I can do.”

      Ace pulled back when he mentioned Hernandez’s death. “She killed him?”

      “Him. Maybe my partner. Almost me.” His hand twitched, but he managed to keep it from reaching up to support his ribcage.

      “Good for her.” Ace pushed past him and out the door.

      Alex barely managed to avoid being knocked into by the larger man. The sudden jerk away sent a searing wave of pain through him. He ignored it, his breath gasping out as he followed. “Ace—”

      Ace spun back, rage flowing freely across his face. “I’m going, Agent. You said you could keep her safe. So go find her. Or all bets are off.” He turned and strode away, his heels beating against the ground. “And if she shows, I’m making you no promises. Not anymore.”

      “I am the only one—”

      Ace didn’t slow, just waved him off and turned the corner, his long stride carrying him away.

      Alex shook his head. The day had gone to hell. It was time to do what he did best and turn it around. Of course, it would be helpful if he had all of the information he needed.

      At the top of his to-do list, right behind getting Lena out of Azcon and covering his own ass, was figuring out what Lucas, Hernandez, and the Councilor were a part of that he hadn’t even known about. The fact that he wasn’t aware of any other factions operating within the Council or on behalf of any individual Councilors left him cold. They had plenty of reports about the Tribulationist influence on Councilors Four and Two, and on Two’s panic as the Native Nations carved away her arable land. But an unknown internal faction operating at this critical point? Not good.

      It wasn’t far to her sister’s grid with the tiny new homes that were meant to emulate the old neighborhoods of Santa Fe and Los Alamos. He parked and approached Teresa’s earth-toned adobe home on foot. Just inside the gate to the little private plaza, a large earthen bowl of pecans still in their brown and black striped shells overflowed onto the terracotta tiles. Alex cocked a brow at the extravagance.

      The nut somehow affected the brains of Sparks, giving them a boost in strength and longevity between grounds. The valuable commodity grew almost exclusively in Zone Three. Their trade value dictated most of the crop be earmarked for shipment out of the zone. The overflowing bowl on Teresa’s porch was meant to say a great deal about her, though she made sure they were out of reach of anyone at the locked gate. He sourly shook his head.

      He pulled the rope to the side of the gate, and the bell clanged. Through the front window, he could see two shadows, one large and one small, moving in a back room. Not Lena small, though. Child small. As the notes of the bell sounded, the shadows melted to the walls. He shook his head and pulled the bell again.

      After the bell sounded a third time, he raised his voice so Teresa could hear him from inside. “Teresa Gracey Luevano? Council Defense Agency. Open the door.” He pulled the rope another time for good measure. He wasn’t going away. He repeated himself, louder, deliberately throwing his voice so her neighbors could hear him as well.

      The larger shadow peeled itself away from the wall and hurried up the hall. Locks flipped, and an attractive young woman in her late twenties came out and hurried across the courtyard.

      Teresa looked like Mercedes, all large dark eyes and thick black hair worn loose and long. Their mother had been tired and likely sick, but he had still recognized the faded beauty of the woman beneath the sallow skin and timid demeanor. Teresa had her mother’s beauty. But Teresa did not have her mother’s manner.

      She stopped and stood back from the gate, her arms crossed tight across her chest. “Show me your badge.”

      Alex had anticipated her demand and already had his wallet out. He slapped it open with an irritated flick of his wrist. She leaned closer to see it better, as if anyone else had the capability to make a mock-up of the rare metal blend with a stamped engraving of his face.

      “Teresa Gracey Luevano?” He made sure his voice still carried and nodded at the gate between them.

      “Do you mind?” She darted forward to unlock the gate, looking quickly up and down the street behind him. She closed the gate then turned away from him to hurry back into the house.

      He followed her.

      Once he’d crossed the threshold into the cool house, she swung the door closed behind him and whirled to face him. “What do you people want? I already told the other agent that I have nothing to do with my sister!”

      He held up his hand. “When was this?”

      Her nostrils flared with her emotion. “This morning. Early.” She spat the words at him. “When agents came to my home and took me away like a criminal. When they pulled my son from his bed and carried him away.” Teresa gestured down the hallway. The smaller shadow, no doubt, was her son making himself scarce.

      If Lucas had picked them up, Alex couldn’t blame her for being angry. But she wasn’t just angry. There was fear. Fear and—? Her hands trembled. The pulse in her neck was racing. Her eyes were red and her lashes wet.

      Fear and grief. She knew her mother was dead. And only one person could have told her.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Alex said.

      She swallowed hard, shaking her head, as if to deny it.

      “Lena? Lena!” He called out to her, his voice a bellow of frustration. Why could she not have gone to Ace’s place like he’d told her? Why did she have to push every step of the way? He pressed his hand up against his ribcage and stalked down the hall.

      “She’s not here,” Teresa called after him.

      Her footsteps slapped the floor behind him as he called out again.

      She raised her voice over his. “She’s not here! I threw the little bitch out of my house!”

      Alex turned. “What did you say?”

      Teresa folded her arms across her chest again. Her jaw set, and her lips turned down with hate. “I threw her out. She’s not here anymore, and she won’t be back, so you can go, too.”

      “You threw her out?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your own sister?”

      “Half-sister!”

      There was nothing in the file to reflect that, so he merely filed the lie away. “And where was she going?”

      “To one of the stupid boys she sleeps with? To her awful friend? To my idiot brother? I didn’t ask. If they’re smart, they’ll throw her out, too.” Teresa tossed her long hair back behind a shoulder. “Maybe she ran to the park or the market to creep around pretending to be a normal person like she used to do. How should I know? And why should I care? She got my mother killed!”

      He felt his disgust mirrored on his face. He continued to the back of the house, a long open space with a kitchen at one end and a living area at the other. Teresa stalked after him, ordering him to leave her boy alone and spewing half-formed threats. The room was empty but for furniture and the small boy squeezed between the wall and the back of a wooden chair. Alex crossed to the boy.

      “Joseph.” He squatted, back straight to ease his ribs, as he regarded the scared child half hidden behind the slats of the chair. Wide, dark eyes stared back at him. “Was your aunt here?”

      The boy peeked at his mother.

      Alex had to have his attention. “Joseph!”

      The boy jumped.

      “Do you know who I am?” Alex asked.

      “A bully!” Teresa spat at his back.

      Alex ignored her. He focused on the boy, hating that he needed to question him. The pit he’d waded into kept getting deeper and deeper. “Joseph, do you know who I am?”

      Joseph nodded. “Council agent.” His voice was so faint as to be barely heard, especially with one eardrum still healing.

      “That’s right. And if you lie to me—no matter who tells you it’s okay—it is very wrong. Do you understand?”

      Joseph nodded again.

      “Okay. Now, was your aunt here, Joseph?”

      “Yes.” Joseph kept his gaze fastened upon Alex’s.

      “And is she still here?”

      Joseph shook his head. “She had a fight with Mama.” Tears welled. “She said my ’buela was gone. She said the Council killed her.” He sneaked a glance at his mother and then back again. “But Mama said no. That Tia Lena killed her?”

      “Actually, she tried to protect your abuela. Okay? It was a terrible accident, but she did try.”

      Joseph nodded. His small hands, still baby fat, curled around the back bars of the chair he hid behind.

      “She tried, Joseph.”

      Alex rose. He made a quick circuit through the two tiny bedrooms and the bathroom joining them. No Lena. Her sister really had thrown her to the wolves. Some family.

      On his way back out to the main hall, he paused where Teresa stood, her chin high, nostrils flared, and eyes dark. The woman hadn’t even bothered to comfort her own child.

      “How long ago did she leave?”

      Teresa shrugged. “I don’t know. Thirty minutes? An hour? I couldn’t tell you.”

      Alex didn’t bother to answer her disrespect with words. He paced across the room, moved into her space, pushed forward even as she stumbled backward. Alarm replaced anger on her face. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t stop, either, until she had moved back and caught against the far wall. Movement flashed in the corner of his eye as Joseph ducked down further with a whimper. He hated Teresa for this. If she gave a single damn about her child’s well-being, she would have cooperated. He’d have searched the house, been on his way to find Lena. But no, she had to try to prove how clever she was.

      Except she wasn’t clever, or strong, or tough. She was nothing like her sister. He had a new appreciation for why Lena had fled Azcon to make her home in an abandoned gas station in the middle of Kewa country.

      “How long ago did she leave?” He breathed the question directly in her face as he stared down at her.

      Teresa swallowed. “Twenty minutes. Maybe almost thirty? No more.”

      He waited, holding the invasion of her space, drawing it out.

      “I swear,” she blurted. “Twenty, twenty-five minutes. She ran out of here. And she really won’t be back.”

      He understood. He was leaving, and he never wanted to return either.

      He backed away. His heart wanted him to check on Joseph, but his head knew what he’d see: a terrified child, shrinking away from the Council agent, marked for life by the encounter. His lips twisted. Generally, he could assure himself that the things he had to do in order to change the world for the better didn’t make him a bad person. Sometimes, like today, he couldn’t avoid the truth. He was a very bad man. He did bad things. That he did them for a good reason didn’t pardon him.

      He left them. The gate swung open behind him. He hoped her neighbors scuttled over and stole all of her damn pretentious pecans.

      [image: ]

      Alex rapped at Ace’s apartment door, holding himself stiff. He’d experienced the pain of broken ribs before. He’d also been under the gun, literally and figuratively, trying to make things happen against the odds. The fact that Lena had him wound so tight was not good.

      He raised his hand to knock again, his ire rising. Would they have the audacity to take off on him?

      Ace opened the door. He stood framed in the narrow opening for a long, silent moment, his eyes hooded and smoldering with banked anger. Finally, he stepped back.

      A long breath eased from Alex. She was here.

      He only made it a few steps into the living area before he felt the shift in pressure behind him as Ace moved in fast. His ribs slowed his reaction. Before he’d even managed to make a quarter turn, he felt the hand drop to the back shoulder of his shirt, and Ace spun him around. Alex gasped, and then held his breath.

      “Stop doing that,” he managed to grit out. “My damn ribs are broken.”

      “Good. That’s an excellent start. Because I tell you now, more than your ribs are going to be broken if you don’t explain yourself in the next five minutes.” Clearly, Ace had been catching up with Lena.

      He took a shallow, tired breath. This would be pointless. Nothing he could say would appease the big man. “I did what I had to under the circumstances.”

      Ace scowled, shaking his head.

      “And actually, I did exactly what I told you I would.”

      “You told me you’d protect her.”

      “I told you I would get her to safety. And I did. And if you’ll notice, I’m still working on doing that.” Alex pointed a finger in Ace’s face. “I also told you I was running out of time and at some point my hands would be tied.”

      “Your hands would be tied? You shot her. You shot her. Then you handed her over to them.” Ace’s chest heaved. His lips thinned.

      “I stunned her. And at that point, I had to. Lucas would have had her in custody in a matter of moments, and I had to be sure I would be included in her interrogation. It was the only way I could think to buy the time to figure out how to get her out of there.” It sucked. It did. But it had been the first step to saving her. Did he even stand a chance at making Ace understand it?

      “You stunned her? You betrayed her.” Ace all but snarled rage and frustration at Alex.

      Nope, not a chance. He sighed. “I never intended for her to stay in custody. It was just something that had to happen to buy time. There is more at stake than—”

      “Like Mercedes’s death?” Ace’s voice rose now, enough that any neighbors at home might hear. Alex needed to end the conversation now. But Ace shouted, “You said you would keep her safe—”

      “And you think I haven’t?” Alex interrupted. “I’ve risked everything to help her. Who the hell are you to tell me you don’t like the way I’ve done it? She would be dead right now if not for me. Dead or worse.”

      “Or worse?” Ace scoffed. “I’ve got news for you, man. There ain’t anything worse than dead.”

      Alex snorted his disdain. He leaned in and lowered his voice. “I’ve got news for you, simpleton. There damn well is.”

      Ace’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Get out. I’ll keep her safe myself.”

      “You’ll get her killed,” he told him calmly. “And you’ll die with her.”

      “Get out!”

      “Stop it.” Lena’s voice, tired but strong, carried from the arched hall leading to the rear of the apartment.

      Alex swept his gaze over her, checking her small body for injuries. She was whole, but she still wore her dead mother’s dress. Somehow, it made her command more effective. He snapped his mouth shut and bit back the words he’d been about to growl at Ace.

      Ace wouldn’t give up. “I’ve had enough of his lies and doubletalk. I want him gone and—”

      “I said stop!”

      They stared at each other. She didn’t move. She didn’t so much as blink. Ace did, looking away.

      “He helped me, Ace. Even when he was hurt, the first thing he did was help me.” She was matter-of-fact, as if she’d been turning the thought over and over until it became clear. “You’re focusing on the wrong part of the story, Ace. I get it. The whole time they tortured me, I blamed him, too. But as soon as he had the opportunity, he’s the one who got me out.” She shrugged. “And if I’d listened to him and come straight here instead of going to Teresa’s….”

      She shrugged again, but her focus scattered. It darted away from them, across the room, touching on a chair, a picture, the floor. She lifted her face back to them again with a sigh. The blue-green of her eyes was darker.

      “Are you okay?” Alex asked her. He immediately winced. Stupid, stupid question.

      Ace stared at him incredulously.

      She laughed, the sound a little hollow. She reached both hands up to her face and pressed the heels of her palms against her brow. When she dropped them, she shrugged with her hands. “I am. I guess I really am. Wonder what that says about me.” It was a statement, not a question, as if she’d already decided what it said about her. No doubt she’d had Teresa’s help in coming to whatever conclusion she’d reached.

      “It says you’re a survivor.” He looked from Lena to Ace. “So now we have to make sure you survive, no matter how motivated they are, and get you somewhere the Council can’t reach.”

      “I’m pretty motivated myself,” she said. “You say you have a place safe from the Council. Are you and your people working against them?”

      “We are working for Sparks—”

      “Yes, but are you working against the Council? I’ll go with you if I can help destroy them.”

      Her soft voice filled with an intensity that took his breath away. The Council had carved a hole deep within Lena Gracey, and she wanted to fill it with vengeance.

      Alex nodded at her. He could give her vengeance.

      “Lena, no. He just wants to use what you can do.”

      “I want this. I want this. So let them use me. It turns out I’m a pretty good weapon.”

      She was an exceptional weapon.

      “I can get you out,” Alex swore, making the promise to all three of them. “I have a safe house. You get to it at dusk, when the streets are full of people heading home or to night shift. Wait for me there. I can get you out.”

      “Dusk is really soon,” Lena said. Her hands picked at bits of the hospital room wall still embedded in the weave of her mother’s dress.

      Alex nodded. “Shower. Do you have any clothes here?” At her nod, he continued, “Good. Change. Then you and Ace can go for a walk. Take some food and water. I should be able to come for you tomorrow, but it may not be until late. Once Ace leaves, sit tight and wait.”

      “You expect me to just take her somewhere and leave her?”

      “I expect you to do what needs to be done in order to assure her safety. You know, like I’ve been doing all along?” He was nonchalant, but the words were meant to dig.

      Ace bristled.

      “No, Ace, you aren’t leaving me anywhere.” Her voice had gained strength.

      “That’s exactly right.”

      The man had no idea how dangerous it was to give Alex that look.

      “Stop smirking, Ace.” Lena tossed out. “You aren’t leaving me anywhere because you aren’t going. You’ve risked enough. And I can take care of myself, as you well know.”

      Ace shook his head and opened his mouth. Alex turned away and tuned them out. He ignored the argument behind him and crossed to a desk. Deliberately slanting his letters far to the left and shifting his neat block lettering to a casual scrawl, he dipped a pen in ink and jotted down the address of the safe house. If she got picked up, this wouldn’t come back to him. He couldn’t save her ass again if he was in the cell next to hers.

      He blew on the ink until it dried, then folded the paper and turned back to them. She stood serenely, as if waiting for him. Ace was still infuriated. Alex held the slip of paper aloft between his first two fingers, waving it back and forth between them as if unsure who would take it. After several seconds, he made as if he’d finally realized Ace would not be going along. He pulled a sad face at the man before crossing and giving the address to Lena.

      Yeah, I’m an asshole. Oh, well.

      “You should leave in about twenty minutes,” he told her, all business. “You’ll be traveling away from every area they have the manpower to watch so far. Blend in, and you should be good. Remember food and water. The address is between two storefronts, around back down the alley. Get in. Hunker down. Sit tight, ’cause the streets will be crawling with agents in a matter of hours. I’ll be there as soon as it’s safe to make a move.”

      She nodded. Her arms went around herself.

      “I will be there,” Alex continued. “This time…do us both a favor and actually wait for me.”

      She cracked a smile. That was good. If she realized how badly she’d misjudged him, maybe she’d stop.
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      Lena wove through a crowd of people. Some moved against her to get to their homes and others hurried with her to make it to work. She settled the knit bag holding flatbread, hard cheese, and water further up her shoulder for security and focused on blending in. At least she looked like she belonged. She’d quickly showered away the dust and grit coating her skin and hair and shed the dress—her mind veered from the memory and instead focused on the clothes she wore now.

      Ace had found them on one of his trade excursions. She’d left them with him because she had little use for bright, lapis-colored, antique blouses and silky teal skirts in her everyday life in the desert. Now they helped her look like one of the brightly clad young women who worked the power plants but hoped to catch the eye of someone in the Council building. Well, except for the bloom so bright Lena imagined she could see it herself from the corners of her eyes.

      Reyes had commented on it before he left, wishing that they had some way for her to ground. It wasn’t like she could march into the grounding center. After what she’d done, the accumulated power zinging through her now would discharge spectacularly. She hoped anyone noticing the bloom would dismiss it as a young woman pushing her grounding way past the limits of what was smart.

      So far, so good. Passersby were immersed in their own thoughts. The foot traffic was swift and free-flowing, citizens moving with heads down, hardly seeming happy in a city that billed itself as the comfortable, fair alternative to the unpowered wilderness.

      A gust of southwestern spring wind roared through the street like a moving wall, pushing at the people. Dirt rose into the air in visible eddies. She automatically narrowed her eyes and turned her head away from the dust-filled wind that sent small, unsecured items rolling down the street with it. With her eyes squeezed into narrow slits and watering at the grit, she almost missed the faded lettering above the boarded up storefront. She darted into the small doorway. An equally faded notice informed her that Longoria General Goods had moved.

      She steeled herself against the wind again as she stepped out of the slight protection the little alcove had provided. Only a few quick steps down from it, though, she could turn into the narrow alleyway between the two adobe buildings. When she reached the end of the building to her left, she turned behind it. The tiny little add-on building nestled in the far corner of the small lot. As promised, an electric lock secured it, tucked away to be as unobtrusive as possible.

      Lena settled her hand against it, exhaling as she reached out to the Dust. The lock snicked open, and she slipped inside. She took the time to add her own special touch when she re-locked it. Now the Dust would send her a silent alarm if anyone attempted to open it.

      She turned to the small, spare room. It covered only the essentials. A narrow cot ran along the wall across from the door. In the far corner across from the cot sat a lidded bucket. Being trapped in this tiny space with the smell of whatever waste she added to the bucket wasn’t ideal, but at least someone had provided one. She’d wait as long as she could.

      She took a long, uneven breath. She was proud of herself for managing it without tears. As a rule, she wasn’t a crier. Being strong mattered, her parents had taught her. If the neighbors heard, they would question the sound of a dead child’s grief. Tears were a mistake none of them could afford.

      Instead of crying, she looked around again, making a memory and knowing its import: this room was the first step on the road to revenge. She allowed herself a moment to savor the thought before setting it aside. She’d pick it up again later, when she could show the memory of her parents all that she’d done to make it right.

      She crossed to a tiny table with a pair of three-legged wooden stools tucked under it and a book resting on its top. She set her bag of food and water down before picking up the book – The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake. It was very old, the cover dusty and worn, the edges of the pages yellowed. A small scrap of torn paper peeked out from the top. She carefully turned to it, hoping the thin pages wouldn’t tear in her hands.

      “Auguries of Innocence,” she whispered to herself. She skimmed downward. Specific groups of lines were carefully underlined here and there, with tiny, neatly lettered comments written beside the poem. It appeared the words had been underlined at a different time than the comments, perhaps by a different hand?

      

      A Truth that’s told with bad intent,

      Beats all the Lies you can invent.

      

      The note beside the lines read, “Integrity versus Honesty?” She skimmed down the poem to the next set of underlined words.

      

      To be in a Passion you Good may do,

      But no Good if a Passion is in you.

      

      She reread the line a couple of times. The carefully lettered note beside the lines read simply, “EXACTLY.” Lena blinked. “Huh.” She had to disagree. Maybe. If she felt a little more confident that she understood the words.

      She raised her brows. Whose book was it? Did anyone other than Reyes use this safe house? Or were there others in Relo-Azcon who did similar work and might have need of a place to hide? She shrugged and hooked one of the stools out from under the table with her foot, dragging it back. She plopped down and bent over the ancient book.

      It didn’t take her long to decide she didn’t agree with the mystery commentator’s tiny notes, however thoughtful they might be. She had the urge to write a snarky reply. Good thing she had no pen and ink. On the upside, a one-sided debate while she read would give her something to occupy her attention while she waited.

      By the next afternoon, however, not even puzzling over the ancient poetry kept her occupied. She paced the confines of the space, arms swinging loosely with nervous energy, as she had been for at least an hour. She heaved out a breath and fell onto the cot.

      She’d tried to sleep the night before. Her efforts to beat the dust out of the pillow had resulted in a sneezing fit and streaming eyes and nose. Once she’d finally lain down, wiping at her nose every few minutes, she’d jerked awake every time she started to doze off.

      While she was conscious, she could force her mind to focus on things other than the events in the Council building. The Kewa. Her home at the edge of their territory. The things she needed to get done to be ready for the harsh high desert summer. The puzzle of Reyes.

      Every time she started to drift off, her mind flew back to that Council room with Lucas leering over her. She would force herself to wake, jerking up and away from both the cot and the pain. She’d finally fallen asleep out of sheer exhaustion. Hours later, she’d woken from a sobbing, cold-sweat nightmare. She couldn’t remember the details. She didn’t want to. Her hoarse cries had been for her mother. She didn’t need to know more.

      She popped up from the cot, arms still tight around herself. She paced, every step a slap of heels on floor, and swore savagely at herself. It was ridiculous. She hadn’t seen her mother in months, and even longer before then. Neither of them had any real presence in the life of the other, and that was as they both preferred. Her mother hadn’t been able to deal with the strength of Lena’s “gifts,” and Lena refused to hide.

      After several tries, she swallowed down the lump in her esophagus. She told herself her allergy attack caused her sore throat. It wasn’t tight with tears.

      The alert from the lock made her jump. She dropped her arms, looking wildly around, but with no bolt hole she had nowhere to run. Reyes swung open the door and entered. He barely spared her a glance before turning to re-secure the locks.

      He turned and did a double take. His right hand came up as if to calm her.

      Lena swiped at her nose. “I’m not crying,” she lied. “I’m having a reaction to the dust in the pillow.” She lifted her chin with stubborn pride, but she couldn’t keep it from trembling.

      Reyes’s gaze swept over her as he evaluated whether or not he believed her. Finally, he nodded and crossed the room to stand in front of her. He chewed the inside of his lower lip as he regarded her. His eyes were deep and so dark his pupils disappeared. He opened his mouth to say something, closed it, then nodded and started again.

      “You were right,” he said, his voice soft, “back there outside Santo Domingo. They did snatch little Alejandro away from his mom and dad to make him a Ward. And it fucked with his head.” He paused, swallowing, but not taking his steady gaze from hers.

      “I was five years old when my parents handed me over to the Council. And the last words my father said to me before they put me on that steam train were, ‘Be strong, little man.’ I thought that meant I couldn’t cry. Every night, all of the other boys cried. All the way to the Ward School, and after we were there, the sound of crying lulled us all to sleep. But not me. I was going to be strong. Except it didn’t make me strong. It made me mean. It made me weak. It wasn’t until someone showed me that crying could help me heal that I learned how to be strong. You have to mourn what’s gone. You think if you nurse that wound, it will feed you. But if you let it heal, the scar will make you stronger than the wound ever could.”

      She shook her head back and forth, refusing. She held the grief back.

      He lifted his hands to her shoulders. “Yes. It’s okay to cry.”

      “It’s not. It’s not, because I don’t deserve it,” she whispered and dropped her face so she wouldn’t have to look into his anymore.

      “You don’t deserve to heal?” The soft words were incredulous.

      “No!” The trembling was spreading from her chin. The tears were going to come anyway. “Because it’s my fault. They’re dead because of who I am, decisions that I made—”

      “No. They died because of the Council, for decisions that Three, and Lucas, and whoever else they’re in bed with made. They died because they loved you, and they wanted you to live. You looked away at the end. You looked away. But I didn’t. Your mother never faltered. She didn’t falter, and she didn’t let go of you. She didn’t give you up, not even at the end. Do you think the woman who valued you more than life would say you don’t deserve it?”

      He kept talking, but she couldn’t hear any of it. The tears had come, too loud and ugly for her to be aware of much more than being pulled close to his chest and the rumble of words inside of it. Finally, the rumble stopped, and he just held her.

      A little while later, the tears stopped coming, too.

      She stood still, even after the hiccupping breaths had eased, allowing herself to be held. It felt good. Not surprising. Under the scowls and barked orders, Reyes was a beautiful man. He was also solid and warm. She sniffled and rubbed her cheek against his chest, moving closer and sliding her arms around his waist. She drew in a deep, relaxing breath and enjoyed the familiar almost-tickle of the Dust moving within her. It pooled in her chest and belly, and all along her inner arms, as if drawn into the embrace as well. It swirled lower, too….

      Under her ear, his heart skipped. So did the sound of his breathing.

      Her eyes flew open. What was she doing?

      Lena yanked her arms from Reyes and stepped away. She crossed her arms, and her mouth worked for a moment. “I—I’m sorry. I mean, thank you. I’m good now. So thank you.” She didn’t want to look up from the spot on his chest that was damp from her tears. She had to.

      His lips twitched, but his eyes were still grave and concerned. “You sure?”

      “Yep. All better.”

      “Lena—”

      “Thank you, Reyes. Really, I’m good. Thank you. You went above and beyond. Thanks.”

      You can stop thanking him now. It was just a damn hug. It was. Why was her heart racing?

      Reyes searched her face, as if looking for something. Whatever conclusion he reached, he nodded and crossed to the little table.

      She moved in the opposite direction to perch on the edge of the cot.

      Wincing and favoring his left side, Reyes pulled the straps of a bag he’d been wearing slung across his back over his head.

      “Oh, yeah,” she mumbled, mostly to herself. “Broken ribs.”

      He glanced over, shrugging his right shoulder in acknowledgment of his injury.

      She’d forgotten to offer to help him back at Ace’s. She hadn’t offered when he got here, either. He had broken ribs because of her. He’d spent the last day and night in serious pain. And he was the one comforting her.

      “Come here,” she said hoarsely, beckoning him over.

      Reyes made one startled sweep of her and the cot. His brows rose. “Enticing as you are, Lena,” he drawled, “That’s really not what you need right now. I’m going to have to pass.”

      Her mouth fell open. She snapped it shut. The heat of a redhead’s flush flooded up her skin, from chest to face. “I’m not offering to screw you, Reyes. I’m going to fix your ribs. Or do you like being in pain and short of breath?”

      “Fix my ribs?” He stopped working at the knot securing a rectangular flap over the bag’s opening. She had his full attention now. “You can do that?”

      She shrugged. Then, unable to help it, she smirked. “I’m multi-talented. I can smash a room over you and break your ribs. And then I can fix them.”

      His guffaw almost sounded like a cough of pain. He settled the bag and crossed to her.

      Lena gestured. “Take off your shirt.”

      He hissed out a breath as he pulled it over his head.

      Her gaze rose with it, flowing over the skin revealed by the rising shirt, then made a slower return trip back down over his chest and abdomen. Yes, he was a finely built man. She couldn’t resist needling him a little to remind him of how he’d come into her life and turned it upside down.

      “I don’t blame you for thinking I was propositioning you, considering you’ve talked to my sister. I know what she thinks of me. I am a little surprised you turned me down so fast.” She tilted her head back so she could look him in the face as he pulled the shirt away. She cocked a brow, making her voice a pointed purr. “Especially since you did promise to be good to me when we met. Remember?”

      Reyes rolled his eyes.

      Lena laughed. Still chuckling, she inspected the offending ribs. Livid bruises spread across his side and curved around to his back. She made a spinning motion with her fingers.

      He dutifully turned. “This isn’t going to hurt, is it?”

      She met his suspicious gaze, struggling to hold back another laugh. “No, Reyes. It isn’t going to hurt.”

      “I’m fine with pain,” he growled, “I just like a little warning.”

      She lifted her hands and placed them on his warm skin. She didn’t have to be in physical contact in order to make the Dust heal another. It was all mental. But the contact made her feel more connected.

      She traced the contours of his ribs around her hands. Where his skin curved over the muscle and bones of his chest and abdomen, his olive tone paled. She focused in, past his skin, her vision blurring as she called to the Dust living within him. They woke and swarmed to the site of Reyes’s injured ribs. She told them how to pulse, and they sent currents of energy into his bones and the bruised flesh surrounding them to stimulate his cells. She could feel his skin warm under her hands and instructed a slight adjustment. She wasn’t sure if it the warmth or the contact or maybe even the connection of moments ago spurred her, but the urge to turn the touch into a caress nearly overwhelmed her. Just a little more and then—

      “Stop.” Reyes’s voice, tinged with alarm, intruded on her thoughts. “Lena! Stop!”

      His rough hands pulled her own away from his skin. He held her arms between them and gave them a small shake to get her attention. His eyes were wide and alarmed. He searched her face.

      She blinked. She gave a final instruction and sighed, pulling away from the Dust. “What?”

      “You’re glowing.” He swallowed. He didn’t release her arms, as if he thought he might have to hold her up.

      “Yeah? Sparks do that. I’m overdue for grounding because of…because of what happened.”

      “No. Lena. You’re….” His words trailed off. He shook his head. “It’s not the Spark latent bloom. Only we can see that. This is different. You’re actually….” He shook his head and released her to hold one hand up between them and the wall. The stark dark outline of his hand appeared on it, a shadow cast by her. “You’re actually lighting the room. I’ve never seen anything like this. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Except she couldn’t look away from the shadows she cast on the wall.

      He dropped his arm to get her attention. “How’s your head?”

      From the way he looked at her, he clearly expected her to fall to the ground writhing in pain at any moment. She should be on the floor, incapacitated by pain and the need to ground, but she wasn’t.

      Instead of answering, she lifted her hand. She was glowing, the Dust beneath her skin incandescent. It wasn’t subtle, either.

      “My head is fine.” There wasn’t even a twinge of over-stimulation migraine. Nothing. She looked from her arm to his face.

      Reyes stared at her, fascination and a kind of fear at war in him.

      “What about you?” she asked him.

      He frowned. “Me?”

      “How are your ribs?”

      “Oh!” He moved gingerly, then a little more vigorously. He raised his brows and tried an experimental twist to the side. He seemed to have close to full range of motion. “It’s really good. So, you know, when you’re giving lessons, that’ll be a good one to know.” He nodded before he added blandly, “Unless I’ll start glowing.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned away from him, still admiring the light cast from her arm as she made her way back to the little table. She hooked a stool with her toes and dropped down. “Hmmm.” She held her hand up again. “I guess this could make my escape a little difficult?”

      Reyes pulled his shirt back on and walked over to join her, his movements smooth and cat-like again. “Nope. I’ve got you covered. Unless you’re planning on escaping me?”

      Lena raised her brows. “Do I need to?”

      He laughed and started working the knot on the bag again as he shook his head. He didn’t actually answer her, though, which made her nervous. The non-answer that was an answer, perhaps? What had the poem said? “A Truth that’s told with bad intent/Beats all the Lies you can invent”? Her alarm grew into anxiety. She decided to push the issue.

      “Reyes, do I need to?”

      He looked up. The knot parted. He spread the cord apart without looking down. “No. You do not need to escape me. You don’t need to fear me. And you don’t need to be afraid of the people I represent, either. I am here to serve and protect,” he smiled as the old words rolled off his tongue. The smile dropped, and he pointed to her with both index fingers. “You. Part of my job has always been to search for you.”

      “Search for me?” Her voice was sharp. “But Dad worked so hard to keep me hidden!” Her eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. If you knew about me—”

      “No, no, no. Nothing concrete.” He shrugged and raised one hand to make a back and forth motion. “We knew about the possibility of you. Or we believed it, you could say. We actually expected you to be a child. That’s what we expected to find. And if you happened, when you happened, we’d need to be ready to bring you in. Not to imprison you or use you or kill you, but to protect you from those who would do all of those things.”

      She digested that in silence.

      He reached into the bag and pulled out flatbread, a small, paper-wrapped package of crumbly white cheese, several apples, and a skin of water. He pushed it all to the center of the table and indicated she should help herself.

      She reached out hungrily, broke off a piece of the cheese, and dropped the crumbles into a torn piece of flatbread. She’d eaten the last of the food she’d brought early that morning.

      “Protect me, huh?” she said after she’d swallowed her first two bites. “What if I don’t want your protection?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Reyes produced a small folding knife and sliced an apple. He layered the thin wedges on the flatbread and then added cheese. “You need it.”

      She stared at the sandwich, mouth watering, even after he caught her. He grinned and offered it to her. When she unabashedly took it, he made another.

      “I need it? Reyes, I don’t need protection. All I need is for you to get me to the right place at the right time. Or have you forgotten that I pulled a building down on top of you?” The apple and cheese together was tangy, crunchy heaven.

      “Yeah? Could you do it again if you needed to? On demand?”

      She said nothing. She didn’t have to. They both knew the first time had been a stress response of some kind. And the second had been a Reyes response. But he’d moved on to his next point anyway.

      “And have you forgotten that I got the drop on you? If I can, so can they.” He took a bite. “Might take a little longer…” He grimaced, perhaps at their chances, and chewed. “But they could. You’re not omnipotent.” He snorted. “Not yet.”

      She stopped chewing. An image flashed into her mind. A smell came with the memory. Perfume. Dust. The dress. She swallowed the dry wad of food in her mouth. “I know I’m not omnipotent. Believe me, I know. I never have been. If I was—” Grief closed her throat, and she choked on her words.

      Reyes shook his head. When he spoke, his face and his voice were heavy with regret. “No, that was on us.” He stopped for a moment, staring off as he gathered his thoughts. “She was sick. It was an accident. Not even Lucas, bastard that he is, intended to kill her. I promise. I promise. And I never would have stood back and watched if I had known she was that weak.”

      Tears gathered in Lena’s eyes, but only for a moment. She drew in a shaky breath and straightened her spine. “I understand. I do. And I understand why you did what you did. Just—” She looked down at the floor. When she raised her face again, she could feel it was hot and flushed with hatred. “I’m going to make Lucas pay first.”

      Something flickered in his eyes. Regret? Maybe disgust, but not directed at her.

      “I am coming back for him,” she whispered.

      Reyes shook his own head. “No coming back for Lucas.” He took the fantasy away gently. “He won’t be here. He’s being shipped home to his grandfather.”

      She frowned and shook her head.

      “When I left you at Ace’s, one of the loose ends I wanted to tie up was Lucas. I went to check his condition—his head injury wasn’t nearly as severe as they said. I’d decided, again, to kill him if the opportunity presented itself. But it didn’t. He wasn’t alone. Three was with him.” Reyes used the familiar term for the Councilor. “Lucas was conscious, and they were talking.” His eyes became hooded. He wasn’t telling her something. He shook his head and gave a small shrug. “The reason Lucas got away with so much for so long is that his grandfather is Councilor Four. His forged identity papers showing he was born and raised in Zone Three were so damn good they didn’t even change his surname. Brayer. Strings have been pulled from above.”

      “Is that the only reason?” She pushed for the something he wasn’t telling her.

      “You think there should be another?”

      Another non-answer for an answer. She didn’t push this time. She’d find out somehow. She’d use the answer to get to Lucas, and then she’d take care of him herself.

      He must have seen something of what she planned on her face because his voice turned soft and persuasive. “C’mon, Lena. Don’t pull away now. Let us help you.”

      “I don’t want anyone’s help. I never have. I don’t need you.” She glanced around the tiny safe house and grimaced. “Okay, so I need you to help me get out of the city.”

      He grinned knowingly.

      She pushed on. “But afterward, all I want is an opportunity to be in a room with the people responsible for my parents. I can finish this. And then I’m disappearing again.”

      “Okay,” Reyes conceded. “You can. But you’re one person. Why not use what we have to offer? Education. Training. Resources. We’re Sparks. All of us. We’re like you, and we can help you. We can give you all of the knowledge you missed while you were hiding. You can be a part of us, an important part of us, long term.”

      “Uh-huh. And you’d do all of that out of the goodness of your little Spark hearts?” Her pointed question hung between them.

      He seemed to be enjoying the beat of silence. His lips turned up in a slow, devastating smile. “If you decided to show your appreciation by helping us, we wouldn’t turn you down. You could offer to teach us your wonderful tricks. But we’re not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to.” He shrugged. “Look, I’ll get you out of the city. At that point, you can decide for yourself. I’d like it if you stayed with us.”

      “Said the spider to the fly.”

      Reyes cocked a brow at her. “Hardly. I’m fairly certain I’m in far more danger the more time I spend with you than the other way around.”

      Hmmm. Is it wrong to like the sound of that?

      She leaned on the stool, stretching her spine and pushing her clasped hands far out in front of her over the table. Her back eased with the stretch. She leaned forward again and sighed. The food was gone.

      Reyes gathered up the detritus and swept the crumbs into his hand. He dumped it all into the cloth bag then lifted the bag across his back. “You ready to go?”

      Lena blinked. “What…now?”

      His eyes crinkled. “Are you waiting for a better time? I wanted to make sure you were fed before we headed out. You’re fed. Are you ready? Do you need anything else? Do you want to use the bucket?”

      She glanced at the bucket and then back at him, mouth opening to answer, but he laughed at her. She closed her mouth and shrugged.

      Her boots were kicked half under the cot. She sat to pull them out. As she did, she noticed a corner of the book of poetry. It must have slid out of her hand at some point in the sleepless night. She pulled it out and held it up to him. “Is this yours?”

      His eyebrows rose, and his face lit in recognition. “Yes! I wondered where I’d left it.” He retrieved it, flipping through the pages in delight. “No idea how it got here.” He sat back on the stool, his head nodding with familiar pleasure as he skimmed one of the early poems while she tugged on her boots. She tried to guess which it was.

      “I kind of thought maybe it was left here to entertain anyone who might need the room. It came in handy.”

      His head lifted. “Not hardly. Do you know how much this thing is worth?”

      At her shrug, he laughed. “A lot.”

      “Well, it helped anyway. I spent a lot of time on that poem you marked.”

      “The poem I—” Alex’s brows dipped in puzzlement as he flipped it open to the page marked by the slip of paper.

      His eyes moved as he skimmed it and noted the underlined lines. The lines hadn’t been by his hand, then. He closed the book.

      “Never mind. I know exactly how it got in here,” he murmured to himself. “Would’ve been the last time I came through here. Can’t believe I didn’t notice, even if I was distracted.” His face clouded over at some memory. Reyes shook his head, physically shaking it away.

      He looked at her again. “Are you not a poetry fan, then?”

      “No, I like poetry. Are you kidding? I was the weird, hidden child, remember? I read a lot. A lot.” She nodded toward the book in his hands. “But I’d never heard of him. William Blake. His stuff was hard at first, but he’s good.” She’d keep the details of her snarky internal debate with Alex’s margin notes to herself. “Is he your favorite?”

      “He is good. But no, Stephen Crane is my favorite.” A ghost of a smile came and went. “My father put a book of Crane’s poems into my bag when I was sent to school. It had an inscription from his father to him. Then he’d inscribed it for me.”

      Lena shivered. He so casually referred to being shipped to the Ward School, the school for strongly gifted children. They were sent there to be trained and never returned home. Once they reached the age of majority, they were given an assignment in another zone, and that was that. Taken from home at five, they would never see their families again. After what he’d told her earlier, he clearly had lingering pain from the separation. How hard would it have been, if instead of hiding her, her parents had given her to the Council?

      Reyes’s eyes were distant. He came back to himself with a self-conscious grimace. “It took me a while to appreciate the book, of course. I was a pretty damn precocious child, but I wasn’t reading Crane at five. Don’t think I did more than read the inscription before I turned fifteen.”

      She nodded. “But I bet you had the inscription memorized by then.”

      His flicked a look at her then glanced away. He made a little shrugging, nodding motion, acknowledging the truth of her words but discounting their importance.

      “Have you ever asked yourself why he wanted you to have the book? Other than, you know, his father had given it to him?”

      Reyes barked a laugh. He pulled the bag back around and shook crumbs out of the bag and onto the table before stowing the Blake book inside. “I know exactly why he wanted me to have it. He’d marked certain poems, underlined passages, made notes to me, or maybe himself. It was all there, as if he were with me. The things he thought were important to know or to think about.” He pushed the bag back around to his back and looked down at his hands. When he looked up again, he quietly recited a verse:

      

      “In the desert

      I saw a creature, naked, bestial,

      Who, squatting upon the ground,

      Held his heart in his hands,

      And ate of it.

      

      I said, “Is it good, friend?”

      “It is bitter – bitter,” he answered;

      “But I like it

      Because it is bitter,

      And because it is my heart.”

      

      Lena sat, wordless, for a long moment after he’d fallen silent. Finally she ventured, “So, presumably he…explained…that grotesque poem to you in a helpful note?”

      Reyes laughed, a burst of sound after the quiet of his voice reciting words written hundreds of years before. “Not that one,” he told her with a grin. “But he did put a star next to it so I’d know to read it with extra attention. It was a very helpful star.” He laughed again and then stood, telling her to rise with a cock of his head. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

      She stood and turned to the door. Reyes went instead to the corner. He knelt in front of the bucket. Was he…? She averted her eyes.

      His soft chuckle had her turning back again. “I’m not using it. I’m moving it. The passage to the store is through the basement, and it’s under the bucket.”

      She tilted her head to look past his shoulder. Sure enough, he had popped a section of the floor up and slid it to the side.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Lena murmured. “A bolt hole.”

      Reyes propped his wrists on his knees. His brows knit. She wasn’t sure if his scorn was playful or real.

      “Did you think there wasn’t one?”

      “Well, I didn’t think to look under the piss bucket.”

      “Isn’t that the idea?” His voice was droll. He gestured gallantly. “After you.”

      She wiped damp hands down the sides of her skirt. Was she really going to do this? Blindly follow Reyes and hope he led her where she wanted to go?

      She stepped around him to tread down the narrow stairs winding down into darkness.

      Yes. She really was.
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      Reyes disappeared over the lip of the surface above her as Lena climbed the rusty, pitted rungs of a ladder up the inside of a very old sewer access point. He’d already told her the tunnels from the safe house were the longest they had. Instead of having to make their way through the arroyos and canyons surrounding Relo-Azcon to their departure point, the tunnels would deposit them near their destination. It was still risky to be making the trip during the day, but according to Reyes, it was infrequently patrolled. Old Town had long been stripped of anything valuable and was not of interest to scavengers or the Council.

      She tilted her head back, looking to see how much further just as he leaned over to offer her his arm. He hauled her up the last three rungs, her feet dangling in the air for a moment, before depositing her on the ground beside himself.

      He had one finger pressed to his lips for quiet. He gestured with his head down the street and then held up two fingers. He pointed to a nearby opening. The doorframe had been pulled free and leaned down, almost touching a pile of broken cinder blocks piled haphazardly at the entrance. Desert sand had blown in to form a long, sloped drift on the far side. She quickly darted over and took a knee, leaning down behind the drift.

      Reyes moved the sewer grate back into place. He joined her, glancing over his shoulder in the direction he had cautioned her about before tugging her sleeve and leading her the opposite way. He followed the contours of the buildings, hugging the walls when practical then darting out to move around the debris-based sand dunes when necessary.

      He didn’t take her far. Only four smallish buildings away, they crossed a wide open area of broken cement. They dodged inside the building, Reyes leading the way toward his goal. He dropped down into a drainage grate at the back of a long, narrow room. She joined him.

      He led her through the dark sub-levels until they reached a large metal door. He popped open a security box, leaned in, and placed his eye on a small tube that extended from the wall. Reyes straightened after a pulse of green light, already palming the security box to reseal the little tube. She leaned in closer as the tube withdrew, trying to get a better view of the lock keyed to his eye.

      Before the tube had even tucked back into its hidden hole, locks from within the metal door clicked and ground. It hissed and slid out from the wall. Reyes reached for it with a grin and hauled on the handle in front of her, completing the door’s movement away from the opening. Her eyes widened. It was almost as wide as she was tall.

      Where were they going?

      Reyes entered through the wide opening, and she followed. Lights began to click on in the cavernous space. She continued across to the metal railing of the entry platform. She was dimly aware of Reyes closing them in and the sound of hissing air and cycling locks.

      They were three levels up from the floor. Below, a train rested upon a track. She’d only seen trains from a distance, and they were the bulky steam engines the Council ran from zone to zone. They were nothing like this sleek machine. Its track headed into a darkened tunnel.

      She turned to Reyes, eyes wide in spite of herself. He grinned like a little boy.

      “Surprise.” He tugged on her hand, pulling her toward the stairs. “C’mon. Let’s get outta here.” He trotted down the stairs.

      Lena followed, her mouth agape. The implication of power and resources boggled her mind. Who were these people Reyes worked for? She didn’t know what they wanted from her, but they had the resources to give her what she wanted.

      She stopped in the entry to the train. Reyes crossed to the controls and powered it up. Her mind flashed to the scene in the Council room, when he had hidden out of sight in the corner. Even though she understood why he’d waited, and she knew that he’d worked hard to get her out since then, the memory was enough to leave her hovering outside.

      Reyes glanced back over his shoulder. “C’mon.” He jerked his head to urge her to step in. His smile froze when he saw her expression, though, and he turned to face her. “You know, we will protect you. I promise.”

      “You’ve made a lot of promises. You’re asking for a lot of faith.” She swallowed, but she stepped through. She didn’t know who his people were, but if they could give her what she needed, then she was committed.

      Reyes touched a button. The door hissed shut behind her as the train lifted. He turned back to the controls. They pulled away from the station, entering the dark tunnel. Regularly placed, long lights glowed high up in the tunnels. As they gained speed, the lights seemed to melt into each other until they were one long, continuous glow.

      “How fast are we going?” Lena asked.

      He grinned. “Fast.”

      She nodded. “Where are we going? Am I allowed to know now that we’re on the way?”

      He glanced at her sideways. “It was never a secret. Not really.” At her snort, he protested, “It wasn’t!” He shrugged. “We’re going to a place we call Fort Nevada.”

      “Fort Nevada? I’ve never heard of it.” She chewed her lower lip then asked the obvious question. “It’s in old Nevada?”

      At his nod of confirmation, she shook her head. “That’s weeks away.”

      “About thirty minutes, actually.”

      She looked around the little train in appreciation.

      Reyes chuckled. “Don’t get any ideas. This train will only respond to those who have been keyed to it.”

      She raised a brow. “So I can’t leave when I want?”

      He kept his focus on the blackness of the tunnel before them. “You can leave. Once you’re safe. I told you that.”

      She fell silent. Misgivings rose. Had she made the wrong choice? Trusted the wrong side? Reyes had saved her. He had helped her, all along the way. Was it all a sham? Maybe she’d been alone so long she didn’t know how to read people anymore. Or was he really that good?

      He glanced at her sideways, his eyes crinkled. “You still don’t trust me?”

      “I don’t know you.”

      He barked a short laugh. “There are only two others alive who know the real me better than you, Lena. I’m not sure what more I can do to reassure you.” A frown dipped his brows low and then disappeared.

      What, because he’d told her about his childhood? And shared some poetry? What kind of life did he lead if that meant she knew him?

      And who are you to question his life choices, Miss Desert Hermit?

      She mulled it over, chewing her lip, fingers moving restlessly over the edge of the control panel in front of her. Reyes left her alone, immersed in his own thoughts. All too soon, the train slowed. The blur of lights began to thin and separate. A light grew ahead of them.

      The tunnel opened into a huge space much like the one they had left behind. Multiple levels of metal-grated floors were connected by stairs. This area, however, was not empty. People moved around with purpose. Lena took them all in. Reyes had an army.

      The train eased to a stop. Reyes’s fingers tapped on the panel, and it powered down. The train sank beneath them, and a humming eased and then stopped. The door on the side of the cabin opened.

      “You ready?” He waited for her, hip propped on the panel, the picture of relaxed ease though barely tamped energy rolled off of him.

      She took a deep breath. She’d made this decision. She’d roll with whatever came of it, as she always did, and she’d take what she needed to make it all right. She shrugged one shoulder.

      “Ready.” Her answer earned her a smile.

      He turned and gestured her out. She walked alongside him as he talked.

      “It doesn’t look like much down here. But I promise there’s more to us than sewer tunnels and a gutted building.” He waved at a young man who rose from a desk at the end of the platform. The young man nodded and saluted.

      Saluted? Military.

      Reyes responded and then placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her down a short flight of stairs toward a set of double metal doors along the back wall. He went to the wall, palmed a small box with a button atop another. When he took his hand away, the top button had lit.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked her. “Do you need a bathroom?”

      “Yes, and yes,” she answered.

      The doors in front of them slid open to reveal a small room. He walked in. She hovered, hanging back as she looked for the exit.

      He had turned and smiled, but his face showed the edge of nerves. “It’s an elevator. It’s like stairs. It’s going to take us up.” He pointed up.

      “Oh.” Lena walked inside the box. The doors closed behind her.

      Reyes leaned around her and pushed a numbered button. Eighteen. He took a long, slow breath as the box shimmied slightly.

      Her stomach dropped. Her hand flashed out to the wall.

      He spoke, his words a little quick. “I hate the damn things, but it’s perfectly safe.” He nodded to reassure her, then continued, his voice distracting her from the strange sensation. “I’m going to take you to the dining hall. You can use the restroom, and we’ll get you something more substantial to eat. Then I’ll take you to your quarters, and we’ll figure out—”

      “My quarters? I have a room? Already?”

      Reyes nodded. “It won’t be much. After all, Fort Nevada is just a school.”

      “A school?” Her brows knit together. Her stomach lurched, and it wasn’t because the elevator had stopped moving. “I thought this was like a military fort or something? That you were an army planning to take on the Council of Nine?”

      The doors slid open, and he stepped out, his breath coming out in an audible sigh of relief. He turned back to her. “Well, yeah,” he said, “that’s the idea. But we’re also the school.”

      The words barely penetrated. Behind him, painted on the wall, an eagle soared over words in some long-irrelevant language on a scrolled banner. Above the bird, large, black-framed lettering proclaimed, “The Ward School.” At the bottom, below the scroll, the curving words, “Out of Darkness, Light” closed the crest.

      The elevator tried to close, and Reyes’s arm shot out to hold it back. “Lena?” He reached out to pull her toward him.

      She shook him off. “The Ward School? You brought me to the Ward School?” Her voice was shrill in her ears. Her father had warned her about the Ward School. He had told her over and over that it was dangerous.

      Reyes gave her a puzzled look. “Yes. I thought you understood. I told you we’d teach you the things you missed out on. Where else would I take you to learn?”

      “Get me out of here.” She couldn’t catch her breath, even though her lungs rapidly pumped air in and out of her chest.

      “What? Lena, what?” He stared at her. “What’s the problem? If you’re worried about safety, this is the one place you’ll be safest, and I—”

      “No! This is the one place, the single, solitary place my father told me I should never go. This is the place he hid me from.”

      A trio of young boys walked through the arch before them, arms laden with trays of sandwiches. The boys looked over at Reyes and Lena with interest, clearly wondering what her outburst had been about. He turned his head and gave them a blistering look. They picked up their pace and hurried down the hallway and around the corner.

      Reyes turned back to her. He leaned in and lowered his voice to a persuasive murmur, lifting his hands to cup her shoulders as he had back in the safe house. “I don’t know what that’s about. I have no idea what your father thought he knew. But I can tell you that we will not harm you. It just won’t happen.”

      “Then get me out of here. Now.” She turned and waved her hand over the buttons on the wall. Nothing happened.

      Reyes reached out and caught her hand. He turned her around. “I can’t do that.” From the tone of his voice, the slow, heavy regret already tingeing his words, this conversation wasn’t going to end well.

      “You won’t.”

      “No. I won’t. I can’t and I won’t. Not until you have all the information you need to make a rational decision.” A muscle pulsed at the upper end of his jaw, just below his temple. “Tell me why you want to leave. Something besides, ‘Daddy sacrificed my childhood for reasons he didn’t share with me.’ Something that makes sense.”

      “I don’t know his reasons. He didn’t share them with me. I was a child.”

      “That’s right. You were a gifted child, and you belonged here.” He was losing his temper.

      “Well, my father thought otherwise strongly enough that he made sure I didn’t come here.”

      “He did. But you’re here now, and here is where you’ll stay.”

      And there it was. She drew in a long breath. From his face, it was clear he hadn’t wanted to deal with this. Not yet. The memory of his excited grin from the train was almost enough to quell her, almost enough to make her want to believe what he’d said about safety and belonging.

      “So I’m a prisoner?”

      Reyes closed his eyes, but not before an answering hard anger bloomed in them. When he opened them, it was gone, replaced by a formal neutrality. He’d slipped back into the mask. He dropped her hand, and his cool, clipped voice was all agent. “Not a prisoner, no. You are an indefinite guest.”

      He turned away and walked to the arched opening. “And as a guest, you should eat, make yourself comfortable, and then I’ll show you to your quarters. We have a surprise for you. One I hope you’ll appreciate for the effort it took to make happen.” He raised his arm and gestured into the dining hall.

      She stood for a moment. What could she do? Scream? Shout? Sit down and refuse to move? Knock them all out—the entire building—and race around trying to figure out how to get back? She couldn’t even figure out how to make the elevator work, never mind that using that much Spark would kill her. She hadn’t had a chance to ground since she’d brought down the side of the Council building. And get back? To Azcon, where they were hunting her? To the middle of nowhere, to hide again? What then?

      No. She needed this. She needed their resources to get access to the Council. She’d gather her thoughts. Cooperate. And figure out what needed to happen to use them and then lose them. But she wouldn’t pretend she wasn’t furious at the deception. They’d know anyhow. She wasn’t Reyes.

      She did as he instructed. Used the institutional restroom he indicated then moved through the cafeteria line behind him, accepting the food he put before her. She kept her head down and refused to make eye contact with anyone, although she could hear the whispers and feel stares following her. The male energy, heavy and curious, pushed at her from every direction.

      Lena followed him to a table on the far side of the cafeteria. She sat where he indicated and began eating. She tasted nothing except the bread. She savored every chewy, yeasty bite of the bread.

      When she finished, she glanced up and wasn’t surprised to see that Reyes had already finished and leaned back in his chair to watch her. Beneath the mask of calm, his glare roved over her face. She caught the stare with her own and held it defiantly.

      His lips thinned, and he nodded, a curt movement indicating his impatience.

      He stood, gathered their trays, and walked away. He set everything on an open ledge in the wall and walked to the archway to wait for her to join him. Then he moved off again.

      She followed, glowering at the back of his head as they continued down the halls, sometimes skirting groups of boys. The boys always stared. She stared back, her animosity growing. They made several turns and wound their way deeper into the school.

      He acted like this was all her fault. Had she asked them to come to her home and force her away? Had she asked to be lied to, tricked into going into the city? Had she asked to be tortured? Made to watch her mother be killed in front of her? A dry sob of rage and grief hiccupped in her throat before she forced it back down.

      Reyes’s head moved at the sound, almost a concerned response. He stopped before a door to palm the security box. He turned the handle and moved inside slightly, stepping to the side for her.

      Reyes tilted his head, trying to catch her eye.

      She entered, brushing past him to stand in the middle of the room, trying to pretend he wasn’t behind her. She didn’t see the spare furniture in the front, the table, pair of chairs, book shelves. She hugged herself. Items spread symmetrically on a low table near the bed tucked at the rear caught her attention. Small earthenware pots had been placed carefully in a line with tiny twig brushes fanned out before them. She stalked over. They were her earthenware pots, her powders and dyes. She turned to step up on the bed and walk over it to a low wooden chest on the other side. She flipped back the top. Her clothes. Her hand-knit curtains. She drew in a deep breath. This was his surprise?

      Clearly it was meant to make her happy. Slip back in, beneath the watch of other Council agents, no doubt, and bring her some of the bits and pieces that made up her home. It was a sudden, glaring reminder of all she had lost—no, of all they had taken from her. What they had done, what he had done, was no less than tear her away from the life she had built for herself, and because of it, she’d lost more than just things. She’d lost her mother.

      She turned toward him, head down, gaze lowered. She spoke, voice low and tight. “Is this supposed to appease me?”

      He pushed away from the door and moved to the middle of the room. “Please you? Yeah, I guess. I wasn’t really—”

      “No! Not please me!” Her voice snapped out across at him like a whip. “Appease me. Is this supposed to appease me?”

      Wisely, he chose not to answer this time.

      “You brought my stuff. Great. Awesome. Thank you. Thank you so much for stealing back all this stuff. Never mind that I can never go back. Never mind the fact that you destroyed my life!”

      “I destroyed your life? Because you lost access to a building?” A bare second later, he must have remembered she had lost much more. His mouth snapped shut.

      “It wasn’t a building! It was my home! She was my mother!” She stared at him.

      He honestly believed he’d done a good thing for her. He expected her to be grateful. Happy, even. Her home was gone. She couldn’t go back. Her mother was dead. This man had no capacity to understand either loss. How could he when he’d been made a Ward at five?

      Just like that, her rage snuffed out. She deflated.

      “Of course you don’t understand what I’ve lost,” she told him quietly, “because you’ve never had a home or a family. You’ve never built anything good. You’ve only been used to destroy. You’re not a person. You’re a tool.”

      And haven’t you come here to be made into the same thing?

      In spite of the mask, she could see the pain that flared in his eyes, quicksilver and then gone. Good. I hope it hurts.

      Reyes opened his mouth to respond, but Lena held up her hand.

      “Don’t. Just leave me alone.” She shook her head. “There’s nothing you can do or say to please me or appease me. So, please…go.”

      He went.

      A long time after he left, closing the door behind himself with quiet control, she sat on the edge of the bed and stared at nothing. She clasped her shaking hands together. When that didn’t stop the violent trembling, she tucked them between her knees. She wished she could cry. But she had nothing left, not even tears.
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      Alex didn’t wait for Thom’s assistant to announce him.

      “Is he alone?” He bit the words out as he strode through the outer area. At the startled assent, he snapped a nod back, and went in, closing out the office behind himself. He leaned his head against the door for a millisecond and then stalked over to stand in front of the desk, hands fisted in his pockets.

      “That is not a happy face.” Thomas’s voice was guarded. He wouldn’t want to be disappointed. Not about this. He tossed the thin sheet he’d been reading back down onto the surface of his desk. “What’s happened?”

      “Nothing.” Alex answered. “She’s here, safe, and installed in her quarters.”

      “Then why are you so pissed?”

      His brows dipped into a brief frown. “I’m not.”

      Sure you’re not.

      Thomas made a small, doubting noise and cocked his head to the side as he waited.

      Alex grimaced. “She can be difficult. You’ll see.” He let the promise hang between them. Her last salvo had been right on target, using what he’d shared with her. So, you’re the damn fool who let her get under your skin.

      “Soon, I hope. When do you think she’ll be ready to be interviewed?”

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t try interrogating her yet, Thom. She’s not happy.”

      “I don’t plan to interrogate her, Alex.” Irritation tinged his voice.

      “I know you don’t. But that’s not how she’s going to see it right now.” Alex ran his hands through his hair and turned to yank a chair forward. He sat back. “We knew she spent her childhood locked up because her father wanted to hide her from the bad people. We just didn’t know it was us.”

      Thomas frowned at him. “Us? What did we ever do to the man?”

      Alex nodded. “Good question. The answer? Nothing. Yet, we got here, and she saw the Ward School crest and froze. Demanded to leave. And when it didn’t happen, she decided I am now her despised jailer.” It bothered him a lot. It bothered him more than he’d ever admit to Thomas.

      He’d gotten rid of the last woman who’d become this distracting. She’d been an agent. Only rarely did a mid-range manage to work their way out of mere Zone Security and into the Council Defense Agency and go toe-to-toe with the best of the Ward School. It was rarer still for a woman to do it. She had been exceptional. Alex had vetted and recruited her to join their movement himself. And as soon as he’d realized that she’d become more than a partner with benefits, he’d staged a crisis and had her reassigned to another zone. Erika had been the one who’d left that book of poetry in the safe house, the lines she’d underlined in the poem her way of telling him she wasn’t fooled. Lena was very like Erika, but more. More strength. More independence. More power.

      More trouble.

      The sound of Thomas’s fingers drumming a staccato beat on the surface of his desk brought Alex out of his head. After several long moments, Alex added, “This on top of the trauma of the last forty-eight hours does not bode well for her wanting to cooperate with me ever again.”

      Thomas’s blue eyes sharpened. “Trauma?”

      “Yeah. I was getting there.” He sighed so deep his shoulders lifted. He spent the next twenty minutes outlining everything—Lucas’s interference, Alex’s own role in bringing Lena down in an attempt to control the situation, and how her inquisition had resulted in the death of her mother and the subsequent destruction of the side of the Council building in Azcon.

      Thomas leaned forward and cupped his chin with the palms of both hands. “She did what?”

      “She brought it down. Sent out some kind of energy shockwave that mangled the room and fried the circuits in the entire building, locks, lights, the works. Did it again a few minutes later after I woke up and got her pointed at the wall. I had her take out the wall to escape. Three’s security director was killed in the collapse.”

      The other man grimaced, the expression pinching his already narrow face. “Good riddance.”

      Alex nodded his agreement. “I chased her down. We met up at her friend Ace’s place. I sent her to a safe house to cool while I put out fires.” He took a breath and pursed his lips, swerving his mind away from the safe house and the memory of how she’d moved the Dust within him when she touched him. Both times. Focus. “A few of those fires will require more long-term attention. Lucas is Four’s grandson.”

      Thomas clearly hadn’t known. He wasn’t happy. “That explains a lot.”

      “It does,” he agreed. “But it begs the question, why didn’t we know about it already? We should have known. He came in as my partner. Was it deliberate or an unhappy coincidence? Who in Dust do we have up in Zone Four anyway?”

      “No one, anymore,” Thomas said. “There have been several incidents with the younger agents we’ve sent. Four is a cagey bastard, and he’s always been paranoid with that damned Reintegration Program for Spark agents, but this is new. There’s something else going on up there now.”

      “Damn straight there is. While they were interrogating her, Lucas let something slip about some ‘they’ who always got what they need out of people like Lena to test the limits of their abilities, and it was his turn.”

      “He could’ve been talking about accelerating the experiments on the prisoners up there.” Thomas referred to the secret Council prison in Zone Four operating on the border of Council territory and the LDS Zone. They sent the strongest criminal Sparks there instead of to Madisonville. As far as the public knew, these most dangerous men were put to death. Thomas, as Councilor Five, received occasional briefs on the activities there that told him otherwise. The public didn’t want men running around who could start fires and blackout fragile relo-city power systems, but the Council wasn’t willing to give up the opportunity to figure out how and why Sparks worked.

      “That’s what I thought. The thing is….” Alex paused. “I had the feeling all of the advances they were talking about, all of the interrogations Lucas referenced that I wasn’t supposed to hear about, they weren’t on prisoners we know about. Thom, I think they’ve got the girls they’ve been taking up there.”

      They both had long since learned to pay attention to Alex’s feelings on investigations.

      Thomas’s blue eyes narrowed now as he focused. “What gave you that impression?”

      Alex cocked his head, thinking back. “Nothing concrete. Nothing overtly said.”

      “When you look at it sideways and take into account our lost agents up in Zone Four, it adds up,” Thomas said. “Four is up to something.”

      “In response to us?”

      “I wouldn’t think so.” His friend growled in frustration. “Our support shipments are still coming in, testing safe. And Four sent his Wards last summer, same as every year.”

      Alex could see Thomas’s frustration at not having the answers. He felt the same. They had too much coming together now for it all to fall apart.

      “I’ll make certain we know more shortly. I’ve been considering sending an agent I think could slip under their radar. It’s time to move on it.” Thomas shook it off, shifting his shoulders. “We’ll return to that later. Finish with the girl—”

      “Lena.”

      “Yes, Lena. Anything else?”

      Alex fell quiet. “There is, in fact.” His hand reached across his chest to rub at his ribs where her small hands had spread warmth easing out through his body, healing. And doing other things. “My ribs were broken in the collapse. She fixed them. And—”

      “She healed you?” Thomas tried hard not to sound incredulous. At Alex’s slow nod, he said, “And there’s an ‘and’?”

      He frowned, remembering, and continued the slow nod as Thomas’s expression urged him to answer. “And it did something to her. She started…glowing.”

      “We all glow.”

      “No, Thom.” Alex shook his head. “She was glowing. Casting shadows in the room because her skin or the Dust in her skin was a shining beacon of light, glowing.” He swallowed and finished quietly. “It was the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. She said it had never happened before. She didn’t know what caused it.” He shrugged. “It didn’t hurt her that we know of, and it faded over the next two hours, while we were in the tunnels under the city. We got out. Came here. And now she’s pissed. Welcome to Fort Nevada.”

      Thomas digested the information in silence, as he usually did. It unnerved most of the people who had occasion to report directly to Councilor Five. But Alex had gotten used to it long ago. He sat back and waited.

      After several moments of silence, Thomas spoke, and as Alex had expected, he had moved on. “I have a plan B. I didn’t know this would turn into such a production, but I figured you’d be due back in Azcon fairly quickly. So I’ve made other arrangements for her. Come with me.” Thomas stood and came around the desk. “You can meet him.”

      “Him?”

      Thomas nodded and strode from the room, his slight build somewhat incongruous when paired with his athletic grace. Alex followed him out of the administration wing and down two levels of stairs to the upper-level classroom wing. Thomas turned in to the Peer Assistance Center, where students who were struggling with their work could turn for help from carefully vetted Senior Wards.

      The Senior Ward on duty jumped up when they entered.

      Thomas pointed out a young man who looked familiar to Alex. The kid sat at a work station with his head bent down as he helped a boy of about twelve. “I require Senior Ward First Class Lee.”

      When Thomas said the name, Alex had it. Lee was the kid he’d talked to in the cafeteria two nights ago. He must’ve done well on his out routes. The kid likely didn’t know yet, but Thomas would.

      The Senior Ward nodded and hurried over to Lee and the boy. As soon as Lee looked up and saw them waiting, he nodded to the other Ward, rising and walking to them. Lee tugged on the bottom fold of his shirt to pull any wrinkles out. His face moved from nervous to become a study in cool indifference. The kid had potential.

      “Councilor Five,” Lee greeted Thomas with a salute then turned to Alex with the typical confusion from students when having to greet him, “And, uh, Sir? Reyes?” Alex had refused both a title in the Zone and a rank in the Ward School. Everyone who mattered knew his importance, both to the Zone, to Thomas, and to the overall plan to elevate the Sparks. He was perfectly content to allow anyone else to think he was a Senior Agent like any other. He had what he needed, and prestige wasn’t part of it.

      He chuckled. “I’m not a knight. Alex or Agent Reyes will do fine.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lee answered gravely.

      “Are you ready, Ward Lee?” Thomas was all business, his voice crisp and dry. “Your assignment has arrived. Time for you to meet her.”

      Lee’s assignment? Alex raised his brows at Thomas. He understood now. Thom intended the kid to be a companion with hopes he could become a confidante. Alex appraised the young man. Young, good-looking as young men went, soft spoken and earnest. Perhaps Thomas even intended for more to develop. He wouldn’t put it past his friend—he did consider her their “Eve,” after all, and Alex could see the wide Spark aura around Lee hinting at his strength.

      It’ll never happen. He shook his head to himself as the three of them set off through the halls. The kid had potential and might be an excellent student and future agent, but he wasn’t the same caliber as Lena. He made a mental note to talk to Thomas about the details of his Plan B. He told himself he didn’t have any real opinion either way. He didn’t have to have one. She would eat Lee alive.

      If they wanted her, and any children she might have, to be stable, she needed a stronger and more experienced partner. It wasn’t personal. It was just the smartest decision.

      He took the lead as they neared her room. He keyed the lock just before he knocked, and waited several moments after it had popped open. She never called out, so he took a breath and slipped inside, waving his hand at the other two men to wait. Leaving the door ajar, he entered a few feet.

      Lena sat on the edge of the bed facing him, watching warily.

      Alex stopped and lifted his hands to his hips. “Any better?”

      She sighed. “Not particularly, but I suppose I owe you an apology anyway.”

      “An apology?”

      “For overreacting?”

      He snorted. “That would be great. But I wasn’t really expecting it from you.” Alex winced internally. He’d tried for humor, and it had come out all wrong. She reacted about as expected.

      He met a suddenly icy stare.

      “About as much as I’d expect you to wait for me to actually let you in, I imagine.” Her sarcastic voice was as hostile as her expression.

      And here we go again.

      “I did warn you that I was coming in. I did knock first.”

      “And what if I had been undressed?”

      He sighed. “Then I would have seen you naked twice, I suppose.”

      She crossed her arms, eyes narrowed and fists clenched. “You know what? I take it back.”

      “You take what back?”

      “My apology. I didn’t overreact. You’re just a jerk.”

      “You’re taking back your theoretical apology?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded once. “Duly noted. But try to remember which jerk saved your life.”

      “After you placed it in danger in the first place.” If she narrowed her eyes any more, they’d be closed. “Was there a purpose to this invasion?”

      “There is, actually. I came to introduce you to my partner, and to your companion. Try to be nice to them.”

      Thomas pushed the door open fully and walked a foot into the room. His gaze moved back and forth between them. Two sets of eyes swiveled to him. Her anger still simmered.

      “Come on in,” Alex deadpanned. “The water’s fine, really.”

      Thomas’s lips twitched with amusement as he approached her and cautiously offered his hand. “Miss Gracey, I’m Thomas Washington, Councilor Five. I run the school. I’ve waited a long time to meet you.”

      As soon as the words ‘Councilor Five’ were out of his mouth, Lena jerked her hand back. She darted a look at Alex. “Councilor Five? But…. The Ward School is supposed to be independent of the Zones?”

      She didn’t like being at the Ward School. He imagined she liked it even less now that there was a Councilor involved.

      Alex couldn’t tell from his vantage point, but he imagined Thomas smiled at her. The look on her face was not reassurance. If anything, she’d just become even more suspicious.

      “It is, yes.” Thomas told her. “For the intents and purposes of the Council of Nine, the Ward School is independent of the Zones. But, as I’m sure you can guess by now, there’s more going on here than just the school, and I am more than a Councilor. This is merely a convenient and temporary role used to conduct Zone Five’s business while I take care of our other concerns.”

      Alex cleared his throat and ushered Lee in.

      She inspected the young man from top to bottom. When she’d finished, she arched a brow at Alex. She was no fool.

      Alex couldn’t imagine Thomas would fail to notice the pointed look Lena had given Alex. If he had, Thomas said nothing, merely urging Lee forward with a swinging hand.

      “This is Senior Ward Jackson Lee, one of our top students.” Thomas clapped Lee on the shoulder. “And he has volunteered to help you acquaint yourself with the facilities, get you to your appointments and lessons, and generally help us by seeing to your needs.”

      “My needs, huh?” She turned those blue-green eyes to Lee and swept them over him again.

      He stood mute next to Thomas, overwhelmed by her energy, her bright bloom, and her attitude.

      There’s no way this is going to work.

      She tossed her hair back, and it slipped free from her ears to fall around her freckled face again. “Hello, Ward Lee.” She flashed a dazzling smile. “Or should I call you Warden Lee?”

      Alex snorted softly. Yes, he could see this was going to go exactly as he expected. It was too bad his duties pulled him back to Azcon. The poor kid would need help. Ward Lee couldn’t possibly be ready to handle Lena Gracey.
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      Lena tried hard not to like Jackson Lee. She’d made it clear in the beginning that she wouldn’t be charmed by his easy company, no matter how lonely she became. Except at some point over the last month and a half, she had been charmed.

      He walked back to her now from the cafeteria line, where he’d returned because she’d forgotten the maple syrup. She liked to dunk her toast, along with nearly everything else, in the sticky sweet. She’d discovered its rich taste, more complex than the honey those in Zone Three had access to, on her first breakfast at Fort Nevada. It wasn’t all she’d discovered.

      Jackson had a graceful lope that reminded her of Reyes’s sinuous, confident movements. Unlike Reyes, he was neither jaded nor buried up to his neck in plots and counterplots. Reyes was a rugged mountain—beautiful to look at, but remote, exhausting, and dangerous. Jackson was a lush valley. His quiet offered comfort and recovery.

      Then why can’t you stop thinking about Reyes?

      Jackson eased the little bowl of syrup onto the table as he rounded it to sit across from her, as he had every morning since Reyes had brought her to Fort Nevada. His narrow brown eyes, set high above prominent cheekbones on his long face, met hers, and he gave her a questioning smile.

      “You didn’t remember something else you forgot, did you?” Even his quiet, even voice spoke of his good nature. She had never liked her boys earnest before. Maybe the good food and easy days at Fort Nevada were making her soft.

      “No, Jackson. Just eat your breakfast.” She took a few bites of syrup-dunked toast before remembering and, exasperated with herself, mumbled around a mouthful of toast, “Thank you.” A tiny piece of toast landed between them on the table. Lena’s hand flashed out to swipe it away. Ah, yes, Magdalena Gracey, such a damn lady, she mocked herself.

      As if he hadn’t noticed, he raised his gaze to hers without glancing down at the telltale sticky smear. A genuine smile, broad and white with teeth, spread across his face. “You’re welcome.”

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” she asked, trying for crisp and detached to cover her mortification. Did he have to be so…gentlemanly? The word would have made her wrinkle her nose in distaste before she’d experienced Jackson Lee’s daily attentiveness.

      He swallowed the last bit of egg and took a moment to sip from his juice to clear his mouth. That’s what thoughtful people do, Lena, she told herself, so they don’t spit food across the table when they talk. He swallowed again.

      “Well, you’re scheduled to give me a private lesson this morning.” He glanced up; her wide, wicked grin made him flush. “And, uh, afterward, um, you will go have a history lesson with Guardian Erwin. He’s cleared his classes so he can clear up some of the history you’re lacking.”

      She’d had periodic classes with the Guardians—the instructors responsible for educating the Wards—and the need for more wasn’t a surprise. She had wide gaps in her knowledge. She had thought she knew the history of the Great Disaster, but recently a Guardian had referred to the Dust as “nanites,” and when she’d responded with a blank stare, he’d sighed and told her she needed to spend time with Guardian Erwin. Apparently, today was the day.

      “While you’re having your lesson,” he said, and then pointedly looked down at his plate, “Agent Reyes is coming in for a scheduled meeting. I get to go.” Jackson tried to mumble the words because he knew the mention of Reyes might set her temper off. If only he could keep the excitement from his voice.

      This hero worship of Reyes served as proof of Jackson’s imperfection. She’d wondered if there might be more to it. Perhaps he was another beautiful, unattainable gay man like Ace, destined to be a wonderful, and very platonic, friend? But after several weeks of spending every waking moment together, that definitely wasn’t the case. They’d progressed beyond sidelong glances and zing-tinged chemistry, thanks to her shameless aggression, and were moving nicely toward…more.

      Jackson wasn’t gay. He didn’t want Reyes. But that didn’t stop him from wanting to be Reyes. Her sigh fluttered the cloth crumpled beside her left hand.

      He laughed to himself. His amused eyes, the corners turned up with dual laugh lines, met hers across the table again. “Why do you always do that?”

      She arched a brow. “Because I don’t like him. Because he tricked me into coming here. Oh, how about because he’s evil?” None of that was true. He wasn’t evil. He hadn’t tricked her, not really. And as for not liking him….

      It was one snotty hug, Lena. You’re acting like a child. Get over it already. He has.

      She just couldn’t bring herself to let go of her indignation yet. He’d brought her here and dumped her without another thought. He’d been back. There had been meetings with Councilor Five, even check-ins with Jackson. Not one word to Lena, though. Not even to knock and barge in and say, “Hello, how are you coping?”

      It had hurt, which was stupid because there had been nothing between them but a few days of intense drama and a bit of oversharing about mutual miserable childhoods. Then what she could only imagine was a deliberate slight had pissed her off. She decided to get over it as best she could—she’d enjoy the time she had here with the one person who did care whether or not she was coping. And she wouldn’t think about Reyes constantly. She sure as hell wouldn’t miss a man she barely knew.

      So stop it already, little idiot.

      Jackson shook his head, but his face stilled into seriousness. “Alejandro Reyes is a good man.”

      She snorted. “I think you’re confusing being good at what he does with being good. And any man who does what he does, as well as he does, is by definition not a good man. Someday you’ll be old enough to know that.” That much was true. She hadn’t reconciled what she knew and the stories she’d heard about his exploits with the poetry-quoting man who’d stuck his neck out for her over and over, even if he had hauled her to the last place on earth she’d have chosen.

      “I’m older than you are.”

      “Chronologically, yes. Not in the ways of the world, Ward Lee.” She folded the last quarter of bread around the end of a smooth-skinned sausage and submerged them in the syrup before leaning across the table so she could stuff the dripping mass into her mouth. She gave him a closed-mouth grin of contentment and hummed.

      Maple syrup was the true blue secret to happiness. She didn’t know why the Council of Nine didn’t ship it off to every Zone in big vats. If they did, all discontent and crime would disappear with the regular ingestion of the sticky perfection. Look at her: she was a happier girl already. As soon as she cleared her mouth, she told him so.

      He shook his head as if he could read her thoughts. He glanced up at her. “You’re going to make yourself sick.”

      She smiled serenely, swirled her fork in the syrup and licked it from the tines. He did a double-take before he returned to his eggs, a slight flush creeping across the golden brown skin of his face. Hmmm. Thoughts of Reyes fled.

      That’s an interesting reaction, isn’t it?

      Jackson finished his eggs and then cleared his throat. “We should go get started, yes?”

      She dropped the fork onto her plate and helped him clean up the detritus of their meal. “Yes,” she laughed. “Absolutely.”

      She followed him to the out-of-the-way classroom they’d had her working in. They had started with teaching her centering and focus techniques. Washington wanted her to teach others to do what she could do. They hoped better control of her Spark would translate to being able to train others. So far, the attempt had been a resounding failure.

      No one had been able to duplicate any of her offensive skills. She’d heard that Reyes, in a single evening lesson, had taught a group of Senior Wards how to protect themselves from intrusions into their personal Dust. And Jackson had shown remarkable aptitude manipulating the Dust to heal. The men could learn new skills, they just couldn’t learn them from her. She suspected the failure had more to do with her lack of trust than with any lack of ability in herself or others.

      Which was as good an explanation as any as to why she could teach Jackson. She’d never met anyone as steady and reliable. She felt safe with him. She laughed to herself as she crossed the room and hitched herself up onto a tall desk. He didn’t always like how safe she felt with him.

      He had paused by the door to fiddle with a rattling air vent. He hated distractions while he worked. While his back was still turned, Lena pulled out the small knife she’d palmed at breakfast. He needed an ego boost after failing abysmally at every attempt to use the Dust offensively. She could give him that. What he couldn’t handle healing, she could take care of herself.

      She drew the blade across the inside of her hand. The skin parted and blood pooled in her cupped palm. Jackson turned at the sound of her soft gasp.

      She bit her lip. “New lesson.”

      He closed his eyes and let his head fall back. “I hate it when you do that.”

      “You can’t practice healing if you don’t have something to heal. You’re an amazing healer, Jackson. You’ll be better than me someday. You need the chance to practice.”

      “I don’t. Not if it means you hurt yourself.”

      “Well, done is done,” she said. “Are you going to come fix me or leave me to sit here and bleed?”

      “I should let you bleed.” He crossed to where she perched on the desk. He shook his head at her, a final admonishment before he took her hand in both of his. Even when angry, he had a gentle touch.

      As he focused, her hand warmed. Her flesh knit back together. When he finished, he exhaled in relief and rubbed his thumb across her palm. He continued stroking even after he’d rubbed away the blood.

      It felt good. It kept her focus solely on Jackson.

      He sighed. “Please don’t do that again.”

      She laughed. “You know if you couldn’t heal it, I could. It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is a big deal. It’s a big deal to me. I don’t like the idea of you being hurt. There’s been enough pain in your life, dammit. You’re overdue to feel good for a change.”

      She’d been waiting for the opening. She flashed him a grin. “What did you have in mind?”

      He tried to lean back, but she shifted their grips and tugged on his hand to keep him close. She was small, but she was strong. And Jackson never put up much of a fight anyway.

      He sighed. The sound fell somewhere between frustrated and longing. When he spoke, his voice was husky. “Lena. This isn’t a good idea.”

      “You say that every time,” she whispered. She slid one hand up his arm and pulled him closer.

      He took a step, angled his body toward her, and leaned in. His free arm slipped around her back, sliding her down the desk until her body pressed into him. He leaned his head down, touching his forehead to hers. His breath warmed her lips. His whiskey gold eyes, inches away, stared into hers. “That’s because every time it’s a bad idea.”

      “And why is that?” She curled her hand around the top of his arm where the thick muscle rounded up into shoulder. His shoulders were her favorite feature.

      He shook his head, a small movement, before he pressed his lips to hers. Like every time before, electricity arced between them, fed by their control of the Dust. With every small fluttery kiss across her lower lip, it was pressure and electricity and release. He exhaled hard against her skin, and she caught her own breath. Jackson’s kisses were like nothing she’d ever experienced with the normal boys of Azcon. These kisses were filled with electric heat and longing as the Dust surged inside of her. She’d only felt that swirling, gathering pressure from the Dust with one person before….

      She pushed away the intrusive thought. Rejecting the memory of Reyes, she leaned into Jackson’s kiss.

      He lifted his hand from her back to stroke her hair back from her face. His eyes were dizzy. “Ah, Dust, Lena, you have no idea how much I wish you could be mine.”

      She curved her lips up under his. “I can be.”

      He tightened his hand around the side of her head, gentle pressure, and his lips moved on hers. The soft kiss disappeared.

      She’d waited for this hard, electric kiss, the one that took her breath away. Heat curled within her, pouring down from their joined mouths and pooling deep inside like the thick maple syrup she loved so much. She exhaled softly through her nose, and her breath fanned back to her from his cheek.

      As if the movement of air across his skin was a signal, Jackson moved his lips on hers, parting them both. He darted his tongue out to taste her.

      She moved with him, matching his slow pace. Their lips spread a little more as he turned into the kiss, one hand sliding across to the back of her neck, and the tips of their tongues touched.

      Power zinged through her. She felt his body jolt as the wave rolled through him as well. Without thinking, almost without any awareness of it at all, she reached out to him the way she did when she healed. He became Dust swirling, blood surging, heartbeat increasing heat. She could feel his answer as he did the same. Dust moved low within her, curling and gathering in her belly and back.

      He tugged his hand free from where she’d captured it and slid it around to her back, pulling her closer. He pressed his hand to her lower back, and her Dust darted to him in a cloud of energy, then flashed out, spreading rapidly through her to flare and pop everywhere they were in contact, at groin, and chest, and mouth. She shuddered again.

      It was delicious. It was dangerous. She wanted this more than she’d wanted anything. But even as she leaned into the kiss, he pulled his mouth from hers, leaning back to put space between them.

      “Lena,” he said, his voice rough, “if we keep doing this, we won’t stop.”

      Her head nodded, tiny movements signaling her agreement. “Okay,” she said aloud, dazed. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she leaned in again, wrapping her legs around him so he couldn’t keep pulling away.

      “We can’t. Someone’s going to walk in.”

      “So go close the door.” She blinked at his expression. “What? Are you scared of being caught with me?”

      He looked away and gave a pained laugh before nodding several times. “Absolutely.”

      She frowned. He was serious. “I’m trying to imagine sober, sensible Jackson Lee scared of anyone.”

      “Huh. Doesn’t take much trying. I’m scared of you.”

      “I’m scary?”

      “You are terrifying.”

      “Really?” She leaned in, grinning wide, determined to cajole him into going and closing the damn door. She nipped at his lip as she purred, “How so?”

      “Hmmm,” a familiar husky voice interjected from the other end of the room, “I don’t think there’s enough time left in the morning for Jackson to complete that list.”

      Jackson leaped back as if she’d scalded him. He didn’t turn, and his hands had come up to frame his forehead.

      She sat back. Reyes stood in the doorway, long and lean, with his hands in his pockets and his chin down.

      She hadn’t seen him in more than six weeks. She wasn’t prepared for the jolt as her Dust recognized him. Already excited by what she’d been doing with Jackson, the Dust raged through her, battering her inside. She swallowed and sent angry demands that it stop.

      I don’t even like that man!

      The Dust ignored the lie. Lena clenched her teeth and squeezed her legs together, tightening her back against the onslaught. She would not respond.

      “Reyes.” It was all the greeting he’d get. Her perfect maple syrup and make-out mood had soured. She could feel her face sliding into cold, unhappy lines. Damn her body anyway for responding to him more strongly than it had to Jackson. What the hell was that about?

      “Well,” he said, “if that isn’t the damnedest transformation ever.” His dark, displeased face turned to Jackson, who slowly moved to face the older agent. They remained on the younger man, steady and evaluating. “I thought Thomas spoke to you about this?”

      “Spoke about what?” She looked from Reyes to Jackson.

      “He did, sir. I apologize. Just—” Jackson shook his head. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Take care of what?”

      Jackson looked away, shaking his head.

      Reyes gave a strangled, disparaging laugh and shrugged. “Nothing, Lena.” He cocked his finger at them. “C’mon. We’re gonna be late. It’s my day off, and I don’t want to waste the whole day here.” He turned and stalked down the hall, his back stiff.

      Jackson started after Reyes then paused to wait for her. He still wouldn’t meet her eyes. As soon as she hopped down from the desk, Jackson followed Reyes out. She trailed along behind him. What had just happened?

      She wasn’t in any hurry to catch up. She didn’t know what was going on with Jackson, and she had no desire to engage Reyes any more than necessary. Lena had spent enough time examining her feelings to understand the source of her attraction, as well as her resentment. Reyes had been there. He had worked hard to keep her safe from the bad acts and intentions of the Council of Nine. When his plan had gone bad, he hadn’t given up or walked away, he’d remained at her side, witnessing it all, and waiting for the opportunity to free her. He had kept his word to her. And after he had, he’d had no way to know he was taking her to the one place guaranteed to awaken all of her childhood fears. Intellectually, she understood.

      But emotionally…every time she saw him, her teeth set and her shoulders tightened. She had trusted him. Doing so had cost her mother her life. As if that loss wasn’t enough, Reyes had brought her to the school her father had told her wasn’t safe, to the people he had insisted could never be trusted. Then he’d abandoned her. Mission accomplished. Outcome produced. He was done factoring that particular equation.

      And that equation included her. Whatever connection she felt? Whatever lame response her Dust tortured her with? It was one-sided.

      Jackson looked back over his shoulder. He flashed a sickly half-smile and indicated with a gesture that he was going to hurry up the long corridor to talk to Reyes. She waved her fingers at him, telling him to go.

      The two men walked together ahead of her, Reyes dangerous and controlled and Jackson eagerly matching his pace. The men slowed, and Reyes turned to Jackson, finally engaged in whatever he was saying. She hung back.

      She could see Reyes’s nature now in the easy smile he flashed at Jackson. His dark eyes still calculated and ran through scenarios. Was his mind ever still? A memory rose, of Reyes reciting poetry as he remembered his father to her. She pushed it away.

      Whatever he’d offered Jackson had lit up the younger man’s face with relief. Her heart squeezed. Hope shone out of his smile like a beacon. Other than those wide, heavy shoulders, Jackson’s smile was the best of many good features. It was broad and excited now as he nodded and shook Reyes’s hand in agreement.

      She returned her scrutiny to Reyes. He relinquished Jackson’s hand and turned to flash her a satisfied smile before moving away down the hallway, his confident stride graceful and smooth.

      Jackson stood in front of her, then, and she forced herself to look away from Reyes’s back. “What was that all about? Did you make up?”

      “Make up?” He gave her a puzzled look.

      “Yeah. You said you were worried about someone catching us together. Obviously from your reaction, you were worried about what Reyes would think.” She was pissed at Reyes. She shouldn’t take it out on Jackson.

      “I wasn’t—Lena, I was worried, period.”

      She glared at him. “Why?”

      “Why?” He stopped walking. “Really?”

      “Yes, why really,” Lena snapped. “You’re twenty-four years old. What do you care if someone catches you kissing some girl?”

      “I’m a Ward,” he said, as if that explained everything. It didn’t make it any clearer to her. “And you’re not just ‘some girl.’ I’ve been trying not to jeopardize my graduation.”

      “Why would kissing me jeopardize your becoming an agent?”

      He shook his head, closing his eyes. “Because of who you are. It just does.”

      Oh, so this is my fault? She couldn’t help a sullen mutter. “It didn’t look jeopardized to me.”

      “No. No, he understands. And he’s not going to say anything to the Councilor.” He looked away down the hall. “I hope you understand. I know you don’t like him, but he’s being very generous. He’s even offered to mentor me when this assignment is over.”

      She couldn’t keep the hurt from flaring. “This assignment? Is that what his comment back there was about?”

      His face fell. “I—no. They don’t want—I don’t have permission to—”

      “Permission?” Her voice wasn’t sullen anymore, it was angry and loud. She didn’t care. “You’re waiting for permission to be intimate with your assignment?”

      He shook his head, lips compressed and face unhappy. “I didn’t mean you’re an assignment. I meant—”

      “I know what you meant.” She lifted her chin. “Where’s Erwin’s office? I’d like to get this over with. And the sooner you drop me off,” she added with brittle precision, “the sooner you can go report on the status of your assignment. Or maybe you were planning to ask for permission? If that’s the case, don’t bother.”

      He sighed, a whisper of sound that became her name.

      Lena turned away, rapid footsteps carrying her to the elevators. She’d rather sit in an office with a Guardian than listen to whatever Jackson had to say.
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      Except for his luxurious lion’s mane of golden brown hair threaded with washed out grey, Guardian Erwin was a middling man—middle-aged, mid-height, and of middling weight. Even his eyes were washed out, a watery hazel mix somewhere between brown and green. When Jackson ushered her in, Erwin distractedly told her to have a seat at a cluttered table shoved into the far corner of his office. In the same breath, he ordered Jackson out. Lena didn’t turn back when he left.

      With a long-suffering sigh, Erwin settled himself into the seat beside her. “How much did your—” his voice took on a note of distaste “—zone educators teach you about the history of the Great Disaster?”

      She shook her head, willing herself to focus. She felt herself shrinking back into her chair and reversed course, straightening her spine. She refused to be cowed by any of them. “I didn’t go to school.”

      Erwin blinked at her. “So…what do you know, if anything, about the beginning of the Second Dark Age, which many call the Great Disaster?”

      She followed his lead, taking a long, calming breath to focus and remember what she’d been taught. “I know it was terrorists who released something over old Texas that was supposed to burn fuel and die, but something went wrong. The factories exploded, and the Dust went up into the sky and spread over the whole world. It burned all the fuel, everything, and when it went out, it took everything with it. Energy didn’t work anymore. The first Sparks were special soldiers, and they tried to control the Dust, but they couldn’t.

      “People who lived in the huge cities suffered the most and the fastest. They couldn’t get food. And the water stopped flowing. Most of them died.” She swallowed. “And everything went dark for a long time. Almost fifty years later, Mark Peller went out and collected Sparks and formed the First Council.”

      Erwin held up a finger, indicating she should stop her recitation. He pulled a tube closer to himself and unrolled it, revealing a map. He moved the edge of it closer to her as he spoke. “That is a very basic, and incomplete, understanding of what happened—take that side there and pull it toward you—but at least it’s not terribly tainted by Council propaganda.” He gave a loud, indelicate sniff.

      With the map spread before her, she could see the nine Zone divisions. Entire swaths of the green and brown of the land were covered with neatly inked, tiny black x’s—most of the west coast of the country and a huge area sweeping up from the curving shoreline of the south. The ugly slashes crept away from the fat body of the inked areas in long, sinuous arms stretching across the country in every direction. Those tentacles represented the refinery-rich and pipelined Hell Cities and the lands surrounding them that had burned to slag. No one survived.

      Erwin set a heavy ball of glass on one corner and a large and jagged black rock on the other. His hand ran across the map, gesturing like a magician about to make something appear from nothing. “This is the world as it was, two hundred and twelve years ago. Or at least our side of it.” He pointed at the top and moved down. “Canada. The United States. Mexico. Central and South America further down.” He stared down at the map and blinked several times. “The combined population of these three countries was 560 million people. Ten years after the attack, 300 million were gone. Ten years later, another fifty million. And on and on, the dying went. Starvation. Hard winters. Bad water. Illness. The influenza that struck the East Coast relocation centers devastated the population—and to this day, we on the Western fringes are stronger.

      “By the time Peller and his cronies gathered together those few tens of thousands left alive in each of the relocation centers—if you can call what they were doing living—they were grateful for any chance. They would have agreed to anything. And the first Sparks did exactly that.”

      Erwin leaned back in his chair and the wood creaked and moaned, as if as disturbed at the loss of life as Erwin seemed to be. He shook his head. “That is what happened. But what caused all of this devastation?” He raised his brows at her.

      Lena shook her head. She’d answered him already, hadn’t she?

      He smiled faintly. His chair creaked again as he shifted his weight. “The terrorists released nano-robots. Tiny, tiny metal machines too small for the human eye to see. In this case, programmed to destroy fossil fuels. They were specifically designed to work around safeguards, to be self-sufficient, self-replicating. Instead of a kill switch, they had an adaptation switch. The terrorists who made them did everything everyone in science had agreed to never, ever do. We have no idea why.”

      Her eyes narrowed. Tiny robots? Little machines?

      “They might have only affected our fuels, if not for the government’s response. You see, once they figured out what was happening, they decided to try to use their experimental nano-response team—”

      “They had a team of tiny machines?”

      “No, they had a team of soldiers, trained to reprogram the brains of the tiny machines.”

      “The Sparks.”

      “Exactly. They were chosen because of the strength of their brain waves, the ability to control things. And then the scientists manipulated their bodies to make it stronger. Their minds could contact and control nanobots. But by the time they were sent out, it was too late. When the explosions began—the refineries, the pipelines—the nanobots were sent into the atmosphere. It was already over. It took five days, roughly, for the nanobots to circle the Earth, a little longer for them to reach the Southern Hemisphere. Everywhere they settled, wherever they came into contact with pure fossil fuels, nightmarish fire. Even synthesized forms smoldered. And the nanites reproduced. It was over. They were everywhere. In the air, in the water, in us. Everywhere. The world was in flames.”

      “They were the Dust.”

      He sighed and ran his hand over his lips a few times. “They are the Dust.”

      “And the soldiers? What happened to the first Sparks?”

      Erwin nodded. “They tried to stop it. They imposed their will over the adaptations. But it wasn’t perfect. They couldn’t stop only explosions, they had to stop all reactions above a certain threshold. When the bots finally responded, that’s what they did. They stopped the combustion, and every other large-scale reaction. The nanobots muted every reaction wherever they were. Over the next year, the soldier Sparks were able to get the nanobots to adjust; they were able to get some energy back. External combustion mostly. They got us fire. But life as they knew it was done. The entire world paid the price for the anger of a handful of people.”

      “But, really, this is all guesses, right?” She held the map steady with her left hand, but she gestured her disbelief with her right. “I mean, we call it history, but there’s no way we can really know any of this?”

      “We do know, because we were told.” His voice was steady.

      “Told? By whom?”

      “By those who were there.”

      Disbelief flared. “How is that possible?”

      Erwin held up a finger for patience. “As you said, some fifty-five years after the world went dark, a government was formed. And its foundation was built upon the backs of those very soldiers. Peller had worked in the government as a young man, knew something of the program. He gathered together the soldiers he could find and convinced them to use their unique skills to work with the nanobots again. They handed out the first of the Spark-powered batteries. They handed out hope to the few masses remaining in exchange for the power to rule over them.”

      She shook her head. “How many soldiers were there? I may not know all of the details, but I can do math. How could there be so many of us now? Where did all of the Sparks come from?”

      Erwin glanced down. He ran his teeth over his lower lip. “They came from the breeding programs, which of course necessitated the mandatory education programs that you know—”

      Lena scoffed. “Breeding programs!” She let a burst of laughter erupt from her throat. “Those men had to be seventy-five, eighty years old!”

      “Chronologically, yes.” Erwin told her. “But the manipulation of the scientists did something to them. Their lives are very much extended, as are the lives of their descendants.” His stare bored into hers. “You must have noticed how quickly you heal from injury, how rarely you’re sick? It depends upon the strength of the Spark, of course. The lives of weak Sparks run only slightly longer than an unpowered human, perhaps merely a few decades, although they are hardier. The strongest Sparks….” The man shrugged.

      She leaned away from him, brow furrowed. She was one of the strongest Sparks. It wasn’t ego. It was fact. What did this mean?

      “The strongest…what?” She sat up straight again, back rigid, right hand clenched in her lap. “Guardian Erwin…how long—” She stopped and licked her lips. “How long did they live? The soldiers?”

      “The oldest of them began dying sixty years ago.”

      She sat still, but her eyes wandered as she tried to run the calculations in her head. Almost two hundred years? When she spoke her voice shook. “Guardian. Will I…?” She huffed her dismay. “So, in addition to all the lovely things that make me special enough to kidnap and torture and lock away, I get to look forward to two hundred years of existence as what? Some desiccated old husk?”

      Erwin laughed, his mouth wide. He did resemble a lion. “No, Lena. Your strength, your health, your vitality are all extended. You will not be what we consider old for a very long time.”

      She gave Erwin a long look. He had a very faint aura. “How old are you?”

      “Well, for all I am a giant among the very few historians left in our world, I am not a powerful Spark. And I am eighty-two years old.”

      Lena gasped. She would have said he was not a day older than fifty, possibly younger.

      He nodded, accepting her disbelief. “And this is why you find yourself the center of so much attention.” His smile became rueful. “The strongest among us find your ability to keep pace attractive. If they were to be fortunate enough to win you, they wouldn’t have to watch you wither. They won’t outlive you.”

      “No,” she ventured, her mouth twisting as she stared down at nothing, “they’ll just have to put up with me.”

      Erwin laughed again.

      She flashed him a sickly smile.

      Erwin leaned back, the chair creaking long and low. His attention flicked over her shoulder. “There’s more you need to know. More that explains—” he released his breath in a long sigh “—everything that has happened to you. When you’re ready, ask. We know you’re confused, but we are here to help you. And I think once you understand, some of your impatience and uncertainty will subside.”

      She looked up from the map. She blinked. Information swirled in her head. “Oh. Am I…? Are you dismissing me?”

      Erwin raised his hand up in a grand gesture at the entry behind her.

      Lena twisted in her seat. Reyes leaned against the jamb of the opened door, hands buried deep in his pockets. His face was as relaxed as his posture.

      “Where’s Jackson?” she asked automatically. She gritted her teeth at herself.

      Something flitted over the calm mask, gone before she could name it. “He volunteered to go out on field exercises until tomorrow evening. He was worried he might lose his…” Reyes paused and smiled briefly. “Particular skills. Thomas agreed.”

      “Oh.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say. She couldn’t think of anything at all, even though her mind raced.

      He cocked his head slightly in the direction of the hall behind him. “C’mon. I actually have a surprise for you.”

      Lena looked back at Erwin. “Thank you. You’ve given me a lot to think about.” She stood and shook the man’s hand. A part of her watched with incredulous detachment.

      She joined Reyes and walked with him back down the halls to the elevator, and then off the elevator to her room. She said nothing. She was aware of Reyes studying her. He even managed to look concerned.

      When they reached her door, Reyes leaned to key the lockbox. She grabbed his arm. He waited, staring back at her while her fingers held tight to his arm. She had to know….

      “How old are you?” Her voice was low and hoarse and tense. She didn’t know why it mattered, but it did. For all of his experience and authority, he seemed young and handsome and strong. He didn’t look a day over thirty. And yet, all of the stories of his exploits she’d heard since she’d been here—if he was only thirty, how could he have packed so much into the five years since graduation? She answered herself now: he couldn’t. “How old are you, Reyes?”

      His head cocked to the side, and he searched her face. Bit by bit, he let the mask go. He let her see the pinched lines around his brown eyes, the lines of worry between his brows. He let her see his chin work as he chewed the inside of his lower lip. He took a deep breath and gave her the truth that she needed.

      “I’m forty-eight years old, Lena.” He nodded, acknowledging the shock that must be obvious on her face. “I’m forty-eight.”
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      Alex held her shocked gaze. Her shock wouldn’t merely be over his age, or the confirmation of what Erwin had told her, but must be born from the implications of what all of this meant for her. This wasn’t simply news about her probable lifespan. It required a total reexamination of what she believed to be true, even of her own parents. Would she ever question if her mother had been older than Lena thought? She had been, by a couple of decades.

      He waited for the explosion of denial, or more anger, even. He didn’t expect the wobble as her knees let go. If she hadn’t been holding onto his arm with her death grip, she might have gone down.

      He wrapped his free arm around her, giving her support, and pulled her to him.

      No, no. Danger.

      He had no business holding her in his arms. For someone who gave such an overwhelming impression of fire and strength, she curved slight and soft against his chest and stomach. She even smelled good. The voice shouting in his head for his attention was absolutely correct: he didn’t need the kind of trouble she could bring into his life, regardless of how much the rest of him was interested in exploring the idea. He’d spent the last month and a half avoiding her for precisely that reason.

      Alex maneuvered her around and leaned her against the wall and put several inches of space between them. “Breathe,” he told her, voice low. “Just breathe. And try not to think of it all right now.”

      She gasped out a laugh. “Don’t think of it. Excellent suggestion. Tell me how.”

      He leaned away, and her hand tightened again on his arm. Okay, she needed the connection. Not a big deal. “I mean take it in pieces. Don’t try to see all of it at once.”

      “Pieces, huh?”

      He nodded. Her fingers were moving as she thought, back and forth as she gripped and released his arm through the sleeve of his shirt.

      “I’m strong? I know I am, but…I’m really strong, right?”

      He nodded.

      “So that means…?” She must know what it meant, but she moved on, as if the concept was too big to apply to herself. “How is this possible? How does everyone not know?”

      He shrugged. “The strongest, the longest-lived, they all become Wards, who all become agents. The mid-ranges, their life spans vary enough that it isn’t that obvious to most people.”

      “But the Council knows?”

      He nodded. Her nails were scraping through his thin shirt and against his skin. It was a thoughtless, automatic movement. It meant nothing to her, he was sure. But it felt like a caress on his skin. He swallowed. “The Council knows. And their policy until recently has been to ignore and exploit the differences.”

      “Until recently? How recently? What changed?”

      The spasmodic movement of her fingers slowed as she calmed, allowing herself to be distracted away from shock and fear. The slowing movement should have been a relief. It wasn’t. The intensity of his nerve response grew.

      “Well. We don’t know when it officially changed, or if it was even official at first. We started noticing it about twenty-five years ago.”

      “You were young then, right?”

      Alex felt his eyes crinkling. “In the grand scheme of things, I’m still young.” It was time to divorce himself from the sensations coursing up his arm. He took a deep breath.

      “Oh. Right. I meant…you were a young agent then. I mean, you were new.”

      “Yes. And sometimes when you’re new, you see more. Or maybe you accept less. Reassignments of older, powerful agents away from the top tiers of power. Whispers. Disappearances. A group of us were already watching, waiting. So when it started—we looked into it. And what we found made us decide to move, and move hard. We made a plan. We put it into motion.” He shrugged.

      She took a deep breath. Her fingers stilled. “Because if it comes down to them or us….”

      “We choose us.” He tilted his head, watching her face to make sure she fully understood. “And all of the people who depend upon us. We don’t want more suffering. We’re not about withholding power, but we won’t be slaves to those who are weaker than we are. Do you understand?”

      She stared sightlessly at his chest. She’d have to reorder everything in her head, line it up with her own experiences. It would make sense to her. Maybe she’d start trusting them.

      Finally, she looked up at him and nodded. “So, all of this time, everything you’ve told me has been true?”

      Alex nodded. “It has, yes.”

      “And everything you’ve done has all been for a reason? And that’s what you’ve all been trying to teach me?”

      He nodded. “Right.”

      She gusted out a breath. When she spoke, her voice was nearly back to normal. “So he was wrong? My Dad. You’re not the bad guys.”

      “Right.”

      “And you’re not actually a brutal, heartless bastard?”

      He blinked. Her final question had been quieter, but her lips were curved. She was almost herself again.

      He couldn’t resist. One side of his mouth drew up in answer. “Well,” he drawled, “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      She laughed, the last of her tension releasing with the burst of sound. He laughed with her, his first genuine laugh in a long time. It felt good. He felt light.

      She straightened, rubbing his arm almost affectionately before letting it go.

      He stepped away, still grinning. “Ready for your surprise?”

      “Ha. Are you?” At his questioning look she continued, “The last time you surprised me, I threw you out.”

      He laughed, again, at the memory. “So you did. It’s a good thing I don’t hold grudges. For long.” He keyed the lockbox.

      “In the grand scheme of things?” she asked archly.

      He grinned at her as he pushed the door open. “That’s what I like about you. You’re a quick study.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but her gaze shifted into the room. Her mouth fell open.

      “Ace!” She ran inside.

      Alex followed her. He closed them in as Ace swept her up into his arms with a laugh and swung her around.

      “You’re here!”

      Was that laugh almost a giggle? Alex had never heard her sound young.

      “What are you doing here? How did you get here?” Before Ace could answer, she whirled to Alex. “You brought him!”

      He shrugged. “I figured you could use a friendly face.”

      Lena launched herself at him. Before he could even get his arms up, she had her own wrapped tight around his back.

      She squeezed herself tight against him for a moment before leaning back and grinning up at him. “Thank you for this.”

      Alex worked hard to keep his smile in place as he extricated himself from her spontaneous hug before his Dust could start dancing inside for her again. “It wasn’t a big deal. And he’s kind of a pain in the ass, anyway. Two birds. One stone.”

      “It’s a big deal to me,” Ace said, his voice solemn.

      She nodded at them both. “It’s a big deal. It’s—I needed this, especially today. Thank you.”

      He shrugged again. “Lena, you do need to know…you have to be discreet. Ace can’t know where he is.” He raised his brows at her. “It could potentially endanger too many people, including you.”

      “Wait. He doesn’t know?” She looked between the two of them.

      Ace grimaced. “All I know is we walked for a long time. And then we rode.” Her brows furrowed as he continued: “I came in with a sack over my head. Agent Reyes does paranoid very, very well.”

      She digested that for a moment. She turned back to Alex. Would the new understanding between them hold? Had he earned her trust back?

      Alex held his breath. He hoped he hadn’t made a mistake. Thomas had been adamantly opposed to the idea. He thought Lena needed a clean break with everything and everyone in her past. Alex had argued that she’d had a couple too many involuntary clean breaks in her life. Thomas should have understood. His childhood had been just as traumatic, but he’d put it behind him. Alex remembered what it felt like to be torn from people he loved, even forty-three years later. It wasn’t something one should forget.

      She was suddenly subdued. Did she suspect how hard he’d had to fight for this brief reunion? She searched his face. He didn’t know what she found, but she nodded at him.

      “I’ll be discreet.”

      He returned her nod. “Good.” He turned to Ace with a sardonic smile. “Looks like you get to go home, after all.”

      Ace squinted at him, and then he turned to Lena. “He’s joking, right?”

      She gave him a small smile. “Sure. Reyes is the comedian of the place.”

      “I’m a laugh-a-minute.” He put his hands on his hips. “We know the rules, kids?”

      She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “No going outside? No talking about where we are or anything related to where we are? And like that?”

      “Exactly.” He crossed to the door. “Unless Ace already ate it all while he was waiting for you to be done with your lesson, there’s food in the basket by the table. Enjoy your lunch. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      “Wait. You’re leaving us?”

      Ace crossed his arms and raised his brows. “You’re going to trust us to be good? Funny, I kind of figured you’d be sitting here with us the whole time, holding our hands, and leading us in campfire songs.” That earned a smile from Lena. “I wouldn’t have guessed you were the trusting type, Alex.”

      The excitement and gratitude playing over Lena’s face made it worth the hassle.

      “I’m not. But everyone has to start sometime.”

      [image: ]

      Alex left them and headed straight for his little-used office. After the frenzy of activity at the Council offices in Azcon following Lena’s disappearance from the collapsed Council building six weeks before, he had earned an hour of quiet. He also had no desire to rehash this decision with Thomas. He had as much a right to make it as his partner did. That was a simple fact.

      They had originally envisioned themselves running things together from this end. As soon as it was practical, Alex had taken a large step back. He’d reassured Thomas that he wasn’t relinquishing his founding role, merely using his strengths in the best way he could to further their cause. He belonged out in the trenches. Thomas didn’t always understand the decision.

      Maybe Thomas needed help? He had to manage a zone, a school, and a quiet revolution’s worth of reports on the Council’s actions. Alex had only himself, the plan, and the people on the ground. It hardly seemed a fair division of labor. Perhaps it was time to find a replacement Alex, someone with the skills and the tenacity and the drive to bring their ideas to fruition on the outside.

      Which brought him around to Jackson Lee.

      Alex had a moment’s warning when he heard the lock click over. Other than himself, only his partner had access to this office. He sighed.

      Thomas leaned against the jamb. “Thought I might find you here. Left them alone, did you?”

      Alex pursed his lips and nodded, unrepentant. He’d made his views clear. That Thomas had thought he’d talked him out of them was irrelevant.

      Thomas came into the room and closed the door. He sat heavily on a chair placed at an angle to the desk. Alex leaned back in his own chair and hiked his feet up onto the desk, crossing them at the ankles. His friend was gathering his thoughts. He let him gather.

      “My objections to this friend of hers, and to this visit, are not rooted in a desire to keep her isolated.” Thomas raised his pale regard to Alex. “She is both young and volatile—”

      Alex’s mind flashed back to the scene he’d walked in on: Lena grinning up at Jackson, green eyes shining and full of mischief, legs wrapped around his waist. He forced the memory away. “Do you think I haven’t taken that into consideration?”

      “Let me finish, please.” Thomas’s stare bored into him. He waited until Alex had settled back in the chair, fingers laced across his stomach, staring up at the ceiling as he listened. “I manage things here. I read, I listen, I balance and weigh, and then I make decisions. You make them happen. You cannot be reckless, even if someone else must suffer a little. The price to everyone is simply too high. You go down, we all go down. You can’t be replaced.”

      The silence stretched between them.

      “Are you done?” Alex asked the ceiling. He took Thomas’s silence as confirmation. He turned to look at his friend, shaking his head. “That’s bullshit. What we’ve done in the last twenty years is bigger than both of us. We’ve talked about this, Thom. Neither of us is irreplaceable. Give Lee half a year, and he can handle most of what I do.”

      The kid had the skills. Short of Thomas and Alex, and now Lena, Jackson was the strongest Spark the Ward School had seen and a gifted young agent. He was also pretty compromised when it came to Lena. He said all the right things, but Alex would be shocked if he could extricate himself from their dalliance.

      Like you’d be able to? He gritted his teeth at the taunting thought.

      Perhaps it would be best for everyone to separate Lena and Jackson, train him, and let him take over Fort Nevada’s interests in Zone Three. He’d already made the offer to Jackson earlier in the corridor. In a moment of frustration that admittedly had little to do with the kid, he’d asked the kid why he was so comfortable remaining behind and babysitting at the Fort. What had happened to the kid he’d met in the cafeteria, the one chomping at the bit for a chance to prove himself out in the world?

      Lee’s face had been a study in discomfort. He knew his responsibilities and his role, but she captivated him with her attention.

      Alex had made him a promise. If Jackson could keep his distance and help Lena realize her importance to them all, then he would be assigned to Azcon to train with Alex. She would be free to focus on her lessons and her vengeance. Jackson would get the training and the experience he desperately wanted. Alex would get the skilled junior partner he had needed since Erika had been sent to Zone Six. A real partner, one whom he could train to take over the operations in Azcon in anticipation of the day Alex moved on to their next target Zone.

      He could use a partner who was one of them. He was tired of looking over his shoulder. He had his people in the city, but they had other assignments and he expected them to keep their focus where it belonged. This thing with Merritt, the Junior Director of Council Security, served as a reminder that he needed someone to watch his back.

      Alex and Merritt were both under the Councilor’s consideration for the newly empty position of Director. Everyone in the inner sanctum knew Alex had a foot up simply because the Councilor had particular tastes and Alex was prettier. Merritt was looking for anything he could use against Alex.

      He rolled his eyes at the thought and tipped his head to look at his friend again.

      Thomas was still, except for one finger tapping on his thigh, likely as busy wrestling his thoughts as Alex had been. Finally, he leaned forward and told Alex matter-of-factly, “Well, he’d look better doing it.”

      Thomas loved to rib him about the youthful vanity he had indulged in so many years before, even more so since he had outgrown it. The memory made Alex wince.

      He snorted. “Okay, see, now you’re just being mean. Don’t make me throw your ass in the sparring ring.”

      Thomas laughed. “Maybe that’s what you need. It’s been a while.”

      “It has. You done licking your wounds yet?”

      “Ha!” Thomas narrowed his eyes. “Can you hear out of your left ear yet?”

      Alex rubbed his ear in memory. That had been a shithead move. He told him so.

      His friend shrugged and smiled. “It got you off me.”

      “It almost got you killed.” Alex’s vision didn’t cloud with the red wash of fury often, but when it did, it could be hard to pull himself back into focus.

      Thomas stood up. “I can take a drubbing, so long as you stay sharp.”

      Alex could see the genuine worry. He sighed. “Thom—”

      “No. It’s fine. I understand your motivation, and I even agree with it, to an extent. But she’s a new cog in the machine. I want to be certain it will still run smoothly before letting her run.”

      “She’s not the only new cog.” He shook his head. “We need to get new people up there.” Thomas would understand his reference. Something was going on in the Council of Nine. Even as a member of the Council, Thomas had no idea who or what moved in the background. Their missing agents in Zone Four spoke of a consolidation of power there reminiscent of their own start twenty years ago here in Zone Five. He needed to be there. He needed to get a sense of it for himself. “I don’t like being blind. Not with Lucas back there. I can’t be sure what he knows.”

      “I’m working on it.” Thomas cleared his throat. “With Jackson gone tonight, she’ll be on her own. Are you returning after taking the friend back to Azcon?”

      “Not tonight, no. I need to go in and put in an appearance so my absence two days running won’t be as notable.” His lips twisted. If it hadn’t become crucial to the plan, he’d pull out of consideration for the Director’s position.

      The mind-games and one-upmanship with Merritt, while something he might have once had fun with, were another distraction in the post-Lucas era of looking for answers before he knew the questions. However, Merritt had made it obvious that if he got the position they both wanted, he’d make sure Alex wasn’t assigned to the Council Meet delegation as Agent Liaison, which would scrap the original plan. It was Director of Councilor Security or nothing, and nothing wasn’t an option. They couldn’t wait.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow.” Alex shrugged. “So have dinner with her. Answer her questions. Get to know her. Her, not your idea of her.”

      “Oh, I’ve abandoned my idea of her,” Thomas said with a dry laugh. “And any notion of pursuing her myself. She’s just not my type.”

      Alex raised his brow, a smile playing about his lips. As far as he knew, Thomas didn’t have a type. Like Alex himself, he availed himself of female company when and where he needed without the complications of emotional attachments.

      “Really? Untapped power beyond words isn’t your type?”

      Thomas cocked his head to the side. He pursed his lips. “I don’t know. There’s something off….”

      “About Lena?” Alex winced internally at the sharp undertone in his own voice.

      Before he could examine what made him feel so defensive, Thomas shook his head. “No, no. My expectation, I suppose. We waited so long to find a woman like her, and then—”

      “If you tell me she’s not as amazing as you thought one of them would be, I’ll call you a liar.” She was breathtakingly amazing. A huge pain-in-the-ass, yes, but she was also amazing. That was the problem.

      “No. She is. Even damaged and prickly. She’s just more than I expected. You don’t know, because you’re not here, but we can feel her. All the time. Her energy, her EM field, the amount of Dust she carries within her, whatever it is, it pulls all the time. She’s almost too much.” Thomas’s eyes narrowed.

      How like us fickle humans.

      Alex’s lips quirked up, and he told Thomas what had occurred to him.

      “Let me guess,” his friend answered, a teasing note back in his voice. “There’s a poem for that.”

      Alex laughed, not caring what his friend thought of his love of Stephen Crane. They were familiar enough with each other’s foibles to be comfortable expressing them. “I was in the darkness,” he began, quoting the poem.

      “I could not see my words

      Nor the wishes of my heart.

      Then suddenly there was a great light—”

      He stopped at the stanza break, grinning at Thomas for effect. “’Let me into the darkness again.’ That’s what we do, you know. We stumble around until we get what we want, and then once we see exactly what it was we really wanted we’re terrified of it.”

      “Ah,” Thomas said, “there he is, the warrior-poet I know and love. Take me to bed, Agent Reyes. Ravish me now.”

      “You wish.”

      “Ha. I know it breaks your heart, but you’re not my type, either.” Thomas laughed at him, shaking his head in wonder. “Seriously, why are you wasting your verse on me? That’s good stuff, man. You should be reciting poetry to women, not keeping it bottled up. But you haven’t. And you won’t.”

      Alex was quiet. His face must have reflected the memory, because Thomas’s brows shot up.

      “You didn’t? Really?”

      “Shut up.”

      “To Lena? I get the lure of the power, but really? She’s built like a boy.”

      “Shut up.”

      “She’s just so…tiny. And freckled.”

      “I like her freckles.” He gritted his teeth, pissed that his friend had needled him into the admission. He didn’t have time for this. Any of it. “And not that I’m interested, but there’s nothing tiny about her presence.”

      “Oh, no, she’s intimidating as shit. When she figures that out, she’ll be queen of the universe. I just don’t get the whole inspiring poetry vibe off of her.” Thom laughed again. “Congratulations, Alex. You can still surprise me after all these years.” He grinned in delight.

      Alex pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s not like that. You had to be there. It was just…the moment.”

      “Aww. You had a moment? That’s adorable.”

      “Get out. Get out now.”

      Thomas had gone from grinning to chortling laughter choking in his throat.

      “Seriously.” Alex was indignant. He’d never mocked Thomas’s choices. Much. “Out!”

      Thomas went. Alex could hear him still laughing as he closed the door behind himself.
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      After Ace left with Reyes, Lena curled up on the small couch. She didn’t want to think about everything she’d learned. She didn’t want to think about Jackson. She wanted to enjoy the residual happiness of Ace’s visit. One moment she was smiling, the next she woke muzzy-headed with sleep and sitting up to an insistent knock. A second later, the lock turned with a click and the door opened.

      Councilor Five leaned in, searching the small room. When he found her, he leaned back slightly, seeming relieved, and then embarrassed.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to invade your—” His hand indicated the space.

      She shook her head. She blinked several times and yawned. “No. That’s all right. I fell asleep.”

      He was uncomfortable, as he seemed every time he appeared. “I hoped Alex would have told you—”

      “He did,” she assured him. “I just fell asleep.”

      “Are you hungry? Or would you rather rest? I can have something sent to you.”

      “I am, actually.” She slid forward and stuffed her feet into her low boots then ran her hands through her hair and shoved it back behind her ears. “I’m not fancy, but I am ready, Councilor Five.” She stood.

      “Councilor—?” He stepped back and shook his head. “No, call me Thomas, please.” As he read her doubtful face, he insisted, “Thomas.”

      She followed Thomas through several corridors that finally emptied into a smaller elevator lobby. He pushed the button to call the elevator and then flashed her a smile. “We’re not going to the cafeteria. I thought you’d appreciate some fresh air.”

      “Fresh air?” Her brows rose, as did her voice, with a surge of excitement. “We’re going to the surface?” Since she’d arrived, she’d only been to the surface to use the protected grounding platform. They’d been very careful to limit her exposure to open areas where anyone watching the school might see her.

      The elevator slid open, and Thomas rapped a button at the top of the board after they entered. She hoped along with the fresh air he planned to explain a few things to her. She had many questions, one of them how he and Reyes had come together to build their revolution in the first place. She wasn’t sure she’d ever met two more dissimilar men. And yet, here they were, carving their alternative empire out of the Council of Nine without the Council even being aware of it.

      The box slowed and stopped before they reached the floor Thomas had selected. The doors opened, and two men turned from their conversation to enter. The older talked with his hands, arms waving so violently that his thin blond hair fluttered around his face and ears. Both men paused when they saw her inside, brought up short in surprise. Two appreciative stares ran down the length of her and both lit with a speculative light.

      Lena sighed and moved back against the wall behind her. She might get used to the idea that she was the only powered female in the school. She didn’t think she’d get used to the looks. After her talk with Erwin, she understood their fascination better. She cast her gaze downward so as to not encourage either of the men.

      “Guardian Wils. Agent Prentiss,” Thomas greeted them, his voice dry. “Going up?”

      “We are.” The agent recovered first.

      She still had the sense that Reyes would be unimpressed with his lack of self-control.

      “We’re joining Guardians Schroeder and Erwin for dinner on the Quad,” the guardian told Thomas. Lena could feel his attention on her. “Perhaps the two of you could join us? I can’t be the only one eager to meet our newest student.”

      Thomas cleared his throat. The sound was almost an apology. “Of course. Wils, Prentiss, this is Lena Gracey. Lena, one of our talented teachers and his prize student from several years ago.”

      She gave the men a weak smile before looking down again.

      “She’s shy,” Wils purred. “How charming. Perhaps after dinner she’ll be more comfortable with us.”

      She didn’t think she had ever wanted to punch a man in the crotch as much as she did right then.

      “I’m afraid we have to decline your invitation, Wils. We’re having a working dinner.” Thomas gave the Guardian another of his bland smiles.

      “Oh, come on. The three of you can’t keep her to yourselves indefinitely. It’s not fair.” The man was smart enough to keep his voice jovial, but it didn’t matter.

      Lena had looked up in surprise at his words and caught Thomas’s reaction. The bland smile had shifted in some infinitesimal way to become dangerous. His eyes tightened barely perceptively, but she was glad the feral glint in the pale blue depths was not directed at her.

      Had she believed he and Reyes had nothing in common?

      The younger agent nodded. “But of course we understand the need for a working dinner. There are never enough hours in the day, are there?” He looked at her. “Perhaps another time?”

      The elevator slowed, saving her from answering. Thomas ushered the men out ahead of them. They exited into another bare lobby with a set of heavy doors to one side. Thomas held out a hand at his side, pausing her progress. The two men preceded them, the Guardian’s shoulders set and angry. As the door swung to close behind them, Prentiss looked back. He wasn’t looking at her physically, but inspected her aura. The lascivious heat in his stare made it a violation.

      Once she and Thomas were alone again, she let out the breath she wasn’t aware she’d been holding. They spoke at the same time.

      “Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea.”

      “What was that all about?”

      She waited for him to answer her question.

      He rubbed his nose. “Erwin explained the basics of our life spans?”

      “Yeah, he did. And I understand, awesome, you guys live a long time and get lonely. But there are women here. I’ve seen them. Those two looked at me like they hadn’t had a warm body in their beds in…ever. They’re not the only ones. And really, I’m just not that beautiful.”

      “It’s complicated,” Thomas said. “It’s not the life span alone. There are other biological adaptations at play. But to explain them…. I don’t know how experienced you are in certain areas.” He avoided her gaze. “I don’t want to offend you.”

      Lena wanted to laugh. She would have if she wasn’t so sick of being ogled by everything attached to a penis. Here in the Ward School, there were a lot of them. “Let’s say I’m experienced enough. Please explain.”

      His face moved from side to side as he thought about how he wanted to phrase it. “So, look, your parents. She was a Spark and he wasn’t. Did you never notice how powered men reacted to your mother, Lena? Or how they treated your father for having the audacity to be with her?”

      She stared at the man for a moment. Male Sparks came on to her mother? What the Dust was he getting at? “I…no. I stayed inside. I never saw them interact with anyone.”

      He nodded in resignation. “Right.” Thomas took a deep breath and shrugged. He looked at her now, his voice strong and direct. “And have you never been with a Spark yourself?”

      “What does this have to do with anything?”

      “Have you?”

      “No, not—no.” She crossed her arms and refused to think about Jackson. “I’ve avoided other Sparks like the plague. I couldn’t risk being with someone who could recognize how strong I am.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, licked his lips, and muttered to himself, “How did I get stuck with this conversation?”

      She waited. Her brows were raised, and her amusement at his discomfort twitched her lips upward.

      He looked up at her, his own lips curved into a wry smile. “Don’t laugh,” he ordered her. “It’s not funny. Look, it’s like this. The Dust, the nanobots, they react to each other, a certain electric or magnetic pull. And they react also to those who can use them. We—” he gestured between the two of them “—and all of us, we have more Dust in, on, and around us than the unpowered. They prefer us. And the attraction grows with the Spark’s power.”

      “Okay. Got it.”

      “And there are certain involuntary…discharges…that occur during times of heightened arousal.”

      “Right.” She remembered how the Dust pooled within her in the safe house with Reyes. It had seemed drawn to where their bodies touched. Later, she’d definitely felt the involuntary discharges sparking and flaring when Jackson kissed her, and the frenetic reaction of the Dust when Reyes interrupted, as if it remembered him. That sensation got more intense?

      “So, if you ever noticed or if anyone ever told you—”

      “I got it,” Lena said.

      He moved his hands up in a gesture to appease her. “Okay. So, when you’re with another Spark, it is more pleasurable. And the intensity of the experience grows with the power of the…participants. Significantly.” The emphasis he put on the final word caused her brows to raise nearly to her hairline.

      “So…what you’re saying is, every single man I walk past in this place who gets a peek at my aura starts drooling and wondering if being with me would be a brains-on-the-wall final moment of glory?”

      Was that why Jackson couldn’t resist her advances? Not because he wanted her, but because of …nanites? Had she been that wrong? Lena felt a wash of confusion as strong as nausea. No wonder he’d volunteered to go out on field maneuvers.

      Thomas winced. “Yes…”

      “Yes? But? Am I wrong?”

      “Yes. You’re not wrong. But look, it’s more than the physical response. Although there’s never been a woman like you, so that response isn’t insignificant.” His eyes were narrowed now, and he spoke rapidly and forcefully. Was this a favorite subject? “The things that you are capable of, the promise of what you can bring to us as a whole, and yes, perhaps, to one individual. If you choose well, your children will be powerful beyond—well, that’s the draw. It’s…you’re the ideal. You’re the…great… tantalizing…possibility.”

      “I see.” She did see. But she wasn’t sure what to make of it. “So we’re all slaves to the Dust we carry? Like, uber-Spark pheromones or something? Funny. Reyes doesn’t seem all that affected.”

      He made a face. “Alex has more discipline than any ten men put together. He feels it. We all feel it. It’s a matter of control.”

      She nodded. Control. That she understood.

      “Thank you, Thomas, for being honest with me. It helps to know what’s behind all of….” She waved her hand at the elevator, referring to what had just gone down with the guardian and the agent. It also explained Jackson’s battle. She sighed. The confusion settled in her chest, heavy. Why couldn’t someone have told her all of this before she’d fallen for one of them?

      Oh. Really? Just one of them?

      “You’re welcome. Now…I promised you fresh air with your dinner.” He clapped his hands together and opened the heavy door for her, evidently happy to have the conversation behind them.

      After a short trip through more corridors, they passed through a locked security entry. Thomas keyed it and ushered her through ahead of him.

      Sunlight flowed through the opening to spill at her feet. She scooted into a wide atrium. The main entry from the outside world opened across the room. Access to the rest of the area was blocked by a wide console running the width of the space that was manned by a pair of serious-faced young men. The back wall was glass, through which sunlight poured in. On the other side of the windows, a sheltered courtyard and garden stretched away from the rear of the building.

      She tilted her head back to feel the sunlight on her face. You didn’t realize how much you could miss that warmth until you spent a few weeks without it. She sighed happily and looked around again. They would be eating outside, he’d said. In the back garden?

      One of the young agents guarding the entry left his post and approached. Thomas held up his hand, curtailing any salute. The guard opened the doors for the two of them. Lena stepped out into paradise, and everything else receded.

      Benched tables were set at intervals around a wide stone patio. Most were occupied. Heads turned as they entered. She didn’t care. Let them get an eyeful. She stared out at the grounds beyond the patio.

      Paths led away from the patio to wind through tall, soft, pale grass waving in a summer breeze. Bushes and cacti were beginning to bloom. Mature mesquites, gnarled and bent, reached to the sky. Out at the end of the garden was a nothingness that spoke of a cliff edge. Beyond it, the desperate brown and red of the desert she loved stretched far below. Craggy, rocky desolation for miles, and then the jutting dark hulk of mountains rose in the distance. It was gorgeous.

      She leaned her head back again. Eyes closed, she let the warm desert breeze brush over her skin. She could smell moisture, ozone, and dirt in the wind. She opened her eyes and looked out across the wide open land to the mountains. “Rain is coming.”

      Thomas tapped her arm and pointed past her. She looked at the sky beyond his fingers. Dark clouds smudged down to earth in a purple curtain. If anyone ever found a cure for drama of the heart, she’d bet it would include warm sunshine and the smell of rain in the desert.

      She turned back to him with a wide smile. “I could smell it. I’ve missed that smell.”

      He nodded, serious-eyed and quiet. “It is intoxicating.” He glanced around, as if aware of the curious, measuring looks from every table.

      She was used to them.

      He tilted his head to the side in a way that reminded her of Reyes. “Our food’s here.”

      She looked where he indicated and noticed a young woman from the kitchens unloading covered plates and cups from a cart. She crossed to the table behind him and sat, smiling at the girl. “What are we having?”

      “Well, I hope you don’t mind, but before he left, I asked Jackson what your favorite meal was. He said breakfast.”

      The young woman pulled back the cover from the plate before Lena.

      It was pancakes, with thick-cut bacon and shiny rounds of sausage surrounding a small bowl. Lena dipped her finger and brought it to her mouth. “Maple syrup! And it’s warm. They never put maple syrup out at dinner.” Jackson might be gone on maneuvers, but he’d still managed to send her a gift. She flashed Thomas a wide, happy smile before turning to thank the girl who’d trundled it all up from the kitchen.

      “Right.” Thomas sat, glancing around at the rapt faces around them. “Well, clearly we’ll have to rectify that.”
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      When Reyes came for Lena in the morning, she was up and almost ready. Last night, Thomas had warned her that she’d have a full day of lessons, both as student and instructor. She’d already eaten her second round of breakfast in twelve hours. When Alex knocked and entered, she rose from her chair. He stood inside the door as she bent to tug on her boots.

      “Did you enjoy dinner last night?” He kept his voice bland.

      She straightened up. Yes, he was amused. He’d already been to see Thomas.

      She marched up to him, planted her hands on her hips, and tilted her head back. “You could have told me, Reyes.”

      His lips twitched, and his eyes sparked with humor, but he mostly managed to keep from laughing. “First, enough with this ‘Reyes’ garbage. If you can call Jackson by his name, you can use mine. Second…” He paused, clearly trying a little harder not to laugh. “That is not the kind of thing you’d have wanted to hear from me of all people.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes. It is right.” He was laughing. “Pretty sure the last thing you want to hear from the guy who ruined your life is that you’re irresistible.”

      “Irresistible.” Lena crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “Ha. I remember you resisting just fine when you thought I was propositioning you back in the safe house. And you could have mentioned it then. Or when I started glowing and we were discussing my power.”

      The smile faded from his face. He cocked his head. “My ribs were broken. And I could not have mentioned it then. That glow was almost my undoing.”

      She pulled away a little at the intensity in his face. Her breath caught.

      Then Reyes blinked, and it was gone. He tilted his head back and smiled again. “We never did find out what caused that, did we?” The question was light. “Remind me to ask Sam if he knows.”

      She reminded herself to breathe. “Sam?”

      She was willing to be distracted. She had managed to convince herself that Reyes was nothing more than the weapon he’d made of himself. She was pretty sure it wasn’t safe to do otherwise.

      “Mm hm. That’s who we’re going to see. If you’re ready?”

      As Lena preceded him out the door, she could have sworn he made a small sound of frustration, or perhaps relief. When she turned back to him in the hallway, he was all business. He led her back the way she’d gone with Thomas the night before, making light conversation the whole way, telling her about the repairs to the damage she’d caused to the Council building and the ongoing search for her in and around Azcon.

      They crossed into the atrium again, and the sunlight dazzled her. She looked longingly out at the garden, but Reyes…Alex…crossed the atrium lobby and through a locked entry point into a corridor behind it.

      The corridor here was unlike any other in the fort. Thick, wall-to-wall carpeting stretched from one end of the floor to the other. The air felt cool and dry, unlike the humid underground air pumped through the main complex. The lights were recessed into the ceiling.

      “What is this place?” She didn’t know why she whispered, but it seemed appropriate in the hushed atmosphere of the hallway.

      “Well, officially it doesn’t exist anymore. If it is ever spoken of, it’s remembered as Barracks Hall 13. The guys who lived here—” Alex made a little shrug and smiled “—they called it Sunny Acres.”

      She frowned. “Sunny Acres?”

      Alex nodded. He gestured her forward with his head and padded down five paired doorways to one on the left. Once she joined him, he put his hand on the knob. He didn’t turn it. He stared down at her for a moment as if trying to gain some measure of her. Finally, he gave her a bemused smile.

      “You’re about to meet Sam.”

      She nodded. “Yes. Sam. Who is…?”

      “Sam’s a friend of mine. He was one of my teachers. Later, he became…let’s call him a mentor.” He took a deep breath and laughed softly. Was he laughing at himself? “He was a light to a boy who didn’t think light existed anymore. He was a light to a lot of boys.”

      She felt her brows rising. “Wait. You were a boy once? You had a friend?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Cute. You’ll see. Sam is going to blow your mind.”

      The room was hushed and comfortable like the hallway. Quiet, humming machines clustered around an empty bed. The wall closest to them was lined floor to ceiling with shelves bursting with books. The view directly across from them, however, captured her attention.

      It was a garden. Or at least, it had been painted to look like one. A tree painted into the corner leaned out over the rest of the scene, sheltering it with thin, arching branches covered in pale green leaves. Grass moved out away from the wall, and hedges of flowers appeared to bloom as far as the eye could see. Birds seemed to hover, captured in mid-flight.

      An ancient man hunched in a wheeled chair facing the wall. He stared out. His scalp shone through thin wisps of white hair, pale skin mottled with age spots like craters on the surface of the moon. His hunched back bent him forward, and his body bobbed with constant movement. Even his hands, misshapen fingers curled upon themselves, moved on the arms of the wheelchair, silent tap and then retreat. Tap. Retreat.

      She felt her breath catching in her throat. She remembered Erwin’s quiet voice the day before. The oldest of them began dying sixty years ago. The oldest of them began dying. What about the youngest?

      Alex moved across to him. “Sam?”

      In his quiet voice, she detected respect and affection.

      “Who’s there?” The old man’s head came up and turned very slightly. His voice was strong, if a little breathy. “Is that you, Alex? Come around where I can see you.”

      He moved around the wheelchair to squat in front of it and smile up. “Hi, Sam.”

      “Hello, Alex. It’s been awhile. I’ve missed you. Missed our talks.”

      Lena stepped forward and came around the wheelchair. She met his eyes, shiny and keen like a bird’s. His body might be failing, but his mind remained bright and sharp. She sensed intelligence there, and humor, and a wonderful, comforting sense of humanity.

      “Alex. You brought me a guest?”

      He nodded. “This is Lena. Lena, this is Sam.”

      She leaned forward to touch the back of Sam’s left hand where it tapped upon and retreated from the wheelchair arm closest to her. She held it for a moment. “Hello, Sam.”

      “You brought me a pretty guest!” His thin white brows rose in delight. He turned back to Alex, his lips twitching with amusement in a face crisscrossed with the seams of age and humor. Sam winked at the younger man. “You can go now. We’d like to be alone.”

      In spite of the tension and confusion curling inside her, or perhaps because of it, a laugh burst from her. Sam reached his shaking hand out for Lena’s. Alex glanced at her for permission before he took her hand and placed it in Sam’s. The old man’s fingers closed around hers, and he closed his eyes. She could feel the Dust stirring within her, the almost-whisper at the back of her mind getting louder with his touch.

      When Sam opened his eyes again, tears filled them. One rolled down his dry cheek. “Alex…,” he breathed. “You’ve found a treasure.”

      Alex bounced in his squat. He swallowed and nodded his head. “I know.” He glanced up at her and away. “But she’s confused, Sam. She’s been told a lot of lies. I don’t think she knows what to believe. Or who. So I brought her to you.”

      “To me?”

      He smiled. “You know the truth. You lived it. Tell her, like you told me.”

      The old man laughed, a dry, huffing sound that moved his entire body. “I had years with you. And you still didn’t believe. Not all the way. Not until you saw with your own eyes.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s the next step.” Alex leaned in with an affectionate hand on Sam’s thin arm. “Will you talk to her?”

      “Sure I’ll talk to her. What else do I have to do but stare at this wall?” He made his huffing laugh again.

      Alex stood. “Do you need anything?”

      “I wouldn’t turn down some nice water. What about you, Lena? Can he get you anything?”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      Alex crossed behind her, sliding one hand across her shoulders as he went. She shivered, and his attention dipped, noticing the involuntary response. He pulled his hand away and left.

      Lena knelt down beside Sam. He regarded her, face serious. He still hadn’t released her hand.

      “Alex is a good man with a thankless job.” His voice was firm. “But he does it so no one else has to. Remember that.”

      “I will.”

      He nodded. Once the bobbing motion started, it took him awhile to stop. “How much have they told you?” His voice had gone wispy and wan again.

      She shrugged, at a loss as to where to start. “How it all happened. What the Dust really is. What we are. Where we came from.” She hesitated. “A little bit about me.”

      “The basics.” The grimace on his seamed face seemed an exaggerated expression of impatience. “So I’ll start at the beginning of the end, then. My beginning. I was picked for the program when I was a kid, straight out of basic training. They were selecting for guys who had strong electromagnetic brain waves. Guys who could ace a biofeedback test. Once we were in, it wasn’t just training, though. They manipulated our DNA.” At her blank look, he explained, “They played with our genes, the stuff that makes us us. Made us stronger. Created a new dominant trait.

      “I had celebrated my twenty-sixth birthday three days before we were called down. We were a secret unit, you know. An elite unit. They tried to play it cool, but after we ended the Pakistan Insurgency without a single casualty—dropped in the ‘bots, keyed them to target human energy signatures, knocked ’em all out and sent in the ground crew to gather ’em up like apples off a tree. Well, we knew we were it then. The next generation.” Sam smiled. It was wistful, and it faded quickly.

      “We didn’t go to the sites. Cloud servers don’t have to move. We stayed here, actually. The scientists were the ones who went out to the sites with the bots. They were the ones who burned when it all went up a day later.” He fell quiet for a moment. “We lost a lot of the country that day. We got it all under control as fast as we could. We found what we hoped was a solution, but we were operating under pressure.” He smiled thinly. “It wasn’t perfect, but the explosions stopped. The fires died back, from infernos to slag.” His voice drifted off as he remembered.

      Lena sat quietly, watching the pain move across his face.

      “And then everything stopped. We didn’t have any information, but we could figure it out. It was dark for a long time.” She didn’t think he meant only the lack of power and lights. “The first winter was brutal. No heat. No fire. Nothing. It was hard enough to make it where we were out west. I don’t want to think about what it must have been like for people up north. But we did think about it, all of us who stayed to keep working. We knew people were dying out there. We wanted to get it all back. All we managed to get back was external combustion. Fire. Steam. And it took us most of a year. By then, we were falling apart.”

      He fell quiet again. It took a little longer for him to start again this time.

      “I made my way to Canev Relocation Center. Tried to help, but I barely stayed alive. We had no hope. No reason to go on. By the time I noticed everyone else getting older and I wasn’t, I just moved on.”

      Alex returned then, moving quietly into the room. He carried a chair in one hand and balanced a tray with a pitcher and cups with the other. He set the tray on the bed and poured Sam a glass of water. He brought it over, setting it in Sam’s hand and wrapping his fingers around it. Then he set the chair beside Sam. “Sit,” he told Lena as he sank onto the floor. He stretched his legs out and settled his hands across his lap.

      She moved into the chair.

      Sam sipped at his cup. He flashed a smile of gratitude at Alex and raised the glass to him. “It was a long time of just wandering then. I saw a lot of things. Some good. Most bad. One day, one of Peller’s recruiters found me.” Something in the way he said the word ‘recruiters’ told her Sam regretted that day. “I joined up. I was happy to. I wanted a chance to put right what had happened. I was ready. Ready. Some of the older guys, they weren’t so sure. They told me Peller had been CIA. He’d been bounced from the program for some unethical behavior. They didn’t know what. I didn’t listen.” He dragged in a long breath and let it out. “He knew what we could do. And he had big plans on how we’d help him fix it all.” He nodded his head again. “And he did. He fixed it all.” He raised his face to Lena. She could see it still angered him. “Except he didn’t. We did it. He took the credit. We all felt so guilty about what had happened that we let him.”

      He fell silent. Alex watched him. She waited.

      Eventually, Sam sipped then he took a ragged breath. “I don’t want to talk about the breeding programs.” His head dipped as he hid his face.

      He’s ashamed.

      “It’s okay,” Alex told him, “You don’t have to.”

      Sam nodded, head bobbing in decreasing arcs. “The program led to all of you, of course, and to this school. I retired here, to help teach the strongest of our descendants. So many children….” His voice drifted off. His head lifted, and his gaze moved over her face and hair. “You could be one of mine, you know? With those freckles and eyes. You could be one of my…great grandchildren? Great-great?”

      His forehead creased as he pondered the generations. He shrugged, and then his face split in a mischievous smile. He pointed to Alex with a shaking hand. “Not this one, though. He looks just like that bastard Castillo. Bred true, without a doubt. You never met a vainer, more egotistical sumbitch in your life.” The huffing laugh had moved into a wheezing cackle.

      Alex grinned. Apparently, he’d heard this before. Lena sent him a questioning look, but he merely rubbed his chin and winked at her. She turned back to Sam.

      He settled back, moving his hips slightly to find a more comfortable position. “Peller always meant us to serve them. We were tools. Peller’s Pistons.” His voice was strong again and angry. “From the beginning, it’s what they intended. We started willingly, but when some of us tried to walk away—” He shook his head and lifted a hand, one finger raised. His lips tucked back into his mouth as he tried to compose himself enough to continue. “Then the prisons started. And now the collars. Did you tell her about the collars?”

      Alex shook his head. “No. She’ll see with her own eyes soon enough. But…” He hesitated before plunging on, “She’s already been on one of the tables.”

      Sam went still. His watery eyes stared up at the younger man. His chin crumpled. “The tables? They had their hands on your pretty girl?” He shook his head.

      He turned to Lena and the violence in his face shocked her.

      Even after he began speaking again, his voice full of rage and grief, his head went on shaking minutely. “But look at you. Here. Strong. Strong, not like my Miranda.” His voice broke, and he cleared his throat, a rheumy sound. “She was a strong girl, so feisty, but not strong like you are.” His focus moved over her in the particular way Sparks had when they were looking at an aura and not a person.

      “And she was too young. I had no business taking up with her. I was almost a hundred and fifty years old by then. I knew what they were capable of.” His voice moved higher, thinning with grief and tears.

      Alex got to his feet and went to Sam, crouching before him and putting a hand on the man’s slight shoulder. “Sam,” he murmured, “it’s okay. We can come back later.”

      Sam looked up at him, his face dark as he began losing himself to the memories. “They take what you love. They twist and break it. And then they throw it back to you and wait for you to break.”

      “I know, Sam. I’m sorry. I wish it was easier to focus on the good you had. I’m sorry our visit brought this back again.”

      The old man waved his hand and took several deep breaths, as if preparing to continue. But in a moment, his gaze unfocused, and he stared ahead. His eyes moved as if he watched something before him that they couldn’t see. He closed them as he curled in toward his lap, crumpling in on himself, and he waved his hand at Alex again. This time the wave of dismissal was final.

      Alex leaned his head in and whispered in Sam’s ear. Sam shook his head. Alex sat back on his heels, sighed, and shook his head at Lena.

      She rose and leaned in to press her hand to Sam’s shoulder before crossing to wait in the hall.

      Alex took the tray with the pitcher of water and set it on the chair she’d just vacated. He moved them within easy reach of Sam and then joined her. He turned back and gently closed the door behind them.

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “Yeah.” He took an uneven breath and ran his hands through his hair. “He’s had a long time to live with what happened to Miranda. Of course, he only touched on the part I wanted you to hear. About what we’re doing and why, so you can trust—”

      “It’s okay. I get it.”

      He turned to her, dark and inscrutable as he searched her face. “I spent a lot of time up here growing up. More than was officially sanctioned. I heard about Miranda a lot.” He reached out and silently tapped his fingertips against Sam’s door before withdrawing his hand. “C’mon. We have a lot to get done today before I have to be back in Azcon. Daylight’s burning.”

      He moved past her, his feet making no sound on the carpeted floor.
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      Alex led the way outside, but Lena hesitated behind him. He turned back. She squinted against the bright light, glancing side to side to check for others using the patio. He cursed silently. Thomas would have to call a meeting. She shouldn’t be uncomfortable here where he’d promised her a safe place. The men of Fort Nevada would just have to have to learn to deal with her presence and with what it did to them. He had.

      He walked backward and called out to her, “What’s the hold up? C’mon. Thomas said you liked it out here. So move it.” He turned back to head up one of the red gravel paths.

      Her footsteps crunched down the path behind him.

      He wound around on the path for two more turns and then arrived at his destination, one of his favorite spots in the garden. A gravel circle created a side area off of the path, somewhat hidden by a pair of desert willows flanking the opening. Benches faced each other from the edges of the gravel. He positioned himself in front of one bench and bounced slightly on the balls of his feet as he waited for her, psyching himself up for both the focus and the pain.

      Lena entered the court and wandered toward the other bench, keeping her eye on him.

      “I want you to try to hurt me,” he told her. He tapped his chest. “Hit me.”

      She raised her hands up between them.

      Did she think he wanted her to slap him? He rolled his eyes. “No, Lena. Not with your hands.” He smirked. “As if you could.”

      Her hands popped to her hips in attitude.

      Yeah, she was tough. She’d lived in the desert on her own, chopped her own wood, trapped and hunted her food, defended herself and her home from animals and men. And he admired it. But being strong was entirely different from being able to fight. He hadn’t meant to insinuate she was weak, but he guessed that’s what she took from his comment.

      She glowered at him.

      He laughed. “You’re adorable.” If he had to make her angry to make this work, he was willing. Of course, since he wasn’t exactly sure this would work, perhaps he should tone it down a little. “No, seriously. I dropped the defense I worked out. I’ve been practicing getting it up fast, in response to an attack, but I need to see if it works. So, hit me. With the Dust.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Why? I’m the only one who can attack like this, and unless you keep pissing me off, I’m not coming after you.”

      He made a face. “Actually, Thomas once managed something similar years ago. And I’m becoming more and more convinced you may not be the only one now, either. Or at least, not for much longer.” He stood straight again and tapped his chest, grinning at her. “So, c’mon, you still mad at me? Even a little? Hit me.”

      He barely finished his sentence. His lungs and muscles shut down. His body stiffened, inside and out, as the muscles froze. She withheld the pain this time, but she waited impassively as he struggled. He pulled in his focus and visualized what he wanted.

      My body. My response.

      The squeezing in his lungs cleared, and his contracted muscles eased. He tilted his head back and drew in a deep breath. His hands unclenched. His head swung around on his neck. After a moment, he grinned at her, pleased with her raised brows and impressed expression. “Told you. Now do it again, but switch it up. Do something I wouldn’t expect.”

      Lena nodded at him.

      Alex doubled over at the sudden stabbing, twisting, acid burn of pain in the muscles and cells of his gut. He grabbed his belly, eyes wide. After a moment, he dropped to a crouch and groaned. How was he supposed to focus through this pain? He could hear himself panting, and he focused on that instead. He counted, visualized turning the Dust away from its attack, and used his sawing breaths as a countdown. Thirty seconds later, he raised his head, dazed but recovering. Did his face reflect how sick he felt?

      “That wasn’t nice,” he said. “Another few seconds, and I would have shit myself.” He couldn’t believe he’d admitted that. He couldn’t believe it had almost happened.

      She tried not to laugh but failed. “Sorry,” she told him, unrepentant.

      It was his turn to glower at her.

      “You told me to do it,” she protested. “And besides, you did stop it. You’re pretty good at this.”

      He gingerly stood, holding his stomach. “That was brutal.” He tilted his head back and forth and swallowed. “Remember that one if you’re ever in a tight spot.”

      “Absolutely.” She paused. “Wanna go again?”

      Obviously, she enjoyed this.

      “Huh.” He took a couple of steps to the side and back, trying to help the muscles in his lower belly relax. “Why don’t I try to hit you? I’ve been working on it, too. I can actually make some sparks across a room now.”

      Lena shrugged. She was obviously of the opinion that sparks did not an attack make, and he’d been thoroughly unsuccessful at learning how to attack thus far. Everyone she’d tried to teach had been. They couldn’t get it.

      The failure frustrated him. They could heal. They could defend. They were getting better and better at doing regular things from a distance. Not a single one of them could learn her attacks.

      Alex cleared his throat and prepared himself. He pushed the breath out of his lungs, reaching out with his mind to the Dust inside of her, on her skin, floating free in the air around her. He tried talking to the Dust within her, the way he’d recently learned to talk to his own.

      It didn’t respond.

      Frustrated, he raised his inner voice.

      Still nothing.

      He took a long breath, closed his eyes, and tried again, calmer.

      He couldn’t sense even a hint of a response.

      She cleared her throat, and the quiet noise echoed through their small clearing like a rock falling.

      Alex opened his eyes.

      “Not working?” Her soft question oozed disappointment. Clearly, she felt the failures, too.

      He shook his head.

      “Try again,” she suggested.

      He did.

      Alex tried over and over, until his head throbbed. Finally, he sank down onto the bench behind him. He rested his aching head in his hands and breathed. When he looked up again, she had taken a seat across the little clearing from him. From her face, she had something on her mind.

      “You have questions.” He made a ‘give it to me’ gesture, flipping his fingers toward himself.

      “I do have questions,” she answered. “About Sam.”

      “Okay. Shoot.”

      “First…he said Peller was in the CIA. What’s the CIA?”

      “From what he’s told us, it was a government organization of agents who watched and listened and kept order, but used questionable tactics.”

      “So, basically, exactly like all of you?”

      Yeah, he walked right into that one.

      He winced and tried to shake his head. The movement stalled, and he barked a laugh. “I suppose.” He could hear how guarded his own response was. He had to work on that. Somehow, at some point, she’d have to learn to trust him.

      “So our government was founded by a shady, deceitful agent. And the people who are trying to fix the system are…agents…who are basically the same thing?”

      Fort Nevada was not filled with deceit. “No. No, we are not basically the same thing.” Alex leaned back, his hand thumping on the bench beside him in frustration. He opened his mouth to speak, but she waved him off.

      “It’s okay. I’m not trying to antagonize you. I only wanted to know what he was referring to. So, my second question is a little more personal.” She shifted on her bench and looked down at the ground. “The breeding program made all of us…all of the Sparks? So we’re all descended from the same group of men?”

      He nodded. “More or less. The ability is a native one. All humans could have it. But yes, the strongest of us are descended from the men the scientists…refined.”

      “How many were there?”

      “Originally? Sixty-four. But only fifty-two of them participated.” It wasn’t a big number, which was why they had built in the safeguards.

      “Fifty-two? That’s not many.”

      “They keep records. They were very careful, especially in the beginning. It’s one of the reasons why the Wards are sent out to new Zones when they become agents. And why they can’t go back.” The old pain twinged. With her, he didn’t have to keep it from his voice. She understood.

      “New blood.”

      He nodded.

      “And it’s the real reason all of you want me?”

      He could see the fresh wound on her face.

      “I can’t speak for Jackson,” he answered her. “But I’d be lying if I told you it wasn’t a factor. Terrible as it was, the reason the breeding program was so effective is the Spark breeds true. Your Spark will, too. And as a weapon against the Council, a future filled with Sparks who can do what you do, maybe more? I’m sorry. That’s more important to us than feelings.”

      “My Spark will breed true?” She shook her head. “You’re all assuming I’ll allow it to breed at all.”

      Alex felt his brows draw down. “Allow it? You can control your fertility—of course you can control that.” As soon as he’d seen her expression, mocking him for thinking she wouldn’t use her gifts to make her own life easier, he’d amended the question. “Here we all were, thinking the only issue would be who you chose. But it isn’t just who, it’s also when.”

      “No. It’s if. I don’t even know that I want children, and it’s certainly not going to happen until I tell the Dust to allow it.” She looked down at her hands.

      Because she’d turned her face to the ground, he almost missed her next, soft question.

      “Is that why Jackson kept backing off? Thomas decided Jackson was an inappropriate choice and he just…caved?” She nodded, a faraway look on her face, and it seemed to be an answer to her own question. “I thought he cared. I thought….”

      She needed comforting. He didn’t want to do it. What was the point of telling her a lie? Love gave the world a weapon it could turn on you. They’d both lived that.

      But he found himself rising to his feet and crossing to her, anyway. He lowered himself to a crouch in front of her, taking both her small hands in one of his and using the first fingers of his other hand to tilt her chin up.

      “If Jackson won’t take a stand for you, then he’s a fool,” he said. He could tell her that much. It was the truth, even if the kid would have been bucking Alex’s own orders. “A fool. And any man who is given the chance to win a piece of your heart and doesn’t claim it….” He shook his head. “Worse than a fool.”

      “Is that right?” She searched his face, as if looking for the lie. Not finding it, she softly smiled.

      The urge to lift his fingers a few inches to trace those lips surged through him. Instead, he stood up and backed away. He gestured for her to stand.

      “C’mon. I have an idea. I want to try something.”

      She sighed.

      “Seriously, I have a new idea. C’mon, get up.”

      Get up, Lena. I need the focus.

      She rose and stood with her arms crossed, waiting.

      He focused, grateful for the shift in mood. Instead of trying to affect the Dust inside the body, as she did in her attacks, he’d try for the Dust attracted to the outside of her. Perhaps the Dust living inside was simply too protective of their very strong host? He breathed out and reached with his mind.

      Nothing happened, exactly like all the times before.

      “Um.” She wrinkled her brow. “Did you start yet?”

      Alex groaned in frustration. He dropped his gaze to the ground at her feet, not wanting to see her expression after the latest failure. Push, dammit!

      A flash of light and heat arced out in jagged white light from the ground. It threw Lena off her feet, over the bench and to the ground.

      He stared, slack-jawed for a bare second. In two long steps he crossed the clearing and hopped onto the bench looking down at her.

      She wheezed in an attempt to reclaim her breath.

      He jumped down to her side, hands moving over her head and neck, and then down her sides, to be sure she was otherwise okay. She projected such a huge persona he was shocked at how fragile she felt under his hands.

      She batted at him weakly.

      Once he’d reassured himself she wasn’t broken, he wrapped his hands around each of her thighs and pulled up her legs to inspect her feet.

      The indignity of it helped her find her voice. “Get off of me!”

      “Lay still! I could have hurt you!” He barked the words, guilt and dismay making his voice harsh.

      “I’m fine.”

      She wasn’t. Her voice came as a weak thread of air. She sounded breathless, small. She pushed his hands away, and then pushed at him as she sat up. He crouched at her side, refusing to give way. His heart still pounded.

      With a faint grunt of disgust, she scooted herself back from him. She brushed the worst of the gravel and dirt from her hair with her fingertips. When she finally looked up at him, she seemed to freeze for a moment at whatever she saw in his face. “Reyes. Alex. I’m fine.”

      He propped one elbow on his knee in front of him and rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes closed then opened on a gust of air. “Dust, Lena. I could have hurt you.”

      “Yeah.” She agreed. “You could have.” Her voice changed, and he could hear the sly grin under her words. “You really could have.”

      The mischief on her face was contagious.

      “I did it.”

      “You did something.” She wiggled a bit and then made a move to rise.

      He jumped to his feet to help. His pull and her slight weight made her sail up into his side. He wrapped his arm around her to steady her.

      She grinned up at him, mouth opened to make another wise-ass remark, no doubt.

      He focused on her mouth just a beat too long.

      She closed it, biting her lower lip. That wasn’t a great help.

      She stared back up at him, her eyes wide and her body very still. Before Alex had a chance to process the movement or talk himself down, his body shifted, turning to fully face her. He slid his other hand up to cup the back of her head, lifting her face as he lowered his.

      Just a taste. One taste. I have to know.

      The first contact of their lips was softer and more tentative than he intended, but the heat of it flashed down through his body. He pressed deeper, pulling her to him as he sampled. The heat responded, a spark spiraling up, rising through him and into her through the gentle contact of lips and tongue.

      When it flashed back to him from her, the spark had grown. It slammed into him with the force and heat and intensity of a grounding, electricity arcing between them where they were in contact. It danced along his skin. Alex existed at that ecstatic line between pleasure and pain. His brain—always weighing, balancing, five steps ahead—simply stopped.

      He was sensation. Electric heat chased electric heat, moving over them and flaring within them as their Dust wound together.

      The sound of his breath stuttering out slammed him back to reality.

      What the fuck are you doing?! His brain re-engaged.

      He tore his mouth from hers, jumping guiltily away and lifting his hands up. The last flares of their shared power crackled against his lips. He could see the same blue-white flares popping across hers.

      She didn’t move. She was still, frozen, mouth still slightly open.

      He was pretty sure he wore the same look, if thunderstruck stupefaction could be described as a “look.”

      He sucked in a breath, then cleared his throat. The noise seemed to snap her out of her trance.

      You put her in a trance. He wasn’t sure if his inner voice was outraged or smug.

      Lena backed away, ducking her head and shoving her hair back behind her ears. It was her nervous tell. In a moment, her hair would slip back out, falling around her face again. He could feel his lips curl up in a smile.

      No. Down, boy.

      She laughed, a nervous sound. She turned away to move back around the bench, hands tucking her hair behind her ears again. She inspected the charred, scattered blast area where her feet had been, scuffing it with one boot.

      “Damn, Alex.” Her voice was husky. She cleared her throat, too. “At least I held back when I hit you.” She rubbed her tail bone, underscoring that she meant his successful attack and not the insane heat of the moment before.

      His brain sent her a silent, steady stream of gratitude for not making a thing out of the ill-conceived kiss.

      You’re a moron, Alejandro Reyes.

      “You were not holding back.” The memory of the pain in his belly warred with the more recent experience, but not for long. The warmth of their camaraderie, of her unrestrained laugh, of that impossible heat, felt too good. How the fuck did Jackson manage?

      “I was mostly holding back.” She finally looked up at him, expression mischievous instead of stupefied.

      “I was…mostly pissed off.”

      “I see that.” She scuffed at the blackened ground with one foot again and grinned at him. “You did it!”

      “I did.” He couldn’t help the sly smile that spread over his face as he gloated. “And Thom is gonna be so pissed I did it first.”

      She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “We are talking about knocking me on my ass, right? And not….”

      “No, no,” Alex said. “Not talking about that. At all. Ever.”

      Lena laughed again. “Agreed.”

      Should he be insulted?
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      Lena had laughed and agreed that they should never mention that kiss again. Why was it all she could think about? And why were all of the boys and men in the halls cutting her such a wide berth this morning? Usually they stared and whispered, the Wards sometimes pausing to watch as she moved past. This morning, they were avoiding her. Perhaps it had all been a dream or a joke. Not a single one of them was drawn to her, or her Dust.

      Not freaking likely.

      Reyes—Alex—had kissed her. The one man who had zero interest in anything other than her capacity to move their cause forward. The one man who had spent his life obsessed with and moving toward a single goal. His discipline was legendary. And somehow whatever Lena was had overcome his discipline and singular focus, and he’d kissed her.

      No, he hadn’t just kissed her. He’d melted her. The heat of it hadn’t been an electric response, it had turned those little robots into molten metal burning through her flesh and veins and consuming everything she knew about feeling good. She’d been rooted to the spot. She’d been lost.

      And then he’d jumped away, and his shock and dismay had been written on his face. So she’d pretended it didn’t matter. She’d laughed. And when he’d said they should never mention it again, she’d agreed. Of course she had. How could she articulate how devastating that kiss had been, least of all to Alex?

      And it wasn’t just because it had been so far beyond delicious it made her chest ache, or that the devastation washed into guilt as she thought of Jackson—she hadn’t been the aggressor, but she hadn’t stopped Alex, either. Both the deliciousness and the guilt were part of it. But the devastation went deeper.

      It meant she really was everything they said.

      It meant she would never, ever know if anyone wanted her for her. How could she know if the feelings any Spark felt for her were true, or if they were merely a reflection of her power, her so-called gift? If Alex had been overcome, what chance did anyone else have?

      Head down, she nearly walked into a young woman hurrying in the other direction. Lena lifted her head and opened her mouth to apologize. The young woman blanched, stuttered an apology, and stumbled in her haste to get away. Lena stared after her.

      “I think you scared her.”

      She whipped her head around.

      Jackson stood just ahead, body slightly turned as if he’d stopped when he’d seen her coming and hadn’t decided yet which way he wanted to go.

      “Which isn’t surprising because your face is pretty terrifying this morning.” He shifted his weight away from her.

      “My face?”

      He nodded. “Are you okay?”

      She shrugged. No. But that wasn’t going to stop her from doing what she’d come to do, which was learn how to make the Council pay. Instead of telling him that, she asked, “How were your overnight maneuvers?”

      He took a deep breath, turning his attention to the people skirting them both in the hall. It seemed he had decided not to flee her and her terrifying face, and he eased closer.

      “Good,” he answered. “I had time to think.”

      Her stomach twisted. He was struggling to keep his agent mask of neutrality in place. Beneath the mask she could see flashes of guilt, even anger.

      “Okay?”

      He raised his head. “Look, you’re upset about something. This can wait—”

      “For me to start to feel better so you can upset me again? That hardly seems fair to anyone but you. If you have something to say, Agent Lee, then be a damn agent and say it.”

      “I asked to be reassigned. You don’t need a companion anymore. You know your way around this place just fine. You’re learning, adapting, doing everything you’re supposed to be doing, and I’m….”

      “And you’re what?”

      “I’m not. I don’t want to deal with this anymore, Lena.”

      “Deal? With this…?”

      “The temptation.” Jackson swallowed.

      She gave him the time to find the words he struggled with, though she wished he’d just get on with it.

      “It isn’t fair to ask me to resist doing what I want to do.”

      She smiled. She’d been wrong. The relief flowed like a wash of warm water, clearing away her doubts. “You do want to be with me.”

      He stared at her. His chest rose and fell as he took a deep breath, held it, and then let it go. “No. I don’t. I want you, but I don’t want to be with you. That’s the point.”

      She froze inside. She could feel her head shaking back and forth, but her heart and lungs were frozen in her chest.

      “I can’t keep being dragged in by the lure of,” he gestured up and down, indicating her. No. Indicating what she was. “I need to keep my eye on the prize. I’m sorry, but you’re not it. Not for me.”

      That was it, wasn’t it? The Dust, the power within her, was the lure. Not her. Not Lena. Not anything she herself had to offer. She looked past him and forced herself to focus on lifting her leaden legs, one after the other. She walked around him, down the hall.

      “Lena.”

      She kept going.

      “Lena.” He moved around her and took her arm to stop her. “Look, the Councilor said he’d reassign me, but today I’m supposed to keep working with you.”

      “I have a lesson with Thomas,” she ground out.

      “It’s been cancelled. Something came up, and he’s dealing with it, whatever it is. He sent me to find you. We’re supposed to—”

      “I’ll sit in his office. Alone.”

      “Lena.” He sighed. “This is why I didn’t want to do this. You’re the one who said not to wait ‘til later.”

      “I didn’t want you to wait until later. And now I don’t want to be around you. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      He grimaced and leaned in, his fingers tightening on her arm to keep her from moving past him. “I’m sorry.” His voice was tight with emotion. “You don’t know how sorry I am. I didn’t want to hurt you. Can we just pretend, just for another day—”

      She leaned in, too. “No. We can’t. Now let go of my arm before I tell the Dust to melt your fucking hand off.”

      [image: ]

      Lashing out at him with the threat had been childish. That didn’t mean it wasn’t satisfying to see Jackson’s eyes widen as he realized she was serious and remembered she could do it. He let her go. She made her way to Thomas’s office to wait for the Councilor to be done with whatever issue had come up. Messengers and agents buzzed in and out of his office for the better part of an hour. She tracked them while she waited. In. Out. In. Out. It kept her from having to think about anything that had happened in the last twelve hours.

      She was about to give up and return to her room to sulk in privacy when the door opened again, and Thomas stood framed in it, ushering out the last three men who’d entered. He noticed her, and his brows rose.

      As the men trooped out of his office, Thomas crossed to her. “Your determination to not do as you’re told is a thing to behold.”

      “I am, in fact, an expert at not doing what I’m told,” she answered, with a nod of her head.

      “So I hear.”

      She returned his gaze, waiting. She wasn’t sure to what he referred, of course, given her previous comment. She certainly wasn’t going to try to guess what it was he’d been hearing and from whom. She had no desire to tip him off to anything he didn’t know.

      But he finally smiled, and the warmth made it all the way up to his tired eyes. “Come on, then.”

      She rose and followed him back to his office. Instead of walking around to the other side of his desk, he crossed to one of the two chairs in front and collapsed into it. She took the other.

      “I hope you weren’t waiting because you actually expected a lesson on control today?”

      “I was waiting….” What had she been waiting for? Other than to avoid everyone else in the school? “I don’t know why I was waiting, but I have zero interest in a lesson on control. So you’re safe.”

      Thomas nodded at the ceiling. He didn’t say anything else. He was either meditating or waiting for her to say something.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she ventured, “Whatever it is that’s going on, is it something I could help with?”

      “Do you have any experience doing reconnaissance work?”

      “Um. Nope. But I excel at making things go boom.”

      A smile flitted over his face. “A skill which we will no doubt make use of.” He groaned and pulled himself up, sitting forward to clasp his hands between his knees. “We’ve gotten word that there’s going to be a big transfer—of what or whom we don’t know. Because of where it’s coming from, we assume it’s going to be Sparks.”

      “Girls?”

      He made a face. “Doubtful. It seemed more dangerous-transfer big, not girls-who-don’t-exist big. If I thought it was that, I’d be playing it a hell of a lot closer to the vest. And doing more than reconnaissance.”

      He’d go get them. Good.

      “We know of one secret prison slash test facility, but not any others. So…it might be a good time to keep an eye on them. We’ll be sending teams every few days.”

      “Can I go?”

      “Didn’t we just establish that you have no recon experience?”

      “We did. But I have other skills. And you want me to be involved, right? So involve me.”

      Thomas shook his head.

      “It’s just watching. It would be a learning experience. Please.”

      He looked at her, considering. When he spoke, his words were pointed. “I’d have to send you with Jackson.”

      She blinked, and her head shifted as if to shake it. She caught herself. “So?”

      He tilted his head at her. “You know that I know everything, right? I see all, I hear all, in spite of what everyone else seems to think.”

      “Well, that’s a little scary.”

      He grinned, baring his teeth.

      She could pretend. And then he’d call her out on the lie. Difficult, omniscient man. “If I have to deal with Jackson, fine. I can deal with anything if it means I can be out doing something. Please. I need to help. I need to act. Alex told me I’d be helping.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Thomas wasn’t promising anything. But that was enough for now.
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      The ride to Fort Nevada gave Alex more than enough time to think about the potential folly of the trip and taking Lena north. He changed into his field uniform then sat back, blind to the reflected smear of light from the glassy walls of the tunnel. Since the beginning, when he’d convinced Thomas that fieldwork best employed his talents, Alex had been careful to balance his responsibilities at home with the maintenance of his cover in Azcon. This trip was not an effective balance.

      His issue with the trip had nothing to do with securing the position that would make the rest of the operation fall into place. He’d been promoted over Merritt and had spent the last five weeks reveling in the intensity of his dual responsibilities—learning to control his Spark at Fort Nevada in the evenings and the workings of Councilor Three’s Security at Azcon during the day.

      It also didn’t matter that Three believed the four days away were a pre-planned solo hunting trip, meant to keep Alex’s skills sharp. A little praise of Three’s intelligence and leadership of the Zone, coated with put-on sexual tension to flatter the omnivorous ass? It made Alex’s skin crawl, but the Councilor rubberstamped whatever Alex wanted. Alex knew how to play the Councilor. It didn’t make leaving Azcon right now any smarter.

      It wasn’t even the danger of taking Lena so far from Fort Nevada, and so close to potential peril at the prison. She needed to be a part of it all. It was time. This jaunt to run recon on the prison was both an established route and, since the transfer they’d expected hadn’t happened, would likely be the most uneventful introduction to their activities they could manage. He agreed with Thomas: it made a good first mission for her.

      No, his struggle had started the minute he’d written the message to Thom that he’d be going, too. He’d sent it off with their courier anyway.

      When he’d challenged himself on the decision, his explanation was logical. There had simply been too many unknown variables to crop up in the past few months, and Alex wasn’t willing to take any chances with Lena.

      She needed to take a more active role, yes. It didn’t mean they had to be reckless with her. She was too important to their future.

      For every question or doubt he raised, he had a ready answer. But what about that constant itch to go back? His mind bobbed and weaved in an attempt to avoid the answer.

      The train slowed, and the tunnel lights separated. He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. He still didn’t have a solution.

      After pulling the train in, he went straight to the ready room. The rest of them were already there. Lena sat at the end of the conference table, legs tucked up and crossed beneath her on the chair. She had on the same grey-green field uniform the rest of them wore, though hers was likely a Ward uniform—the only size that would fit her.

      She leaned across the table to peer at the map Thomas and Jackson were reviewing. Her red hair fell around her face. The pressure that had been building inside of Alex began to ease, as it did every night when he showed up to work with her.

      Was it the sight of her? Or a proximity response? He’d asked the same questions before.

      With a deep breath, he buckled down and focused. Was it Lena? Or the Dust? She was young, damaged, and irritating. But she was also attractive, smart, and strong-willed, and her laugh echoed in his memory when he was far away in Azcon. It didn’t really matter whether it was her or the Dust. He was compromised, period.

      The final member of their little group sat at the other end of the table. The young Senior Ward might have been twenty years old. If all went well, he wouldn’t be doing anything more than hauling the team they were replacing back to Fort Nevada and then returning to wait for Alex and his team to rejoin him after they were done on the surface in Zone Four. Alex approached him first.

      The kid sat up straighter in his chair before deciding he should stand. He pushed back and tried to salute. “Senior Ward Third Class Xavier Herrons, sir.”

      “Third Class?” Alex’s brows went up. He turned to look at Thomas, though his next words were directed at the youngster. “And yet you were assigned this duty? Your Guardians must think highly of you.” He would have expected a Second Class, at a minimum.

      “I hope so, sir. I work very hard.”

      “See that you do, Ward. I’d hate to see how far down their opinions would slide if you were to lose her.”

      The kid darted a startled look at Lena across the table and then back to Alex’s impassive face again. Herrons swallowed convulsively.

      “Alex.” Thomas’s voice was calm, but his face held both amusement and irritation. “Why don’t you come review the route again?”

      Alex guffawed. “Because I know the route like the back of my hand. Besides, he’s the expert who’s been in and out all month.” He nodded at Jackson. “He’ll be navigating.”

      Jackson’s posture spoke of forced neutrality.

      Alex snorted and turned instead to the four packs piled against the wall. He moved through them one by one, rechecking for contents, load and access. He finally stood, hands on hips, and turned back to the table.

      Thomas and Jackson had turned their attention back to the map, but Lena wasn’t watching them anymore. She watched Alex, arms crossed.

      “Oh, hi, Lena.” He gave her a warm smile, hoping for one in return.

      “Hello, Alex.” She uncrossed her arms and reached up to tuck her hair behind her ears. “Can we get out of here now?”

      He raised his brows. What had happened? She was already unhappy. And though they’d managed to build a friendly camaraderie during evening lessons, he knew there was a tension building in her lately that had nothing to do with him or their kiss. Why?

      “Safety first,” he told her lightly.

      Were they putting her safety first? Because he’d had personal contact with her, simply knowing she was out there created a distraction, an irritating constant pull on his attention he couldn’t shake. It posed a danger to him and to what they were trying to achieve.

      But how much more of a danger was it to Lena?

      If he was so affected that he hadn’t been able to resist a taste of her lips, how were the others managing without his legendary self-control? He’d pulled himself out of it, and he made himself deal with it during their lessons, even if he hadn’t been able to sleep a full night in the month since. Would the others be able to do the same?

      She stared at the backpacks, tracing the lines of them, waiting. The eagerness to be on her way, to leave the Fort behind, was obvious. Clearly, they weren’t managing well. What was she having to deal with that she hadn’t been complaining about?

      Thomas looked up. “All right. If we’re good to go?” He looked askance at Alex, who nodded. “You all know what we’re doing, and how we’re doing it. You go up, relieve the team, observe from a distance, wait for your relief, and get out. Got it?”

      As soon as the others nodded agreement, Lena abandoned her chair and hoisted her pack. The men hadn’t cleared the table yet.

      Alex worried for a moment the pack might pull her small frame over. He should have known better.

      She settled the pack across her shoulders and looked back at the rest of them standing around the table. “What are you all waiting for?” She arched a brow. “Time’s wasting.”

      And he wondered why he had an itch to get back?
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      Alex had to reach out and pull Lena back toward himself as she automatically headed for the train she’d arrived on months ago. He smiled and grabbed the back of her pack, steering her away from the front platform toward the back corridor.

      “Hey!” she protested, craning her head to look up at him over her shoulder.

      “It’s this way,” he told her, voice mild.

      Her gaze swerved to Jackson behind him and the soft, suspect noises he made. Her face darkened. “It’s not funny.” The words she gritted were icy. She whipped her head forward again and marched ahead of them down the corridor.

      He turned to the younger man and raised a brow in question.

      Jackson shrugged. He focused straight ahead. “It’s fine, sir.” He cleared his throat. “No trouble.”

      Alex stopped. He grabbed the back of Jackson’s pack as he had Lena’s a moment before and dragged him to a stop. Herrons slowed, but Alex gestured him on with a nod.

      Alex returned his attention to Jackson Lee. “There’s personal business, and then there’s business that could affect my operation. And the second is very much something I need to know. Tell me now.” He gave no other option, and no wiggle room.

      “There is nothing to know, sir.” Jackson told him in his quiet, sensible voice. “No personal business.” He paused. “I took care of it like you told me to.”

      “Did you now?” Alex could hear the skepticism in his own voice.

      Jackson grimaced and said, “Yes, sir.” He shook his head. “I told her I didn’t want to be involved with her, sir, in no uncertain terms. I want to….” He looked down at the floor, miserable. “But I made sure she doesn’t believe that anymore.”

      Good.

      “I know who she is. Who she’ll be. She’s meant for something better. She’s meant for someone better. Do you know what her children will be? What Councilor Five believes they’ll be?”

      Alex nodded.

      Jackson continued, “She’s not meant for me. So I told her…. She’s very direct, sir. I was, too.”

      Jackson shook his head, focusing on Herrons and Lena turning off into the track bay ahead of them. Alex started walking slowly, and Jackson moved with him.

      “And it didn’t go over so well.”

      “It did not. I hurt her, sir.” Shame and disgust colored his voice.

      Alex nodded. He wasn’t happy, was he? Lena had been hurt, after all. Why did he feel the need to swallow a grin? “Honestly, kid, I’m impressed as Dust that you were able to walk away.”

      Jackson grimaced, deeply unhappy. “I can’t begin to tell you how hard it was, sir.”

      “You managed something most of the Guardians couldn’t. You should be proud.” He clapped the younger man on the shoulder. “Mastering yourself is critical, as you know.”

      They came to the corner, and Alex turned into the bay. “I appreciate your candor. Keep your focus where it belongs. The operation. Keeping her safe. Not worrying about how she does or does not feel.”

      Jackson nodded once, a sharp snap of his head. “Thank you, sir.”

      Alex grinned at Jackson’s back. Perhaps he’d underestimated the kid? Where in the Dust had he found the strength to walk away from her?

      Alex slung his pack into the far corner of the train. Lena seated herself in a forward left seat and stared out the curved window at the glassy black wall beyond it, ignoring all of them. He moved to the console, ran through the starting protocol, and eased them into motion. For Lena’s benefit, he told them they were in for a slightly longer trip than from Azcon to Fort Nevada.

      A moment later, she stood beside his seat. “How long will we be gone? Thomas said two days?” She looked at their reflections in the curved window instead of at him.

      “That’s right.” They’d shortened the usual three-day rotation in deference to her training. “We’ll leave Herrons behind and hike to our base camp location. Camp overnight, move into position before dawn, relieving the other team. Once we’re in the hole, we don’t leave it. We’ll observe in shifts and head back the following morning after our relief arrives. We’ll be back here late tomorrow night.”

      She took a deep breath. “Look, I know I’m not the best of company, but can we spend another night out? Like, head back to the base camp and wait until the next morning to hike back out?” She tried to make her voice brisk, but deep unhappiness threaded through her words. She refused to meet his eyes.

      What the Dust had she not been telling him? It had to be more than just the thing with Jackson, didn’t it?

      He leaned back. Giving a little to keep her happy wouldn’t cost him anything. Of course, she wouldn’t expect him to make it easy. “Would you make an effort to be cooperative if we did?”

      She finally met his gaze. “I’ll be as cooperative as I know how to be.” She rolled her eyes. “Which, I admit, isn’t much.”

      Alex smiled at her. He waited until one side of her lips curved up in a returned half-smile. “You’ve got a deal.”

      She turned away then, exhaling a long sigh of relief, and returned to her seat by the far window. She still held herself apart, but her demeanor had changed. Her body wasn’t tense and angry. More than anything, she seemed tired.

      He knew from personal experience that they had all grossly underestimated the Dust Effect radiating off of a highly-powered female. They’d expected it, yes. Any of them who had ever spent time with a mid-range woman and felt the attraction and the buzz of well-being from her presence could have guessed there would be a stronger response to a woman who was a step up in power. None of them would have guessed it would be like this.

      But what was the Dust feedback from all of them doing to her? They were affected by just one of her. How would it feel to have a hundred Lenas, all of them focusing their attention and expectations upon you?

      His stomach sank. It would be overwhelming. Add on everything she’d been through before she’d even arrived, and the loss of the affections of the one person she’d spent every day with for months, and it was too much. He understood with sudden clarity: She might be pissed at Jackson, but all of it together was too much. She was doing the best she could with what she had, and if dipping past her reserves from time to time made her moody and difficult, perhaps they should all back off and let her breathe.

      He intended to give her the time she needed in old Idaho. When he pulled into the station, he powered down and turned to Herrons while the others gathered their packs.

      “Mountain Home is Zone Four, and it’s too dangerous to risk the attention significant repairs might bring. The lights work, but the plumbing doesn’t. If you have to relieve yourself while you wait, you’ll have to go topside. I’d rather you did it after dark.”

      Herrons nodded his understanding.

      “After you bring the relief team back here tomorrow, make camp here inside the train. We’ll be back day after tomorrow, sometime in the afternoon.”

      “Day after tomorrow?” Jackson interrupted, surprised.

      Alex nodded, his voice inviting no discussion, “Change of plans.” He returned his attention to Herrons. “In the event something goes wrong, follow protocol. Do not attempt to begin a search or rescue on your own initiative. Is that understood?”

      Herrons nodded once. “I understand, sir.”

      Alex nodded and trooped out, Jackson and Lena behind him. The station was bare-bones, on the off-chance someone native to the Zone wandered in. The detritus of its previous use over two hundred years ago hadn’t been cleared, except to restore the stairs up to the exit. And that work was subtle.

      When they came up to the exit from the station, he keyed open the lock box. Before the other two went through, he warned her. “This was a secure facility beneath a military base. When the power went, and the fuel-based generators didn’t come online, the workers down here were trapped. Like I said, no restoration work has been done up here. It’s too risky.” He didn’t expect her to be particularly squeamish, but better to be aware. “The bodies are still here. Keeps people out. Keeps those who might come in from going deeper. Just a heads up.”

      They moved through the corridors and up the staircases. It wasn’t a big facility, nothing like Fort Nevada, so they made good time. Alex powered up each room as they entered and shut it down again behind them. It wasn’t bad down here, on the third below-ground level. Except for the odd stray survivor who’d wandered off to die alone on the lower levels once they’d realized the inevitable, the lower levels were okay.

      The top level was a mess. The entry and what looked to have been a meeting room were the worst. It was clear from the positions of the bodies that something had happened down here. People didn’t die of starvation or suffocation crawling over each other in a vain attempt to escape. Someone, he’d thought from his very first trip through, had decided the air and the food would last a little longer if there were fewer sharing it. He had bleakly wondered if he might do the same. He’d long since learned not to second-guess himself.

      They reached the entry. Alex powered up the lights and glanced over his shoulder at the sharply-indrawn breath behind him. Lena’s face was pale but set. The body closest to the door through which they had entered was the most horrific.

      He lay spread-eagle on his back, exactly as he had fallen. Skin, shiny and brown with age, had shrunken onto his bones. His mouth gaped in a centuries-long silent shriek while empty eye sockets stared up at the ceiling. Both hair and clothing were wispy and tattered. The brown-stained front of his shirt had several large, gaping rents in it, giving testimony to the wounds which had caused his fall. He was the worst. Once they got past him, the rest were too tangled to pick out the same level of detail.

      Alex walked through the mass of desiccated, air-mummified bodies to the secured outside access point ahead, placing his feet carefully to show Lena where to step. He began the process of powering up the new security and keying it open as Lena and Jackson made their slow way down the path. The door cycled open, and Alex pushed at it, freeing them.

      As they entered a final staircase up inside the long-abandoned and weathered building, Alex whispered an admonition to them. “No speaking at all from the moment we hit the surface. You keep your eyes on me and do exactly as I signal. Lena, we do not relax until we are within cover of the canyon two miles to the west.” He gave Jackson a look meant to remind him they did not ever relax.

      The building itself had mostly collapsed, leaving a skeleton of support beams and door frames. Only the rear wall and the stairwell remained intact. Alex slid from frame to frame, taking stock of the surrounding area.

      They were doubly lucky. There was no one around—not many Scavengers would bother with an area as picked over as the former Air Force base, but Neo-barbs might move in anywhere they could find rudimentary shelter. Plus, dark clouds skimmed low. Not only would the temperatures remain cooler, but their shadows would be less defined. Anything making them less noticeable as they moved across the plains to the canyon was a good thing.

      He gestured them forward, and first Lena then Jackson joined him. Alex headed out, and they followed, an irregular arrowhead darting from the scant cover of the building.

      Tall grasses, overgrown bush, and the occasional scrub pine covered the plain. As they moved further away from the base, they passed through what might have been a farmed field many years before. The crop now grew wild, and Alex moved into high alert. Wild grain always caused worry. If food grew, any nearby people would be desperate to collect it.

      They were almost to the canyon when dim shadows crawled up over the opposite lip of the canyon ahead, moving away from the river ahead of them and toward the first of the low, broad buttes rising out of the plain on that side. He dropped to the ground. Lena and Jackson did the same behind him.

      It was a small party, but still bigger than Alex’s three. They weren’t in the well-made uniforms of Council security. Scavengers were vicious opportunists who’d be dressed in the mixed colors of whatever they’d managed to find, steal, or remove from the bodies of those not as strong. Even from this distance, he noted the telltale rough, earth-toned clothing marking them instead as Neo-barbs.

      The group was well armed. Each of them carried a bow or crossbow in addition to blades of various lengths strapped to their sides. He guessed they were a hunting party. So long as they continued in the opposite direction, he was content to let them go.

      He waited until the Neo-barb party moved well away out of sight and hearing range. He back-tracked along their route to be sure there were no stragglers. The group had moved off toward the buttes ahead. He signaled Lena and Jackson to follow, and the three of them scuttled over the final stretch of open ground to the canyon.

      The canyon narrowed as they passed, its steep sides choked with brush. The threatened rain stayed in the clouds as they cut south through the canyon to the Snake River. It was greener along the shoreline where the vegetation grew thick. The growth made for slower going, but it provided better cover. Alex hung back, watchful and wary, and let Jackson lead them up the river until late afternoon.

      A piercing three-note whistle sounded from the underbrush ahead of them and off to the side. They stopped, and Jackson answered the whistle in kind. Alex joined them, waiting for the man on sentry duty to appear.

      When he rose from the brush, he asked for the password.

      “Bellwether.”

      The young man nodded. “Thank you, sir. Our camp is just ahead, in those pines.” He pointed for them.

      “Any activity?”

      “No, sir. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Alex nodded. “Keep a close watch. We saw some neo-barb activity in the area when we were hiking in.”

      “I’ll be staying behind and cycling back when you all go, so I’ll watch your back.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. They were headed toward the north side of the buttes, but it’s good to know we’ve got you back here.”

      Alex lead the way up behind a rocky rise with scrub and pole pine clustered around its base on either side. He set his pack down and looked around. The base camp wasn’t much, but it was protected from weather and view.

      They were alone now. Only one man stayed behind to watch from the rear. The other two were at the observation point, where they stayed for the duration of their shifts.

      Lena slid her pack off and eased it down to her feet. She rolled her shoulders and then leaned down to take up her water and drink.

      “Cold camp?” she asked him after she’d swallowed.

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “That’s standard out here this close in.”

      Jackson bent to claim a small area. He set his pack down and then leaned back against it, propping his legs up with a sigh of contentment.

      She did the same at the far edge, away from Jackson.

      Alex still felt restless. He glanced around. “I’m going to make a quick circuit, make sure the campsite is as good as they think. Check in a little more thoroughly.” He threw the younger man a sly look. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Jackson blanched. Lena challenged Alex with a look, lifting a brow at him as if to remind him of the kiss they’d agreed not to mention again. He swallowed his mischievous chuckle and stepped back into the trees and brush.
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      They set out in the pre-dawn dark. Moonlight made artificial lighting unnecessary for this portion of the trek. The now cloudless sky cooperated, and the twilight glow lit the route before them. They hiked an hour up the river to the yawning mouth of the canyon that led to the prison. Their observation point was a third of the way into the canyon, up high on the steep canyon wall. They cut up and around now, to come at it from above.

      Silence had been important earlier. At this point, it became critical. Alex was hyper-aware of every rock grinding under foot and every cricket that stopped singing as they passed.

      As they perched above the opening to the canyon, Alex paused. He cocked his head, listening. He could hear the soft sound of the river being churned by a paddlewheel and voices floating across the water to bounce back from the sides of the buttes running along this section of river. A steamboat headed down toward them. He cursed silently.

      They couldn’t know if it would stop here, for the prison, or continue down the river. If it stopped, was it delivering supplies, or picking up cargo, likely of the human variety? Was this the long-overdue transfer they’d been watching for? The sounds were faint. Sound carried oddly over water, giving them no clear idea of how far out it was.

      They entered the canyon, working over the sharply slanted wall, and then made their slow way down and across the right side of the butte that formed one of the inner walls of the canyon. The observation point hid the observers behind scrub and trees near the top of the butte, just to the side of an overhang.

      The prison itself had been built along the curve of the butte, nestled at its base in the far opening of the canyon where two buttes rose up beside each other. The canyon ran between them from the river to the plain beyond. The plains spreading out from the prison on the other side were farmed, the labor to work the farms provided by collared Spark prisoners. The mouth of the canyon behind it had been reinforced and fortified against both water and intruders.

      That was fine with him. They weren’t trying to get in; they only wanted to watch the activity of the guards and prisoners. If Lena got an eyeful of the collared Sparks so she’d understand why he and Thomas had worked so hard to build a viable alternative to the Council, even better. Yes, these particular men were criminals. But it wasn’t a leap in logic to guess how easy it would be for the Council to decide the easiest way to guarantee power would be to use the collars on all Sparks. It was barely a hop considering the recent delivery of a box of the damn things to each zone’s Council agents, likely precipitated by the loss of Lena.

      If Thom and Alex could move Zone to Zone, they would have accomplished a bloodless revolution, ending the abuse and harnessing of Sparks. Well, not exactly bloodless, he acknowledged, but they were doing all they could to avoid any large-scale fighting or casualties.

      As the three of them approached the OP, two shadows rose from the ground. The men they were relieving lifted their gear silently and moved toward and then past them without a word, handing off a pad of paper to Alex as they passed. Jackson led Lena and Alex behind the brush-covered twining trunks of a pair of pines. A long, narrow ditch had been carved out of the canyon-side between the trees and a large rock jutting back up the side of the butte beside the overhang. The three of them settled in.

      It would be a tight fit for three, but Lena was small and they’d make it work. Alex settled in next to her behind the juncture of the trees. Their bodies were hidden behind the earth. He reached back for his binoculars, rare and prized, and held them to his eyes.

      “Normal guard movement, focused in and not out,” he breathed. “Nothing else stirring. We’re good.” He glanced back at Jackson, who nodded acknowledgment. Alex turned to the activity report he’d been handed as the other agents scooted away. It said much the same. He folded it up and tucked it away until he needed to scrawl his own update on it for the team who’d relieve them.

      She pulled her legs up and tucked her arms in between them and her body. She appeared content to wait out the dawn, and with it, the promised camp activity, in silence.

      Dawn came more quickly to the prison at the edge of the plain than it did to them. Their position on the near side of the butte guaranteed them several more hours in the shadows. As the first fingers of light crept over the buildings below, activity began to stir.

      Alex peered through the binoculars, first at the river, where he noted the paddleboat still hadn’t appeared, and then at the prison. “Shift’s changing,” he told them in an undertone, “won’t be long now before the first crews are sent out.”

      He was right. Not even a full hour later, double doors opened up onto the yard and prisoners filed out. They formed into double rows. As the first of them headed out, turning to the left and heading out to the plains and the farms, more exited to shuffle into the center of the yard and form into lines.

      Alex looked again, scanning over the men, trying to decide which provided the best angle.

      “Let me look.” Lena said, her voice less than a whisper, muted by concern of discovery and by the numbers of the men below.

      He glanced at her, nodded, and passed the binoculars over, pantomiming what each of the knobs on top did to sharpen her view and vary the amount of light, although the amplification was almost unnecessary now in the strengthening light.

      As she put them to her eyes, he leaned in and spoke into her ear. “The best, closest angle to get a look at the collars they use to keep them from Sparking is along the edge of the butte, right before they cross out of view behind it.”

      She nodded without commenting. She did focus down at the base of the butte as he suggested. He noted her heavy swallow and the thinning of her lips. She had not been collared in the room back at Azcon. Her experience had been traumatic but brief. They had to live with the current every hour of every day. After a moment, she slowly scanned to the side and up, returning her view to the prison. She was silent, but the anger radiated off of her in physical heat that Alex, sitting so close, could feel.

      Lena stiffened. She sucked her breath in and her hands clutched around the glasses. She leaned in, as if getting those few inches closer to the scene far below would make what she watched clearer. Alex turned back to the prison. He didn’t see anything amiss—or not any more amiss than so many men like them being tortured, criminals or not. A smaller group of eight, not the usual twelve, caught his attention. They were smaller than the others, as well, and more rag-tag. Had the Council brought in boys?

      “There are girls down there.” She kept her words low, but furious. She lowered the binoculars and passed them to him. Her face was pinched and mottled with rage. “In the yard. There are girls. Wearing those collars. I highly doubt they’re criminals.”

      Alex looked at the rag-tag little group he’d marked as different. It had to be them. The view through the glasses arrowed him down the hillside as if he were standing right outside the yard.

      The girls stood still, some of them shivering in waves in the peculiar way Lena had when she’d had the current flowing through her on the table. They weren’t cold. They were fighting a constant flow of electricity.

      One of them, the tallest, seemed Lena’s age. Her long, dark blond hair hung lank around her shoulders. Her pale eyes burned with the same fury Lena’s did. The bright uniform was too snug across her full chest and hips and too short at the wrists and ankles. The collar snugged against her neck had a small chain of lights flowing one to the next in a constant stream of light, like a macabre red slash across her throat. He shifted his view to look at the others.

      The rest were girls: two teenagers, thin and awkward; a couple of pre-teens; and three smaller girls. The youngest was no more than five or six. Beyond a doubt, if she’d been a boy, she’d have been sent to the Ward School. They all would have. But they were girls. When their parents had taken them for testing, they’d have been powerful, unpredictable, and marked as capable of producing dangerous and uncontrollable children and sent here. How long had this been going on? How had Fort Nevada’s spies missed this?

      The littlest girl had enormous brown eyes, almond-shaped, with dark smudges of exhaustion and fear hollowed out beneath them. Her black hair was unkempt. Her collar, clearly improvised and too big for her thin neck, held her small chin up in an unnatural position. The lights running across her throat moved through their pattern slower than on the woman, but her body shivered constantly nonetheless. Alex swallowed bile.

      “We’re not leaving them here.” Lena’s voice brooked no arguments.

      He lowered the binoculars and returned her gaze. Her face was serene and terrible.

      “No,” he agreed, “we’re not.” The words came before he’d even thought them through, but they were true. It didn’t matter how much they complicated things. He rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth and passed the binoculars to Jackson. His soft exclamation told them when he’d found the girls.

      Jackson leaned over, careful not to jar the lip of the hole they hid inside. He started to speak, hesitated as he looked at Lena, and then plunged ahead, voice no less emphatic for being barely audible. “Sir. We’re supposed to—”

      “I know what our objective was, Ward. It’s changed.”

      “We were to keep her safe at all costs, sir. Has that changed?” Though his voice never rose above a whisper, Jackson challenged Alex.

      Lena made a noise of disgust.

      “No. You’ll be leading Lena back to Herrons and then returning here—”

      “The hell he will!” Her exclamation was a strangled hiss.

      “Lena, listen.”

      “No. You listen.” She remembered to breathe the words in spite of her fury. “Those girls are me. If I hadn’t blown up that building, I’d be down there with them. This is my fight. Tell me different!”

      Alex sighed.

      It was all the answer she needed. Determination set her face. “I’m not leaving them. I’m not going back. I can remove the collars. And I’m more dangerous than either of you.” The last she whispered with absolute certainty.

      He stared at her.

      She stared back, refusing to give way.

      Jackson sighed, leaning away again.

      Alex finally turned back to study the rag-tag group who were heading out between the gates now with a guard on every side of them. There were four men to watch over eight girls, two more than went with each larger group of men. It seemed the Council was afraid of them.

      Instead of following the dirt road winding away to the plains, the girls were led toward the reinforced canyon mouth. They followed the first guard up a rough path over the berm, and then continued down the other side into the canyon.

      Lena reached out and gripped Alex’s arm.

      He nodded. This movement and the distant sound of the paddle-wheel moving down the river were likely no coincidence. These girls were the big transfer. They were being moved. Without a means to follow, he would get one shot at planning their rescue.

      Jackson looked through the glasses. “Four sniper rifles, four side arms, four Tasers,” he whispered. He turned back to them. “It doesn’t matter how dangerous you are, a bullet in your head will kill you as fast as anyone else. The guards are Sparks, Lena, and they mean business.”

      “So did the team of men that moved in with Alex trying to grab me at home. So did Alex, for that matter.”

      He told Jackson to stand down with a gesture. She was right. Not invincible, but right.

      She leaned in. Alex could read the eagerness and fury in the motion.

      “Too close to the prison,” Alex murmured. “We’ll wait for them to get past us and then follow at a distance. When I have more of a plan, I’ll let you know.”

      The group of girls and guards made their way along the narrow path at the bottom of the canyon. Their glazed eyes and the mechanical movements of the too-thin bodies coursing with the electricity keeping them docile infuriated him. He couldn’t imagine what it was doing to Lena.

      Lena remained focused on the girls, except to occasionally arrow her gaze to each of the guards, marking them. She was making plans of her own. He hoped Jackson would be ready to roll with whatever she improvised. He had little doubt that when he finally said, “Go,” she would do whatever she deemed necessary to get those girls free.

      Once the group made their way past, he leaned in. “When we finally act, we need to disarm first. We will have a much greater chance of making it back to the train if they don’t fire a shot. No shots. No alarm. No pursuit. Got it?”

      “I want to turn off the damn collars first.”

      He shook his head. “They rely on the collars. They’re focused on them. The guards have to be dealt with first.” He imagined the fists she clenched in frustration were a reluctant agreement. He leaned closer. “With four of them, paralysis is our best bet. Can you manage all of them at once? We’ll finish them.”

      She nodded once, hard.

      He leaned back and turned to Jackson.

      The Ward gave him a silent thumbs-up, but his worried gaze fell on Lena.

      The group moved into the far mouth of the canyon and off to the left in a diagonal line toward the river’s edge, below the elevated path Alex had led them in on. He was willing to bet on his hunch now. The girls were being removed from the prison for parts unknown. He hated that he wouldn’t be able to follow. They’d be rescuing this group, but losing the opportunity to discover any others at the paddleboat’s final destination.

      Alex checked back along the path for any rear guards. Satisfied, he put the binoculars in their case and secured them in the pocket of his pack. He didn’t want them damaged in what was to come. With no further movement along the pathway, he eased into a crouch and gestured for the others to follow him out of their hole.

      They worked their way along the hillside and moved down to the path at the bottom of the canyon where they had more freedom to move. When they reached the mouth, Alex headed for the wall of the canyon. He eased out, checking along the river and down the shore.

      The humming of the riverboat’s engines drew closer, but it still wasn’t visible around the curve of the river and the tall butte to the right. The guards had moved the girls further up to sit on the rocky shore, but not far enough to guarantee a gunshot wouldn’t echo up the canyon to the prison. The guards, clearly bored, stood over the girls. They were waiting for the steam barge and its shore boats to collect their human cargo.

      He was marking the position of each guard in relation to the girls when he felt more than heard a pressure shift behind him. He’d made it clear to Lena and Jackson they should hang back. He turned, brow furrowed.

      Alex froze. A neo-barb crossbow hovered in front of his face, held in an unwavering grip that kept the head of the bolt pointed at his right eye socket. Alex tracked back along the crossbow pointed at his face to meet the implacable blue eyes of the long-haired blond man holding it. Alex was aware of the scene behind the man—Lena restrained by a neo-barb behind her with a hand across her mouth, Jackson with a pair of crossbows keeping him in place. Four more men ranged at varying distances around them, and a fifth crouched behind the brush at the opposite canyon wall, focused on the guards and the girls up the river shore.

      The neo-barb hunting party had moved around the buttes and circled back while Alex had dismissed them.

      He knew better than to focus all of his attention on the target. It left you open to movement from the rear and sides. He’d made a rookie mistake that might get them all killed.

      The man in front of Alex allowed his lips to curve up in a smile. He eased a foot back, cocking one finger along the side of the crossbow in a beckoning motion for Alex to walk with him back into the canyon.

      Alex cursed himself for a fool.
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      Lena remained still and loose. She’d rather the man behind her, with his big hand wrapped tight across the lower half of her face, believe she posed no threat. She hoped Alex understood why she hadn’t dropped them immediately. They were all too close to the group of guards. They couldn’t afford sounds or movements that risked the girls. She would be taking those girls to safety today. She’d made a solemn vow on her parents’ souls the moment before she’d told Alex the same.

      The men holding them had the same general look and coloring. Their leader had lank, dirty blond hair hanging past his shoulders, pale eyes, and a nose that had been broken more than once. His clothes were a none-too-clean, hand-made combination of tanned skin and wool. He probably smelled as ripe as the one holding her.

      Alex and the man backed away into the relative safety of the canyon. The two with bows on Jackson gestured for him to move, too, and all of the others but the man crouched against the far wall watching the guards and the girls moved back with them. She was ready when the one holding her unceremoniously wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted.

      When the man with the bow trained on Alex deemed they’d gone far enough, he stopped. The others followed suit.

      Lena stared at him, waiting. What did they want? Why were they interfering?

      The man in charge allowed a ghost of a smile to cross over his face again, before he asked in a voice so quiet it was less than a whisper, “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same,” Alex answered, his own words as soft.

      “Except I’ve got the weapon.” The man waited.

      “We’re from the South, near old Nevada,” Alex finally gave him, “and we’re here to rescue our girls.”

      The man’s square jaw jutted out and his eyes narrowed. “Your girls?”

      Alex shrugged. “Not all of them. But it’s not like we’d take ours home and leave the rest to suffer with these Council bastards.” His low voice throbbed with honest emotion. “So if you’re going to shoot us, shoot us. If not, back the fuck off so we can finish this and get home.”

      “Old Nevada, huh? Wanna be more specific?”

      “We call it Fort Nevada. Southern end of Zone Five, far away from everything.”

      “Fort, huh? Military group?”

      Alex nodded, the movement slow and deliberate.

      “You think you’re strong enough to take on the Council?”

      He shrugged. “We already have. They just don’t know it yet.” It was the truth.

      The man searched Alex’s face with a long look. “I thought you were Council yourself, or maybe LDS. Too well-provisioned to be one of us.” The man pointedly looked at their gear. He stepped back and the bow went down, although he still didn’t remove his fingers from the trigger. “I guess Fate’s working in both our favors today. One of those girls, the tall one, she’s ours. And we mean to get her back.”

      The two men stood, silent, weighing each other.

      “I’m Roddric,” the Neo-barb offered.

      “Alex.” He nodded at each of them in turn. “Jackson. Lena.”

      Roddric turned to the others, and with a lift of his chin, told them to back off.

      She stepped away as soon as the Neo-barb’s arms unfolded, side-stepping closer to Alex.

      Roddric kept his focus on Alex. “Plan?”

      Alex hesitated. Roddric’s fingers tightened on the crossbow. Alex raised a hand. “Trust comes hard.”

      “It does,” Roddric agreed. “You got a plan, or you wanna sit back here and watch us?”

      “We have a plan.” Alex looked at Lena. He arched a brow at her.

      Jackson made a noise of protest, but Lena grinned.

      “I’m the plan,” she murmured matter-of-factly. “I’m going to paralyze the guards. Then while all of you finish them, I’m going to deal with the collars.”

      “You’re going to—” Roddric shifted. “You’re like Rose.”

      “Rose is your girl out there?” Alex asked.

      “Yeah. She can take any machine, no matter what, charge it up. Make it work. You like her?”

      Lena made a more-or-less face. Of course, she meant more. Much more.

      “You’re going to take out all of those guards?” The man who’d been holding her spoke.

      “I said that, yes,” she answered, then looked at Alex. “I’m ready when you are.”

      She turned and picked her way to the wall of the canyon. She peered around and marked all four guards. The men fanned out around her. If the guards turned, they’d all be seen.

      She slipped a breath in, eased it out, and let her vision blur, reaching to the Dust, sharing what she wanted. The Dust raced through the men’s bodies, eager and quick.

      Seconds later, she pulled back to herself and nodded at Alex and Roddric.

      Roddric looked at her, then at Alex. He took a deep breath. Being told the men would be paralyzed and being willing to believe it and step out into the line of fire were apparently two different things.

      She rolled her eyes, bent to scoop up a rock, and threw it at the back of one of the guards. She missed. The rock clattered past him and rolled away toward the river. Two of the girls nearest the guard looked up, startled and blinking as they shivered. The guards, of course, were still.

      Alex and Jackson stepped out. She joined them, with Roddric only a step behind. His men moved in on the guards. The Council men collapsed to the ground in a flurry of metal glinting in the sunlight and four fanning sprays of blood.

      Someone whooped in excitement. “She did it! She really did it!”

      Lena ignored them. She had tunnel vision, moving straight to the smallest girl with her oddly canted chin. Lena smiled at her and made soft noises of comfort as she deactivated the collar. The girl’s eyes went wide when Lena reached down and fumbled with the collar. She couldn’t get the little hollow for a finger or thumb print to respond to her, so she wiggled her hand in the tight space between the collar and the girl’s neck to protect her skin and instructed the Dust to part the collar. The heat released by the Dust as it complied went a step beyond merely painful, but Lena considered it a small price to pay. She pulled the broken collar apart and tossed it to the ground. Her arms went around the little girl.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay now. You’re safe.”

      The girl resisted for a moment, unable to keep from looking at the nearest guard, his blood reddening the rocks around him.

      “No, no.” Lena told her. “Look at me. Look at me.”

      The girl brought her enormous brown eyes up to Lena.

      “I won’t let them hurt you. I’m Lena. What’s your name?”

      The girl regarded her for a moment. She glanced away to take in the other girls sitting near them. When she looked back, she answered in a voice so breathlessly soft Lena wasn’t sure she’d heard her.

      “Missa?” Lena asked.

      “No.” The voice was soft, but stronger. “Marissa.”

      “Marissa. Okay. I’m going to put you down, now, Marissa. But I want you to stay right here with us, okay? We’re going to take you away from these bad men, and keep you safe.”

      Marissa nodded.

      Lena sank down. She knelt on the rocks and settled Marissa beside her, her back to the dying or dead man. A chestnut-haired girl was bold enough to dart forward. She looked at Marissa’s collar on the ground and pulled at her own with one shaking hand.

      Lena nodded and reached out, deactivating the collar a second before she slid her hand between the collar and the girl’s skin. She separated the collar and pulled it from the girl’s neck, wincing at the oozing blisters hidden beneath it.

      “Oh, Dust.” Tears sprang to her eyes, and she promised the girl, “I’m going to fix those for you as soon as everyone is free. I’m going to make sure you’re okay.”

      The girl nodded and slid over to sit tight beside Marissa.

      Lena turned to the next, and the next, pulling off collar after collar, ignoring the painful burns she inflicted on her own hands. She tried to place hoarse and whispered names to hollow-eyed faces as she winced at the injuries beneath and around the collars. Her rage grew.

      She kept it buried deep, smiling reassuringly at the girls even as she wanted to rise and go to the guards to beat them, kick them, defile their bodies for what they’d done to these girls. For what cause? Because they were different? Because they had the audacity to be born?

      Lena blinked away tears of anger and frustration to stare at the ring of solemn faces around her. The men, Alex, Jackson, Roddric, and the others, encircled Lena and the girls.

      Rose stood in front of her, tall and proud before lowering herself into a squat. She stood the tallest and, with her appearance placing her near Lena’s own twenty-four years, easily the oldest. She was the last of them.

      Lena deactivated the collar and pulled it off.

      Rose blinked. She sucked in a deep, cleansing breath to center herself. Had she been the newest addition? No wounds hid under her collar. Lena’s gaze dropped down, noting the bruises on her chest, and what appeared to be the semi-circular imprint of teeth, disappearing under the ‘V’ of her prison shirt.

      Lena looked up, meeting Rose’s hard, angry eyes. “Do you have any wounds needing attention?”

      Rose turned her lips down in a derisive snarl. “Nothing you can fix.”

      Before Lena could explain, Rose stood and looked around. She found Roddric and went to him. They wrapped their arms around each other in silence.

      Lena looked to Alex. “Do we have time for me to heal them? Some of their wounds are—”

      The man closest to her grunted. A warm mist sprayed across her face. The little girl across from the man gasped wetly and slumped into the girl beside her.

      The gunshot rang out and echoed off the cliffside.

      Before Lena could catch her breath, a body forced her to the ground. She could hear shouts and shots.

      “Where is he?” Alex demanded.

      “The cliff, the cliff!” Unfamiliar voices.

      “Where?”

      It doesn’t matter. She desperately scrabbled at the man on top of her. It doesn’t matter to me. Jackson? “Jackson! Let me up!”

      “No, Lena! Stay down!” His hand pushed on the back of her head, trying to force her down.

      “Lena! Stay down, dammit!” Alex shouted at her. Then, to someone else, “Get those girls! Cover them!”

      The hard squeals and whimpers of terrified girls finally did it. “Get off!”

      Jackson flew back with a crackling pop. He thudded into the ground.

      Lena pulled herself up to her hands and knees, spitting dirt from her mouth.

      She flipped herself onto her back and crab-walked backward, scanning the cliff ahead of her. All she needed was a direction. Bolts and arrows arced up toward the right. Motion, a flicker behind a pocket of scrub leaning out from the edge.

      Her hand, reaching beside her to pull herself back, landed on soft flesh. She glanced down. A thin arm, unmoving beneath her hand, led her up to a slack jaw, staring hazel eyes, wisps of rich chestnut hair being lifted by the gentle breeze still blowing across them. Lydie. A little girl who might have been ten beneath the grime and thinness of her captivity.

      Breath hitched in Lena’s throat. She turned back to the cliff and shrieked wordless rage up at the bastard on the cliff.

      “Lena, no!”

      The wave pulsing up and out from her slammed into the cliff below the scrub. The cliff side exploded with a roar of dust and flying rock. Lena curled into a ball over Lydie. The tiny sharp blows of pebbles on her back were brief, but the pattering of rocks sliding down the cliff went on longer.

      It was quiet. Nearby, one of the girls made a frightened mewl. Quick footsteps responded. She lifted her head.

      Rose leaned down and lifted Marissa into her arms, wiping the dirt from the terrified girl’s eyes.

      The other girls stirred.

      Behind her, a man’s rough voice asked, “Is he down?”

      “He’s in pieces,” came the grim reply. The Neo-barb leader’s voice. Roddric? “How about us?”

      Lena counted small heads. All of the girls were moving. All but one.

      She lifted herself to her knees and ran her hands down Lydie’s small face to her chest, where bright red bloomed across the front of her shirt. She spread her shaking hands over Lydie’s wound, trying. With a frustrated cry, she shoved one hand up to the girl’s forehead, smearing bloody dust, searching.

      She couldn’t spark if there was nothing there. Death had come too fast.

      Lena leaned over the girl until their foreheads met, her voice thick. “I’m sorry. I told you you’d be safe, and you weren’t. I’m sorry.”

      A hand landed on her back. She refused to move.

      “Lena.” Mere seconds, and then the hand slid to her shoulder and pulled her up. “Lena, you can’t help her. You can’t. But you can help him.” Alex leaned in, shook her slightly. “Lena. Look.” He turned her.

      One of Roddric’s men splayed flat on the ground, coughing blood. His wound gaped high on his chest, blood bubbling. The bullet had gone through him and continued its trajectory down from the cliff into Lydie.

      “We don’t have much time. You need to help him now.”

      She wiped her cheeks with both hands, smearing Lydie’s blood into the tears and dust.

      Roddric and another man were crouched beside the wounded Neo-barb. Wary, they watched her approach.

      She knelt beside the man. “What’s his name?” she asked Roddric.

      “Trevor.”

      She nodded and leaned in. “This won’t hurt, Trevor, but you’ll feel heat.” She barely recognized her own voice. She didn’t know if the man even heard her.

      He stared up at the sky and blinked slowly. Each breath sounded heavy and wet.

      She pressed one hand to his chest and wormed the other beneath him to find the entrance wound on his back. She pulled in a deep centering breath.

      A sweet half-smile in a pale, thin face beneath red brown hair flashed into her mind. Lydie had tried to smile at her as she’d pulled the collar free.

      Lena’s centering breath faltered and her eyes flooded. She gasped it back and drew in a second shaky breath.

      She focused her will on the Dust within Trevor. It wouldn’t be fast. Blood filled his pierced lung. The Dust would have to work a tandem job of healing the flesh and removing the blood that would otherwise drown him. She kept it focused, ignoring the sounds of movement and voices around her.

      Trevor’s chest rose then fell on a sharp, clear intake of breath. Her hand fell away from his chest. She struggled to free her other hand until Trevor felt her movements beneath his shoulder and rolled over. He sat up and ran one shaking hand up across the spot on his chest where there had been a hole moments before.

      “Trev, can you stand?” Roddric asked the man, voice low. “Can you walk?”

      Trevor nodded. “I think I could run.”

      “Good.” Alex said grimly. He pulled Lena to her feet, his arms sliding around her, offering his strength.

      She gratefully took it. She leaned into him, pressing her face against his chest. After a long moment, she lifted her head to look around, her vision hazy. They all stared at her. Even Jackson.

      “I’m sorry I zapped you.”

      Jackson shook his head. “It’s okay. I guess I got off easy. That was a really big boom.” His attention swept along Alex’s arms around her, and his jaw tightened.

      “We’ve got to go now.” Alex stepped away. He leaned over and picked up one of the smaller girls. “There’s a boat coming around that bend any minute, and there’s no way the prison didn’t hear the fight.”

      Marissa was still tucked into Rose’s arms. Lena wandered back over to Lydie. Were they going to leave her? They were not going to leave her.

      She squatted down and scooped up the smaller girl. The little girl’s limp body was heavy, but she managed to stand with her.

      Alex sighed, the sound full of regret. “Lena, you can’t.”

      “I can. I am.” She raised her chin and held tighter to Lydie.

      Jackson stood back, but he shook his head. At Alex’s refusal, or at her desire to bring Lydie with them?

      “You have to be practical,” Jackson began.

      Her resolve hardened. She shook her head. “I have to be practical? Like you’re practical? If he told you to leave me behind, would you do it because it’s practical?”

      Jackson blanched. He turned away.

      “I wouldn’t leave you behind,” Alex growled.

      “And how is she different? She’s not. I’m bringing her back to be buried. I will not leave her here so they can dispose of her like garbage, like she didn’t matter. She mattered!”

      Roddric pushed past Alex. The Neo-barb leaned down and gently pulled at Lydie.

      Lena resisted, pulling away from him with a furious groan, nearly stumbling to wrest Lydie away.

      Roddric shook his head at her, making soothing noises. “I’m going to carry her,” he told her. His voice was soft. “There’s a spot, along our way home. We lost one of ours.” He nodded to the men behind him, solemn-faced. “He was snake-bit. We’ll take her to him and put her down in the earth with him. She won’t be alone.”

      Lena felt her chin quivering and sucked air in through her nose. “Do you promise?” she asked him, not caring if she sounded like a child. She knew from personal experience that a Neo-barb oath wasn’t given lightly. “Promise!”

      “I promise.” He reached out and took Lydie, draping her limp body across his chest and shoulder. As he turned and moved back through his men, he stopped first in front of Alex. “And you call us barbarians? We don’t leave our dead behind. Not ever.”

      Alex’s jaw tightened, but he nodded.

      As one, they all turned and moved across the rocky ground to the south. Lena, standing in the midst of them, allowed herself to be swept along. Her feet moved automatically, but her mind was far away with an unknown, faceless woman in another Zone, a woman who had named a baby girl Lydie and who would never know her daughter was gone.

      [image: ]

      They picked up the agent from the base camp along the way, Alex darting off to the side to order him out with them. The agent’s knowledge of a series of lava tubes for them to use kept them ahead of their pursuers in spite of the extra weight of the girls. But staying ahead meant no stops. Even when Roddric set Lydie’s body down briefly to pull a blanket from his pack, tuck it around her small body, and roll her in it, the others continued trotting. He settled her back in his arms again and caught up before the others were too far ahead.

      They rested by slowing to a walk, but never for very long. By the time the sun lowered behind them and to their left, Lena was exhausted. She couldn’t imagine how the girls felt, and Rose carried a double load in spite of her own condition. She admired the woman’s strength, even as she was aware of Rose watching her with hooded eyes.

      At some point in the late afternoon, Lena overheard Alex tell Roddric they’d be splitting up soon. Their way home lay to the west of the canyon. Though her feet were like lead, she increased her pace to catch up to them.

      “We’ll be taking the girls,” she told Roddric, her voice uncompromising. “They need to be taught, and I’m the only one who can do it.”

      He looked over, tilting his head down at her. “You sure you don’t wanna come with us? We could use a woman with your talents.”

      She smiled, but it felt dark.

      Alex raised his head and opened his mouth to speak, but she waved him down.

      “It’s an intriguing offer,” she finally told Rodddric, “but I’m…invested…in what Fort Nevada’s trying to achieve now.” She exchanged a long look with Alex. There you go. Mission accomplished. After a moment, she returned his small smile.

      Roddric nodded. “I can appreciate that. You ever change your mind, you head out toward Tahoe. We’ll find you.”

      Alex lost the smile he’d shared with Lena and swung his head around. He gave Roddric a long look. “Tahoe? You wouldn’t be the group we hear about causing so much trouble for Canev, would you?”

      “We’re not in the business of causing trouble. We’re in the business of surviving.”

      Lena waited, but Alex let the comment pass as they reached the edge of the canyon. They slid down into it, one by one.

      At the bottom, Alex nodded up at the wall across from them, angling up and away. “Our way out is over there. The girls will make it fine,” he told Roddric. “Safe journey. Long life.”

      Roddric nodded. “The same to you.” He turned to Lena. “If you, any of you, ever need shelter, remember us.”

      “Thank you,” she said. She placed her hand on the blanket over Lydie’s back, then turned away to watch Alex lead Marissa, the smallest of the girls, from Rose.

      Lena returned Rose’s gaze. “Good luck,” she told the other woman.

      Rose said nothing.

      Lena started up the canyon wall, helping Alex and Jackson herd the girls up the slope of the canyon. They slipped and slid, but made their way to the top.

      At the top, she turned to look back. Rose and Roddric faced each other. Rose’s hands moved emphatically in the air between them as they talked. She pointed at Lena and the others. Finally, Roddric closed his eyes and nodded once. Rose hugged him tight before turning away to trudge up the slope to join Lena and the others. Roddric didn’t wait, and Rose didn’t look back. Relieved of the extra weight of the girls, they jogged down the canyon.

      Rose made it to the crest of the canyon. Alex growled surprise, but she ignored him. She stopped in front of Lena. “I’m coming with you.”

      “No, you’re not,” Alex said.

      “I’m one of them.” She nodded her head at the younger girls. She meant she was like them. Like Lena. Her focus never left Lena, as if only she mattered. “Are you going to teach them to do what you do?”

      “I’m going to try. To control it. To explore it. As best I can, yes. I’m not very good yet.” Lena admitted.

      Rose laughed. “Well, then, I can’t wait to see what I can learn from you when you are very good.” Rose gave Alex a hard look. “I’m coming with you. I want to learn, just like them. I have as much right as they do. I’m like them. I was locked up like them. Treated like them.”

      Alex sighed and shook his head. “I understand. But you’re also different.”

      Rose lifted her chin and she sneered, “Because I’m a barbarian?” Dismissing him, she turned back to Lena. They all looked at Lena.

      Jackson spoke up, although he was clearly reluctant, not wanting to be the one to upset Lena again. “Councilor Five will never agree to this.”

      “He doesn’t have a choice.” Lena said. “She’s right. She comes. Or I stay.”

      Alex closed his eyes. “This is a very bad idea.”

      “I’m full of bad ideas. You should be used to it by now.”

      He looked at her again. They stared at each other. Something had changed for Lena back there beside the Snake River. The men of Fort Nevada didn’t know it yet, but it had changed for them, too.

      Alex seemed to sense it. The muscle in his jaw jumped. He backed away. “Let’s go, then. Before they catch up and it’s all academic anyway.”

      They ran on, moving across the plain, trying to beat both the night and the men pursuing them. Before they were halfway across the plain, it was clear they wouldn’t make it. The distance to Mountain Home was further than the distance between them and the Council men pouring down into the canyon behind them. Lena looked back to see Alex and Jackson exchanging a look.

      Only half the men behind them came up and out of the canyon. The other half must have followed the trail of Roddric and his men. Still, five well-trained Council guards were gaining on them, spurred on by the distance closing between them. Alex urged the girls on, passing Marissa back to Rose before pulling Lena and the agent from the camp aside as they ran.

      “Why don’t they shoot at us?” she gasped out.

      “The girls.” Alex answered. “They don’t want to accidentally kill the girls. They’re too valuable, too rare.”

      “That’s good then, right? If we can beat them back to Mountain Home, we’ll be good.”

      Alex shook his head. “We’re going back,” he told her, referring to himself and Jackson. “We’re going to take out this group while the two of you get the girls back and down to the train.”

      “You’re not serious?” She almost stopped running.

      Alex dragged her on.

      “Let me do this. You take the girls.”

      “Lena, don’t argue!” Jackson had appeared at her other shoulder. He’d never raised his voice before. She stared at him.

      “I can do this better than—”

      “You can keep them safe better than we can.” Alex interrupted.

      “You wanted to rescue them,” Jackson added, “so rescue them. Don’t throw it all away. Let us do this.”

      As soon as Lena nodded tightly, lips compressed, the two men fell back, and she ran on with the silent agent from the camp beside her. She swept forward with arms out to gather the girls together and keep them moving. She and Rose both glanced back, but the men had disappeared into the tall grass behind them, waiting for those who pursued. She looked back again, and the prison men were closer.

      The next time, the men were engaged, moving together in a brutal dance. One of the Council men was down, but it was still her two against their four. Lena slowed, staring back at the battle. Blades glinted in the last light of sunset as men slashed and circled, coming together and swinging around in each other’s arms. Alex quickly disposed of one and immediately turned on another who had leaped in to take advantage of Alex’s turned back. Alex sent him to the ground, as well.

      Jackson took his prison guard to the ground, sinking below the grass. She strained up, searching the gloom. Breath whooshed into her lungs when Jackson rose up again, he and Alex moving together to finish the final man.

      In the half-light, Jackson’s man rose up behind them, wounded but not finished. He lifted a gun, lurching as he swung it toward the closest man—Alex. Lena gasped, a strangled cry half-caught in her throat.

      She rose up on her toes and threw out her empty hands. The man froze, then slowly rose up on his own toes, gun falling to the ground as his back arched and mouth fell open, dark spittle frothing over his lips and chin.

      “Is that you?” Fascination laced Rose’s question. “Are you doing that?” The girls were behind her, aware in a way none of the men of Fort Nevada had ever been.

      Jackson turned. He flinched away from the man for only a second, glancing over the guard’s shoulder to the cluster of girls across the plain with Lena at their center and an agent hovering behind. Jackson shook his head, grim, and slipped across the short distance between them to finish the man himself.

      He was angry. But Alex was alive to snap at him, as he was doing now.

      The two men caught up with them before they’d reached the skeletons of the buildings. None of the adults mentioned what had happened out on the plain. Once they reached the scant cover of the ruined buildings, Alex stopped to crouch down.

      “Okay, ladies. We’re going down to a safe place, but there’s scary stuff along the way. I need you to wear these blindfolds over your eyes, so you won’t be scared. And we’ll all hold hands as we go down. Once we’re clear, we’ll uncover you, okay?”

      He reached into his pack and pulled out his blanket, flipping out a knife and cutting the blanket into strips. He called each girl to him and gently tied a strip of blanket around her eyes. When he finished with each, he set her next to the previous one and placed their small hands together until he had a chain of quiet little girls and two nervous teens sitting around him with clasped hands and blindfolds on their heads.

      He took up the wide cloth and folded it double. He looked up then, his face set and uncompromising. He gestured for Rose to come closer.

      She hung back, not trusting him. “I’m not a frightened little girl.”

      “You want to come with us, fine. But you’re coming blind, or you’re never leaving. And I don’t mean just downstairs like the girls, either. You’ll keep it on all the way to the fort.” The tension in his voice told them he was dead serious. He cocked a finger at Rose.

      Lena nodded, though she didn’t understand why he was being so hard on the Neo-Barb. She was a strong power, just like the rest of them. Most Council citizens had prejudices against Neo-Barbs based on fear and misunderstanding, and Lena had to imagine that the agents who’d have to be on guard against them would be no different. She’d somehow expected better of Alex, though. The suspicion left her disappointed.

      “It’s okay, Rose.” The least she could do would be soothe the woman’s understandable offense and anger. It would take time they didn’t have for Lena to try to convince Alex he was being a fool. “As soon as we get to safety, an hour at the most, it’ll come off. I promise.”

      Rose straightened her shoulders, her distrustful gaze moving between them.

      “Rose,” Lena told her, “As soon as I saw you all, I promised you your freedom. You didn’t know it. But I did. I promise you this now. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. And in spite of how he seems, neither is Alex.”

      He raised the strip. “Now or never. I’m not putting everyone else at risk for you.”

      Rose leaned in and allowed him to fasten it snugly around her head. It fit over the entire top of her head, from the tip of her nose to the back of her head. He double-checked it for gaps.

      Relief flowed through Lena. She took a deep breath and reached to take Rose’s hand.

      Satisfied, Alex stood. He swung the blindfolded Marissa back up into his arms and took another little hand in his. The other girls held tight to each other as Alex led them along by the hand of his first small companion. “All right, soldiers. Now we march.”
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      It bothered Lena that Rose sat back in her seat on the train, shoulders back, lips squeezed tightly. Her white-tipped fingers compressed the armrest of her chair, despite Lena’s attempts to make her comfortable. Lena understood, though. Rose was more cooperative than Lena would have been had Alex tied a blanket around her head. Even if she was almost angry enough to rip the seat arms off.

      Rose would have none of Lena’s concern, so Lena decided to minister to the younger girls, instead. She couldn’t do much for their psychological wounds. She couldn’t even fix her own, after all. But the cuts and welts? The infected blistering? Those she could heal.

      The girls huddled together. Alex had removed the blindfolds from all but Rose as they stepped on the train, and they tracked Lena’s movements as she returned from checking on Rose. Two of them, little brunettes who looked to be the same age, sat together on one chair, their arms wrapped tight around each other and heads touching as they warily watched Alex, Jackson, Herrons, and the other agent instead. The others also huddled close together in adjacent seats. One, a dark-skinned girl with hollow eyes, sat apart, unmoving.

      And Marissa, the smallest of them, had scooted all the way back in a chair that seemed to swallow her small body. The backs of her ankles barely tipped over the edge of the seat.

      She’d start with Marissa.

      She knelt in front of Marissa’s seat. “How are you doing, Marissa?” she asked, and winced internally. What a stupid question.

      The little girl shrank back against the chair.

      “Remember when I said I could help your neck feel better?”

      Marissa seemed to consider the question. She nodded.

      “Can I do it now?”

      Lena received another hesitant nod.

      “Can you scoot forward a little?”

      The little girl moved slightly forward. Lena smiled and gently pulled her a little closer. Marissa stiffened. Lena turned as the dusty hand of one of the teenagers reached past her to rub Marissa’s shoulder with reassuring fingertips.

      A pair of dark, steady doe-eyes met Lena’s. Like Jackson, the teen girl’s caramel-colored skin and full lips spoke of a multicultural heritage. Under the matted hair, dust, scratches, and sharp angles of hunger, Lena could see she’d be beautiful. Now she was wary.

      “It’s okay, Marissa,” the girl said, her voice trying for confident but veering into false bravado. “She wants to help us.”

      Lena nodded. “Right. That’s right…” Her voice faded. She’d forgotten the girl’s name.

      “Phoebe.” Her tone said she wasn’t surprised her name had been forgotten.

      “I’m sorry,” Lena murmured. She turned back to Marissa, acutely aware now that they were all attuned to her actions. “Phoebe is right, Marissa. I want to help. Will you let me?”

      The little girl didn’t answer, but she scooted forward a little more.

      Lena might have started to believe she couldn’t speak if she hadn’t told Lena her name back at the Snake River. She raised her hands and settled them on the little girl’s neck.

      Marissa’s body trembled as she fought not to pull away.

      Anger spiked again at the jailers who had put the collars around these girls and at the Council who had ordered it. She added it to her list of acts requiring vengeance.

      “It’s going to get warm,” she told Marissa, “but it shouldn’t hurt. I’m going to tell the Dust where to go and how to fix your cuts. It will burn the infection away and knit your skin back together.”

      “Using your mind?” The little girl finally spoke. Her voice remained as faint and hoarse as it had been at the riverside.

      Lena nodded. “Yep. Like you can do?” She guessed.

      The girl frowned. She darted another look at Phoebe. “We’re not allowed.”

      “You are now.” Lena was matter-of-fact and firm. “And I’m going to teach you.” She smiled. Then she focused, taking a breath and pushing out with the exhale. As she worked with the Dust, she could feel Marissa’s mind poking at it, too, tentative and furtive.

      She eased back. “Okay, Marissa. Now it’s your turn.”

      Marissa frowned again.

      “I could feel you,” she whispered to the small girl, winking. “Did you understand what I was doing? Would you like to try? There’s one blister left.”

      Marissa took a little breath. She gave Lena a searching look, then reached up and hooked her small fingers around Lena’s hand. She squeezed tight and another breath hiccupped in.

      Lena felt when she let go of her fear and reached out. Not only could she feel the girl’s mind, stronger than any sense she got from the men, but she recognized the way her eyes glazed as she pushed away from herself and out to the Dust. Marissa was doing it.

      Moments later, Marissa’s face brightened as she popped back into her own mind. “I did it?” She breathed the question.

      Lena could hear relief and happiness in her own laughter. “You did it!”

      “Just like that?” Jackson asked from the front of the train.

      Lena nodded. “Just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis, and then leaned in and stage-whispered, “Don’t mind him. He’s a little jealous. It took him two weeks to learn to heal.” She looked in Alex’s direction from the corner of her eyes, the smile playing over her lips answered by his own, “And he hasn’t learned to do it well, at all.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jackson said, but he smiled again, finally.

      Alex guffawed, but his gaze was intent. She could feel his warmth and pride from across the car. It felt good.

      Marissa tittered. The small sound seemed to surprise even her. She bit her lip to contain her broad, proud smile.

      Lena ran a hand over the hair of her first precocious pupil and grinned. She turned to the other girls. “Can anybody else do that yet?” Lena asked them.

      Rose’s blindfolded face turned toward them as she listened intently. Heads shook.

      The teenager next to Phoebe cleared her throat. A redhead with hair that shone a brilliant shade of orange, she didn’t share Lena’s freckles. Her pale skin was mottled and peeling from sunburn. “I think I might be able to now?”

      “Okay.” Lena patted Marissa’s hand and stood. She crossed to the redhead. “Mmmm….” The girl’s name started with “M”.

      “Marin,” Rose supplied from beside her. The woman had risen and crossed to stand beside Lena with her blindfold still in place. She reached out with a searching hand for the arm of Marin’s chair. When she found it, she crouched low, like Lena had before. “I’d like to try,” she told Lena brusquely, “so do I have to see to do this?”

      “I don’t know,” Lena told her. “But there’s only one way to find out.”

      She knelt beside her. The rest of the girls scooted to the edge of their seats, peering around Lena and Rose, stretching to see.

      “So, I just—” Rose stopped, at a loss.

      “Breathe. And when you’re ready, push your thoughts out to the Dust with your breath. I like to take it easy, a nice long exhale so I can reach out. But instead of feeling the space for the charge I’m going to leave in an object, I feel for the energy inside. The Dust in a body is warm and it…kind of pulses. Once I feel it, I show it what I want.”

      “Show it?” Rose was doubtful. “Like, pictures?”

      “Pictures, if I don’t have the words. Words, if I don’t have the pictures.” She smiled and put a reassuring hand on Rose’s shoulder. “The Dust wants to help us. It was made to talk to us. It’ll meet you halfway, I promise.” She glanced up and over Marin’s shoulders at Alex, watchful and silent.

      Rose thought for a moment. “Like…with a new machine? I might not have seen it before, but it’s like my mind can sink down into it. And then I can see how it works.”

      “Yes! Exactly.” Lena smiled. The smile faded when she remembered Rose wouldn’t see it because of the blindfold. “I push out and into it. You sink down and settle in.” She looked around at the girls. “Anyone else?”

      One of the two hugging brunettes glanced at the other. “We see it as a reflection, like a mirror, and we …recognize it. But we’ve never talked to it.”

      Lena noted the tiny trio of moles like a constellation on the right cheek of one and the left of the other. They were twins, no more than twelve or thirteen years old. Had they first learned to recognize the Dust in each other?

      Rose nodded again. She reached her hands out to Marin, searching without seeing.

      Marin took Rose’s hands and guided them up toward her neck. “I want to try, too,” the girl reminded Rose.

      Rose nodded again. Rose’s fingers skimmed Marin’s neck in a touch both feather-light and thorough. When she was sure she’d found all of the broken skin, her fingers stilled. Her breathing didn’t shift.

      Somehow Lena knew when Rose sank down, just as she felt the Neo-barb woman struggle.

      “Rose,” Lena reassured her, “she’s just a machine. A living machine. And so is the Dust.”

      The other woman hesitated. She began again. Marin’s skin knit together, healthy skin rippling across the wounds.

      “Leave some for me!” Marin demanded.

      Rose withdrew, both mentally and physically. Her hands dropped to her lap, and she took a shaky breath.

      “Did she do it?” Alex’s gaze was sharp on the Neo-barb woman.

      Rose’s chin lifted. “She did,” she told him with pride. She stood in one smooth, fluid motion and moved back to her seat. Even blind, she found it without stumbling.

      “And so is Marin,” Lena reported, focused on the girl in front of her. Patience was not Marin’s strong suit, but healing was.

      Marin healed the wounds on her own neck and moved on to her face and arms. Her sun-reddened, cracking, blistered skin smoothed. It became pink and shiny and then faded to her natural creamy paleness.

      Phoebe made a low note of amazement deep in her throat. “Help me, Marin.” She tugged on Marin’s arm. “I can’t figure it out.”

      Marin turned to her, and the two girls started working together. After a moment, she made it clear she not only understood how to do it, but she excelled at sharing how to do it, as well.

      Lena settled back onto her heels and looked around. The twins had already turned to face each other, whispering and nodding in excitement. All four of the men watched with bemused expressions.

      Their base camp agent, whose name Lena had never learned, looked a little shell-shocked. He asked Alex, “Is it supposed to be that easy for us, too?”

      Jackson shook his head in small back and forth movements, chin tucked in his palm, elbow on his armrest as the girls easily practiced the skill he’d sweated and lost sleep over to master.

      Alex chuckled. “No, I’m pretty sure they’re special.”

      I’m not alone. Not ever again.

      The dark place inside Lena felt warm and honeyed with pride for the damaged, amazing, fast-learning girls, and she felt a little generous. “Not necessarily special,” she told them with a light shrug of one shoulder. “Just different.”

      “No,” Alex replied, his voice soft as his gaze moved over her face. “You’re definitely special.”

      Wh—?

      Lena ducked her head, heat flaring across her cheeks and through her chest. She could feel her wide grin as she turned again to her girls.

      Marissa had pulled her legs up to her chest and rocked, one dirty thumb tucked into her mouth.

      Lena reclaimed her focus and scanned the girls. She’d forgotten the quiet, dark girl with hollow eyes who couldn’t be more than nine. She was overly thin with the coltish legs of a girl making the slow segue into womanhood but the still-round cheeks of childhood. She sat alone. The sense of loneliness radiating off of her miserable little person, though, had more to it than simply sitting alone. Lena searched her memory for the girl’s name. Hania.

      She crossed the four steps to her. “Your turn,” she told the girl. She dipped down to squat before Hania and touched the girl’s arm with her fingertips.

      Hania shook her head solemnly. Her irises were as black as her pupils, making her eyes seem both bottomless and full of grief.

      “She can’t get better,” she said. “I shouldn’t get better, either.”

      Lena glanced around. “Everyone’s getting better, Hania.”

      Hania shook her head again.

      “Lydie was her match.” The twin who spoke, either Constance or Charity, held tight to her sister’s hand.

      A knot twisted in Lena’s stomach. “Her match?”

      Rose turned her head toward them, her blindfolded face eerie with the streak of tunnel lights behind her. “They paired off girls they found,” she explained, her voice flat. “I don’t know why, or why we matched. The girls say we weren’t alone. They got rid of any who didn’t fit well, with each other, or with these girls. Supposed to be the same age, same power. Lydie was Hania’s match. They did everything together. The exercises. The….” She stopped and swallowed. “Everything. For however long they were there before you came.”

      Her heart wanted to beat its way out of Lena’s chest. “You don’t have a match,” she pointed out.

      Rose’s lips curved up in a dark smile below the blindfold. The movement held neither warmth nor mirth. “They talked about finding my other half,” she said. “Some girl in the desert. But she got away. Did they mean you? They were saying there’ll be hell to pay at the Council Meet this year.” Her next words were sing-song and malicious, although the malice wasn’t directed at Lena. “Someone’s in trouble.”

      Lena’s heart stuttered. Lucas and the Councilor had strapped her to the table. What was it Lucas had said? They wanted to know her limits?

      They wanted to know if she was a match for Rose.

      The memories of that day in the room flooded back. Air on her naked skin. Pain and shame at her helplessness. The look on her mother’s face. The smell of the dust, thick in her nostrils.

      They had been testing her, the same way they would have done if her parents hadn’t hidden her as a child. Lena’s stomach heaved, the spasms fighting against her tight throat. The same way they tested every high-powered girl Spark? The same way they’d tested all of these girls?

      She gulped away the nausea. She looked at the girls, at Marin and Phoebe, holding hands without even seeming to be aware of the contact. The twins clutched at each other. She noticed Marissa, sitting alone, too. She shook her head to clear it of memories and fear.

      “Look, Hania,” she told the thin girl before her, somehow even more desperate to make the girl let Lena help her, “Marissa doesn’t have a match, and she’s better now.”

      Hania shook her head a third time. “She does. She got left behind.”

      The bud of horror taking root inside of Lena bloomed, each petal unfolding, consuming the space in her chest her lungs needed to expand. She couldn’t catch her breath.

      “What?”

      “Jubilee got left behind.” Phoebe was too sadly matter-of-fact to be lying.

      “What? No!” Lena shook her head at Marissa. “I counted. When you all came out, I counted!”

      Marissa pulled her thumb out of her mouth. “She wasn’t with us. Her collar was breaking. They had to fix it.” The little girl’s eyes were too big, too wise in her toddler face. “She’s okay now. I can feel her still. She’s just sad to be alone on the boat.”

      “Alex!” Lena whirled.

      He had already lunged to his feet. His look of horror mirrored her own, but more than fury and desperation lurked behind his emotion. She could feel his regret.

      “No, Alex!” She could hear her voice crack, but she didn’t care. “We have to go back. She’s a child!”

      He held up his hands. “We can’t turn around. That’s not how the train works. But I can, and I will, send agents back to watch and wait as soon as we get back.”

      “To watch and wait?” What was he saying? “For what? She’s a child. Being sent who knows where by monsters. If we don’t go back right now, she’ll be gone up that river, and we’ll never find her.”

      Alex took a deep breath. He swept a glance over the girls. “If we go back to get her now, we’d have to take an army.”

      “Then take a damn army.”

      “We don’t have an army. Not yet. We’re moving forward using stealth, not force. We’re taking Zones from the top, not the bottom. And we’re spread out. We don’t have the men available at Fort Nevada. It looks like we do, I know. But we don’t.” He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “And they’ll be ready for a return force, anyway. We won’t accomplish anything. Until we have something, some way to fight that’s stronger than their bullets and numbers, we can’t.”

      “We have me.”

      “Until one sniper makes his mark. And then we don’t.” He nodded at the girls. “And neither do they.”

      He was fighting dirty, and she could tell he knew it. They wanted her to train them all, and now they had her motivation.

      “She’s a little girl. And she’s alone.” How could he not see?

      “I know.” The thick emotion in his voice answered her own. He did see. The little boy who had refused to cry still lived behind Alex’s eyes. But the man he’d become could open up a compartment deep inside and put away the grief and rage and guilt. Once he closed the drawer, it was all gone. His face had simply emptied of it. In its place was Thomas’s perfect automaton agent, willing to do anything to further their cause.

      When he spoke again, his voice reflected that brisk efficiency, and brooked no argument. “We cannot go back right now.”

      All of the warmth Lena had felt moments before fled. It left behind a cold void in her chest.

      Remember this, Lena. This is why you cannot develop feelings for him. He’s not capable of feeling them back. Remember this.

      He waited for a moment, but she had nothing to say to him. It surprised her when he spoke again.

      “We’ll watch.” He promised, his voice soothing but his single firm nod conveying the intensity behind the words. “As soon as an opportunity comes to follow those supply barges, we’ll track her. We will find her.”

      Perhaps he wasn’t quite the automaton she’d thought? It would have to do. She didn’t have any choice.

      It’s about time to start creating my own choices.

      “We’re going to find Jubilee, Marissa,” Lena said.

      The little girl nodded. Why shouldn’t she believe? They’d gotten her out, hadn’t they? Lena turned to Hania and laid a hand upon the girl’s heavy black waves of hair, snarled with neglect.

      “I’m going to make you better now, Hania.” Her voice trembled, and she cleared her throat as she knelt before Hania. When she spoke again, she was stronger. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save her. I’m sorry. But Lydie would have wanted you to be better.”
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      Lena prowled from room to room, checking on the girls, pacing the hall to keep them safe. She couldn’t sleep, so she patrolled.

      They’d put Marissa and Hania together. She’d spent much of her time looking in on the two girls. Marissa had climbed into bed with the older girl and curled into Hania’s side. She slept.

      Hania did not. Each time Lena cracked the door to look in, Hania’s wide eyes turned to her in silent regard. Lena didn’t say anything. Her own loss had taught her there wasn’t anything to make it better, especially words. The twins had told her that Hania and Lydie had been there together longer than any of the rest of them, including Marin and Phoebe, who had been shipped in separately from other places. It was no wonder Hania was shell-shocked.

      Finally, shortly after her fifth restless patrol in the hours before dawn, Lena peeked in, and Hania had fallen asleep. Her thick lashes curled down over the dark hollows under her eyes, emphasizing her poor health. Lena had asked about their condition. It made no sense—if the Council had use for them, why the starvation and abuse? Rose had taken the blame for that. She’d refused to eat. The other girls, especially the older girls, had followed her lead. The guards had tried to force feed them. When that didn’t stop the small rebellion, they’d resorted to abuse.

      Lena stood for a long time in the dark and the silence, watching the two girls sleep. She had lost so much. It had never occurred to her she should consider herself lucky.

      The Councilors who were responsible would pay for it all. They’d caused too much pain. The only way she could see to purge it was with blood.

      The blood rage kept her up. Every time she settled her head on her pillow, images flooded her mind: her mother, Lydie’s chestnut hair blowing softly across her still little girl face, and a child who searched for her, calling out and running toward her, but getting lost in a mist too thick to see through. When she did manage to push them all away, other unwelcome thoughts came boiling up.

      Why had she brought the girls back here? Yes, they would be protected from the Council, but she wasn’t naïve enough to think Fort Nevada didn’t hold any dangers for them. They had tried to keep the arrival of the powered girls as quiet as possible, for the girls’ sakes. But Lena could feel the male energy she had learned to differentiate. It pulsed and curled expectantly, mimicking the excitement of the men and boys behind it as word of their arrival spread.

      How could she keep them safe, even from the people who intended to provide the protection they all needed? How would she help them heal the wounds the Dust couldn’t knit back together?

      She threw off the blankets and rose to dress, rubbing grit from burning eyes. Her mind refused to let go of the fears and images tumbling through it. She left her room thinking of the cafeteria and maple syrup.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The words were a low and menacing growl echoing down the hallway.

      Lena jumped and spun. Alex? If it was, she’d never heard so much fury in his voice before. And that was saying something.

      She strode down to the next intersection of corridors and looked both ways. Alex stood at the end of one hall. Between him and Lena in the junction, two teenaged boys were staring at him in frozen terror. From the guilt written plain on their faces, they were up to no good. Had they been sneaking toward the girls’ rooms? Lena’s vision flared red.

      Enough.

      Alex stalked toward the boys, chin down, eyes narrowed, and repeated his question, his normally husky voice grating and hard.

      The boys exchanged a quick look. The shorter one told him, “We heard about girls, sir. Like us. We wanted to meet them….” He drifted off as Alex’s brows lowered further.

      “Before dawn? Sneaking, like criminals? What, you were planning to break into their rooms?”

      Another look passed between them. “It was a dare,” the taller one supplied.

      “A dare? To harass little girls who were rescued from a prison where they were being tortured just yesterday?”

      The boys exchanged another miserable look.

      “Since you like choosing so much, I’ll give you a choice,” Alex continued. “You can come with me now, and we’ll go upstairs where you will wake the Councilor to tell him what you were doing and why. Or you can go with her right now and take whatever she chooses to dish out.” Alex pointed past them to Lena, standing silently in the hallway behind them, head lowered and lips compressed.

      The boys turned and stared, wide-eyed. One of them swallowed. “Sir,” the shorter whispered hoarsely. “She’s—”

      “Glowing.” Alex’s own attention was glued to her now, though he spoke to the boys. “Yes. She does that when she’s very, very angry. Right around the time the energy she can channel blows things into tiny pieces.”

      Well, the truth was a little different. But it might happen this time.

      “We’d like to talk to the Councilor, sir.”

      Alex held out his arm for the boys to walk past him to the elevators. They scurried up the hall, heads down. He came forward another few steps to ask her in a low voice, “Are you okay?”

      She stared into the backs of the fleeing young men. She liked angry Alex. She even liked intimidating Alex. She couldn’t deal with compassionate Alex right now. She shrugged.

      “You haven’t slept,” he said. It wasn’t a question, and the words were laced with concern.

      “No. I’ve been…patrolling.”

      He cocked his head at her. “You should have known I’d have it covered. They’ve been through enough. They don’t need to be harassed, even if it is in curiosity and not—”

      “It doesn’t matter why.” Her words were quick and cutting.

      He nodded his agreement. Those dark eyes were still filled with concern. One hand lifted to touch her cheek, but she flinched away. She didn’t know what his game was, but Jackson’s rejection had hurt more than she’d let on. And she’d let on quite a bit. She didn’t need another tall, dark, handsome asshole, even if he did kiss like lightning. And even if he looked like Alex.

      Remember. He won’t ever feel anything back. Not really.

      But he wasn’t accepting her rejection. He waited, hand still lifted, until she turned her face back to him. And then he slowly and gently brought his hand to her cheek until his long fingers curved around it, feather light and comforting. She tried to fight the calm spreading through her, although she didn’t know why.

      “Lena,” his voice became husky again, and not hard at all, “it will be okay. We’ll figure it all out.”

      She stepped back, two quick steps, breaking the contact between his hand and her cheek. “Tell that to Jubilee,” she whispered, holding onto her anger and disappointment. “Tell that to Hania.”

      He nodded to himself and stepped away to go. He’d probably report the glow to Thomas as soon as the boys had been dismissed. Maybe before.

      All of her worries and nightmares coalesced. She had to do it now. “Alex.”

      He turned back.

      “Is there a space big enough for everyone to gather? Guardians and Wards?”

      He nodded. “Yes, of course. The north gymnasium, where we have convocations.”

      “Please tell the Councilor I’d like everyone gathered there this morning at eight. There are some things that need to be cleared up.”

      His brows rose. “I—okay. If you want a general address, we should probably have a conversation about it first. Maybe later in the morn—”

      “I’m not Jackson. I don’t clear everything I do with either of you.” She lifted her chin. “Eight will be fine. You can tell Thomas I said so when you report I’m glowing again.” She held his gaze for a moment longer, then turned on her heel and marched back down to her hallway. After a moment, she could hear the sound of his brisk footsteps moving away down the hall to the waiting boys.

      She made it halfway up her own corridor before a door opened behind her. She looked over her shoulder, ready with a word of comfort, but it was Rose. She didn’t want comforting.

      Rose joined her. Awake and alert, she inspected Lena minutely.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” Lena asked her. She wasn’t going to bring up the glow herself. What would she say? She had no idea why or how it worked.

      Rose shrugged. “We have long days back home. They start early.”

      “The Kewa are the same.” Lena told her with a nod. “My days started earlier when I lived on my own outside the city, too.”

      Rose’s brows rose. “You lived with Natives? And on your own?”

      Amused and flattered by the newly appreciative light in Rose’s eyes, Lena lifted her chin with pride. “After I decided to leave Azcon, I found an old gas station on the edge of Kewa lands. I cleaned it up, converted it, and built a life for myself out there. Spent time with the Kewa.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes.” She laughed, but the sound she heard coming from her throat was more than a little sad. Why did it seem so long ago? “It was good.”

      “You should come with me when I go,” Rose blurted. Her lips turned up. “You belong with us, not here. There’s nothing to challenge you or hold you here, not if you have it in you to carve your own place out there.”

      “I would have believed that not so long ago.” She would have, before her mother, and Lydie, and a little girl named Jubilee, alone and haunting her dreams. Before the girls sleeping behind the doors of the hallway. “I don’t anymore.”

      Rose made a small noise somewhere between frustration and understanding. “You’re going to teach them, too?” From the way Rose voiced the word ‘them,’ she referenced the men of Fort Nevada.

      “Maybe.” Lena lowered her head, thinking of the meeting she’d called for a few hours from now. “Depends on how the, um, convocation I just demanded goes.”

      “What are you going to say to them?”

      Lena rubbed her hands together. She reached up and tucked her hair behind her ears. “I don’t know yet.”

      “But it’s about us?”

      “About all of us, yes. You, the girls, me. The rules have changed now. I won’t have them do to you all what they’ve done to me.”

      Rose’s face went cold and her lips curled back.

      “No, no. They haven’t abused me. It’s…an issue of access. No.” She shook her head. That wasn’t it, either. “An issue of expectations.”

      “If they’ve treated you badly, then why stay? Why not come back with me?”

      Lena took her time answering. “Because they’re right,” she finally said with a sigh. “They’re right. The Council has to pay. And this place is…they…we are the best bet.”

      “Am I allowed to ask about that?” Apparently deciding to move on, she eyed the light Lena’s skin gave off.

      Lena shrugged and huffed a laugh. “You can ask anything you like. In this case, I don’t happen to have an answer. Don’t know what it is. Don’t know why it happens.”

      “Don’t know if it’ll happen to the rest of us?”

      She shook her head. “Nope.”

      “It seems like it’d be a distinct disadvantage outside, especially at night.” She stopped and turned in front of Lena. “But it is arresting. Beautiful. Terrifying.” She grinned. “How long does it last?”

      “Little more than a couple of hours?” Lena wanted it to fade before she had to walk in front of the collected men of Fort Nevada.

      “Hmmm. Should be long enough.” It seemed Rose had a different idea. “If I were you, I’d use it to my advantage. A big meeting requires a big impression. We, men and women both, have ceremonial gowns we wear to address our people. Do you have anything like that?”

      She didn’t, and it took them some time to agree on what she should wear. Ultimately, Lena was out-voted. After the girls woke, they’d brought them back to her room. Eventually, all of them were gathered there.

      She looked around at the girls in their borrowed clothes. Thomas had provided Ward uniforms for the girls after their baths the night before. They were all so thin that their bodies were swallowed up in folds of material. They’d belted and folded where they could. The girls would need clothes made to fit them, Lena told Thomas before he’d left for the night, and soon: just the first of her demands on behalf of the girls.

      She hoped she wasn’t making a huge mistake. She stood before the girls, the glow emanating from her skin magnified by the buff-colored clothing she wore. Rose had wrapped her in a long length of natural linen and tied it around Lena’s hips. She’d then wound a long shawl of pale, raw wool around Lena, crisscrossing it behind her to knot at her waist.

      The girls looked at her in awed silence, the light of her reflected in their wide eyes.

      She felt ridiculous. She moved her shoulders restlessly.

      “Stop fidgeting,” Rose told her. She made a final adjustment to the crisscrossing section over Lena’s breasts and stepped back. She wore a satisfied smirk. “Now, you glow. You’re a vision. Intimidating from the moment you walk in.”

      Lena took a deep breath. “Thanks.” She hoped she could pull it off. She looked at the ring of expectant faces. She had to make it work. “Before we go, you have to prepare yourselves. There’s going to be…a lot of energy in there. And it will all be directed at us. It’s going to be—”

      “We know,” Phoebe told her. “We can feel it.”

      “We’re used to it,” Marin added. “Our guards were Sparks. They liked the way we felt.” She shrugged and looked down at her hands.

      Constance and Charity shifted, moving closer together.

      Lena’s stomach turned over. Her furious gaze snapped to Rose. The woman stared back at her in silent confirmation. Her shoulders were back, tight and squared, and her hands fisted at her sides.

      Hania had been looking off into space, her upper teeth scraping over her lower lip again and again. Now she brought her gaze directly to Lena. “Will they do that to us here?”

      She felt a fire burning in her chest, white and pure as the root of a Sparked flame. “No.” She answered Hania’s hoarse, plaintive question. She wanted to say more, to reassure them all, but her gaze moved over them. Their treatment had been depraved. Words would mean so little. Even Marissa, the youngest of them, watched the other girls with knowing, pained eyes. Perhaps she hadn’t been touched herself yet, but she knew.

      A knock made them jump. After a polite pause, the door pushed open, revealing Alex. He searched the room, counting the girls. When he reached Lena, he stopped. Everything about him became still.

      “Well,” he finally said, “that’s an effective look.”

      Rose snorted her agreement.

      “Are they ready for us?” Lena’s words were clipped. It was all she could do to remember that this man, this Spark, had not been to blame for what had been done to her girls. She had to remind herself he was one of the good guys, fighting for their safety.

      He held onto the knob, twisting it. “I doubt it, but they are all in there waiting.”

      She nodded. The girls picked themselves up off the floor where they’d settled. She moved through them, touching hands with each of them as she went. When she stood before Alex, she ignored his weighing, cautious look and told him, “Lead the way.”

      They followed him out and through the warren of halls. Lena could feel the heaviness of male energy growing as they got close.

      As they approached the filled hall, the buzz of voices augmented the energy. The energy rippled through the walls, pushing at them. Lena glanced over her shoulder at the now-alarmed faces of the girls and gave an angry push back at the male energy. The sound through the walls muted immediately. Her push had been felt.

      Alex hesitated before opening the wide doors.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, she reached out, grabbed the handle nearest her and pulled back. The muted sound became a total hush. She strode in ahead of Alex and lifted her chin.

      Thomas stood toward the center of the open floor area, but forward. He’d been talking to a group of Guardians seated above him in the raised seating. His eyes widened as he took in her light.

      She wished she hadn’t brought the girls. It was too much energy. Even as she focused her will and pushed back, she knew she couldn’t handle it. She didn’t know if she’d be overwhelmed or intoxicated, but her time in this space would have to be limited.

      Lena looked back over her shoulder and held out a hand, motioning for the girls to stay back.

      Rose nodded her agreement, and she reached out to Hania’s shoulder to reinforce the twins’ hold on the fragile girl. They filed back along the wall beside the doors.

      Jackson appeared beside them. He’d been standing at the back of the big room, but he moved into a protective posture now so they wouldn’t have to stand alone.

      Thomas walked across to meet her in the middle and greeted her with a solemn nod. She could see he, like Alex, was worried over what she was about to do. Still, they had honored her wishes and gathered everyone anyway.

      Alex touched her on the arm, holding the contact. “Lena.” His face was serious and his voice low. “Thomas and I worked a very long time to build what you see. We don’t begrudge you the need to do this. Please don’t tear it all down when you do. Remember there are only two of us—four damn hands—holding it all together.”

      “It’s a delicate job,” Thomas agreed softly, “and there’s only so much damage control we can do at a time.”

      She shook her head at him. “No. There are six damn hands now. And honestly, I’m surprised the two of you didn’t spend the last couple of hours figuring that out for yourselves.”

      The men exchanged a look. Thomas took a deep breath.

      She wished they’d hurry. She felt battered. She stood straight and tall before them all. Mentally, she felt as if she leaned against a broad barrier of energy she had to make herself, her arms extended, palms pressed flat to keep it in place, back and legs braced. And she was slipping back.

      The men parted, each moving to stand to either side.

      She faced a thousand people alone. Thomas and Alex were still there with her, lending their support and, in effect, their agreement. But what she was about to do, she did alone. Could she?

      Someone toward the back, high up above her, coughed. The sound echoed down to her. Her vision swam as she swept a look over them all. She blinked to clear them, and her eyes fell on a familiar face in the front. Guardian Wils.

      He wasn’t looking at her, though. He had reserved his calculating interest for her girls. The avaricious gleam was unmistakable.

      She cleared her throat and projected as much as she could, straining with the pressure both to make herself heard and keep herself upright. “I know word travels fast,” she said. “You all know I have joined you. And by now, you all know we have retrieved others like me. We—” she indicated the men beside her, drawing unexpected strength from them “—have gathered you here so there are no misunderstandings.”

      She turned and indicated her girls, wincing as she felt the energy pulse away from herself as attention shifted. She spoke quickly, drawing it back to herself to spare them. “We all feel the Spark within us. There’s a pressure, a reaction that builds upon so many of us living and working together. The stronger we are, the stronger the weight. The stronger the pull on our attention and focus. But there are more of you than there are of us, at least for the time being. We need you to be mindful of that. I’m here now asking you to help us deal with the pressure and curb the demands on our time and attention as we settle into a routine.”

      “And how long exactly,” Guardian Wils’s voice rang out, “are we expected to wait to have…access?”

      “These are my students, Guardian. My Wards. And as such, they will be left alone to learn. There will be no sneaking around to catch a glimpse or dares to get their attention.” She let her stare strafe across the students. “There will be no…dinners to get to know them. No whining about access. It’s simple: there will be none.”

      Now she had Wils’s attention, but only for a moment. He snapped a look back to the girls. To one girl. She couldn’t see which he’d selected, but it was clear that he’d already made a decision to have one of the girls she’d sworn to protect.

      “You will not touch them, attempt to influence them, or act inappropriately in any way.” Lena’s glare bored into Wils’s face, demanding that he turn his attention to her, that he hear her words. “You will leave us alone. We don’t owe you anything, any more than you owe the unpowered the use of your bodies and skill. We are all working toward a new world where Sparks are more than tools to be used and discarded. We will achieve that vision. Do not presume to define our place in that world for us. The key to success is mutual respect.”

      A derisive snort came from the front row. She looked at the man who’d made it. She’d been waiting.

      “Or what?” Wils turned his attention from her girls to Thomas. “Are you going to allow this—” he swept an ugly look over Lena “—little girl to stand before us and talk to all of us like this? Our end goal requires one thing and one thing only from all of them.”

      She could feel the flash of heat from Alex.

      Before he could erupt, Thomas held up a hand. When Wils continued for a moment, Thomas’s voice lashed out like a whip. “That’s enough!”

      Wils stopped talking, but he stood up, snugging down his shirt and curling his lip in disdain.

      “We brought Lena here to learn and to see what we could offer her, not the other way around. She is an ally—a powerful ally.” Thomas stopped to spear Wils with a look of disgust. “Instead of treating her with honor, you made demands of her, whispered and plotted to gain access and favors. And then you have the audacity to be offended when she puts an end to it?” He shook his head. “Perhaps they require a demonstration, Lena.”

      Her lips curved into a smile. “Guardian Wils,” she all but purred, “perhaps you’ll help me?”

      A faint ripple of laughter, more expectant than amused, rolled across the Guardians and Wards. They wanted to finally see what she could do. They’d been waiting. The anticipation pulsed against her.

      Wils crossed his arms across his chest.

      “You teach the Wards control, do you not? So I invite you to do what you’ve wanted from the beginning. Control me.”

      His brows bunched together. He had a moment of cockiness, both annoyed and confident for a moment longer before his sureness became concern. Concern flowed into panic. He reached out a hand and batted at the railing in front of himself, finally gripping it with failing strength as she took his breath.

      “Stop me, Guardian Wils,” she invited, “whenever you’re ready.”

      He fell to his knees, eyes bulging. His face had purpled.

      “Lena,” Alex murmured.

      But she wasn’t done. She waited until his eyes rolled back into his head before she allowed him to collapse to the floor. The sound of his sudden breath wheezing in and out of his lungs filled the otherwise silent auditorium.

      She lifted her chin. “We are meant to work together. We are made to work together. I am your ally.” She tilted her head and regarded them, gaze moving over them, touching as many individually as she could before her focus snapped. She didn’t have long. “Until the moment you decide I am not. Please don’t make that decision.”

      She stepped back. The barrier she had erected in her mind sagged, melted, and left her with nothing to use as a bar to the invading energy. She strode away, her heels cracking across the floor of the auditorium.

      Rose’s grin of triumph turned into narrow-eyed alarm at Lena’s face. Jackson got the door open and Rose ushered the girls out ahead of Lena.

      When Lena entered the hallway, she kept going, moving through and past them. She had to get as far away from the combined angry, confused, and excited male energy in the room behind her as she could.

      She could feel Alex behind her, moving up fast. “Lena, stop.”

      “I can’t,” she gasped out, “I have to get away. It’s too much energy.”

      “Let me help you!”

      Her feet couldn’t get her away fast enough. She’d cut it too close. The energy was inside of her now, building, burning into her own Dust, and she didn’t know what to do. How did she get it out? Not even grounding could make this go away. She’d be fried, if she even made it all the way to the Grounding Pad. Her heart throbbed in her chest, the panicked beat of it hard and fast in her ears as she built to overload. Heat flared across her cheeks. Cold sweat ran down her spine.

      She couldn’t make sense of the sound of a scuffle behind her.

      “Get back with them, dammit,” Rose shouted. “You’re part of the problem!”

      The other woman appeared beside her.

      Lena cringed away, hitting the wall. She didn’t know what would happen to Rose if she touched her.

      “Look at me.” Rose stood before her, calm and certain. “You are my match. Remember? We were meant to be paired. You don’t know what it means, but I do. Let me help you.” The woman reached out for her.

      Lena focused on her hands. Rose’s hands shook.

      “You have to share it, Rose, like you’ve seen us do in the lab.” Phoebe’s urgent voice floated down the hall. “But don’t try to take it all. Hers is too much.”

      Rose grasped Lena’s hands. “Let me help. Let it go.” Rose said more, indistinct noise.

      Lena gasped for air. The small, ineffectual breaths sounded like crashing in her ears but did nothing to feed her body oxygen. The energy spiraled around her, coursing in.

      Rose’s fingers, clamped onto hers, were intertwined and white with pressure. Rose dropped to her knees to get Lena’s attention. She looked up into Lena’s face, her mouth moving, eyes urgent.

      If she released it, if she gave it to Rose, she’d kill her. Rose was strong, but she wasn’t used to doing what Lena did. Could Lena control it? Could she let the excess energy bleed out into the other woman little by little, enough for Lena to regain control? Lena’s head rocked back against the wall and she squeezed her eyelids shut, holding back with everything she had.

      Control it. Control it.

      She opened herself to the connection.
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      Lena’s head rested on her curled arms. She fought nausea and the mother of all headaches at a desk in the small room Alex had hurriedly opened for them. They’d told her Jackson stood guard outside as the Wards and Guardians leaving the auditorium streamed past. Lena could still feel their energy buffeting her like a wind through a canyon. It slowed as their massed numbers dropped.

      She would never again allow herself to be trapped in an area with a large group of powerful Sparks. Small groups, she told herself. Small groups only.

      Rose paced, back and forth, back and forth.

      The girls and Alex were lined up against the wall, avoiding the static discharges still crackling between Lena and Rose. The girls giggled at Rose’s manic energy.

      “Is this what it feels like to be you, all the time?” Rose asked again.

      It was possibly the tenth time. She waited for the corollary question.

      “Is this what it will feel like to be me?”

      And there it was. One of the twins murmured a number. It set off a cascade of muffled laughter.

      Lena took a deep breath, coughed back the nausea, and lifted her head. She squinted across the room at them.

      She was acutely aware of Alex’s concern.

      He shifted, watching her carefully. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Pretty shitty. How close did I come to blowing everything up?”

      “Pretty close. Let’s try to make sure that doesn’t happen again, okay?”

      She nodded. “Okay.” She allowed her gaze to follow Rose for a few seconds before her stomach heaved at the constant motion. “Is she glowing?”

      He frowned. “It’s more like a corona. And it’s fading fast.” He assessed Lena. “You’ve stopped glowing.”

      She processed that. She couldn’t make heads or tails of it right now. Her head felt like someone had driven a spike from the base of her neck up at an angle into her brain.

      She squinted at the girls. “How are you all doing?”

      Marissa, leaning comfortably against Alex’s leg, popped her thumb out of her mouth long enough to smile at Lena. Charity and Constance grinned across at her for a moment, and then returned to tracking Rose’s movements. Phoebe and Marin murmured that they were all fine.

      Hania cleared her throat. “You shouldn’t worry about us. You get better.”

      Lena’s heart clenched. “Were you scared, Hania?”

      The girl nodded, the movement so small Lena barely perceived it. Her hair, clean now, hung in a dark shining curtain around her face. It gave away the movement Lena might have missed otherwise.

      “I’m sorry I frightened you, Hania. I’m better now.” She received the barest flutter of a smile. She decided then she would wipe the men who’d hurt these girls from the face of the planet. Nothing would stop her.

      She looked back to Alex. As usual, he seemed to read her mind.

      “When you’re ready, we should go. They’re hungry, but they wouldn’t leave you. And Thomas is waiting to talk to you.”

      She lifted her brows in one motion with her raising head.

      He shrugged. “There’re some things we need to discuss with our new partner.”

      She took another big breath. “I’m ready when she is,” she said, nodding toward Rose.

      Everyone looked at Rose, who stopped pacing and looked back, making an attempt at her usual tough, controlled persona.

      “I’m fine. Better than fine. I feel great.”

      “Wonderful,” Lena told her. “Want some more?”

      “No.” Alex and Marin chorused together.

      Rose laughed, the sound a little manic.

      Lena looked at Marin and Phoebe. “She will be okay, right?”

      “Yes.” Marin answered.

      “We don’t know.” Phoebe said. The two looked at each other and then shrugged at her. “If we had to guess, probably yes,” Phoebe allowed. “But we’ve never seen anyone share anything that….” She shook her head.

      “Big?” Lena suggested.

      “Dangerous.” Alex supplied.

      Phoebe pointed at him.

      “I’m pretty sure you were literally about to—” He made an exploding motion with his hands. The sight of it keyed something in Lena’s mind, something she should remember. Trying to catch the elusive memory made her head throb, though, so she let it go.

      Marissa, taking a cue from Phoebe, pointed at Alex in confirmation.

      “We’ll work in more control exercises, for your Spark and your temper.”

      “With Wils?” she asked, then she smirked. The Guardian she’d humiliated taught control to the incoming and primary year students.

      He chuckled. “We’ll think of something.”

      “If you’re really okay,” Lena checked with Rose. “We should go.”

      Rose clapped her hands.

      Lena winced and tried to swallow the heave. She gingerly got to her feet and followed them out of the room. Alex was making arrangements with Jackson to take the girls to the cafeteria. With a worried look for Lena, Jackson led them away.

      She shook her head. “You’ve got to stop using him as a babysitter.”

      Alex smiled. “No worries on that front. He has his new orders. It’s safe to say he’s happy with them.”

      “Oh. Something more than training me in reconnaissance techniques, I take it?” It wasn’t quite a pang inside. Perhaps regret for what might have been? She swallowed and pushed it away. She didn’t want Jackson. She was an assignment to him. He’d made it clear.

      Alex shrugged and nodded. “Sorry.”

      He didn’t sound sorry. He sounded pleased. The king of the sexy smirk and the intense, sidelong gazes when he thought she wasn’t looking sounded pleased. Perhaps they needed to revisit their agreement not to talk about that kiss?

      “C’mon,” he said. “Thomas is waiting.”

      They moved through the halls, and Alex adjusted his usual brisk pace to her pained walk. Lena noted the halls were unusually empty and said so.

      “Yeah, well, you made an impression. Wards are tucked away in class. Guardians are teaching…or behind closed doors plotting.”

      “Plotting?” She winced. “So you think I alienated them enough to betray you to the Council?”

      He moved his shoulders and looked at her, his lips quirked up. “That’s always been a possibility, from the very beginning. We watch. We listen. We keep close tabs on entrances and exits.” He laughed. “We’ve always been of the opinion that any coup will come after we’ve rid them of the Council. We’ll see if our opinion changes any over the next few weeks.”

      “I’m sorry if I’ve screwed it all up.”

      “You haven’t screwed anything up, Lena.” He paused in the hallway outside Thomas’s office. A slow smile spread across his face. “You have made things measurably more interesting. I’ve definitely been enjoying myself.”

      She managed a low laugh. “It’s been an adventure, hasn’t it? I’d say we’ve had our moments. You conduct a hell of a reconnaissance training, Agent Reyes.”

      “I could say the same for your private lessons.”

      It seemed his own words had taken him by surprise. He turned his head to his shoulder for a moment, then turned back to her with a broad, unrepentant smile.

      “I thought we weren’t going to talk about that?”

      His gaze dropped to her lips, tracing them as she grinned up at him. “We’re not.” He shook his head. “We’re not,” he repeated.

      He pushed open the door, shooing her in ahead of him. Behind her, he muttered something about talking being overrated. He led her past an unmanned desk and into an office.

      “Well, that doesn’t seem very efficient,” she remarked breathlessly, tilting her head toward the empty desk as they entered.

      “I sent my assistant to get breakfast. I figured you might want to eat,” Thomas told her, looking up from his desk. He dropped his pen and leaned back. “You need to eat. You look like hell.”

      “Thank you.” That must be why she felt a little giddy. She needed to eat. She eased herself into a chair. She sat for a moment, uncomfortable and aware of them watching her. Finally, she cursed softly and pulled her legs up, tucking her knees under her chin.

      Alex sprawled in the chair next to her.

      Thomas leaned back in his chair. “That was quite the performance with Guardian Wils.”

      “You said they needed a demonstration.”

      He gave her a long look. She looked right back, completely unrepentant. He exhaled and frowned at Alex.

      “She fits right in, doesn’t she?” Alex deadpanned.

      Thomas laughed, a quick burst of sound. He nodded agreement. “I guess she does. Except when we get mad at her, we can’t work it out in the sparring ring.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she smirked, “I could probably take you—both.”

      They looked at her in startled silence, then both threw back their heads and roared with laughter.

      “Yeah,” Alex said, wiping tears away, “you probably could take Thomas. He could never hit a woman.”

      “And yet I hit you all the time, Alex.”

      “Are you two really going to sit there and use ‘woman’ as code for being weak in front of the girl who could stop your heart in five seconds flat?”

      “You’re right,” Thomas said, “We don’t want you to get mad. You might, I don’t know…” He looked at Alex for help.

      “Explode?” Alex offered.

      Thomas nodded. “There’s the word I was looking for. Yeah, explode.”

      She made a face at them.

      “What was that all about, Lena?” Suddenly all business, Thomas seemed worried. “The glow? The massive energy—” He gestured with his hands.

      “I don’t know. I really don’t. It’s only happened once before, and not like that. I have no idea why it happens.”

      “Except it happens when you’re really angry?” He glanced at Alex, who was already shaking his head.

      “No, she was healing me last time the glow happened.”

      Thomas digested that. “And you weren’t angry?”

      Lena shook her head.

      “No strong emotions?”

      She shook her head again.

      “Nothing held back or—” He widened his eyes, clearly grasping at straws.

      She started to shake her head again, but then stopped, considering.

      “What? What did you think of?”

      She could feel her face getting warm. She shook her head. “No….”

      Thomas leaned forward. “Lena, this is important. We have big plans. We want to include you. But there are motivators that may upset you. We won’t share them if we think you’ll be a risk to yourself or anyone else as a result. So if there’s something, spill it.”

      She took a big breath. “When I healed Alex, there may have been a strong reaction. To touching him. One I suppressed.” She refused at look at Alex. Like the man didn’t already have a huge ego? “Not anger.”

      Thomas flicked a glance at him.

      She would not look over.

      “I see.” Thomas rubbed his lips. Was he trying not to laugh?

      She closed her eyes in mortification.

      “No, really, it’s fine,” Thomas continued drily. “That happens a lot with him. Happens to me sometimes when I hit him.”

      She did laugh at that. She shook her head and looked at Alex. He wore a small smile, but he didn’t have anything to add.

      The three of them fell silent. Lena cleared her throat. “So…. Big plans?” She prompted.

      Thomas made a gesture for Alex to go ahead.

      “You remember that we started all of this after noticing certain discrepancies?” Alex asked.

      She nodded.

      “After we made the decision to move, to make a change, we decided the one advantage we have that the Council does not is our longevity.”

      Lena frowned. “But the Council uses Sparks?”

      “They use them, yes. But no Councilor is a Spark. Never has been. And under current traditions, there never will be.”

      She looked at Thomas, questioning. He was a Spark.

      “They don’t know I’m a Spark,” he told her. “I’m very careful to maintain that side of the role when I’m outside of these walls. I only travel after a thorough grounding. And I never use the Spark, ever, anywhere but here.”

      She nodded her understanding.

      Alex continued, “Our lifespans allow us the luxury of taking the long view.”

      “We moved quickly at first.” Thomas interjected. “We had to consolidate our base here and put me in position on the Council. But since then, we’ve waited and watched. Until you. Things seem to be accelerating now. You have them in quite a state. We’ve decided to take advantage.”

      Alex leaned in, elbows on his knees. “Because of the distances involved and the autonomy of each Zone, each Councilor is responsible for naming his own successor. The successor is named within the first year, and the name is submitted in secret to the Council at the annual meeting. No one but the Councilor and the Council knows. Until now. At the Council meeting several years ago, long enough to not arouse suspicion, mixed in with Three’s various reports and requests, he unknowingly submitted a change to his successor. A new name went in.”

      Thomas smiled. “It’s time for Three’s heir to take his place. With him, we will have two strategically critical Zones in our control. We can put in motion our plans to acquire the third.”

      “So…you’re removing Three.” She remembered the man in his garish clothes. She remembered his eyes on her body.

      They nodded.

      “The annual Council Meet is coming up. Three leaves via caravan in two weeks.” Alex told her. “He’s going to die on the way. When the caravan arrives at the Meet, the first order of business will be announcing the successor’s name and installing him.”

      “Okay. So what’s my role? You said you wanted to take advantage of the situation. I assume you have something reserved for me?” She did a terrible job of keeping the eagerness out of her voice. It wasn’t merely what the Council had done to her. It was what they’d done to the girls.

      Thomas nodded.

      Alex exchanged a look with him and told her in a steady voice, “We want you to take revenge.”

      “Revenge?”

      “On the man who ordered your torture and allowed the death of your mother.” He looked at Thomas.

      “On the man who killed your father,” Thomas said.

      Her breath caught. “Three?” She’d always suspected it.

      They nodded.

      “But my father was his aide.” The cold sweat down her back returned. She had to know. “Was it because of me?”

      “No. His security caught your father looking for information about something no one was to know about.”

      “The prison?” Lena breathed.

      “The prison.” Alex confirmed. “We didn’t understand why until now. Everyone within the Council upper echelon knows about the prison. Even the citizens have some idea. But not about the secret program. Not about the girls.”

      “For the record,” Thomas said, “I didn’t know about the program. Either I’m too junior to be brought in on the conspiracy, or, as we suspect, not every Councilor is involved. We’re hoping to get an answer on that after this strike.” He grimaced.

      Three was one of the Councilors involved in the imprisonment of powered girls. Her father had figured it out, and it had gotten him killed.

      “So I’m to kill Three?”

      The nonchalance of the question should have bothered her. It didn’t. She had waited for this. Her family had earned it.

      Alex nodded. “We’ll insert you into the caravan as one of the workers. When the time comes, I’ll bring you to Three. Courtesy of your power, he’ll suffer a heart attack. He’ll suffer his heart attack over and over until we have all the information about the Council conspiracy he can give us.”

      “Alex has been named as his Security Chief.” Thomas said. “He can create a distraction and get you in.”

      “Won’t that be dangerous? I mean, it’s kind of obvious. New Security Chief? Death on the road?”

      “We’ve got it covered.” Alex told her. “It will look like a heart attack brought on by betrayal. After he’s dead, there will be a strike by a well-trained force hunting the Councilor. They’ll drag him off, leave his body in the woods. We’ll find him after a search. And hopefully the seeds of suggestion we plant about agents coming for the Councilor will sow mistrust and confusion among his collaborators.” He smiled. “It’s a risk. They could close ranks. But self-preservation is a double-edged sword—we plan to work the angle that would bring some to abandon the cause, and work it hard. After all, we have a hysterical junior Councilor to demand investigations.”

      The first of the blood-price would be paid soon. Her answering smile, like the eagerness swirling inside her, was close to feral. “And we start in two weeks? I’m ready. I’m ready now.”
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      Lena yawned while she pushed Sam down the hall. It was late, and she’d discovered in the last week that there wasn’t enough time in any day to complete everything she had to accomplish. Not only did she have her own lessons with Thomas to help her learn control, but she had to teach the girls, help them acclimate, and ensure they were safe, happy, and healthy. She gave daily lessons to a group of hand-picked Senior Wards. And she met with Thomas and Alex in debriefing meetings held late at night due to Alex’s schedule.

      She also carved out time to see Sam. It wasn’t simply because he offered clarity about their history and where they might be headed. She liked spending time with him. He was her respite, the quiet part of her day.

      They reached his room. She parked his chair beside the bed and put the brake on, but he waved her off again when she came around to lift him onto the bed. An aide would come and ready him for bed.

      “It was beautiful, Sam.” She smiled at him in the darkness, referring to the night sky they’d both enjoyed as they talked. “Thank you for bringing me.” Never mind that she had pushed his chair. It had been his idea. He’d told her to come for him the night before she ran off to save the world from the Council.

      Sam returned her smile, though his eyes were tired now. “Thank you. And Lena….”

      She waited. He liked to send her off with a bit of wisdom he believed she needed to hear. She liked hearing them.

      “Pay attention to the voice inside your head. I ignored mine for too many years, chasing after what I thought I needed to put things right. I was wrong. That voice knows exactly what you need. Listen to it.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said. She leaned in to kiss the softness of his cheek. He held her hand for a moment, nodded at her, then let her go. She went, not saying good-bye. Sam didn’t like good-byes.

      She made her way back out to the private elevator, moving up and down the stairs and through the halls in a tired shuffle. As she turned the last corner, deep male voices echoed in the hall ahead of her, moving toward the elevator as well. She slowed, not willing to risk being trapped in an elevator with Guardians who resented her little display and did nothing to tamp down the lust or resentment threading through their energy. They weren’t all like that, but a dedicated core—

      Her head lifted at the sound of her name.

      “—because of Lena. He says we’d all be better off once she’s out of the picture.”

      She didn’t recognize the voice, but the words froze her breath inside her.

      “You shouldn’t be listening to him. The man’s a silver-tongued, two-faced snake—”

      “And no one would ever suspect him. That’s why it’s beautiful. Think about it. Think about the army we could create if we had unlimited access to those girls.” The first man’s voice dropped, as if even he knew how foul the concept behind the words was and didn’t want to say them fully aloud.

      “When?” Reluctant agreement.

      “Spring. We want them comfortable and recovered before—” The heavy security door closed behind them, closing Lena off from the rest of the hateful words. She leaned against the wall, staring at nothing, swallowing back disgust and rage and disappointment.

      Some mystery Guardian wanted her out of the picture so they could have free reign with the powered girls? Not freaking likely. She didn’t know how, but she’d make sure she and her girls were long gone by Spring.

      [image: ]

      Lena turned the corner, rage swirling with exhaustion in a mix guaranteed to keep her up. Ahead of her, Rose pulled Lena’s door closed behind her. Lena frowned. Rose wasn’t one of the girls to be tucked into bed, but she would take responsibility for them in Lena’s absence. She’d mentioned heading to bed to be ready for the early risers. Charity and Constance were notorious for waking everyone well before dawn, ready to go.

      “Hey,” Rose greeted her with a yawn. “Alex is looking for you. Last minute details. I left you a note.”

      Alex, Jackson, and Lena would leave before dawn, hiding their movements through the city in pre-dawn murk. She’d hoped to get some rest before it was time to go. Better to be up with a purpose. The words she’d overheard would echo in her head all night anyway. She’d go find Alex.

      Rose blinked and tensed. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” She shook her head. “Just anticipation.” She couldn’t share what she’d heard with Rose. Not yet. The Neo-barb woman would gather up their charges like chicks and take off, and Lena wouldn’t be available to protect them. She would come back after she’d finished Councilor Three, and she’d tell Rose then. They’d all go together.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yep. Get some sleep. You’ll need it.”

      Rose snorted a response, muttering about doing exercises, not taking over all of the other crap Lena did in a day.

      “Rose. Thank you,” she said. “Just keep them together and keep them close, away from the Guardians.”

      Rose nodded, wariness overcoming sleepiness. “Of course. Now, go find Alex. The world will be a different place for you once you’ve avenged your family, Lena. You’ll make it right.”

      She hoped Rose was right. The things she needed to make right were piling up on her. Sometimes she wanted to push them away for a minute so she could breathe.

      She checked Alex’s office first. Next, she tried his rarely used personal quarters. As she raised her arm to knock, the door was pulled open from the inside.

      Alex blinked in surprise, a huge reaction for the man. “There you are.”

      “Rose told me you were looking for me.”

      “I was. We wanted to bump up our departure, if you’re ready.”

      A breath slipped out, long and slow. “I’m ready.” Did she really sound that listless?

      He frowned. “What’s wrong? You’re supposed to be excited.”

      “Nothing. I am.”

      “Uh huh.” He leaned out and looked up and down the hallway, then backed into his room. “C’mon. Get in here. Spill it.”

      Lena arched a brow at him. “Afraid to be seen with me in your private quarters, Reyes?”

      He grimaced. “It’s not that. Someone might make assumptions.”

      She rolled her eyes as she walked past him. “We can’t have anyone figuring out the real me, can we?” Of course, it’d been so long since she’d had sex, she could hardly say that anymore. It wasn’t like she had what she considered viable candidates for a meaningless romp to relieve tension at Fort Nevada, anyway. Jackson had made himself as clear as day. And Alex had distanced himself from her over the last week. He was all business. No more flirtations. No more stolen kisses. She was so frustrated she could scream.

      He closed the door behind her then stepped past to stand in the middle of the seating area, hands on hips. He glanced around as he waited for her to approach. The further she moved into his private space, the less comfortable he looked. She stopped a foot short of him.

      He crossed his arms and focused on her. “Okay. So tell me. What’s wrong? Heightened emotions are bad, remember? I can’t have you start glowing as we trot through Azcon in the middle of the night, and I’d rather not go boom. So, where’ve you been? What happened? How can we fix it?”

      Lena swallowed. She rubbed her forehead and smoothed her hair back, clasping her hands behind her neck. “I was with Sam. On the way back, I overheard some Guardians talking. And I’ll fix it myself.” There. She’d answered his questions. Could she go now?

      “Sam?” Now concern colored his voice, although whether it was for her or for his ancient mentor, she wasn’t sure. Sam always brought out the humanity in Alex. “Were they bothering him?”

      “No. As if I’d allow that,” she said.

      “So what did you hear?”

      She shrugged. “Some stuff.” No big deal. A plot to get rid of her in nine or ten months so they could have full access to the wounded children Lena had brought to Fort Nevada for protection.

      She’d put them in danger. Wasn’t that how it worked? Tears of frustration sprang to her eyes. She blinked them back as fast as she could. She would not cry in front of him again, no matter how good it would feel to have him put his arms around her in comfort.

      She caught the flare of panic that bloomed on his face, and he stepped back, easing over to a chair to sit. Was he putting more distance between them? He really didn’t want to be alone with her. So much for that amazing kiss she hadn’t put out of her head.

      “So tell me this stuff,” he said.

      “I’d rather not.”

      Alex rubbed his chin. “Well then, how am I supposed to help you?”

      You want to help, do you? Screw it.

      She stalked over to stand directly in front of him. “You can help me by letting me feel human for fifteen minutes. I want to feel good for fifteen minutes. I want to not think, or plan, or worry for fifteen freaking minutes. I want to feel like a normal woman for fifteen minutes. Not someone who’s special.” She twisted the word.

      “But you are special, Lena.” The muscle in his jaw jumped.

      “I want to be touched like a regular woman—no implications or expectations. Is that so much to ask?”

      He was silent.

      “I know you want me.”

      He growled and narrowed his dark eyes. “We all want you, because you’re special.”

      “Then give me fifteen minutes. You want to fix it. That will. Give me that.”

      “Fifteen minutes of tension relief? That’s what you’re asking for?”

      This isn’t about feelings, she told herself. No feelings.

      Lena lifted her chin. She wouldn’t play by anyone else’s rules. “Yes.”

      “Yes?” Alex nodded. “It’s not me, then. Not personal.” He looked past her, his eyes hooded. When he brought them back to her again, she could see the decision he’d made. “Sounds like something I can live with.”

      She leaned in as he reached to slide his hand up her jaw.

      His palm cupped her face, fingers tangling in her hair as it slid forward. His thumb moved across her lips. Lena slid her knees up onto the seat to either side of him, straddling him as he pulled her mouth to his.

      Like the first time, the contact was more than lips meeting, the electric flare deeper and brighter than it had been with Jackson. But this time, the only thing soft about his kiss was his lips.

      Energy surged between them. As his tongue traced the inside of her lips, a blazing trail of shocks flared in her skin and exploded like bright lights behind her eyelids. He sucked at her lips, first one and then the other, and energy welled up from her. As he pulled and coaxed, the rising flow felt like fingers stroking deep inside. Each time he drew her lip into his mouth to suckle at the energy, those fingers of power slid up inside of her, moving toward him, leaving a quivering, electrified trail behind. He drew her power into himself.

      Lena pulled away, and the electricity crackled white energy between their wet mouths. It hurt, little sparks popping against nerve endings. Alex’s eyes were glazed. He wanted more. But it was her turn.

      She lowered her mouth again, pulling the energy from him this time as she darted her tongue between his lips. She framed his face with her small hands and tapped the energy deep within him to draw it up into her through his nerves, his skin, his lips, and tongue.

      Alex groaned and wrapped his hands around the backs of her legs. He slid them up, cupping the curve of her bottom, fingers caressing the crease that led him to her inner thighs. He drew her to him.

      She allowed it, pressing against his body. She wanted more of him. More pressure. More skin against skin. Her hands sank down from his face to slip between them, pulling on his shirt. She pulled it up and off, tearing her mouth from his for an instant to yank the shirt over his head.

      He worked the buttons of her shirt, fumbling at them in his hurry. He freed the last of them, spreading her shirt open and back and pushing it off her shoulders. He sat back to look at her.

      She followed his gaze to his hands. They spread wide across her ribcage, his sun-darkened brown skin stark against her pale freckles. Above his fingers, her skin curved into the slight swell of paler skin and peaked nipples. He slid his palms up to her sensitive breasts, and she pressed into him, sliding her hands up to cover his. His thumb circled her nipple then slid away as he pulled her up.

      He drew her into his mouth, the power slicking electric hot up her nerves. She arched her back, melting into him, already shuddering with the force of the energy surging through her as he licked at her. He slid his hands around her back, pulled her closer, holding tight. Everywhere their skin met, the searing flux of energy wove between them. Each time their skin parted, a white arc of heat spanned the distance and danced along their skin, joining them.

      Lena sank lower, pushing her hand between his waistband and his skin. She slid her fingertips along his lower belly before dipping lower. The soft, almost delicate skin she found was a contrast to the rigid flesh it covered. She wrapped her hand around him and pulled energy along the length of him.

      Alex’s hands and mouth stilled and his eyes closed.

      Like that, do you?

      She danced her fingers down. She waited a beat, giving him a second of anticipation. She tightened her hand and drew up again, this time reaching further to pull more coursing energy through him as she drew her hand up in one smooth motion.

      He growled deep in his throat, hiked her up on his body, and surged to his feet. He carried her to the rear of the room. She tipped back, falling onto her back on the bed, even as he held onto her waist. His fingers worked the buttons on her pants, and he pulled them from her, turning them inside out. She scooted herself back, watching him.

      He shed his own pants, kicking them away. She traced his broad shoulders and chest with a heated gaze, down to his waist and the prominent line of hard-muscled lower belly arrowing down from the edges of his hips in a vee. He held himself, stroking where her gaze touched and she lifted it back up to his. He grinned at her in anticipation.

      A breathless laugh escaped her. “You are such a jackass, Reyes.”

      His grin turned into a low, satisfied laugh, and he crawled onto the bed. As he moved, he slid his fingers up her skin, leaving a cascade of tiny sparks dancing along her skin.

      He lowered his head to nip at her left calf, drawing electricity up through her and into himself. He did it again above her right knee, pulling up and igniting the Dust within and then letting it go to spark away. He smirked at her and winked before he lowered his head again, running the tip of his tongue along the inside of her thigh. His mouth slid inward, his lips and teeth nipping at her, drawing delicate skin and flaring power gently up before releasing it, again and again. His hands slid up around her hips so his fingertips could trace swirls of sparking, heated trails over the skin of her lower belly.

      Power bubbled within her. It wanted out. She shivered, fevered, reaching for him and pulling him up her body. Lena wrapped him in her arms and legs, drew him down to her and inside of her. The energy battered at her for release as his mouth covered hers. Alex stared down into her eyes, moving with her, frenzied.

      Unable to fight the heat welling up, she opened herself, her energy boiling out to merge with his. With every move, he devoured the energy her body poured into his and fed it back into her, a loop going on and on until she lost herself in it. He was electric heat that obliterated everything but the ecstasy of being. Finally, she lost even that to the crescendo of power and release.

      She came back to herself slowly. Blood pounded in her ears, the sound of soldiers marching, thump, thump, thump. The lust and Dust fueled energy had already curled back into her. How long ago?

      She opened her eyes. A ceiling above her. She didn’t think there would be a ceiling if they had exploded. They must still be alive. She recognized the weight of one of Alex’s legs across hers.

      Lena turned her head. He was awake. His dark eyes traced the lines of her profile. Her breath hitched. Did he have any idea how clearly the yearning for connection shone across his face? Not any connection. Her. And she could feel the answer to his yearning inside her chest.

      They stared at each other, into each other, shared energy nestled inside each of them. Alex swallowed. He pulled back from her, drawing his leg away and rolling onto his back. He closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “Dammit, Lena.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t look at me like that.”

      Her chest clenched. In the long beat of silence, she decided whether or not to respond. She figured it wouldn’t matter either way, so, a little defensively, she said, “I’m looking at you the same way you were looking at me.”

      He sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. He shook his head. “No. I wasn’t. You were mistaken.” He ran his hands through his hair, slicking it back, before turning to face her, except he didn’t look at her. “I thought you understood. You said it was just fifteen minutes.”

      It was supposed to be.

      He ran his hands through his hair again. “This was a bad idea.” His throat worked as he swallowed hard. “Look.” Long silence. “I’ve done a lot of shitty things in my life, and in the past three months, most of them have been to you. Making you feel like I have more to offer you than I do…would only be one more thing to add to the list. I can’t do it.” Alex reached out, as if he couldn’t help himself, and ran a finger from the delicate point of her collarbone across to her shoulder. He pulled back at her shiver. When he raised his gaze to hers, she could almost watch the regret filling it. “I thought I could. I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      She felt sick. A few minutes ago, she’d felt the same way. She didn’t want this. She didn’t need impossible feelings for a beautiful, broken man.

      He jumped out of the bed, gathering up his clothes. He hopped on one leg, trying to shove the other leg into his pants.

      “Alex.” She wanted him to come back, to touch her again. That wouldn’t happen. And she’d be damned if she’d ask.

      He shook his head. He went in search of his shirt, muttering to himself about being a fucking idiot.

      “Alex!” She could make this okay. She could bury it deep, cover it with all the other crap she carried inside her, and never look at it again.

      He finally looked back and hesitated. She rolled out of the bed, moving toward him and scooping up her own clothes as she went. She stopped in front of him.

      You can do this, Lena.

      “I asked you for fifteen minutes, so I could feel better. And that’s all I asked for. It’s all I needed.” Liar. She managed a chuckle. “I don’t think you quite managed a full fifteen, but you get bonus points for style.”

      He stared down at her, face shifting like he was trying to decide whether to be relieved or insulted. She leaned in and rose up on her toes, pulling his head down so she could place a final soft kiss on his lips.

      It was her signature move, the good-bye kiss she’d used on plenty of Azcon boys when she’d taken what she needed and never intended to see them again. Why did it make her throat tighten this time? Apparently Jackson had more in common with his mentor than any of them could have guessed. She somehow wanted them both, and neither of them seemed capable of giving love back.

      Stupid girl. Congratulations. You’re a freaking cliché.

      She swallowed the lump away as she stepped back from him. “We can still leave early,” she said, making her voice as light and free as a bird winging away. “I’ll be ready in a flash.”
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      Alex pushed himself away from the wall as Lena exited the elevator before him, reminding himself again to get his head back where it belonged.

      She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “We’re loading at the regular platform, right?”

      He nodded, and she was off, a bounce in her step as she left him behind.

      She glanced back at him. “Jackson is already here.”

      Lena boarded ahead of him, calling out a greeting to Jackson. If the young agent responded, Alex didn’t hear. As soon as Alex stepped aboard, the train rose from the rails. He glanced up in surprise. He hadn’t lost his balance, but a little warning would have been nice.

      Jackson stood at the controls glowering at his reflection in the glass. Apparently, he’d said something to Lena before Alex had boarded, because she stared at Jackson now, twin spots of color on her cheeks and her lips compressed with anger.

      Alex raised his brows in question.

      “Apparently Jackson went looking for me tonight. And he found me. Or he heard me,” she told Alex before she turned her furious attention back to Jackson. “You had your chance. You passed. You rejected me. You don’t get to be pissed now.”

      Jackson’s mouth opened in a little ‘o’ of shock. His mouth snapped shut, and he cast a look at Alex then compressed his lips.

      Shit. Alex didn’t need this, not right before the most crucial operation of the last twenty years.

      Maybe you should have thought about the mission before you indulged yourself, dumbass.

      Alex looked at Lena. He tried to tell himself she wasn’t worth it, but it was a lie. If she gave him the opportunity, he’d do it again in a heartbeat, even after everything he’d told her. That pissed him off more than anything.

      “Ward, get over here.” Technically, Jackson had been promoted to agent. Alex wouldn’t give him the honorific if he was going to behave like a student. Alex stalked over to stand beside Lena. She dropped into a chair to curl around herself, arms wrapped around her legs.

      Jackson set the train to auto-drive and came directly over, focusing on Alex.

      Alex met his stare. “Do you have a problem?”

      Jackson shook his head. “No problem, sir. I am already over it. Mastering yourself is critical, right, sir? Isn’t that what you told me after you ordered me to back off?”

      Did the kid really throw my own words back at me? Before Alex could respond, though, Lena jumped in.

      “You call this mastering yourself?” She shoved her hair behind her right ear in agitation and glared at Jackson, waiting until he met her gaze. “It’s his fault for giving you an order. It’s my fault for liking sex. At what point will you actually master yourself enough to take on the responsibility for walking away?”

      “I was being respectful of the stature of someone I developed feelings for in spite of my training.”

      “No, you weren’t. You didn’t have feelings for me,” she told him with quiet disdain. “If you had feelings for me, any kind of real feelings, you’d have done what you wanted and damn what anyone else thought. You didn’t, Jackson Lee. But he did.”

      Jackson and Lena stared at each other.

      Alex sighed. He really didn’t want to pull Jackson, but he doubted the kid could get over this, not after that. She was brutal. Honest, but brutal.

      As if reminded of Alex’s presence, Jackson yanked his stare from Lena to look at him. “Sir—”

      “I am not discussing this with you. All I need to know, Lee, is if you can put aside your personal issues.”

      They needed Lena. They wanted her. The plan would work, and it would make the pieces of future operations fall neatly into place. Jackson was the expendable one. He could choose another eager young agent. He might not be as good as Jackson, but he’d do.

      Wouldn’t have anything to do with removing a rival, now would it, Alex? He squelched the voice in his head mercilessly. He didn’t have any rivals, because he damn well wasn’t pursuing anyone.

      Alex crossed his arms and stood still, waiting for Jackson to realize his status. Alex knew when he had. The realization washed over his face like a wave of water. Alex imagined it was icy cold. He gave the kid a minute to deal with reality.

      “You understand?”

      Jackson nodded once in response to Alex’s question.

      “We have one Lena. We will not risk her. If you cannot work with her, if you cannot overcome this, then you need to tell me now so we can get someone who can.” He waited a moment while Jackson processed. “You’ve got to make your decision by the time we get to Azcon. We need to be able to make an exchange for a new agent. Lena will have to get started training him immediately. And,” Alex added with a grimace, “We’ll have to hope he’s as quick as you are.”

      Jackson raised both brows. “There isn’t anyone in my class as quick as I am. And there won’t be an exchange. I understand.” No apology came, but Alex was satisfied. The men looked at Lena.

      She shrugged with one shoulder. Her next words told him what he needed to know: she could pretend all was well if it meant they could move forward. “Can we actually work now? Because I had an idea about why it’s been such a struggle for you men to learn.”

      Alex sat on the arm of the chair behind him, one eye out the window at the front of the train. Jackson wasn’t ready to pretend, but he sat stiffly and gave Lena his attention.

      “It comes down to how we talk to the Dust. I think the Dust responds to affection.”

      Alex could feel his brows lowering. Jackson stared at her with a look halfway to ‘what are you babbling about?’

      She rolled her eyes at their faces. “I know how it sounds, I do. But it occurred to me—” she glanced at Alex and then away “—recently, that Alex had significant success getting the Dust to do what he wanted when he was focused on…feeling…affection.”

      She rubbed her hands through her hair, mussing it in frustration. He could see the very direct Lena was both frustrated by and not particularly good at being circumspect. Alex had to assume she wanted to spare Jackson the details behind her theory, because it certainly wasn’t because she was remotely shy about sex. Either way, it didn’t matter to him.

      “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard in my life.” He squinted at her. “What happened was related to you and me, not how I was talking to the Dust. They’re machines. You think it was because I was whispering them sweet nothings?” Alex lowered his voice to a husky murmur. “’Dust, when I put my lips here, you spark out over there.’ Is that what you think?”

      Jackson stopped nodding agreement, going still and stoic beside him.

      “Well, if that’s how you were going to do it, I’d think your bedroom manner needs work.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my bedroom manner, as you damn well know.”

      “Exactly!” She tossed a look at Jackson and held up a finger to keep him from walking away. Her face flushed with frustration and temper under the freckles. “Alex, when you were…using your bedroom manner, were you ordering the Dust to respond? Or were you focused and…seductive? Because whatever you were doing, it was successful.”

      He smirked.

      “Stop it. That’s not the point.”

      “What is the point?” Jackson demanded.

      Was he not enjoying the conversation as much as Alex?

      “The point is you don’t go around thinking about the Dust affectionately. But I do.” She held up her hands and shrugged. “I think it’s a male-female thing,” she continued. “We express ourselves differently. And yes, I know, intellectually, they are machines. But I don’t get how you cannot feel affection for something that is always there, waiting to do what you want. It’s so eager to please. How can you not respond to the constant comfort of knowing—?”

      “What do you mean by ‘always there’?” Jackson interrupted.

      “Always there. Waiting. You know, at the back of your mind. Can’t you feel them, even kind of hear them, all the time?”

      And suddenly Alex understood. He rolled his eyes and rocked forward, burying his face in his hands as he let loose a string of curses.

      Jackson, who must have understood a moment behind him, tried to explain Alex’s frustration to the mystified Lena. “The first lesson we get when we get to the Ward School is how to keep from accessing the Dust when we don’t mean to, so we can keep ourselves and everyone else safe.”

      Alex looked up. It made absolute sense. “We learn how to block it off. They teach us to silence it except when it’s needed for charging. It’s the first series of lessons for every powered child, whether they rate the Ward School or not. Except for you. You didn’t stay in school long enough to shut it out. You learned to listen. And I’m guessing it liked being heard.”

      [image: ]

      Alex bent over the lockbox at the door, not in any particular hurry. Jackson and Lena laughed as they came up the street arm-in-arm behind him, posing as a young couple out too late. Alex wasn’t worried about this stretch of their journey. They’d already made it through the worst of the public streets without any attention. Fortunately, the “new prosperity” Councilor Three bandied about in his speeches meant it was no longer uncommon for young people to be out at obscene hours.

      They turned into the alley. He waited inside the entry. As soon as they joined him, Jackson dropped her hand like it had burned him. She rolled her eyes as she passed Alex, leaving the two men together in the small space. He was tempted to comment, but Jackson had done the job. Anyone who had been paying attention would have believed they were a young couple drunk on love.

      “Let me get her settled in then I’ll take you around through the gates so you can check in proper.”

      Jackson gave him a restrained nod. No more babysitting. Jackson was now Agent Lee.

      Alex entered the small living area as Lena returned from the tiny hallway at the back which held the entrances to the three tiny sleeping areas and one bathroom. He gave her a grimace of apology, knowing she’d be stuck here for the week. “It’s small.”

      She laughed. “It’s positively palatial compared to the last one. And the kitchen is ‘wow.’”

      He nodded and looked over at the kitchen opening on the left of the living area. Bigger than the main area, it had broad counters, a wide, energy-sucking refrigerator, and an old-style stove. Even the sink was wide and roomy.

      “The kitchen is the point,” he told her. “You’re going to be spending most of the next week learning how to cook Three’s favorite meals from memory.”

      “I—what? Why?”

      “Because that’s your cover.”

      “I’m a cook?”

      He wasn’t sure her face could be any more doubtful. He wished he’d bothered to ask if she could cook. He’d assumed, since she lived alone, she could. She’d have to be a fast learner. Done was done.

      Instead of voicing his concerns, he nodded. “You are a cook. It was the easiest placement and the best way to keep you out of Three’s sight. He has very specific tastes. He takes a chef and one assistant from his favorite restaurant for himself and his senior staff. You are the sous chef. This keeps you out of view, for the most part. Three is the only one who can ID you concretely—Hernandez is dead, Lucas is gone, and no one else got significant face time.”

      “What about the guards who were in the room? The ones who brought my Mom? They left, but they were in there for a little while.”

      “They’re not an issue.”

      She raised her brows at the stern certainty, but she let it stand. “And the chef? He’s okay with this?”

      He felt satisfaction and knew it reflected in his smile. “The chef is absolutely okay with this. In fact, I’d say he’s eager to start.”

      Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What did you do?”

      Alex shrugged. “I didn’t do anything.” He changed the subject, gesturing down the small hallway. “You have your pick of the bedrooms. Jackson will be in temporary Agent housing because he’s official now. My people will be drifting in to leave status updates. Use them to give you feedback on the cooking.” He grinned. “We’ll have your official papers by Thursday, and you’ll show up for inspection and placement on Friday with everyone else. It’ll be a madhouse. Three doesn’t travel to Council small.”

      She had all the information she needed. He should go. Instead, he paced into the kitchen and opened and closed the pantry and the refrigerator doors, inspecting the contents. Everything was in its place and fully stocked. Of course it was.

      Her recipe book rested on the counter. He slid it toward himself to flip through it. “I don’t have to tell you to stay put and work your ass off to learn these recipes, do I?”

      “No.” She laughed. “Other than Ace, there’s no reason for me to want to leave.”

      “Ace is gone.” He closed the book and handed it to her. “I checked to see if he could keep you company, but he was prepping for his own trip out. He left this morning with the trade caravan. They head in early to be set up and ready for all the Council households and their C-notes. It’s quite the experience.”

      She nodded, obviously not surprised. She flipped the pages of the book, but seemed distracted.

      Alex waited.

      She opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it.

      “What? Lena, speak up. I need to be confident we have everything dealt with before I leave you alone.”

      “I would like to see Danny, if it’s possible?”

      Her brother. Alex’s heart fell. He’d been afraid she’d ask for him. “It’s not,” he told her. “In fact, it would be a very bad idea.”

      She looked up at him, eyes enormous and ridiculously green, and she shook her head imploringly.

      He made himself go on. “He’s not interested in seeing you.” He wanted to be as gentle as possible, but he needed to be thorough.

      “Danny was always supportive. He put himself at risk just to be sure I—”

      “I know. But after everything happened, he was under a lot of pressure. He was investigated, and then he had your sister to cope with and your mother’s funeral.” Alex sighed. The sister alone would turn anyone sour. He rubbed his mouth. “I’ve been working up in Council Central,” he said, referring to the upper floors where Council business was conducted in a warren of offices by cutthroat aides. “Danny was a rising star. His rise is on hold, and he’s pissed. He’s blaming you. I don’t know how much of that is trying to salvage his career or his life, but I can’t risk you seeing him. A betrayal now would be catastrophic on a number of levels.”

      “He would never turn me in.” At Alex’s questioning look, she insisted, “He wouldn’t betray me!”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      Lena looked at the floor. She picked at one fingernail, shoving her thumbnail into the edge of it over and over until the tip tore away. She made a soft sound and brought the finger to her mouth, sucking the blood away. Her lowered lids and lashes hid her wounded eyes.

      It was clear that she wanted to pretend the tears in them were from the nail she’d torn past the quick, but Alex wasn’t fooled. He took a minute to berate himself for feeling sick he’d been the one to hurt her. He couldn’t afford to care. But he did.

      He slid his hand along the counter and stepped closer, taking her hand away from her mouth. He looked down at her finger. Blood welled up from the torn nail. He curled his hand around the finger and took a deep breath, focusing his intent.

      Nothing happened. The Dust didn’t even swirl in acknowledgment. Alex huffed a nervous laugh and tried again.

      “Dust. This should be easy, but I suck at healing. I’m sorry.”

      At least he’d made her smile.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got it.” The bleeding slowed, and her torn skin grew back together. “See? All better.”

      “Not quite.” He drew her hand up to his own mouth and settled his lips on her fingertip, pressing a kiss onto the new skin. He held the kiss for a long moment. Her pupils dilated, and her lips parted, drawing him down deeper.

      Let her hand go. Back away. Right now.

      Behind him, Jackson exited the bathroom and entered the living space. Alex lifted his head, glancing back at Jackson standing awkwardly behind them, keeping his focus everywhere but on them. Alex returned her hand to her, but waited a long beat before he stepped back.

      She sighed, glanced at Jackson, and then refocused on Alex. “So,” she said, her voice almost normal, “do you guys have time to practice dropping that shield you have before you leave? I want to know if I’m right about the Dust. Again.”
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      “She wants to see Danny.” Alex scrubbed his hands over his face as he brought up the last issue he had to discuss with Thomas tonight before he could head back to Azcon on the train. Just thinking of her face, her vulnerability when she’d asked for her brother, made something inside him tighten. It had been eating at him since the night before.

      That wasn’t true. The deception had been eating at him for months.

      “She can’t. It’s too dangerous at this point. It’s not possible.”

      “I know. That’s what I told her. But with everything she’s been through… He’s essentially the last of her family. I think she needs it.”

      “And if he slips? If he tells her what’s really going on? You know how volatile she is. At best, she’d walk away. At worst? She guilts Danny into going with her, and everything we’ve built that hinges on him falls apart. She goes to Ace and shares with him then he somehow shows our hand to the wrong people—”

      “I told you months ago we should groom him, bring him on board—”

      “I won’t trust anyone associated with Dragonfly House. Ever.” Thomas reached up to run his index finger over the smooth, scarred skin under his eye where the slaver’s brand had burned Thomas’s face as a child.

      It was an unconscious movement. Thomas had been doing it since they were boys, and always at the mention of anything to do with his childhood captivity. Alex should have called him on his dislike of Ace at the beginning. A current-day entry-level trade house dealer had nothing to do with the decisions and backroom deals of the trade house thirty-odd years ago. Ace shouldn’t pay for what had been done to Thomas before Lena’s friend was even born. And Lena shouldn’t pay by extension.

      But the emotional investment in decades of hatred made Thomas intractable. Perhaps if Alex appealed to his friend’s emotions, he could win a small victory for Lena—a private meet-up with her brother?

      “You haven’t spent as much time with her as I have.” Alex had to tread carefully. Thomas hated it when he thought Alex was trying to finesse him. “She’s hurting. This would help.”

      Thomas shook his head and tapped a finger on the desk in front of him. “There’s more at stake here than her pain and you know it. So you’re going to have to put your dalliance behind you—”

      Alex narrowed his eyes and met Thomas’s hard gaze with one of his own.

      “—until it’s time for us to use it, and focus.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my focus. And we’re not using what happened between me and Lena. Period.”

      Thomas arched a brow and smiled, though the expression seemed on the sad side to Alex. Perhaps his friend wasn’t as comfortable with his own decisions as he seemed.

      “Unless she turns up pregnant.”

      Alex shook his head. “That’s not a possibility.”

      “Alex. It’s always a—”

      “Not with Lena. She’s got her reproductive system on lockdown.” At Thomas’s expression, Alex laughed. “I don’t know why either of us would be remotely surprised. She’s not one to be pushed around by fate or circumstances. Of course she’s using her abilities to maintain her own health, with everything that implies.”

      “Well, that’s damned inconvenient.”

      “Inconvenient? It’s her life.”

      “It’s our future. I was never going to force anyone on her, Alex, but we need this. We need the children she could produce. We need her—”

      “Happy. We need her happy, Thom. And she’s damn well earned it.”

      Thomas leaned forward and steepled his hands in front of him. He met Alex’s gaze and took a careful breath. “She is happy. Happier than she has been. You could convince her—”

      “No. That’s not going to happen. Leave it be.”

      Thomas shook his head. “This isn’t about feelings.”

      “I said leave it. It’s not negotiable. I’ll deal with Danny, and all the repercussions that will bring when she finds out. I’ll take all of that. But you will let this go, Thom.” Alex willed his friend to feel how deadly serious he was about this. He wouldn’t have her, have any of them, used like that. Not ever. “Not just for Lena. For all of them. Whatever will happen with the future, with children…leave it be. Let it happen naturally. Or we’re no better than the Council, and we have no right to keep going.”

      Thomas tilted his head back and looked up at the ceiling. When he turned back to Alex, it was clear he’d made a decision. “Fine. But she stays in the dark. And so does Danny. Until it’s a done deal, mission accomplished, risk averted, and you’re all heading home, neither of them will know the other’s role.”

      Alex nodded. It wasn’t the answer he’d hoped for. It wasn’t what she needed. But it bought her a larger freedom. He hoped it would be enough.
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      Alex’s hand paused above the lock plate. He shouldn’t be here. He didn’t know why he’d told Jackson that morning that he would conduct Lena’s daily check-in himself. Yes, he had to share the chef’s critique of her progress with her, but he’d already written his comments and planned to hand them off to Jackson to take to her.

      He had no reason to be hovering outside the safe house door, except for the itch that had been keeping him up, distracting him every day, pricking at his awareness. He’d planned to stay away. It wasn’t only logistically smart, but it was emotionally best, too, especially after his deal with Thomas. He didn’t want to deal with the soft, wounded sound of her voice if she asked for her brother again.

      He’d managed to hold out four days before he mentally slapped himself for being so obtuse. You didn’t get rid of an itch by ignoring it. There was only one way to settle it down.

      You scratched it, good and hard.

      He keyed the lock and went in. Even here in the foyer, the layered spicy and savory aromas of what was cooking made his mouth water. And the chef claimed she couldn’t cook?

      When he turned around, Lena was framed in the light from the sunny living room, eyes wide.

      “Alex? What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

      Her feet were bare, and she had on a summer dress for relief against the heat in the little house. The dress billowed light as a breeze around her small body, two thin straps all that held it on her shoulders. A riot of blues and greens swirled together across it. Flour dusted her chin and nose, and coated both hands, and her face was puzzled.

      The night he’d left her here, he’d told her she wouldn’t see him again until they were on the caravan and it was her time to take out the Councilor.

      He came down the hall. The pressure inside eased at the sight of her, even as his heart rate increased. This was a bad idea. He smiled anyway. “Chef Domenico had some issues with his latest evaluation of your skills. I thought I should come over and talk them out with you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Chef Domenico is a pompous ass.” She turned and went back into the kitchen.

      Alex laughed as he followed her in. “He is. But he’s also your cover, so we need to work smart. We need to keep him happy.”

      “Uh huh,” she responded. “Work smart. Got it. I guess you came to tell me how to do that?” She leaned against the kitchen counter between them, waiting for him to answer her.

      “Where did you get that dress?” he asked instead. The colors did amazing things to her eyes.

      Where’d you get that dress? His inner voice howled with laughter.

      He cleared his throat, a stern warning as he settled into one of the kitchen chairs across the counter from her, and added, “You didn’t leave the house, did you?”

      “Of course I didn’t.” She paused and tilted her head. “Jackson brought it for me.”

      “Did he?” Alex worked hard for that neutral tone.

      She shrugged, looking down now to fiddle with dough in a bowl to the side of her. “I think it was kind of an apology. I’d been complaining how hot it was in here with the oven going all day—it is summer. He said it looked cool.” She twisted a smile and peeked up at Alex through her lashes. “He said the color reminded him of my eyes, if you must know.”

      Alex gritted his teeth. Oh, hello, Jealousy, you bastard. Get the hell out of my head. She was manipulating him. He knew it. It didn’t mean it wasn’t effective.

      He leaned back in the chair, crossing his arms.

      She seemed put out when she didn’t get any other reaction from him. She raised her brows. “Were you going to impart any ‘work smarter’ wisdom? Or was the stare supposed to cow me into behaving?”

      “Pay attention. Don’t be careless. If chef says presentation matters…then present the food on the plate. C’mon, you know this makes a difference.”

      She lowered her gaze again, and nodded. “Got it. Guess I can get back to work then.” When Alex didn’t move she looked back at him. This time, she only raised one brow. “Was there something else I screwed up? Or did you want a sample of my shitty cooking? Because the chicken won’t be done baking for another fifteen minutes.”

      She turned away, dismissing him and busying herself at the side counter, fingers pulling off bits of dough, rolling them into small logs between her palms, and then shaping them into crescents on the wide, flat pan in front of her. Her posture told him that not only had she been bored, but now she was pissed, too.

      Fifteen minutes, huh?

      It was probably best that her back was turned so she didn’t see the wide, predatory grin he felt spreading across his face.

      He rose and padded into the kitchen to ease up to her. Her body stiffened when she felt him close in behind her. He pressed his palms to the counter on either side of her working space and lowered his mouth to her ear.

      “Fifteen minutes sounds perfect,” he growled into her ear. “I think that’s what you asked for when you were stressed out and in need of distraction, wasn’t it? Fifteen minutes? Well, now it’s my turn.”

      He closed his mouth around her earlobe, his lips gentle while the tip of his tongue ran along the soft curve of flesh, leaving a trail of popping sparks behind.

      She shivered but pulled her head away and turned her face to him, angled down so she didn’t have to meet his eyes.

      “You’re the one who said I had to work smarter to make the chef happy. Well, I’m working…” As if to prove her point, she showed him the curved crescent in her hand before settling it onto the pan.

      The sugary, nutty scent of the dough rose up and swirled in his nostrils, mixing with the heady, heated fragrance of Lena herself. The scent cued the memory of her taste, and his blood pounded lower.

      Dust, I need this.

      He dipped his head down to press his lips to the curve where her neck joined her shoulder. When he ran his teeth along her skin, she shuddered in response.

      “Stop it.” Her voice was husky in his ears. “You’re distracting me. This is hard.”

      A low chuckle bubbled up and hummed against his lips on her skin. “That’s not the only thing that’s hard.” He pressed closer, rubbing himself against her back. “And I promise, I’ve been far more distracted by you than you know.”

      She leaned away. He could hear her swallow and then suck in a breath. She shook her head. “You said this was a bad idea. You said you didn’t want—”

      “I know what I said, dammit. But I can’t stop thinking about you.” He moved his arms in, wrapping them around her and tucking her in against his body. Her small back curved against his front, and the Dust started swirling, moving in where they were in contact. His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” he repeated, and kissed the spot low on her neck that had made her shudder for him, his tongue flicking out to taste her skin.

      “About kissing you.” He feathered light kisses across her shoulder and the back of her neck.

      “Holding you,” he murmured against the curve of her neck on the other side. His left hand slid up and across her to tug the thin strap of material off her shoulder. He moved his face down to the edge of her shoulder and licked little sparking explosions back up toward her neck again. He finished at her right ear.

      “I can’t stop thinking about how amazing it was,” he whispered in her ear, “to slide inside you. Do you remember?”

      She had the tightest, sweetest little—

      Her head tipped back, opening her neck to give him access to the sensitive skin.

      He pounced, licking and kissing, drawing up the Dust then releasing it. Her breath came in little pants now, and the sound of it made him crazy. He pulled her tighter against him, lifting her onto her toes so that he could feel the curve of her round ass.

      She gulped air. “Fifteen minutes, huh?”

      He reached one arm up, supporting her weight easily with the other as he tilted her face toward him. “Fifteen,” he answered, voice just as breathless. “Say ‘yes.’”

      “Yes.”

      He captured her mouth with his, not gentle and not caring. She matched him heat for heat, pressure for pressure, electric and hard. His hand slid down, drawing down the other strap until both breasts were bare. He palmed one, using his thumb to play with her nipple until it pebbled before moving to the other. He toyed with them, loving how her body responded to his touch, before dipping his hand lower.

      He pulled at the dress, gathering it up until he had access to the vee between her legs. She was naked under the dress. His blood pounded even harder. Though he ravaged her mouth with his, he kept his fingers gentle, easing between her legs to stroke at her most sensitive skin, dipping his fingers lower to draw up her wetness.

      Her lips fell away from his, and she dropped both hands to wrap around his wrist and arm. Her eyes were closed as she focused on what his hand was doing. She rose up even higher onto her toes, leaning back into him for support, and spread her legs a little to offer him easier access.

      He increased the friction and the pressure of the tight, swirling motions he made, and she responded. Her fingers tightened and released around his arm. The sounds she made were deeper, primal. Her brows drew down, and her eyelids squeezed shut.

      He wanted to take her higher. He wanted her to scream for him.

      Alex bore down, with more than just his finger. The Dust that had been swirling within them, surging between them like tides called by two moons, exploded toward the pressure.

      She didn’t scream. She went silent as her body spasmed, even the sound of her breathing stopped. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t stop watching her face transformed by the bliss that rolled over her in waves as the current rolled through her and he brought it back again and again.

      She made no sound until she had finished. Then little moans caught in the back of her throat, slowly shifting to soft hiccupping breaths.

      His head was going to explode. He needed to be inside her.

      Now.

      He slid his hand from between her legs so he could ease her back onto her own feet again, but her knees were jelly. With a proud grin, he scooped her up and moved around the counter to the table, kicking aside the chair and sitting her down on the table top. The dress he’d pulled from her arms had pooled at her waist. He slid his hand up her side and curved in to her breast, dipping his head down again to lick at her nipples while he eased her back. He wanted her bright-eyed again before he finished. He wanted full participation, but he was so hard he ached, and he couldn’t wait.

      Alex chuckled with anticipation as he worked at his pants with his free hand, but the sound that huffed against her skin came closer to a deranged cackle.

      It must have got her attention. She threaded her fingers in his hair and pulled his head back. She wasn’t gentle. And he hadn’t thought he could get any harder than he was.

      “What are you laughing at, Reyes?” Her smile was a little crooked, a little woozy, just a little drunken.

      He laughed again. “Just thinking about what I’m going to do to you right now, Gracey.”

      Her lips curved up at his answer, and she leaned back and gave a little shimmy with her shoulders, making the rest of her undulate in a way that stopped his heart. It took some effort, but he brought his gaze back to her face.

      She grinned back at him, orgasm-drunk no more. She was back, and clearly ready for more. He gave it to her, gripping her hips to pull her to him and thrusting inside. The wet friction and electric heat sizzled along him, over and over and over. His head fell back as his face contorted. He held on as long as he could, tendons straining, back tense. Her soft voice chanted his name in rhythm to his thrusts, and she let him have the charge she’d been building inside. He reared back, a shout exploding from him as he released.

      He came back to himself slowly. The blood pounded in his temples still, and his breath sawed in his ears. He moved his head and discovered it was cradled on her chest, a small breast and small hand to either side. A smile flitted over his face, and he lifted his head to carefully rest his chin instead of his forehead on her chest.

      She stared up at the ceiling, her smug smile answering his own. He laughed, and lifted himself up onto one arm.

      “I think,” she said between soft pants as her breath equalized, “that was even better,” and she swallowed, “than the first time.”

      “I think,” he said and closed one eye as he focused to think, “we may well get better every time.”

      She gasped a laugh. “You mean you’re not running away this time?”

      Alex shook his head. “Nobody’s allowed to run away. Deal?”

      “Deal.” She shrugged. “It makes the most sense, after all.”

      He struggled to stand, pushing himself up with both arms now. “What does?”

      “Not running away. I mean, this revolution stuff is pretty intense. I have to imagine that’s a lot of fifteen-minute increments of stress relief between the two of us.”

      Alex laughed, the sound rumbling up from deep in his chest. “I think you’re right.” He took a step back, glanced down, and then groaned as he reached down to pull his pants from around his ankles.

      Lena sat up, watching him. A look that fell somewhere between curiosity and confusion played over face. “I thought you said no running away.”

      “I’m not.” He leaned in to plant a kiss on her mouth to wipe away any concerns she had. “I’m not. But I stole away to come see you, and as much as I’d like to stay and spend the afternoon with you, I can’t. We leave in three days.”

      She nodded. “Wow. So slam, bam—”

      “Lena.”

      She arched a brow at him.

      “We’ll have more time soon. When Three’s gone. There’s always a lull between missions.” He leaned back in for a slower kiss. “But right now it’s stolen moments. I’d like us to handle this.” He searched her face. “Are you sorry I came?”

      She met his eyes. A wicked light gleamed in hers. “I’d have been pissed if you didn’t.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” He nipped at her lip.

      “I know. But it’s all the answer you need.”

      He answered her smile with his own, and dressed himself while she watched. Her head tilted to the side, and the dress still bunched around her waist. It was a great look on her.

      When he’d finished, she finally reached down and found the straps to the dress, hopping off the table and pulling them up over her arms again. As she pulled the fabric up, she did that little shimmy that had made him lose his mind earlier, a mischievous smile on her face.

      Alex barked a laugh at the provocation and pulled her into a kiss. When he let her go, he lightly smacked her ass and backed away. If he didn’t leave right then, he wouldn’t leave at all.

      “Be sure and pass my regards to Jackson on his taste in women’s clothing,” he told her. “Unparalleled access.”

      She laughed loud and long, head thrown back. He couldn’t help but grin. Happy sounded good on her.

      “You tell him,” she called out as he walked down the hall.

      “I will,” he shouted back. Little fucker. Bringing gifts to my woman.

      Alex’s hand paused above the lock plate. He leaned his forehead on the door. My woman, huh?

      Yep. It had been a terrible idea coming here. And when he stopped smiling he might be able to make himself believe it.
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      Lena turned the small folder with her papers in it around and around in her hands. Alex had warned her against being late the morning before, but she’d still moved slowly this morning. She hadn’t wanted to be among the first in line to gain final clearance to enter the caravan area.

      Being first wouldn’t be a problem. She’d arrived at mid-morning to find the line snaked up the alley beside the Council building and then curled around down the walkway bordering the street in front of the building. The sun had long since heated the top of her head and the shorter hair at the nape of her neck dripped beads of sweat. They ran down the curve of her spine, not chilling but itching her skin. She should have heeded Alex’s warning.

      Lena distracted herself with the memory of his last visit the morning before. He’d slipped into the safe house in the dark of the early morning hours, so they’d have more time for that last visit before heading out. They’d made good use of the time.

      A sharp finger jabbed into her shoulder. She jumped, nearly dropping her papers.

      “Why are you standing in this line with all of these…people?” Chef Domenico’s disdain for those around her was palpable. His lip curled, and his nostrils pinched as if he’d smelled something foul. His expression made it clear what most displeased him was herself.

      He pinched her blouse away from her shoulder with his index finger and thumb and drew her out of the line to sweep her along beside him as he strode past those who’d been waiting in the hot sun since early morning.

      “Excuse me,” he drawled, giving a couple in front of him the once over as he pushed through the line. On the other side was another, far shorter line. Domenico marched over and stood in it, his thin lips still quivering with outrage. He waited four back from the desk manned by a Council official.

      After a moment, he turned on Lena and growled in her face, “I do not wait in line with the peones, and neither do my people. It is simply not done. Anyone who knows me, knows this. What are you trying to do?”

      Taken aback, she stared at the man. His face was florid. Did he care more about discovery or his reputation? She remembered her role as a new sous chef and dropped her gaze seconds before she would have responded to the man in like outrage. “I’m sorry, Chef,” she murmured for any who might be listening. “I forgot. I was just so excited.”

      He pulled himself up to his full, impressive height. “Remember your place from here on. I am doing your…father…a favor by hiring you on. But my generosity does have limits. It would be a shame for you both if you exceeded them.”

      She kept her head bowed in what might appear to be crimson-faced shame to anyone looking. In reality, the threat left her shaking with rage.

      “Papers?” The official snapped at her, and she realized it was the second time he’d spoken.

      “Pay attention, you idiot girl,” Domenico hissed at her.

      She fumbled her papers out of the folder and handed them over.

      “Mina Gardin?”

      She nodded, acutely aware of the sweat beaded on her upper lip and across her brow.

      The man dribbled a tiny amount of wax from a candle burning beside him across the first of four boxes and neatly pressed a small square seal into it. While the wax dried, he found her name in a ledger before him and initialed beside it. “You’ll present your papers again upon arrival at the Meet, and then again when you rejoin the caravan to leave, and upon arrival home.”

      He refolded the papers and handed them back, watching as she tried and failed twice to slide them back into her folder.

      Domenico sighed his impatience.

      “Keep them with you at all times.” The official smiled, but his lips barely perked. His face remained bored, and he had already focused on the VIP behind her as he extended his arm out and at an angle to be seen around Lena. “Papers?”

      Domenico gripped her shirt between his fingers again and tugged her away toward the lines of steam-powered trucks, each with its attached car or trailer. The trucks and refitted train cars filled the cordoned-off parking area behind the Council building.

      The converted trucks themselves were large, former industrial trucks retrofitted with fireboxes and boilers in the rear cargo area. Some of them had trailers attached to carry supplies or goods in large cargo boxes, or to carry the wood and water needed to fuel the trucks. Some pulled closed, adapted train cars where the caravaners would travel.

      Their car was near the front of the second line of trucks. The position meant they’d be mid-way back from the head of the caravan, several cars down from the luxurious double-car carrying the Councilor. It was also many cars up from the regular kitchen cars and the supply trucks.

      How efficient. She’d be spending a good portion of her day trotting back and forth, bringing up the non-specialty supplies they needed to feed Three and his elite staff, including Alex. Unfortunately, she wouldn’t actually be seeing him at all until he came for her in two days.

      Domenico released her shirt once they arrived at their car. He marched up the two metal steps to the door, slid it open, and entered. Lena followed.

      The train wasn’t what she expected. It was all kitchen, long, sleek, metal, and electric. As the sous chef, one of her responsibilities would be to keep it all powered. A narrow aisle ran the length of it. Stove and ovens were on one side, sinks and counter prep space on the other. At the far end of the aisle, each side had a narrow ladder leading up to curtained privacy areas: their beds. The aisle ended in a door she assumed was the bathroom they’d be sharing. Two flip-down stools at the head of the kitchen across from the entry were the only seating.

      It was gleaming, clean, sophisticated, and practical. It only served to underscore that the next forty-eight hours would be hell. If she’d had any doubts, Domenico put them to rest when he walked immediately down the narrow aisle, climbed up the rungs on the wall to the right, and slid his duffel onto the mattress of that bunk.

      “I always sleep above the sinks,” he told her with a sniff as he climbed back down and came back.

      Of course he did. The hellish residual heat rising up from the stove and ovens would be reserved for the sous. She didn’t even bother rolling her eyes as she slid past him to climb the rungs on the left and put her own bag away.

      “Hurry up,” Domenico snapped when she pulled back the curtain to look at her meager sleep space. “We need to complete our inspection and be sure nothing is missing.”

      She dutifully hopped back down. The next five hours proceeded exactly as she expected. Domenico was furious with Alex for putting him in this position, but too frightened of the Agent to refuse. The fear, however, did not extend to her. He’d obviously decided to make her life as difficult as possible.

      It didn’t take her long to conclude Domenico fluttered from shelf to shelf noting the items he had deliberately forgotten to stock. The realization did not help her disposition as she ran back and forth from his car to the rear of the column where the supply trucks were in various stages of being loaded. Searching manifests for specific items and then sorting through the crates themselves, over and over, was exhausting in the full heat of the day. The embarrassment of returning to the foreman again and again added to her foul mood.

      By the time Domenico pronounced everything in its place, she wore a gritty coating of dust. Her eyes burned from salty sweat and from smoke billowing from the rear kitchen area. An hour before, as dusk had fallen, the fires had blazed as cooks prepped dinner for the masses. She ran through the area with every trip, eyes tearing and stomach growling.

      As soon as Domenico made his proclamation, she turned and slid the door open. Domenico’s rapid footsteps chased her as she swung down from the car. The raucous voices and laughter from gathered workers sharing their first meal in the open sounded like freedom.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” He sounded offended again. “We take all of our meals in here.”

      The smoky fragrant breeze flowing outside the car raised gooseflesh on her sweat-dampened skin. She looked past him to the hot, closed space of the car. She could only imagine how much more miserable it would be once the boiler to power the steam engine was lit. She refused to spend every hour hiding in this car, even if it meant she spent the next days on constant alert.

      “No,” she told him firmly, “we don’t.” She strode away, weaving through the trucks and trailers she’d spent the afternoon darting between, and was gone before Domenico had even managed an exit.

      Once she was sure Domenico wouldn’t be pursuing her to pinch at her shirt in distaste and drag her back, she relaxed. She wandered through the gathered caravaners, lost in the crowd and the gathering dark. Were Alex and Jackson settled into their places within the caravan yet? Hoping to see Alex was pointless. Even if she caught a glimpse as he went about his duties as a senior member of the retinue, he’d pretend not to notice her. She understood that, and why, but it didn’t help her mood now.

      She hadn’t expected there would be so many workers, although it did make sense. Scouts roved ahead and behind in the wild lands they’d move through. The caravan also needed drivers, and loaders, and techs in case equipment went wrong. While the trucks themselves were steam-powered and not electric, people still depended upon the old power. There had to be Sparks. And someone had to cook for all of them.

      Even more than an hour after they’d started serving, a short line waited for food. Once she had her food, she went to hide in the shadows cast by a bonfire. She balanced her wooden plate on her lap and leaned back against the big wheel of a cargo truck to watch the others as she ate.

      Although she’d come to look forward to Alex’s all-too-brief visits, to laughing and talking and touching, neither the darkness nor the lack of company tonight bothered her much. She’d spent so much of her childhood alone, trapped in the house, that the solitude of her existence out in the desert had been calming. The constant light and movement and mental presence of so many others at Fort Nevada was overwhelming. Here, she wasn’t a part of the hum of voices and laughter and the occasional shout. She curled around her plate in the darkness and went unnoticed by those around her. Or so she wished.

      “What are you doing out here?” Jackson appeared out of the dark and squatted down beside her, keeping his voice low. He had clearly been taking inscrutable stare lessons from Alex. She gestured at her plate, to indicate the obvious. Jackson waited for a verbal response.

      “Avoiding my boss so I don’t kill him.” Her voice was low, but she didn’t bother to keep the agitation from it. “The man is insufferable.”

      “Don’t you like insufferable men?”

      She could see that Jackson immediately regretted the words.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to the ground. “That was unnecessary.”

      “I’m sorry, too.” She waited until he lifted his face to her. “Not for—I’m happy now. I really am.” She couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her lips. “He may be insufferable, but he makes me happy. I am sorry you were hurt. I thought you’d made your choice, Jackson, and it wasn’t me.”

      Jackson shrugged. “Guess I should’ve been more like Alex.” A world of resentment welled up in the tight words.

      She snorted and shook her head. “I fell for you because you weren’t like him. Which is ironic now….”

      A flash of something crossed his face. Disgust? Regret? Lena wasn’t sure, and she wasn’t sure whether it was aimed at her or at himself.

      “Mmmm,” he agreed. He swiped his finger over the dust on his boot. “And then I lost you for the same reason.” He took a deep breath then swallowed. He met her gaze for a second before his swerved away. “It’s fine. I understand. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I always know what I’m doing.”

      “Like running away from your boss and jeopardizing everything?” He shook his head in disapproval. “I get that he’s obnoxious. My understanding is he’s also vain, egotistical, and stupid. That’s why Alex was able to finagle you a spot. It would be a shame if everyone’s hard work came to nothing because you couldn’t deal with a difficult personality for a few hours.” Jackson bounced twice on the balls of his feet, working his knees, before he rose to continue his patrol.

      She picked at her dinner. Why had he bothered to say he understood, to apologize for Dust’s sake, if he was just going to swipe at her?

      What the Dust did Jackson know anyway, she seethed. He had the job he’d always wanted, and he’d used her to get it. He had no idea how much it had hurt. That she’d gotten over it and found unexpected feelings and happiness was irrelevant. He had no idea what she’d been through in the last few hours, either, and he felt perfectly free to criticize her for wanting a harassment-free dinner.

      What really infuriated her, though, was that he was right. She shoved the last of the stewed pork into her mouth, even though it had lost its flavor, then hauled herself to her feet to carry her plate back to the kitchen. She grabbed her fry bread, scraped the rest of her dinner into the bins, and then stacked her plate for washing.

      She trudged back through the darkness to Domenico’s kitchen car. Tomorrow, tomorrow night, the next day, she told herself, counting down to her actual escape and the revenge she’d waited for so long. You can do this. She finished the last of the fry bread and wiped her hands on the back of her pants. One last deep breath of cool night air fortified her before she slid the door open.

      “Oh! Has my wayward charge actually returned?” Domenico’s voice, dark and still angry, twisted its way down the aisle to her. “I should make you sleep outside with the bugs for your disrespect!”

      You can do this.

      [image: ]

      The Councilor always slept through breakfast, so they were officially off-duty for the morning meal. Three’s senior staff had to eat with the rest of the rabble or go without. Lena and Domenico made their own light breakfast, as they had the day before on the road. In spite of the uncomfortable night, she found she had energy to spare as she buzzed with secret excitement. By that night, she’d have an accomplishment to show the memory of her parents.

      In the afternoon, Fort Nevada agents would flow down over the caravan, creating a distraction while Lena went for the Councilor. By the evening, there would be no more Three. There would be one less corrupt Councilor ordering behind-the-scenes torture and death. Her girls would be one step closer to safe. As they got back underway, she lost herself in fantasies of how she’d do it. Suffocation? Little heart attacks? Stroke?

      First they had to make it around the wastelands. She had been to Albuquerque and seen the charred areas where the pipeline still smoldered beneath the city. But nothing had prepared her for the Black Lands of Colorado.

      The caravan made its way past what had been Denver, the caravaners tense and ready for attacks by Neo-barbs or Scavengers. The annual caravan made too attractive a target, and the rocky forests of Colorado were ideal for ambush staging.

      The smell struck her first, an acrid, choking burn sneaking into the cars through cracks in windows and doors and catching in the back of the throat and nose. Domenico, a veteran of many Council trips, had already dampened a cloth and wrapped it around his face. She followed suit. Of course, where Domenico had a beautiful custom square of fabric, Lena had a dishcloth.

      They stopped for lunch immediately north of Denver. It wasn’t ideal, but they wouldn’t be clear of the stink for hours anyway. The sooner they served, cleaned, and packed back up, the sooner they could leave again. Once Domenico took Three’s luncheon out to the main cars, Lena leaned out to peer away from the caravan.

      To the east, broken, black ground stretched as far as the eye could see. In a few places, steam still rose from the cracks, curling and toxic. The damage extended through what had been Kansas and Oklahoma and down into central and east Texas—the no man’s lands which had borne the brunt of the immediate, fiery death that erupted over two hundred years before.

      Sobered, she climbed back up into the car and began the clean-up. She tried to push away the imagined horror of the deaths of those trapped by the fumes but not incinerated by the flames. And then, of course, millions died afterward, of poisoning, of thirst, of starvation or disease once everything had collapsed. She couldn’t shake the feeling of darkness and despair that seemed to creep in with the bad air.

      What would she have done, if she’d been alive then? Would she have tried to flee?

      I’d do whatever it took to find Alex.

      It wasn’t because the Alex she imagined from that time would be able to save them. At the root of the longing was the simple acknowledgment that she’d want to see him again, to hold him before death claimed them.

      She pressed a hand to her chest, where an ache grew at the thought. She had always been about the physical. If she didn’t care, it couldn’t hurt. Where had this maudlin woman come from? Yes, they’d been through so much together, come so far since the day he’d walked into her home in the desert and changed everything. But this? She didn’t love him, did she? No. They were friends, partners in revolution.

      She swallowed back the ache in her throat and chest.

      When the Dust had that happened?

      A motion out the window to her right caught her eye. She moved closer and peered through the curtains. Alex stalked toward her car, his face set in grim lines. A huge, bald man with a bushy blond mustache paced him. Behind them, she could make out the legs of a smaller, slighter man, but the rest of him remained hidden.

      Her glance strafed the area around her, recognizing movement everywhere as people were moved away. Agents, some of whom she recognized as Alex’s who’d slipped in to leave reports at the safe house for Jackson to pick up, slipped into positions around the car. Around her.

      Around her? But it was too early. The attack hadn’t started. They weren’t in position. She caught another glimpse of his face as he moved in. It was dark, set, and not with anger alone. She recognized the expression. He had closed off, exactly as he had the day he’d stepped up and looked down at her strapped to the table in the Council building.

      Her heart caught, twisted, and then began again, the slow, loud thumping a contrast to the panicked skittering of her thoughts. She stood, clearly visible through the window, as still as a rabbit that hoped it wasn’t the prey being sought.

      Alex moved around the front of the truck, out of view for a moment. When he appeared again, he roughly shoved the third man to the side, out of her view. Alex and the bald man moved into position on either side of the door.

      He reached and slid it open. Alex called out as he met her frightened stare, “Magdalena Gracey?”

      It isn’t time. This isn’t the plan.

      Lena swallowed. “No. No. There must be a mistake. My name is Mina Gardin. I have papers.”

      He nodded at her, a small, comforting movement. It was a move designed to placate and disarm a suspect.

      What was going on?

      “Miss,” he told her firmly, as if they hadn’t spent as many stolen moments together over the past few days as they could manage, as if the whispered endearments that had made her feel like glowing Dust filled her chest hadn’t come from his lips. His eyes were blank, like he’d never seen her before in his life. “If you could please step out of the car now, I’m sure we can clear this up.”

      It wasn’t time yet, but he played his role so well.

      It’s a role. It’s just a role….

      She looked again out the window to peer through the gap in the curtains. Nothing moved. The agents had disappeared, and the caravaners were hiding. Was Jackson out there, too?

      His words from her first night in the caravan came back to her. He would do whatever he had to do to ensure the plan went forward. He had made it clear that so should she.

      She stepped one foot forward and reached up to pull the damp dishtowel from around her lower face. It fell to the floor beside her. Alex reached in, extending a helping hand.

      She should go with him, shouldn’t she? If this was all a part of the plan, or a contingency? Her heart thudded in her ears. She trusted him. It must be a change in plans.

      She remembered his arm reaching out to her before—to shoot her with the electric barbs of a Taser. In the end, he’d made it right. He’d made his decision, but he’d done whatever it took to get her free.

      “My name is Mina Gardin,” she repeated. She couldn’t read his eyes.

      They looked nothing like they had two days before when he kissed her goodbye, fingers framing her face, forehead pressed to hers, reminding her to be careful. She couldn’t read him at all.

      It’s a role.

      She stopped and started to turn back. “I can get my papers.”

      They’d said to keep them on her at all times, hadn’t they?

      “No,” Alex said. “We can get them in a minute, miss. You come on down, please.”

      She couldn’t read his eyes.

      Lean swallowed and stepped forward. She took the first step down and reached for his offered hand.

      His fingers closed on hers like a vice, and he yanked her from the car.

      She stumbled, caught herself, and then fell off balance again as he spun her around by her arm and pressed her against the hot metal side of the car.

      He pinned her, one hand holding her wrist to the middle of her back, his knee pressing into the small of her back.

      “Stop! What are you doing?” Terror filled her voice. Shame flooded through her, and she didn’t know if it was because she couldn’t make herself trust Alex or because she had ever trusted him at all. “Please, stop! You’re making a mistake!” She tried to push against him but he was immovable.

      “Shut up.” A voice growled in her ear. Not Alex.

      A hand fumbled at the back of her neck.

      “Stop! Stop! This isn’t what I wanted!” Another voice shouted at them. Danny’s voice?

      Lena tried to turn her head and look, but Alex held her fast. Another hand came up to push the side of her face against the car. Not Alex’s hand. Why did it matter?

      “You should have thought of that before,” Alex snapped. The rage in his voice wasn’t directed at her, and it wasn’t an act. This was real. “What you want is irrelevant now, Mr. Gracey.”

      Danny did this? Her body sagged as her knees went loose. Her brother had seen her. He had reported her. She had been wrong. Her brother had done this, and Alex had no choice.

      The hand fumbled against her neck again, pushing her hair up and away.

      She felt the icy prick of awareness a moment before she heard the snick of connection. She bucked against them, desperate, wild for only a second. The Dust gathered within her chest, ready to burst out—

      And then it scattered as the collar powered up, and the current surged through her.
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      As soon as the collar snapped into place, Alex stepped away. He forced himself not to avert his eyes as Lena fell into a boneless heap. Boneless, but not unconscious.

      She stared at him, even as she blinked uncontrollably.

      It didn’t matter that he hadn’t had a choice from the instant Merritt appeared at his shoulder just as Danny was asking why his sister was in camp, working with the Councilor’s chef. At that point, her arrest wasn’t in doubt. Alex made the decision to use her arrest to get her in front of Three instead of sneaking her in later. He’d be damned if he’d allow himself to look away from what he’d done.

      His stomach heaved. His well-trained mind might be racing, picking through available choices and making strategic decisions, but his body fought his control. Even his chest felt hollow. He swallowed back the bile and tried to control the trembling of arms that wanted nothing more than to rip the collar from her now.

      It’s temporary. Ah, Dust, Lena, it’s temporary, I promise!

      He pulled the gloves from his belt and shoved his hands inside of them. When he knelt and reached out to touch her, intending to lift her to take her to the main car where Three waited, he could feel the charge surrounding her.

      “Are you trying to give her a heart attack?” He reached his fingers around to adjust the current himself.

      “If necessary.” Merritt’s response was even and satisfied. “And don’t touch that collar, Reyes. This little bitch is the strongest Spark ever born. I saw what she did to the Council building. She gets max volts or she gets a bullet in the brain.”

      Alex looked up and sneered at the man. “Scared, Merritt? I’ve faced her twice now and lived to talk about it.”

      “Yes, you have.” Merritt made it clear the fact made his skills, or him, suspect.

      Merritt had responded to Three’s selection of Alex as Security Chief by making the transition as difficult and tedious as he possibly could. Alex’s original plan had been to simply wait the man out, until he’d discovered Merritt had been in charge of the long-ago interrogation and disposal of Lena’s father. It wasn’t shocking in itself, nor was it something he hadn’t had to do himself in the past, but the mere fact of what it had done to Lena made him lean toward simply ridding himself of the man responsible.

      It factored into his decision to bring the man on the trip. It had been widely assumed that Alex planned to leave Merritt as his Interim Chief while Alex was gone. Any Senior Agent could hold down the city, he told Merritt, but he needed the man who’d been responsible for the creation of the security plans to travel with them. Who better to deal with any lapses of security if they occurred?

      Who better to take the fall? The lapse, and Merritt’s subsequent fall, was already planned.

      Alex held Merritt’s cold stare as he adjusted the current. If Merritt’s hand so much as twitched toward his gun, he would drop the man where he stood, even if he had to hunt down every witness watching the scene from in and behind the cars around them.

      The big man was clearly unhappy, but he didn’t make a move.

      Alex lowered his attention to Lena. Her lids stopped spasming, but current still raged through her, rendering her powerless. He hoped somewhere in her was a kernel of trust big enough to know he’d get her out of the collar and safe. She might forgive him if he could get her to understand why he’d made the choice, a combination of tactics and knowing her resilience. The collar was a means to an end. He only had to make her see it.

      She has to see. His mind tried to spin away to what would happen if she didn’t, and his chest clenched, panic taking his breath. Focus, Alex.

      He stood, watching Daniel Gracey now from the corner of his eye as he dusted off his knees. The young man was quite an adroit actor, although his emotions were probably real this time.

      Lena’s brother stood behind Merritt looking down at his sister in horror. He sobbed in great silent heaves, tears and snot flowing freely down his face.

      That’s right, he urged the young man’s emotions on silently, think about how you’ve betrayed your sister and the memory of your father. You betrayed your dead mother, too, and everything they ever asked of you.

      Instead of giving voice to his thoughts, he simply growled, “Get over here, Gracey, and make yourself useful.”

      Danny looked up and took the few shuddering steps over. He managed to get out, “This isn’t what I wanted.”

      “I don’t give a shit.” He waited for it to sink in. It was the truth. “Now, pick her up. You can carry her back to the Councilor. We’ll see what he wants us to do with her.”

      It was needlessly cruel, especially considering the true circumstances. He had no intention of allowing the Councilor to decide to do anything with her, but his people knew he couldn’t abide stupidity. Danny approaching Alex directly about his sister qualified.

      The kid stared at him. He looked down at his sister and then back up. He made a feeble gesture with his hand. “But…the current. I don’t have any of those gloves.”

      “And you barely rate as a Spark.” Merritt moved closer, threatening. “It’ll hurt, but you won’t be incapacitated. Pick her up. Now.”

      The muted sound of rapid footsteps falling on packed earth had both Alex and Merritt straightening. Alex had sent a message to Jackson before he and Merritt had taken Danny to see Three. He’d hoped Jackson might beat them here, so Lena would at least have notice of what was coming and steel herself for it. It hadn’t happened. Jackson had been too slow. There’d been no warning for her.

      Jackson rounded the edge of the car now and skidded to a stop, his focus going immediately to Lena on the ground. He froze. Panic and fear flared across his face. His blurted words, a shocked, “What are you doing?” made Alex silently curse him.

      “Agent Lee,” he snapped, “pull yourself together.”

      Jackson managed to recover, dragging his shocked stare from the collar around her neck. “Did you need me to transport her, sir?” he managed.

      “No,” Merritt answered for Alex. “Her brother was about to do that for us. Since he’s the one who brought her to our attention, it’s his privilege to carry her into custody. Isn’t it, Mr. Gracey?”

      Jackson glared at Danny, an obvious flare of fury.

      Merritt’s face tightened. The man’s speculative eyes met Alex’s.

      “Find her papers, Lee,” Alex told him, gesturing up to the car. “Then meet us in the Councilor’s car.”

      Jackson nodded, keeping his face down. His attention flickered between the ground and the collar.

      Really, Jackson? You think you’re the only one disgusted by the need for this? You’re not even the one involved with her, but your inability to control yourself has put her at risk! He cursed Jackson as Danny lifted his sister. He and the young agent would have a few things to straighten out once Alex had pulled their asses out of the fire and this was all over.

      [image: ]

      By the time they made it to the Councilor’s car, Alex had already revised the spur-of-the-moment plan. Merritt would make his suspicions about Jackson known to Three as soon as he could, casting doubt on Alex himself, since he had lobbied for Jackson to be his second. Without Three’s trust in his leadership, their route might be changed, the security plan might be tweaked. Any number of small but significant changes could be made which might jeopardize the entire operation. They’d have to move the op up. They’d have to make it happen now.

      “Don’t put her on my furniture!” The Councilor’s baritone command set his teeth on edge. “She might lose control of her bowels and soil it.” Three made outraged shooing motions at Danny, urging him to pick up his incapacitated sister. “Put her over there, on the floor, away from the carpets. The floor can be scrubbed.”

      Alex snapped his fingers at Danny when the man hesitated. He pointed down to the spot on the floor as he assessed the twilit room.

      The Councilor suffered from migraines and kept his own quarters darkened. Heavy drapes on the forward and side windows blocked out the light and prying eyes. It was about as good as he could hope for.

      Alex leaned on the arm of the couch as Danny lifted Lena and hauled his sister to the corner to ease her body down. Danny held onto her head for a moment, kissing her forehead before gently settling her back against the floor.

      Alex wasn’t surprised. Guilt was a powerful emotion. He should know. He had enough of it coursing through him right now to power all of Azcon.

      Three seated himself and ran his hands through his grey hair, his fingers pausing on the patch of black at his hairline. He smoothed it, the motion almost a caress. After a moment, he dropped his hands, and his fingers drummed the cushioned armrest as he looked at Lena, a small, pleased smile quirking his lips. The smile didn’t move the seamed lines of his face, and it didn’t reach his mean eyes.

      Beneath the meanness, relief thrummed through the man. Which Councilor was Three so happy not to have to face after losing Lena? It was an academic question. They would find out shortly. Three would tell them everything.

      Danny stood in front of Three, his head bowed. “Councilor?” He waited.

      Three’s attention turned slowly to his junior aide. The Councilor’s face didn’t lose the smile.

      “I know you’ve had doubts, but I have been loyal, sir.” Danny flopped his hand in his sister’s direction, indicating his evidence. “May I ask that you please not kill her?”

      “Oh, I have no intention of killing her, Daniel.” The Councilor’s voice was resonant and generous. “We’re simply going to question her, find out where she has been. Who has been hiding her? And then she will pass to the custody of the Council.”

      “But….” Danny looked at his sister.

      “They won’t kill her, either, Daniel,” Three reassured him.

      No, they’ll throw her in prison to experiment on her. What’s a little torture to a Spark, after all?

      A quick two-note knock at the metal door sounded. The Councilor called out, “Enter.”

      Jackson stepped up into the car. He’d regained his equilibrium. His gaze moved over Lena on the floor with no reaction.

      Before the young Agent could speak, the Councilor dismissed Danny. “You should return to your transport, Daniel. We’ll send someone for you if we need your assistance again. And to discuss again what you knew about your sister. And when.”

      The young aide had effectively been confined to his bunk.

      Danny managed a miserable nod. He stepped over his sister’s leg and around Jackson to leave the car.

      After the door slid closed behind Danny, Jackson nodded respectfully at the Councilor and then lifted the papers to show Alex. “Her falsified papers, sir.”

      “I’ll take those.” Merritt leaned over and snatched them from Jackson’s hand. He looked them over, fingering the heavy paper and holding it up to a nearby candle to check its translucence. “These are quality forgeries. I can barely tell them apart from authentic ID papers.”

      That’s because they are authentic. Alex sneered internally at the man’s posturing.

      “She had help. Experienced help.” Merritt met the Councilor’s questioning look and then turned a considering gaze to Alex.

      “Thank you for stating the obvious,” Alex murmured, his voice dry. He tapped his lip as if he was thinking. “Agent Lee, I’d like you to go immediately to the nearest scout position. Inform them they are to make contact with our forward agents and pull back to reinforce us here.”

      Jackson’s single nod confirmed he understood what Alex really wanted.

      “Do you think that’s necessary?”

      “You’re going to send him?”

      Councilor Three and Merritt spoke at the same time. Alex answered only the Councilor.

      “Sir, we may have exposed a larger plot. I can’t risk that she’s part of a sophisticated group intent on removing you. We’ll make camp here tonight to ensure we are off schedule. We don’t want to be where we’re expected to be.” He returned his attention to Jackson. “Why are you still here, Agent Lee?”

      Jackson slipped out, hurrying away to the front of the caravan and the electric vehicles meant for speed and tactical response.

      Alex turned his gaze to Merritt. “At this point, Councilor, the entire security plan is suspect.” And Merritt had been the one to create it.

      Merritt blinked. “You’re not pinning this on me.”

      “Oh, no?” Alex just needed to buy time as he focused on releasing his block.

      It was time to disable the collar. Lena needed to be a part of this. She had earned it. He had to give her that, after taking so much from her.

      “No.”

      Before Alex could do more than pull his attention back from the collar, Merritt turned and slammed the door back into its track and jumped from the car. As a Spark in security, albeit a homegrown, locally educated Spark, Merritt was rated for a weapon, if barely. The man jumped away, pulling his gun and shouting for Agent Lee to come back.

      Alex brushed past the powerful frame of the Councilor, telling the man to stay inside. He unholstered his own weapon as he went after Merritt.

      “Stop right there, Merritt, or I will shoot you.” He threw his already deep voice so it could be heard clearly not only by Merritt, but by anyone in the surrounding cars.

      Merritt stopped moving forward, but he kept his weapon in his hand as he turned. “You’re making a big mistake, Reyes.”

      “No, you made the mistake. Where are they?”

      “Where are who?”

      “The assassins you’ve set up to take the Councilor.”

      “You are not pinning this on me!”

      “It was your security plan.”

      “Plenty of people had access. You had access.”

      “But not motive. It was your security plan, Lew!” Alex shifted to the left so the agent crawling beneath the car behind Merritt was no longer in his line of fire. He could sense the hovering presence of the Councilor in the door of the car. “Drop your weapon.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Drop your weapon so we can go back inside and discuss this. You can still salvage things.”

      Merritt’s hand tightened around the grip of his gun.

      C’mon, Merritt, do me a favor. Lift it.

      “If you think I’m going to let that play out, you’re a fool.” Merritt swung the weapon up.

      Alex sparked the round as he fired the gun. A red hole appeared in the center of the man’s chest. He judged it a little high. A second red hole appeared, bigger, tearing out, making the first irrelevant. The bullet came from the agent on the ground who had slithered into position under the car behind Merritt.

      He barely registered the few scattered screams from those hiding in the cars around them. In the silence afterward, he crossed to Merritt’s body, kicked away his gun, and then bent to check the man’s vitals. He looked back at the Councilor. When he shook his head, Three disappeared back into the car. The agent rolled out from under the car and trotted over to him. They were shortly joined by two more.

      He gave them their grim instructions: stow the body. Instruct everyone to hunker down in their cars until told otherwise. Create a perimeter, and confine the Councilor’s senior staff to the forward car. He and the Councilor needed to be free to discover what they could from their surviving prisoner. The men nodded.

      He picked up Merritt’s gun on his way back to the Councilor.

      Lena still lay in her heap on the floor.

      The Councilor had crossed the room to make himself a drink with shaking hands.

      “Sir?”

      Three slashed his shaking hand through the air. He wasn’t ready to discuss it yet. He raised the glass of amber liquid to his mouth with his other hand and began drinking noisily. That was fine with Alex.

      With the Councilor’s back turned, Alex crouched by Lena, reached around her neck and released the Council collar. He pulled it open.

      Her eyes cleared, and her body went rigid with rage.

      From one moment to the next, with the first blink of those beautiful blue-green eyes, he felt fear. Cold gripped him at the base of his spine and squeezed. Would anything be the same between them? He’d made the choice he’d had to. If he believed the hurt and fury on her face, the answer was no.

      Please, Lena….

      The Councilor slammed the glass on the counter in front of him and poured more whiskey.

      “So there really is a plot? There’s a conspiracy to assassinate me? Me!” He turned, drink in hand. His resonant voice dropped in shock. “What are you doing?”

      “Collaborating,” he told Three. He pulled the collar from her and tossed it across the room to the couch.

      She sat up, moving slowly. Her recovery would be too slow.

      He pulled his focus, hoped for cooperation, and then asked for what he wanted.

      The Councilor opened his mouth to shout, his brows contorted over his nose in a vee of fury. It was too late. Three choked on his words.

      Alex lunged to grip the Councilor’s arm and twist it back and straight behind his body. He removed the glass from the Councilor’s other hand and forced the man to his knees with barely a sound. Couldn’t have a man of the Councilor’s impressive size thumping onto the floor.

      “Stop,” Lena gasped. “Stop it.” She lurched to her feet. “He’s mine.”

      He nodded at her and sent out a silent wish she would get what she needed from the man’s death. She was strong. This would make her stronger. Then they could talk.

      Once she’s come to terms with who she is, we’ll be unstoppable together. She had to forgive him.

      “He always was.” He glanced at the door to her left in caution. “But quietly, Lena.”

      She straightened. “I can be quiet.” Her voice was a bare whisper, hardly louder than the hoarse, fruitless gurgles coming from the Councilor as she crossed to him.
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      Lena stood over the still Councilor, her head bowed. The smell of his urine filled the closed air of the car as the pool widened around his waist where he lay. The hole inside her still gaped, black and empty. If anything, it was deeper. Why wasn’t this enough?

      Because of Danny.

      Alex sat behind her on the couch. He’d settled himself there after he’d gotten answers to the soft questions he’d asked the Councilor as she worked on the man. He had learned it was Councilor Four who was making a move against Sparks, and that a major trade house stood behind him. She tried to care.

      She turned to him now, and the dark grief of betrayal welled up from that pit. She couldn’t believe her brother had been the one to force his hand.

      He leaned into the corner of the couch, legs splayed, arm propped up on the armrest and three fingers spread over his mouth and chin as he watched her. She could see her grief reflected in him.

      She left Three where he was and crossed to stand in front of him. His body tensed, muscles contracting in a barely perceptible wave as she approached. She looked to the side, at the collar beside him, open where it had come to rest when he’d pulled it off of her and thrown it across the room.

      “I wish Danny was here.” She struggled to look away from the collar back to Alex. “Just so I could snap it around his neck. So he could know what he did.”

      His eyes were very dark and, classic Alex, unreadable. “He didn’t do it. I did.”

      “I know.” She did know. And she felt a fair share of anger for him, too. But she understood why he’d done it. Alex flexed around a situation. He made it work, and it had. He wouldn’t have had to if her brother hadn’t turned on her. “But when Danny saw me, he didn’t come to me. He turned me in. If not for you, they would have killed me. He didn’t care.”

      He opened his mouth to deny it, but then closed it, opting instead to shake his head. Otherwise, he remained quiet, tense and waiting.

      She reached out and picked up the thing. Like the collars she’d removed from the girls, the thick, hollow choker of metal had a hinge on one side and a powered clasp on the other. A tiny double row of buttons led to the clasp. It looked totally innocuous. Yet her skin crawled, and her stomach twisted with fear and revulsion. She swallowed and tightened her jaw so her chin wouldn’t give away her emotions.

      He leaned forward in a slow, deliberate motion. “I’m so sorry, Lena. I should have found another way.” His hoarse voice filled with regret and self-loathing. “It was a tactical decision, always temporary. I made the decision because I know how strong you are. But it doesn’t excuse what I did.”

      “It was Danny—”

      “It was my choice. If we’re going to get past this, I need you to face it. Stop focusing on your brother and—”

      “I can’t!” She didn’t have much left, and she couldn’t lose them both. “I can understand a tactical decision. But I can’t forgive my brother turning me in. And nothing you can say will change that.” She stared at him as he reached out and took the collar from her to bend it backward and snap it at the hinge. A new fear bloomed. “Unless there’s something more? Something that would change what we had?”

      “Don’t say ‘had.’” He lifted his hands as if to reach for her, and she danced back, out of reach. He let her go. “There’s nothing more to it. It made the most sense at the time. I wish I’d found another way. It was wrong.”

      She nodded her agreement.

      “I won’t collar you again. Not ever.”

      She nodded again. “Not me. Not my girls, either.” If he tried, she’d drop him before he could raise his defenses. It didn’t matter how she felt about him.

      Alex took a deep breath and shook his head as if to clear it. “Look, we need to talk about this. But first I have to go reassure everyone that we’re dealing with things, that we’re questioning you, that we’ll have answers soon. Are you okay for now?”

      “Sure.” She took a deep breath. “I’m fine. Go do what you need to do.” She turned back to the Councilor.

      This time when Alex approached her, she didn’t pull away. His hands were gentle on her arms as he pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

      “I’ll be back. And Jackson will be here soon. You won’t be alone.”

      She nodded, but said nothing.

      He left.

      She hoped Jackson wouldn’t be back too soon. Contrary to Alex’s assumption about the Councilor’s still form, the man wasn’t dead. Alex wasn’t the only one who’d improvised as needed.

      She had paralyzed Three while she tried to figure out how to make his passing enough to ease the pain inside her. As long as she had more pain welling up from inside, she had more pain to share with him. And the pain still formed a thick, untouched pool deep in her belly.

      She squatted beside his head. “Open his eyes,” she commanded.

      His eyelids peeled back. The horror and desperation in them was real, but fading. Although she’d made sure the Dust still pumped his heart, the lack of oxygen from his paralyzed lungs slowly starved his brain. That would never do.

      “Let him breathe.”

      Air wheezed in and out of his narrowed windpipe. The lights began to come back on. Terror bloomed again.

      She smiled. “Hello again, Councilor Three,” she said. “You do remember me still, yes?”

      She could see he did, and it was good. She needed to feed off the fear and pain that didn’t sate her. She hadn’t decided yet what a just retribution would be. She should decide soon, though. He was fading fast, and she could only do so much to keep him around before she’d have to heal some of the damage in order to prolong his suffering. She reached out, considering how best to heal so he still felt the pain.

      Her hands were shaking. She frowned. Why? She wanted this. She’d waited and worked toward this. She needed it to show her parents—

      Your parents would be horrified by you.

      No. No, they’d be proud. Wouldn’t they?

      The door behind her slid open and closed. She tensed and turned, still crouched beside Three.

      A look of shock and revulsion crossed Jackson’s face.

      “Lena.” His voice was strangled. “What are you doing?” He came closer, moving like a man approaching a feral animal.

      “Making him pay,” she said. She didn’t sound like herself.

      He crept close enough to see the Councilor’s face over her head. His mouth fell open.

      “Close his eyes,” she told the Dust.

      If it bothered him, she’d wait until he’d left again.

      “Oh, Lena, no,” Jackson breathed. “You don’t want to do this.”

      She laughed at him. She didn’t recognize the dark and ugly sound. “What do you mean, I don’t want to do this? I do. Very much.”

      He stared down at her for a long moment, then he knelt in front of her. “No. You don’t. This will hurt you more than him.”

      She blinked. “You have no idea what this man did to my family! To me!”

      He reached out and took her hands from the Councilor’s chest. She tried to pull her hands away, but he held tight, gentle but firm.

      “Look at him.”

      She turned back to the Councilor, her gaze jerking over his chest in tiny, rapid movements. He wheezed with every labored breath.

      You did that.

      She clenched her jaw and looked down at her hands so she wouldn’t have to look back at Jackson. “I know what you see. But I see my parents, too. And it’s not enough.”

      “Do you think your parents would want this for you? The people who spent their lives hiding you to keep you safe?”

      They didn’t hide you just to keep you alive, Lena, they hid you to keep you from being corrupted.

      He gripped her chin with gentle but firm pressure, pulling her face up. “I get it. And I understand wanting to make him pay. I do. But it will never be enough. You can’t fill yourself with pain and expect it to heal you. It has to be mercy.”

      But Three hadn’t paid. She still had a well of pain inside. The debt wouldn’t be paid until it was gone.

      In front of her, Jackson waited, face full of fear. He wanted her to believe that being merciful to a man who had no mercy would make it better?

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “You can.” His voice was gentle, and implacable.

      “I can’t.” The wail of frustration and pain and anger bubbled up from the darkness inside. The pain was bigger than she was.

      “You can, Lena.”

      She stared at Jackson’s bleak face. He’d kill Three if he had to. He’d do it so she wouldn’t have to. She almost allowed him to take the burden for her. But she didn’t want this for him any more than he wanted it for her.

      No more than her parents had wanted it for her. She’d been so focused on her pain, on revenge, that she’d never stopped to ask herself what they’d want. They’d want her to use Three. They’d want her to discover everything she could about her girls, about any other girls, and use that knowledge to keep them all safe. She had that information. Alex had gotten everything they needed from the man. It was time to let him go.

      She reached out with her mind. She turned her face away as she spoke to the Dust—lungs, heart, brain, done. Councilor Three felt no more pain.

      But she did.

      Jackson sat with her for several long moments. He slid his hands up from her chin to cup her cheeks, thumbs stroking the eyelids she had squeezed shut. With the barest of pressure, light prismed beneath her lids, melted together, and spread across her face. Her Dust responded to his touch, not with explosions but with comfort. Warmth. Peace.

      “Thank you, I guess,” she finally mumbled, “for being here. Stopping me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “He was a really bad person.” It was the only defense she could offer, in very small voice.

      She almost didn’t hear his response.

      “Turns out he’s not the only one.”

      Shock hitched her breath in her throat. The rainbow light flashed away, replaced by a void. She pulled her face from his grasp and got up, moving around him to sit on the couch.

      “I didn’t—I didn’t mean you.” He breathed out a heavy breath and ran his hands over his short hair. He stood in one smooth motion and came to the couch to crouch in front of her and take her cold hands in his.

      When he spoke, urgency threaded through his words. “Alex has us sitting here, waiting for the others.”

      His voice sounded far away and distorted. She frowned. So what if they waited? It was the plan, unspooling now as they’d planned it.

      Behind him, the door opened again. Alex climbed up and pulled it closed behind him.

      Jackson rose and crossed to him. All she could hear of their whispered conversation was Jackson’s angry, biting consonants.

      Alex held up his hand, his head down, but staring at Jackson. “The plan has not changed significantly from the original—”

      “We were supposed to be moving. They were supposed to have a fighting chance to get away.”

      His words ran up against the immovable object of Alex, and Alex’s expression never changed.

      Jackson pulled back. “This isn’t right.”

      “You have your orders, Agent Lee. Unless ensuring Lena’s safety is a problem?” He gestured the younger man out.

      Jackson straightened his shoulders and nodded with a jerk of his head. He didn’t slam the door after himself. It closed with a barely audible click.

      Alex shook his head and crossed to the Councilor. He leaned down and felt for a pulse.

      Jackson had told him.

      Her voice still sounded hollow. “He’s really dead this time.”

      He looked up. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I guess you’re not the only one who can make decisions on the fly.”

      He blinked then barked a short laugh, more tense than amused. “I deserved that.” He crossed the room to crouch in front of her. “Did you get what you needed?”

      “What I needed?”

      His voice was quiet and his eyes bleak. “From his death. From revenge. Did you get what you needed?”

      Did she? She shook her head. “Was I supposed to?”

      A long breath eased out of his lips. “I never have. But I hoped it might be different for you. I hoped his death might serve you somehow. It might make liking it a little easier on you.”

      He knew she’d liked it. He wasn’t judging her for it. Jackson’s horrified face flashed into her mind.

      “We’re not supposed to like it, are we?”

      “Apparently not. I do. I wanted it to be different for you.”

      She slid forward to rest her head against his chest.

      His slid his arms around her.

      “It’s okay, Alex. I got something.” She leaned into him, drawing strength from his acceptance. “And that’s enough.”
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      Lena curled on the couch, staring at the wall opposite her, thinking about her parents. What would they make of her journey? What would they think of her choices? Of Alex? She looked at him now.

      He had settled her back on the couch, telling her it was time for him to do his part in gathering information. He moved around to the far side of Three’s desk and went through the drawers, lifting out leather binders and envelopes. He set them in front of him on the desk and pried them open, carefully preserving the wax seals of each. He didn’t say anything. He went through the papers with methodical efficiency.

      She turned to stare again at Councilor Three. In spite of what Alex had done, she couldn’t deny how good it had felt to sit beside him earlier, working together to get the answers they needed from the Councilor to keep their movement, and Sparks themselves, safe. Somehow it made it easier to know that they were the same. Perhaps that’s why she understood the choices he’d made all along? They were the same decisions she’d have made.

      Confronting Alex head-on, his actions seemed not far removed from those of the Council. But from the side, from the angle she had on his motives and their truth, was he wrong? She didn’t think so. He didn’t care about consolidating power. He only wanted to reserve a place for people like them. If his methods were similar, so be it. Sometimes fire wasn’t fought with water.

      She leaned forward and scrubbed her face with her hands. A moment later, her head popped back up.

      Was that a scream?

      As if her movement had reminded him again of her presence, he started to speak. “Lena—”

      She held her hand up for silence and listened. Her heart thumped in her ears, and she focused to hear above it. Yes, outside the silence in the room, faraway shrieks and shouting came closer.

      He listened, too, then nodded and returned his attention to the paper in front of him.

      She stared at the wall, focused on the sounds filtering in from the outside. “What’s happening out there?”

      He turned a glance up to her and then back down. “The attack.”

      She frowned. “Wait. Our attack?”

      “Mm-hmm.” He set the slip of paper to the side and shuffled the other papers back together. He began slipping them back into binders and envelopes.

      “I don’t understand. I thought it was a focused strike to come for the Councilor. Who is that screaming?”

      “The caravaners.”

      The caravaners? The people who worked the caravan? “But—are they being attacked?”

      “It’s a necessary component of the larger strategy.”

      “A necessary component? What strategy? And when did you throw that in there?”

      “It was always a part of the plan.” He was matter-of-fact. “It’s collateral damage. But there will be very few actual casualties, and those who die were chosen for specific reasons.” He held her shocked stare, his own face utterly calm. “There has to be terror. They have to be in fear for their lives, Lena, or when they’re questioned at the Meet, the stories won’t support the evidence. But despite what you’re hearing, it isn’t indiscriminate killing out there. They just think it is.”

      Before she could respond, the door opened and Jackson slipped in.

      “We need to move her. Now.” He marched across to the couch and grabbed her hand.

      Alex stood up. “What’s happened?”

      Jackson pointed to the side of the car, indicating the sounds coming from outside. “All of that? It isn’t just us. There’s another group out there, in black and grey. Not us.” He yanked her up from the couch. “Their leader is tall and thin. He came in with them, blew right past me and told his men to focus on finding the Councilor and kill anyone who got in the way. They’re coming here, too.”

      Alex cursed. He stood and gathered up all of the papers and little wax seals. As he shoved them together in a folio and stuck it under his arm, he told Lena, “Light him up.”

      “What?”

      “Light. Him. Up. Burn the car. It needs to burn hot and fast. This group may really be from the Council, and we can’t have the truth reported back to them.”

      She turned to the Councilor. The man she tortured to death. She gritted her teeth. She would not feel guilt for what she’d done, nor for the darkness in which she’d reveled. He had earned it, and more. Now, the easiest solution would be to ignite the carpets beneath him.

      She looked at Alex, shoving the last of the drawers closed and moving quickly to join them.

      “Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      Alex stood in the entry. “Agents dressed in green and brown are ours. Black and grey,” he looked to Jackson for confirmation. At Jackson’s tense nod, he continued, “Black and grey are not. You follow Jackson, Lena.” He nodded at Jackson. “I’m clearing the way to the rendezvous point. Stay close.” Alex darted off into the twilit grey.

      She turned back for just a second, sending out her wishes. The fire whooshed up, hot and pale, running up the man-shaped bulk on the floor in a bright wave that crested at the top and ran together in a bright twisting column. It threw off sparks that nestled in folds of the garish fabric covering the ceiling and walls and couch. The embers burrowed in, glowing, smoking, and then lighting. It was beautiful. It was just.

      By the time Jackson pulled her away, pulling on her hand held tight in his own, little fires were already burning merrily. She looked back once. Orange light danced behind the curtained windows. One of the curtains went up, peeling away in a cascade of orange.

      With her attention on the car behind them, she ran into Jackson.

      “Pay attention,” he grunted. He had stopped beside one of the caravan cars. He leaned out, looking around the front of the car next to them. They slipped between the car and the truck it was tethered to, high-stepping over the joint. Ahead, she could see Alex in a similar position between a car and truck about twenty feet away, hidden in shadow. He leaned back against the car, nodding at Jackson when they appeared. The half-light of dusk colored his face grim before he darted away again.

      They followed, racing across the opening, avoiding fleeing people who had realized too late there was no safety in following orders and remaining in their cars.

      In front of her, a man wearing black and grey lunged to grapple with a fleeing caravaner, likely a truck tech from his rough, stained clothing. He gripped the back of the man’s collar and dragged him screaming back. The tech got in a kick and two blows before his attacker’s knife took him across the throat. The man gurgled and flopped over to try and crawl away, arterial blood spraying out before him into the dirt.

      The agent, face set and focused in a familiar expression, already rose. He went in search of his next victim, even as Jackson pulled her away behind the attacker.

      Was this the same horror Jackson felt earlier?

      “Lena, come on!” He jerked at her hand again, pulling her with him toward the shelter of another car. They moved along the side of it, fast, before he pulled up shy of the end. He released her hand to grip her shoulder, exerting pressure to force her down behind a tire. She leaned her face out around the tire, trying to catch some glimpse of Alex ahead of them. Why were they stopping?

      A movement from beneath the car flashed in her peripheral vision.

      A boy cowered beneath it. Dirt clung to the silent tears and mucous flowing down his muddy, contorted face. He looked frantically around, trying to figure out which way to go. His enormous eyes reminded her of Marissa.

      Lena dropped to her belly and squeezed under the car, reaching for the boy. He scrambled away, back and sideways.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay.”

      The boy scrambled back farther, terrified.

      “No, no, it’s okay. You can come with us. You’ll be safe.” She lunged forward to grip his wrist before he could reveal himself by crawling back out of the shelter of the car on the other side. His thin, muddy wrist slipped through her fingers. Hissing with frustration and fear, she went after him.

      He rolled out, stopped, stared up for a second, and then scrambled to his feet and ran away. Lena crawled to the edge to run after him. She froze when a pair of men’s boots stepped from behind the tire on the other side of the car.

      A man dropped down to look under the car. He wore black and grey.

      He lashed out with the club in his hand, smashing it into her forehead.

      Darkness and pain warred with blurred vision. She tried to focus through a wash of involuntary tears as he grabbed her under the arms and pulled her from beneath the car.

      He slid his hand into her hair, gripping it and holding her head firmly in place.

      Did he have a collar in his free hand?

      She had to focus, to talk to the Dust. Stop him. End him! Her brain tried to swim to black, but she fought it. She reached up, clawed at his face, his eyes. As soon as her fingers made contact, the Dust responded. He fell, heart stopped, dead already. She didn’t even know what had happened to him.

      The Dust had chosen.

      She fell to one knee and slumped against the side of the car. Through the darkness, as if from very far away, she could hear Jackson call out, searching for her on the other side.

      “I’m here.” The words were almost inaudible even to her own ears. She pressed her hand to her forehead. Pain seared at her touch. The torn skin peeled away from a lump already firming. Her hand came away bloody. She pushed herself to a stand. She had to get back to Jackson.

      Movement in the tree line a hundred feet away caught her attention. A blond man, tall and thin, hurried into the trees. Recognition zinged through her. Rage roared after it.

      Lucas.

      Her legs jerked into motion, running after the man who’d tortured her. She didn’t even look back until she made the trees herself.

      She wasn’t sure if the falling night or the pain spreading from within her head made the caravan darken behind her. Cars burned bright in the closing black, brilliant points that made her eyes swim. She blinked. No pain. No pain.

      Jackson tore through the center of the caravan after her.

      A faint shout sounded behind him. Alex pursued them, as well, shooting every man in grey and black along the way, leaving splashes of blood behind him. Apparently subterfuge wasn’t a priority anymore.

      Was that croaking sound her voice? It didn’t matter whether they heard her calling them. The dark beneath the trees would hide her from them if she went in after Lucas.

      Lena turned and ran on.

      Find him. Find him and then—then what? A plan. I need a plan. Every thought slipped away. The injury to her head acted like a collar, destroying her focus.

      An image of the man she’d killed back in the caravan flashed. She still had touch. It had to be touch. She had to get close enough to lay hands on Lucas.

      Ahead, he’d stopped to meet up with another man in black and grey. At the sound of her crashing through the underbrush, they turned together. She slid to a stop, reaching one hand out to use a rough tree trunk as a support.

      Lucas took a sliding step back, warily watching her. Was he waiting for the attack on his body? It didn’t come. He paused.

      “Is that—” the other man said.

      “Yes.” Lucas stared, assessing.

      She shoved at the darkness that threatened to overtake her. Her head throbbed in time to the blood pumping in her veins. She couldn’t focus. She couldn’t reach out.

      It has to be touch.

      Lucas curved his lips into a smile. “She has a head injury. She can’t do anything. Kill her.”

      The other soldier crouched, moving in cautiously. He feinted at her and pulled away.

      Her fingers curled into the bark. It’ll be brain bleeds for you both. Vessels bursting. Blood flowing. Vessels bursting….

      The soldier lunged in, grabbed her arm, and pulled her from the tree.

      With the contact, the desire she couldn’t project sang through him to the Dust.

      He froze. Stiffened. His hands jumped up to paw at the sides of his head until a long breath gasped out of his lungs. He fell.

      Lucas stared at them in horror.

      She gave him a little smile, just a quick flash of teeth. “A brain bleed,” she whispered. “A massive bleed for you both. Just like my mother. Remember?” She lifted her hand and wiggled her fingers, urging him to come closer.

      Lucas lunged to the side and came up with a long, thick fallen branch, deadweight from a tree. “No. You’re damaged. You have to touch me, don’t you?” He laughed, lifting the branch between them. “That’s not going to happen, demon bitch.”

      Lena moved toward him. Her fingers curled.

      Vessels bursting. Blood flowing. Vessels bursting. Blood flowing.

      He waved the branch between them, as if he could hear the chant she kept up in her head in anticipation of the moment she made contact with his skin. He glanced behind her, and new panic bloomed.

      Dimly, above the throbbing of blood and her private chant, she could hear crashing behind her as someone came toward them through the woods. Jackson? Or Alex?

      Lucas didn’t wait for the new threat to arrive. Desperate, he lunged forward, swinging the branch back and around.

      She curled away from it. It cracked into her side and shoulder.

      New hurt bloomed and then faded to join the pain already crashing through her blood. She scrambled away as he swung again, the branch passing short of her. She dove in, arms outstretched, hands reaching.

      He scrambled back, then stumbled in the undergrowth.

      Even as he regained his footing and swung the branch back, she rushed to take advantage of the opening. The branch swung around, but she had poured her body into the breach, fingers outstretched for his face.

      The branch cracked into her chin and nose. Her head snapped back. Her lower jaw smashed up. She was weightless, flying away for a terrible, stomach-twisting second before landing facedown in a heap.

      Her vision went dark. The must of leaves and the metallic tang of her own blood filled her nose. A rhythmic thumping came closer and closer, and something thrashed near her. Pain engulfed her face and neck like flames racing along her nerves, fire that consumed, leaving behind char with a glowing core.

      Noise coming. Danger?

      She got her arms under her, her push feeble with shock but enough to roll her over. Movement flashed by her feet, and a body came toward her with the sound of crashing leaves.

      Her legs automatically kicked out and caught him, one foot low in the belly and the other in the thigh, sweeping his leg out from beneath him. She closed her eyes, braced for an impact on her body that didn’t come. The thumping behind her stopped and became air pressure shifting above.

      Air rushed from a man’s lungs with a hoarse groan and the dull thud of bodies colliding. They crashed to earth beside her.

      Even as she reopened her eyes, Lena scooted back away from them. She tasted metal. Blood bubbled as it flowed from her nose. She panted through her open mouth.

      Jackson and Lucas both rolled to their feet. No longer worried about keeping her touch at bay, Lucas discarded the branch for a knife from his belt. Jackson bent forward, ready, and his own blade glinted. The men circled and then came together, grunting. They slashed and grappled, each searching for an advantage. They didn’t speak. No words, just thick groans of effort echoed through the clearing.

      Lucas’s hand broke free to slash at Jackson’s face. Jackson feinted back. The blade cut him across the bridge of his nose and skimmed both cheeks. Blood spattered out and ran in fast rivulets like dark tear tracks. Lucas laughed hoarsely, an ugly sound. The men closed again, each holding the other’s knife hand away while kicking at his enemy in an obscene dance.

      She focused, reaching for the Dust. Communication wavered away like a heat wave with every attempt.

      You want to help. I know you want to help. Help me now.

      One of them groaned in pain. Lucas tore away, spinning and landing on his belly before her.

      He lifted his face, contorted with pain and rage. He brought his knife hand around.

      Lena dragged up a handful of dirt and broken bark and leaves from beside her. She threw it in his face, hoping bits of it would catch in his hateful eyes.

      He roared in pain.

      Jackson pounced from behind, gripping Lucas by the hair and dragging him back. He smashed his foot down on Lucas’s wrist once, twice, then kicked the knife away. He flipped Lucas, pulled him to his feet, and then rocked Lucas’s head back with his fist.

      Lucas staggered, gasping around a nose as bloodied now as Jackson’s. His glazed stare at Jackson shifted, looking behind him.

      Footsteps pounded closer, dull impacts in the silence of the forest broken only by the labored sounds of the three of them breathing through blood.

      Was it Alex? Or Lucas’s soldiers? She reached back, grabbed the rough bark of the tree, and pulled herself up. She didn’t know what she could do. She’d manage something.

      Jackson didn’t turn. He didn’t wait. He smashed his fists again into Lucas, striking his jaw and cheek on the left and his temple on the right.

      Lucas staggered to the left after the second impact, bent double, before falling sideways and rolling down a slope. A moment later, a splash echoed up as he hit water somewhere below.

      Alex slid to a stop before her. His left hand pressed a long wet tear in his shirt. The leather binder was gone. He stared at her, chest heaving.

      Her chin and lip pulsed, heat beneath the cold wet of torn flesh. Her face must be a bloody mess.

      He reached out his hand to her face, as if his first thought was to heal.

      “Lucas,” she gasped out, spattering droplets of blood on his chest and face as she tried to explain. She collapsed to the side, gasping for air.

      Alex scrambled for her, holding her up, pulling her in to his chest. “Lena,” he said. And then again, and again. His voice was heavy with fear and something else she couldn’t name. He caught her to his chest, his arms like vises around her.

      She tilted her head back to look up at him. Her blood smeared across his chest.

      He lifted a shaking hand to her face. His lips compressed with tension and focus. Nothing happened. He gasped, his face contorted with disappointment and fear for her.

      “Come on!” Alex bore down again, gaze trained on her torn face. A moment later a groaned sob tore from him before he snarled over his shoulder at Jackson, “Get over here.”

      Jackson moved closer, but not fast enough for Alex. One arm uncurled from around Lena, shooting out to grab the front of Jackson’s shirt and drag him to them.

      “Heal her. Heal her now!”

      He scooted backward, pushing Jackson into his place before Lena. He rose, then, and scrambled away down the slope. His head dipped below her line of sight.

      She blinked, fingers curling into loose soil and crushed leaves beside her.

      Jackson reached out his hands to her face, as if to heal.

      It took a few long, metallic-tinged wet breaths before the panic faded and she came back to herself.

      Jackson nodded, little movements meant to soothe.

      And Alex?

      He was somewhere else, with a man who had almost gouged Jackson’s eyes out with a knife. He had gone over the slope.

      She pushed Jackson away and struggled to rise. He leaned in to pull her back, and she batted him off.

      “No, get off. Alex!”

      He was still in danger. She surged away and staggered to the edge of the hillside. She managed two shaky steps over the edge before falling to her hip and sliding through the moldering remains of last winter’s leaves caught in the underbrush of the steep slope. She came to a rest halfway to the bottom, her fingers caught in the branches of a fragrant honeysuckle.

      Below, barely discernible through the failing light, Alex straddled Lucas, his hands around the man’s neck. Water half-submerged Lucas’s head. His body stretched out into the deepening river where he’d fallen.

      She used the bush to pull herself to a stand. She half-slid and half-walked down the slope, until the forms of the two men became clear.

      Lucas’s arms flailed. He tried to beat at Alex’s sides, but the impacts, and the arcs of his arms, grew smaller and smaller as his strength failed. His hands clutched at Alex’s shirt in a final grip before falling to the side. Lucas’s legs kicked out, splashing twice in the deeper water before they stilled and bobbed as they were tugged at by a swift current.

      Alex leaned away from Lucas, pulling his shaking hands from the man’s throat. “No. It isn’t enough,” he growled down at the still man below him. “Not for what you did.” He stared down at Lucas, his features twisted.

      She didn’t think it was just fury. What did he have to be ashamed of?

      “It’s okay, Alex,” she called out to him. Her voice sounded wet and hoarse. Hearing it hurt as much as the effort of speaking.

      He lifted his head to stare across the stream at her on the hillside.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay to like it. Remember?”

      His head fell to the side and grief twisted his face. He shook his head, rubbed his face, and muttered under his breath. “You did that, Reyes. Proud of yourself?”

      She started to descend toward him.

      “No,” he shouted. He waved her back. “I’m coming.” Alex swung his leg over Lucas. He slid on his backside through water and leaves and mud until he pulled clear of Lucas, kicking the man’s side as he pushed away.

      The kick had enough force to dislodge Lucas’s head and shoulders from the hold of the muddy shore. Lucas slid out, spun as the current caught his lower body and then flowed loosely away in the water.

      Alex started, then scrambled to his feet and waded in, following a few steps as if to retrieve Lucas’s body. When he stopped, he stared after his former partner for a long moment before turning back to her.

      His beautiful face was a study in rage and shame. He splashed across the shallow water to the hillside then climbed to her. He moved as if in pain, but it wasn’t physical pain slowing him.

      He stopped in front of her. “It’s not okay, Lena. It’s not.”

      She stared back into his face. His expression was as haunted as that of the boy under the train car and filled with pain. The bloody slash showing through his torn shirt flashed her to a man crawling away, a gaping wound across his throat. It’s not okay. It’s not. But he does.

      Alex cupped her cheek away from her wounds. He shook his head in small movements back and forth as he searched her eyes above her mangled face.

      It’s not okay to like it. But I do, too.

      “I just—I almost lost you.” His voice broke, and he swallowed.

      She nodded. That made it okay? It didn’t. “It’s not okay to like it,” she whispered. “But we do. We do.”

      He picked small bits of forest detritus from the blood thick on her face. His hand fell to her shoulder, and he pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her, not a vise this time, but a cradle.

      Lena’s hands went up automatically, wrapping around his sides.

      Alex bent into the embrace, lowering his face into the space between her head and neck. His voice was muffled, meant only for her, “We do what we have to. And I almost lost you.”

      “Hey.” Jackson called down to them from the top of the hill. How long had he been there?

      Alex’s arms tightened around her for a second before he pressed his lips to her temple. The warmth of his breath curled on her skin. When he pulled away, her blood coated his cheek and lips.

      Jackson said something above, but Lena lost the words to the look on Alex’s face. Grief and guilt mingled with rage—darkness. But something else pushed at the darkness like light oil spreading through wine.

      He ignored Jackson. He kept his focus on her. He swiped the back of his hand across his face, smearing her blood into his skin.

      “Thought I told you to heal her, Lee?”

      “She ran to you.” Irritation flared in Jackson’s voice. “Was he done? You want me to head downstream to find and finish him?”

      Alex still didn’t raise his face. Instead, he looked back down the river as if he could see Lucas’s body, long gone like a log fallen in the night.

      “He’s done enough. Let him drown.” The words throbbed with hatred, different from his usual agent cool. He pressed his hand to his side. “It’s going to be full dark soon. We need to get Lena to the rendezvous. Let him rot.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jackson said.

      She looked up at him. Jackson nodded, his expression as empty and implacable as that of the man he looked down on from above.
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      Alex took Lena’s hand and helped her up the hill. If he thought she’d let him, he’d carry her. When they reached the top, he could feel her resist, but he tightened his grip. He pulled her the last few feet to where he stood. The sharp twist of fear and guilt and anger at the ruin of her face eclipsed the burning throb of his wound. Somehow the smell of bruised honeysuckle that clung to her made the torn skin that much more devastating.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he told her. “As soon as we get you healed.”

      But would it?

      She glanced back over her shoulder.

      His eyes followed hers to where Jackson still stood behind them on the crest of the hill, gazing down. Alex wanted nothing more than to peel away the skin of the young agent’s face in retribution. He had one job. How could he have lost her?

      Alex led her back to the tree and pressed her down in front of it, kneeling before her. He examined her face in the half-light and winced. Glancing back at Jackson, he growled again for the younger man to get over to them.

      “Can you heal this?” He demanded of Jackson. “Really heal it this time?”

      Jackson nodded without hesitation. “I’d have healed it last time if she hadn’t gone after you.”

      Alex turned back to Lena. “I’d do it myself if I could.” The fact that he couldn’t bothered him more than he’d say. The way she tangled her fingers in his for a moment made it evident that his voice reflected his disappointment. The self-recrimination made his next comment come out as a rasp. “Hopefully Jackson won’t fuck this up, too.”

      She shook her head. “I saw Lucas. I came after him. It wasn’t Jackson’s fault,” she managed to speak with a minimum of movement.

      “No, just his responsibility.”

      Alex rose, pressing his hand to the knife wound on his lower abdomen again. Jackson wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      Guilty conscience, kid? He should feel guilty. He should feel damned lucky, too. If Lena had died, Alex would have carved his loss out of the Agent and left him to bleed out on the forest floor while trying to gather up his scattered body parts.

      “Much as I hate to leave you in his care again, I’ve got to make sure our route to the rendezvous is secure and that there aren’t any more surprises in these woods.”

      “Alex,” she protested, “you’re wounded, too.”

      He looked back at her. The torn skin of her lower face oozed blood, and she had an enormous broken goose egg across her forehead where she’d been hit. Except for her eyes, her face was painted with dried and drying blood filled with debris. He shook his head.

      “You have priority. I’ll be fine. I’ll be back soon and we can get you to the rendezvous. Once you’re there, you can take care of me yourself, if you want to.” Alex stalked away, moving through the darkening forest.

      He moved back and forth, quickly and quietly. Their area of the forest secured, he headed back in a straight line. He swallowed, trying to push back the remains of the acrid near-panic in his throat. He couldn’t believe he’d nearly lost her.

      He’d done everything right, even to the point of risking the loss of her affection. He had adapted to every change in circumstances, worked every scenario, before and after they’d set out. He had kept her protected from things he didn’t think she could handle yet, urged her to take on the things she needed to in order to grow into the powerful woman she could be. He’d achieved everything they’d set out to accomplish.

      Except he hadn’t gotten to her first after Jackson lost her. Alex had managed to catch up to Jackson at the edge of the woods. It was Alex who had covered his back, pulling a knife after he’d run out of bullets to engage all three of Lucas’s soldiers who’d pursued them from the caravan. It was Alex who had urged Jackson on after Lucas and Lena, the distraction costing him the slash across the belly. Once he’d disposed of the soldiers, Alex had hauled ass to make it to her. And he’d been too late.

      Watching from a distance as Lucas slammed her in the face and sent her in a crumpled heap across the clearing had nearly been his undoing. Too far away to do anything. Too far away to even make it there in time to engage Lucas. All he could do was run to her, mind blank and savage.

      And now as he silently approached the clearing where he’d left them, Jackson’s voice snaked through the trees.

      “—and I could go with you, help you build your own school, help you find more girls. There are more. There have to be. If they could discard some, there are more. And they need to be found. We can do it together. Stop listening to Alex. Don’t give him another opportunity to betray you. Everything out of his mouth is a lie. Everything.”

      Alex felt a low throb of rage pulse at the base of his skull. Red washed forward and colored the forest in front of him. He might have charged forward, but for Lena’s response.

      “No, he hasn’t lied to me. It’s hard for you to see, to understand, because you’re not like him. You can’t do whatever it takes and justify it and feed off of it. I can. I do. I know where I belong and what my role is.”

      Alex enjoyed the exultant surge of emotion as she denied Jackson so much he almost missed her next quiet words.

      “Even if it destroys me.” The calm certainty in her voice stopped him in his tracks.

      Alex stood frozen in the dark murk beyond their vision. Is that what she thought would happen?

      I almost lost her already.

      “It doesn’t have to be like that. Get away from him. Step out of his shadow. Stay away from the dark. Lena, there’s light in you. I helped you find it back in that car. I can do it again. That’s what you need.”

      A wave of relief flowed through Alex at the low, impatient sound she made.

      “I need to make a difference for those girls. I need to make sure they have the chance to decide who and what they’ll be for themselves. This path is the way to do it. We’ve cleared the Council from one city. There are seven more.”

      Seven more cities to stalk and clear. Seven more chances for the Council to strike at Lena.

      Alex’s eyes closed for less than a second, but the weight of the truth pulled at him. When he opened them, the red haze dissipated. He had done what he did so well. He’d made a decision.

      He glanced down at the forest floor and deliberately stepped on a branch. The crack echoed through the clearing, and he stepped out to their faces turning toward him. Except for the smears of dried blood on their cheeks, they’d both been healed. After Jackson had worked on her, she’d evidently been well enough to fix his face. Maybe it was the stark newness of the skin beneath the smears, but his face seemed livid with guilt to Alex.

      Jackson dropped his gaze.

      Lena didn’t. She watched him come, eyes wide, and scrambled to her feet to meet him.

      He wanted to go to her and reassure her, give her soft words and a soothing touch like the idiot in front of her, lay it out for her and make the choice so easy Jackson would never be able to make her doubt it. But Jackson was right about one thing.

      And it had Alex’s stomach churning.

      The anxiety made him stride forward, keeping his voice business-like instead of offering her comfort.

      “Are we good? Everybody healed up and ready to go?”

      Her reaching hands caught at the bottom of his shirt, tried to lift it to get to the bloody slash beneath. He caught her hand and forced a small, tough-nut smirk. “Once we’re at the rendezvous point. I want to get you out of here. Now.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but he turned away, gesturing Jackson ahead of him with his head. They marched through the forest, the last of the light from dusk falling outside the dense foliage barely penetrating.

      With Jackson and Lena healed, they made good time. His mind roamed ahead to what was coming—not just the conversation he’d need to have with her, but the decisions he’d have to make for his men. Unable to predict the outcome of the former, he focused instead on the latter.

      How many men had they lost? They couldn’t afford any. It took too long to train their young agents, and the available pool of candidates was limited to Sparks strong enough to be sent off to the Ward School.

      Alex had been telling Thomas for years they needed to expand their reach and begin drawing in mid-ranges to the cause. Erika had been an example of what a talented, dedicated mid-range could achieve. It wouldn’t take much to plant some of their Ward School Guardians in the Relo-city schools to keep an eye out for likely candidates. He’d even made the strategic move himself at Azcon a decade before, grooming a sympathetic young Azcon student he’d overheard making impolitic statements against the Council to his mother as they shopped. That the relationship had eventually revealed secrets that led to complications didn’t lessen the young man’s overall usefulness.

      He glanced down at one of those complications now as she marched beside him. Judging from Jackson’s stiff back as he moved through the underbrush ahead of them, he was none too pleased with her loyalty, even if she had been angry and disappointed with Alex before.

      In spite of her apparent choice, Alex didn’t doubt the decision he’d made. This time, he’d rather stay the course and let events play out as they should, even if they led to danger. Even if the danger was emotional, and not physical.

      They came over the next rise, leaving the tree line, and a line of electric vehicles spread out as dark shadows below them on the back road. His men moved around them, wearing their headlamps, stowing gear and weapons. A group of five of his most senior Agents gathered around a map one of them had spread over the hood of a vehicle.

      “Lena, can you wait for us?” He nodded to indicate the middle cars. “You know where the water is if you want to clean up.” They carried a supply in the back of every vehicle. “Jackson and I need to check on what we know about Lucas and his soldiers.”

      “Wait,” she protested, “you said you’d let me take care of you.”

      He flashed her a smile. “I can keep five more minutes. They need orders. Go get cleaned up. I’ll be done before you know it.”

      He didn’t look back when he turned. He stalked away, moving through the dark to his men, expecting Jackson to follow.

      They turned at his approach and made room for him before the map. One of them produced a headlamp for him.

      “Tell me you have something good,” he told them as he slipped it onto his head, “because someone needs to pay for that clusterfuck.”

      “We have their camp, sir.” Derion, one of his top Agents, pointed to a spot marked on the map. Derion had been a possible replacement for Lucas before he’d met the multi-talented, and ultimately disappointing, Jackson. He’d just become the prime candidate again. “Three of our men followed their retreat. Instead of pulling out, they went in, set a perimeter, and hunkered down. We figured it may be a trap.”

      Derion’s finger moved over the landscape features that led Alex to agree it could indeed be a deliberate attempt to draw his men in.

      “But the way they packed up everything but the essentials and made the effort to hide their trail,” he shook his head, “it seems more like they’re waiting for someone before pulling out.”

      Alex grinned. The bastards knew they couldn’t go back without Councilor Four’s grandson.

      “They are. And it’s going to be a long wait.” He laughed softly.

      “Really, sir?” Derion’s grin mirrored his.

      “Yeah. Really.” He nodded with satisfaction and then leaned in, hands spread wide as he studied the map. He chewed his lip. “Work up a northern approach for me.”

      “Over the bluff?”

      He nodded. His attention briefly turned to Jackson, who hovered at the outskirts of the circle of men. Field maneuvers, maps, navigation, and ambushes were the young Agent’s specialty, but he had barely engaged. He wasn’t interested in their plans. Jackson really was already gone, and he planned to convince Lena to join him. Alex’s lips thinned.

      Instead of dwelling on it, he outlined what he wanted from his men, pointing at positions on the map. “I want a clean sweep,” he concluded. “We’re taking out everyone but two.”

      “Two, sir? Which two?”

      “Any two. They’re going to be messengers.” He tapped the map. “Work it up.” Alex backed away. It was time to give the kid his new orders.

      Derion nodded. He and his men closed back in around the map, talking fast and low.

      Alex moved in close to Jackson, close enough to make the younger man feel threatened. He should feel threatened.

      “You, with me, now.” Alex took Jackson’s arm and walked south along the road. He kept his voice low and clipped, telling Jackson what he expected in a tone that brooked no arguments.

      Jackson threw him one startled look before he tucked his chin to his chest and listened.

      Alex had to give him his due. When Jackson realized that not only did Alex know what he’d been attempting, but that the senior agent had twisted it for his own purposes, the kid didn’t react more than tightening his jaw.

      You want to walk away from your duty post with me? You want to be by her side, keeping her safe, helping her carve out a place of her own for her girls at Fort Nevada? Okay. Done.

      When Alex finished, he leaned in close, using his body as a threat again, to ensure Jackson had a full grasp of what he expected to get from the younger man.

      “Do you understand? What you will do, now and until I give you direct orders otherwise, and what the stakes are for you if you don’t?”

      Jackson finally looked at him then.

      Alex had expected the resentment. He hadn’t expected to see a grudging respect from the kid after he’d outmaneuvered him.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you understand that you will keep her safe this time, and you will keep your fucking hands off of her?” At Jackson’s affirmative nod, Alex gave him a curt nod of his own. “I don’t give second chances often, Lee. Believe me when I say I’m not giving this one because I think you’ve earned it. I’m giving it to you for her. Now take a walk.”

      He left the kid there, knowing the younger man would stay close enough to be ready to go when it was time. He’d do his job. He’d been conditioned his whole life to do it.

      Alex glanced into each car as he passed, looking for Lena. He found her five cars back.

      The water tank was out and open, and a wide puddle of dark water ran off to the side of the road. Lena, scrubbed clean of the bloody smears, leaned back against the rear tire looking up at the sky. At his approach, she turned to look at him, watching him walk. Even exhausted and probably pissed off, her gaze still moved over him like a caress.

      He felt his body responding and took a deep breath.

      What comes next is going to suck.

      She squinted when he drew up to her, covering her eyes with her hand. “You wanna tone that light down?”

      Instead of turning it down, Alex pulled the lamp off and set it on the ground beside her. The light flared up, brightening the area but not shining in her face. She dropped her hand.

      He pressed hard on his lower belly for support and started to lower himself down beside her.

      “Stop.”

      He hesitated.

      She picked herself up off the ground, shaking her head at him. She scooped the light up and tossed her head at the car. “Get in the back, Reyes.”

      He raised his brows and grinned at her. “When you want your fifteen minutes, you really want it. Not sure I can perform like this, but I’ll give it the Reyes effort.”

      “Enticing as the offer is….” She snorted and rolled her eyes. “It’s time to heal you. No more excuses. Get in the car.”

      He eased himself back on the rear seat. He lost his grin when she lifted his shirt and her breath hissed out.

      “Oh, Alex.”

      The slash stretched from hip to hip across his groin. He’d been able to function because it wasn’t deep, but it was ugly. She lifted her hands to hover over his belly.

      Alex couldn’t resist a tease. “No scar, now. I’d hate to have a mark across one of your favorite places to lick.”

      She glanced up and arched a brow at him. The warmth spread under his skin as the Dust did her bidding and knit his skin back together. Like before, the warmth became a hot itch that faded a few moments later.

      Lena darted down, her tongue leaving behind a wet, warm path of sparks as she licked up toward his navel.

      His breath caught, and his hands went automatically to her hair.

      She reached up and tugged them away with a laugh. “Just checking. No scar.”

      With the pain from his midsection gone, he had a good deal more ability to move. He flipped his hands around, caught her wrists, and pulled her in and up his body. She squirmed for a moment before he tightened his arms around her. She snuggled in to his chest. The Dust swirled lazily between them, warm and easy. It was home.

      She rubbed her cheek against his chest, inhaling. “All right, Alex. I can tell your brain is working something over. Let me have it.”

      He didn’t want to send her away, certainly not with Jackson. He’d rather keep her with him, fighting by his side. It just wasn’t the right decision—not for her, not for the movement.

      He wouldn’t draw it out. She wouldn’t let him get away with beating around the bush anyway. “Jackson’s not going with the caravan. He’s not going to be Azcon’s new security chief. I don’t know how aware you were, but I basically made Merritt confess to being part of a plot to take out the Councilor. It changed the strategy for this operation.”

      “I know,” she answered. “With his confession, and all the witnesses, you don’t have to ‘die.’ No one will be looking at you. You can keep your position, consolidate your hold on Zone Three, and deal with the assholes behind Lucas.” She exhaled again, and the long, warm breath flowed across his skin, chased by Dust beneath it. “You don’t need Jackson to stay. Don’t need me to stay, either. I’m going back with him.”

      His breath eased out. The difficult scene he’d envisioned, her fighting to stay and him fighting against his desire to let her stay, winked away. She knew. Of course she did.

      Now it became difficult for an entirely different reason. He didn’t have to send her back. She was leaving. Was it the recognition of the greater strategy that had her returning to the Fort? Or was it something else? Jackson. Or the decisions Alex had made back at the caravan.

      What about us? He hated how plaintive the question in his head sounded.

      He waited. Not only did he not trust himself to say anything yet, but he could feel her gathering her breath. She wasn’t finished.

      “I want you to know that I’m not going because of the collar. I know why you made that choice. I understand all of your choices. And I want to stay with you. But you don’t need me here, not like those girls need me.”

      He couldn’t stay silent. “I want you to stay, too—”

      She nodded as she talked over him, needing to get the words out. “And I know that in the same way you can stay now, I could too. Mina Gardin could go on.”

      He could feel her cheek move against his chest as she smiled at her code name. He could also feel the hesitation at the end of the sentence. “Except?”

      “Except Mina Gardin, sous chef, serves absolutely zero tactical purpose at the Meet. I don’t offer what we’re doing enough value in that role to offset the danger of me being there.”

      Alex felt a smile tug at his lips. His heart swelled. The smile grew into a grin. Just as he hadn’t been preparing to send her away as a means to end what they had, she wasn’t going away to abandon him. She was going back to fulfill a more important role. She believed in what they were doing. She was with them. She was with him.

      Apparently unnerved by his silence, she finally lifted her head from his chest to rear up and peer down at him. “Wow. That relieved, huh? I guess maybe I underestimated the effect of all that darkness I soaked up.”

      “Nope. That proud. I want you to come. I want you by my side, where I can keep an eye on you myself. And there’s nothing about you—certainly not any darkness—that could make me relieved to see you go.” He held up a finger when she started to talk again, silencing her. He couldn’t send her away not knowing exactly what had drawn him to her. “I want all of you, not just the pretty sparkly bits that shine in the light.”

      “You think light inside is bad,” she interrupted, probably parroting something Jackson had told her. “You think kindness is weakness.”

      “No, I don’t. I know your kindness is what makes you care enough to fight. It’s what made you take on the responsibility of those girls without a second thought. But you need to understand that it’s your darkness that allows you to protect them. It’s your darkness that gives me the confidence to send you off with Light Boy to teach those girls. I know that you can protect them. Not Jackson. You, Lena. Because of your darkness. You’re the perfect balance of light and dark.”

      He settled his head back against the seat of the car. She was. And he had been prepared to send her away. Instead, he had to let her go as she went on her own. What a fucking idiot.

      When he continued, it was as much to remind himself as to tell her, “I figured out way before now that my woman needs purpose, not safety. And you’re right. Your purpose is waiting for you back at the fort.”

      She bit her lip. “Your woman, huh?”

      Alex lifted his head and raised a hand to her cheek, rubbing his thumb across her lips. “Yeah. Mine.”

      “I thought you weren’t interested in having your focus compromised.”

      “No, that’s not what I said.” He huffed a laugh when she raised her brows and started shaking her head. “I said I couldn’t—that I had nothing to offer. I was wrong. I was scared.”

      “Alex Reyes, scared?”

      He could hear the laughter catching in her throat, sweet and heady. He couldn’t help the answering smile. “Woman, I don’t scare easy, but damn if you don’t terrify me.”

      “That’s what I hear. I don’t get it. What’s so scary about me?”

      His smile faded. Alex stared into her eyes. It came down to this. This moment. And even though she’d walked right up to it with him, ready and willing, he felt a hot flare of anxiety stab into his chest and then settle in, throbbing. They both recognized that her role in their war was best fulfilled at the Fort. She’d told him it wasn’t to get away from him. Except for the distance, they’d go on.

      Except for the distance? You won’t be there.

      If he sent her with Jackson, everything would change. Yes, they’d both be working to push through this revolution. But Lena would be wrapped up in her new world, building a life for her girls. She’d build a new life for herself. Would there be room in it for Alex each time he returned? Or would she turn to Jackson?

      He was taking a huge risk. Perhaps he should follow the course his heart screamed for him to take: make her stay, keep her close, find another way for her to contribute to what they were doing. The moment stretched. Alex swallowed.

      What was so scary, she wanted to know.

      “The possibility of losing you,” he said.

      She shook her head. “You’re not losing me.” She narrowed her eyes teasingly and drawled, “You’re sending me away with another man, sure, but you’re not losing me.”

      He’d be damned if he would let her head off into the sunset with another man, even at his own insistence, without making good and sure she understood they were meant for each other.

      “Prove it, then.” He stroked his thumb back up her cheek. “Kiss me a promise, so neither of us forgets that this is home.” He gestured with his chin to the small space between them. “Right here with us. Make it a good one.”

      Her mouth turned up. A small smile grew into a familiar naughty grin, her top teeth catching her bottom lip in a way that made his breath catch. She slid her legs around him and boosted herself further up him, then leaned down over his face. She hovered there, inches away.

      “A promise, huh?”

      The Spark between them already gathered into a glow he could feel just under his skin. He gave his head a tiny nod, and she smiled again. Her face softened as she leaned in and opened her mouth to his.

      She made it a good one.
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      Alex moved through the caravan as those under his care moved around preparing for another post-attack night on the road. Much of the damage to the caravan was psychological, from the loss of caravaners and the Councilor and his senior staff. They’d waited as long as they could before leaving two days before. Most of those who’d run away had drifted back in over the day and a half they remained outside of old Denver. Alex and those few of Councilor Three’s administrative staff who had survived managed to sop up the mess and organize the survivors. They buried the dead together near the tree line, a way to appease the living who didn’t want to leave their loved ones behind in a Hell Zone.

      Those of his agents who had posed as Council attackers had long since pulled back. Alex had thoroughly enjoyed the raid on Lucas’s waiting mercenaries in the early morning hours after he’d seen Lena and Jackson off. He was happy to take out his frustration and fear on those who’d attacked his people. That he had also been responsible for an attack on them was irrelevant—his attack had been for the greater good, and his agents had only targeted known Council collaborators. It served a purpose other than the terrorizing of Zone Three’s people. They didn’t know it yet, but he was freeing them.

      The bulk of Alex’s Fort Nevada force had been sent back to the fort to await his and Thomas’s return from the Council Meet. Jackson and Lena were with them.

      Alex savored the warmth that spread through his chest at the memory of their goodbye. Once they’d managed to pull themselves out of the car, they’d handled the final details of their group’s pull-out together. He’d been right. They made an excellent team. She’d even smoothed Jackson’s ruffled feathers as she took control of those who’d be returning with her, while Alex handed out final orders to the men who’d be staying with him.

      As the men had scattered to their assigned exit points, she’d taken Alex’s hand in hers and pulled him to the side. After running her hands up his sides, she’d risen to her toes to cup his face in her small hands.

      “Tell me again,” she’d demanded softly. “We will make this work.”

      He’d grinned down at her. “I’m Alex. You’re Lena. It’s what we do.”

      She’d returned his expression with a broad smile of her own. “Especially when we’re highly motivated.”

      Alex had leaned down to press his lips to hers, to pull up on the Dust within her and feed on the energy that swirled between them. Feeling her doing the same had deepened the exchange. It had been about sharing who they were, and not just what they could do to each other.

      When he’d caught his breath again, he whispered against her lips, “I’m about as motivated as a man can be.”

      She’d pressed her lips softly to his for barely a moment, then she’d gone, turning away and signaling the men who’d be heading back with her with a three-note whistle she must have heard him use before. Minutes later, they’d pulled out.

      Alex had headed over to the ridge where his men were waiting to lead the raid on Lucas’s men. He hadn’t looked back. He didn’t need to. Everything he needed he carried within him until he returned to his home or she came back to him.

      He hadn’t felt this focused and energized in a long time. It wasn’t just the relationship, he told himself, because that was tucked away in its compartment. He only allowed that to affect him when he they were together.

      Okay, Alex. Sure.

      It wasn’t that. It wasn’t. It must be that he had the chance to return to what he did best. There were other villains afoot. Courtesy of Councilor Three, Alex had names. And courtesy of Lucas’s ineffectual leadership, they had proof, too. The Meet would be even more of a spectacle than he had planned. He meant to flush his prey out of hiding. And once they were exposed, he and Lena could hunt them together.

      Ya see? Lena again.

      His growl at himself turned into an unrepentant grin. Whatever the source of the new enjoyment, he had a caravan to rebuild, people to inspire, and a new Councilor-elect to prep. He hoped the young man had the foresight to be out among the caravaners, now, cultivating their feelings for him. If they played it right, he would have a swollen wave of popularity to ride into Azcon after the Council Meet.

      Alex stopped to watch a scene playing out at the end of a car two up from him. A small, satisfied smile played about his lips. Danny, the most senior survivor of the Councilor’s staff other than Alex himself, had taken command and handed out evening assignments as the caravan tucked in for another post-raid night on the road. Tend to the wounded. Set a perimeter. Ensure everyone was fed. See to the equipment.

      As the charismatic young man spoke to a mechanic and sent him off to check an engine, Danny caught Alex standing at the end of the car line. He strode over.

      “Word about Lena?” He spoke her name in an undertone. Of course he’d take the first opportunity they’d had to speak alone to ask about her.

      Alex shook his head. “She’ll be making Fort Nevada in a day or two. It’ll be fine.”

      “Tell me again that she doesn’t hate me.” He’d always feared her discovering the full truth.

      After Danny had screwed up and caused her arrest, Alex had to imagine the feeling had multiplied. It had turned out all right, though.

      It had turned out better than Alex could have imagined.

      Alex hated that he’d had to keep this from her. He hated that Thomas had forced his hand, but he’d extracted a promise from Thomas in exchange that would guarantee her and her girls time and space. Still, there would be hell to pay when he was finally able to share the full arc of what they’d done with her. He just wasn’t sure if he dreaded the fireworks, or looked forward to them. Lena did fiery like nobody else.

      Alex shook his head again. “I’ll make it right. Lena and I will work it out.”

      It’s what we do.

      He swallowed the smile that was threatening to break out and made his voice no-nonsense for the young man in front of him now. “Are you ready? We have a lot to get done tonight. We’ll reach the Meet the day after tomorrow, and once we get there and they swear you in as Councilor Three, it’s going to be meeting after crisis after intrigue.”

      Danny nodded, excitement written across his face.

      Alex might not have found a successor in Jackson, but he’d found a kindred spirit in Lena’s brother. He’d been training him for this for a long time.

      “I’m ready.”

      
        The End
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      No one knows more than Kinsley Lane that nothing good happens when the dead walk free. A year ago, she was possessed by a ghost and her life forever changed.

      

      Luckily, on this All Hallows’ Eve, the witches of Harker Heights have offered her protection from the dead spirits who will roam free. Mac Harker is appointed her guardian and everything goes smoothly, until a mysterious guy arrives on the grounds. One that only Kinsley can see.

      Mac is determined to protect her from Charming, leaving Kinsley torn between wanting his protection and the strong pull to a guy who won’t even tell her his real name. She must make a choice; the one she makes leads to the biggest heartbreak, and greatest love she’s ever known.

      

      All over the course of one night.
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      FUCK A RUBBER duck in Kuwait.

      My mother is knocking at the door. I know it’s her even though I’m still in bed with a hangover. And a drug over. I went all out last night. My eyes squeeze shut when the knocking comes again. The pattering says, I know you’re in there and I’m not going away.

      Knock. Knock. Niggety-knock.

      With a groan, I throw the covers off myself and roll out of bed. I crash down into a pile of clothing. The smell of vomit and what I hope isn’t urine wafts up my nostrils, and I dry heave. I rub my eyes, trying to snatch up drunken memories from last night. They swim around in my brain. Black spots that are unreadable.

      Knock. Knock. Niggety-knock.

      My eyes stretch open, and I slam a hand on my cluttered nightstand.

      I pull myself to my feet. My mother’s knock rings out again, and I grit my teeth. Her knock is as persistent as her back handed compliments.

      Oh, my Kinsley, you don’t even look that fat in those jeans! I’ll get you a few more pair. I know you can’t really afford nice things, you know, since you didn’t go to college.

      I grab my robe from the back of my door on my way out of the room and stumble down the hallway. As soon as I reach the entryway, the knocking starts again. With a sigh, I press my hand against the back of the door and close my eyes. I try to figure out why she’s here. She never comes here. Afraid she might catch something, like poverty.

      It has to be bad if she’d risk mucking up her expensive shoes in this neighborhood.

      Knock. Knock.

      “Kinsley! I know you’re in there. Hurry and open up!”

      I let out another sigh and undo the dead bolt. Keeping the chain in place, I open the door a crack and peer out at my mother. Her graying hair is expertly dyed shadowy black. Her eyes, stormy gray, are narrowed, and she’s clutching a can of pepper spray to her chest.

      If my head wasn’t hammering, I’d laugh.

      “What do you want, Mom?”

      Her eyes dart around in real panic. “Let me in,” she demands, her eyes dancing around.

      For a few moments, I consider letting her stand out there. Let her sweat a little. Then I realize I’d pay for that in some not-so-subtle way. Hell, I’ll probably pay for this visit with little chips to my self-esteem. Might as well lessen the fallout.

      With a third sigh, I close the door, undo the chain and let her in. She shuffles across the threshold with one last glance over her shoulder. I close the door behind her.

      “What’s up, Mom?”

      When I turn around, she’s as stiff as my ex-boyfriend’s hard-on. Her expression is pinched as she takes in her surroundings. She hugs herself as if she’s trying to become as small as possible.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      “When is the last time you cleaned this place, Kinsley?”  Her lips tighten in distaste, an expression that almost never leaves her face.

      “You should have called first.” I decide to ignore her comment.

      She huffs. “I called three times. You really should answer your phone. What if something had happened to me? To your father?” She shakes her head.

      “Step.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Step-father.”

      “Oh, Kinsley. You really should get over that. You’re twenty-one now, hardly a child. And you really should answer your phone.”

      I start to argue when I realize she probably did call me, and in my current state, I have no idea where my phone is.

      “Okay, I’m sorry. What did you need?” I cross my arms and lean back against the door. I would invite her into the living room, but I don’t feel like hearing about what a lousy housekeeper I am, and I don’t plan on letting her stay that long.

      She actually smiles. I almost faint.

      “We got passage.”

      My eyes widen. I have no idea what she’s talking about. My brain takes its time translating her words. I feel dizzy, my throat parched. I need to sit down, and I really need my mother to leave.

      She sighs. “Don’t tell me you don’t remember what today is.” The smile fades from her face and turns into the stony frown I’m so used to. “How much did you have to drink last night?”

      I cough and decide to ignore that, too. “Why don’t you just tell me what you’re talking about?”

      She stares at me for several moments with that look. That disapproving look. That picking out faults look.  It’s my turn to hug my arms around myself. I’ve always felt the need to hide from it.

      “Tonight is All Hallows’ Eve, Kinsley,” she says in her matter of fact voice. “And this year we’ve been granted passage to Harker Heights.”

      Her words have an almost healing effect on my hangover as what she’s saying starts to make sense. Tonight is the night the dead are free to walk among us.

      And when the dead walk freely, bad things happen.

      Bad things like being possessed. The very thing that happened to me last year. I push away the memory before it has a chance to settle into my bones and ice me over.

      My mom reaches into her designer purse and pulls out a small, creamy eggshell-colored envelope. She hands it to me. With shaking hands, I take it and stare down at my name.

      Kinsley Elizabeth Lane.

      No return address. Just a wax seal with Harker Heights stamped onto the back of the envelope. My chest starts to burn, and I realize I’ve been holding my breath. It comes out in a rush, and I suck it quickly back in.

      “H-how?” I ask without looking at her. For some reason, I can’t look away from my name in that elegant calligraphy. It says to me, you’re safe. A promise whispered into my ear that last year won’t repeat itself.

      I have passage.

      “We’re somebody in this town now, dear.”

      She only calls me dear when she’s being patronizing. Which is most of the time.

      “Harker Heights opens at five o’clock. If you’re not there and inside by six-thirty, their gates will be locked to you.”

      I nod, still staring down at my name. My mother wanted me to change my last name when she remarried, but I told her that had nothing to do with me. I’d be a Lane until I went the way of my real father.

      “Be on time, dear.” She reaches for me, and I jump. I glance up at her. Her eyes are wide. “Oh, for God’s sake, Kinsley. Stop being so twitchy.”

      I go stiff as she touches my hair. She takes a multi-colored pastel curl and rubs it between her thumb and index finger. Her eyes narrow. It looks almost like she’s trying to rub the color out.

      “Maybe you can go back to your natural color before you arrive?” She says it like a question, but her tone suggests a command.

      I smile and nod. It’s my no-way-in-hell response. She drops my curl and backs away. She shrugs, and her lip curls down. It’s almost a warning. I know she’s about to go there. To that place that hurts.

      I brace myself.

      “It’s just, that multi-color hair style. Isn’t that more of a white girl thing?”

      I almost laugh Nothing about how a subtler hair style would take attention away from my round face? Not her best stuff. Not even in the ballpark.

      “Well, Mother. I am half white, thanks to you. So, I guess this style suits half of me.” With my widest, fakest smile, I lead her toward the door without touching her. Wouldn’t want to contaminate her pretty outfit. “I’ll see you later.”

      Before she can say another word, I shut the door in her face and turn the deadbolt.
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      IT TAKES ME ten minutes to unwind after she leaves. Ten minutes of leaning against my front door trying to figure out what to do. Should I get dressed? Shower? Take a Vicodin? Finally, biology wins out, and I go to the bathroom to relieve myself. As I sit on the toilet, I stare down at my name on the envelope again. When I’m finished, I wipe, flush, and stumble out into the dim hallway, all the while staring at my name. I shuffle back into my bedroom and glance around.

      I really should clean in here.

      My clothes, even the newly clean ones are all over the floor.  I guess that would make them dirty. My bed is a pile of books, random underwear, and toiletries. My sheets are half off the bed. I flop down and shove some more of my crap onto the floor.

      After carefully tucking the envelope between a lamp that doesn’t work and an empty bottle of beer, I start the search for my cellphone. I dig through the covers. I hang off the bed and peer under it. Then, I stand and grab every pair of size ten jeans I own and rifle through the pockets.

      Ugh.

      I start to feel twitchy without my cellphone. Without thinking about it, I grab a few strands of my hair and chew on it. Leaving the bedroom, I march toward the kitchen. Another place I should probably clean. I look in all the faded cabinets, on the plastic table I use to eat at. I look under it. Inside the large fish bowl on the counter I use to stick change and random objects in.

      Nowhere.

      I open the refrigerator. It lets out a loud wail of protest. Not in there either. In the freezer. No go.

      Fuck a rubber duck.

      I start to pace. Chewing on my hair and slapping myself upside the head.  Where did I put it? Was it with me when I got home?

      A rap song starts to play. Something about all the bitches in the club. My ringtone. I go stiff as a board and perk my ears.

      I scramble out of the kitchen and into the living room. I see it right away, on top of my old school, boxy television. Can’t afford a flat screen like all the cool kids. Well, I could. I just don’t see the point.

      I really only watch once a year and always on this day. The news. To see the witches of Harker Heights interview. To envy those given passage. To obsesses about all the crazy shit that happens on this night.

      As soon as I reach my phone, it stops ringing.

      One missed call from Trixie. My best friend. Probably who I was partying with last night. It’ll come back to me. It always does, and it’s never good. I sucked some stranger’s dick. I made out with a butch lesbian for fifty dollars. I showed my tits off for two bucks. The ladies are now on Instapics.

      I decide to call her later. I can wait to be reminded. Plus, it’s six-thirty in the morning. I’m never up this early. Hell, she’s never up this early. I spit out my hair and stare at my phone. Maybe I should call back. Maybe something bad happened.

      But if something bad happened, I can wait to know that, too. If it’s really bad, she’ll call back. I slip my phone into the pocket of my robe and trek back to my room. I lay on my messy bed and take the envelope from the nightstand.

      My tired eyes find my name again. I need more sleep even though I can’t sleep all day. Lots to do. I have to see Trixie. My friends without passage will need my supplies. The friends the Harker Heights witches don’t deem important.

      Because of my rich step-dad, I’m now important.

      I have passage.

      The idea makes me squirm. That some are worthy while others are not. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t relived.  I can’t take the risk of rejecting their protection. Not after last year. Not after him.

      That’s another thing I have to do. Visit the boy I killed. It’s something I do every day for a year now. Today will be no different. I reach into the drawer of my nightstand, pull out an orange prescription bottle, pop a Vicodin, and then roll over onto my side.

      I set my alarm for two hours and snuggle with my invitation like it’s a man who loves me.
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      WHEN I WAKE up two hours later, my painkillers are still happily buzzing through my system. I take another half of the lovely white pill–don’t want to overdo it–and hop out of bed. Bending over, I grab the cleanest pair of jeans I can find and a plain white t-shirt and head for the bathroom.

      I turn on the spray, strip down, and hop in the shower. At first, I just stand in the hot spray. I like super-hot showers. Hell showers, I call them. If my skin doesn’t feel like it will peel away from my body, I don’t feel clean. I stand there until I feel that little burst to the brain. That slight dizzying feeling that lets me know my medicine is kicking in. Once that feeling of safety washes over me, I scrub myself down and jump out of the shower.

      Wrapping a towel around me, I blow dry my hair and get dressed in record time. Then I head back to my room and grab my cellphone and the envelope. I glance at the time. Nine o’clock.

      Time to go pay a visit to Trixie.
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      MY PIECE OF crap Honda Civic clunks down the road. It sounds like a metal autistic person ramming its head against the wall. In this case, the wall is made out of cement. At least it started. It doesn’t always like to do that. Very temperamental. Plus, the air conditioning doesn’t work. Normally that wouldn’t be a problem in October, but in Killeen, Texas, it’s flirting in the high eighties. Cones of blaring sun assault me through the windshield. I wipe small pools of sweat from my hairline.

      Luckily the drive is only ten minutes long. I pull my piece of crap into a small shopping plaza. There is a pizza place, a comic book shop, and a gaming store. Geek Gear, a hole in the wall mom-and-pop hop.

      Killing the engine, I peer through the windshield. In every window, the shop signs read closed. I glance around and notice I’m one of the few cars out in the blazing Texas sun. A few cop cars buzz on the road behind me, but that’s all. Not that I’m surprised.

      I notice a neon pink bike parked next to the door to Geek Gear.

      Trixie is here. Again, not surprised.

      My eyes shift to my glove compartment. I open it and shuffle through all the crap until my fingers lace around the object I’m searching for. My mojo bag. White silk and filled with sea salt, a sacred dime, and agrimony. Tied at the top with blue lace. A powerful protection amulet. One I was not wearing on this day a year ago. Luckily this year, I won’t need it.

      Shoving it in my pocket, I remove the keys from the ignition and step out of my car. Going to the trunk, I take out a heavy black duffel and swing it over my shoulder. Then, I slam the trunk shut and head for the front of Geek Gear.

      I unlock the door and push my way inside. The smell of sandalwood and dryer sheets meets my nose. There is also the pulsing of classic rock coming from the back of the store.

      “Trixie?” I lock the door behind me and start for the back. Passing the shelves of gently used and rode-hard used games and gamer magazines, I stop in front of a black, velvet curtain.

      No, we don’t keep porn back there. I mean sometimes we make it. Soft core stuff. No nudity. Always in masks. I do it for the extra money and because just thinking of my mother finding out is almost as good as drugs. Mostly we fix computers and consoles back there and use it for a quick smoke break.

      “Trix?” I pull back the curtain and see my best friend bent over a mess of wires and computer parts. The butt of a cigarette hangs from the corner of her mouth.

      I drop the bag to the floor and walk up behind her. “You working today?”

      She takes the smoking butt and puts it out in bottle cap makeshift ashtray. Her straight-edged hair turns toward me like a black cape attached to her head.

      “Nah, doing a favor for Creeper.”

      I plop down onto a cooler and grin. “He mess up his computer again?”

      The laugh that tumbles from her throat is husky. She’s always sounded like someone that’s been smoking for fifty years, even though she’s a year younger than me.

      “I’m telling you, he hates technology. Next time I’m just going to throw this thing against a wall.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh. This is at least the eighth time Trixie has fixed our friend Creeper’s computer. We call him Creeper because he has the flat effect of a serial killer, but he’s cool. And he’s always carrying.

      “Porn?”

      “That and stupid.”

      I grin and lean an elbow on the work table. It’s cluttered with all kinds of wires, DVD’s, and work shirts. The room is heavy with smoke, and the thin walls shake from Trixie’s small stereo.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, still not looking at me. “We’re supposed to meet up later before lock down.”

      I bite my lip and don’t say anything at first. Several moments later when I still haven’t said anything, she turns her head slowly to look at me. Her slanted, inky eyes narrow.

      “What?”

      I close my eyes and kick the duffel at my feet. “I came to bring this to you.”

      She glances at the bag, then back at me. “What’s in it?”

      I take in a deep breath. “The supplies. Everything you guys will need to protect yourselves tonight.”

      She’s still staring at me when she asks, “Why are you giving it to me? I thought you were supposed to bring all that stuff over later.”

      “I won’t be there.”

      She reaches for another cigarette, lights it, and bats the smoke away from her face. “Why not?”

      I remove the envelope from the waistband of my jeans and hand it over. She stares at it for several seconds, hesitating, like it’s a snake that might bite her. Finally, she snatches it away from me. Her eyes pore over the front, then she flips it over and uses a claw-like nail to open it.

      I sit back and study her face as her eyes scan the letter I haven’t even read yet. It takes her much longer than I would expect. She goes eerily still, as if somehow she’s morphed into stone. I almost lean over to nudge her when her eyes snap up at me.

      “You’ve been given passage?” She says it in a flat tone that doesn’t allow me to gage her reaction. Her refined, Japanese American features are still clay. Unreadable. And I can always read her.

      Well, except when she doesn’t want me to.

      I clear my throat and nod. “Yes.”

      Her gaze drops back to the letter.  A small pile of ash falls to the ivory paper. I try not to visibly wince. She waves the letter in the air, puts out her cigarette, then wipes off the letter and hands it back to me.

      She turns back to her work and says, “Congrats.”

      I frown. I can’t tell what she’s thinking. What she’s feeling. Is she angry? Scared? I am, after all, the one with the most hoodoo experience. I was supposed to keep everyone safe tonight. But Trixie can handle that, right? I’ve never known her not to be able to handle anything. And after last year, I can’t afford to pass this up.

      No matter how much I disagree with the philosophy of the Harker Heights witches.

      

      “You okay?” I finally ask.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      I roll my eyes. I hope she’s not going into passive aggressive mode. She always has trouble telling me when she’s really upset. She can only allude to it. Drop hints. It’s very annoying.

      “Talk to me.”

      She doesn’t. She just sits there, fiddling with Creeper’s motherboard, pretending I am no longer in the room. It kind of pisses me off.

      “Look, if you were given passage, you’d drop out of our plan in a hot minute.”

      Her head snaps around toward me, obsidian eyes blazing.

      “Yeah, but my family didn’t marry into money. So I’m not important enough to be given passage. So again, congrats.”

      I frown and draw back as if she struck me. That hurts. She knows how I feel about my step-dad, or Nelson, as his birth certificate states. She also knows how I feel about the fact that my mother married him a few months after my father died. Oh, and about the affair they’d been carrying on for years.

      Not that I could prove it.

      She turns back to the table but doesn’t touch anything. I just stare at her. Or rather, I try to stare holes into her so maybe some of the bitch can leak its way out.

      Finally, she sighs and says, “I’m sorry.”

      I don’t say anything.

      She turns to me, her expression drawn down into a mask of shame. “I can be a fucking bitch,” she says.

      I half smile.

      “Don’t just look at me like that. Say something.”

      “If I could take you with me, you know I would.”

      She smiles, but it’s a sad, half-assed thing. “Yeah, I know.”

      “You can do this. You’re going to be fine. And next year, we’ll be in Harker Heights together.”

      She nods. “I can probably handle this better than you.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I mean, you’d probably just get in my way.”

      “Have been since sixth grade.” I smile full out now.

      She grins. “Damn right, tag-along.”

      I laugh. It’s what she used to call me when we first met. I was the fat girl everyone made fun of. She swooped in and took me under her wing. After that, I followed her everywhere.

      Now I’m still the fat girl—excuse me, plus-sized woman–following her around everywhere. If I were gay, she’d be all I’d need.

      Trixie kicks the bag. “Anything in here I need to know how to use?”

      I shake my head. “Everything is stuff you have experience with. And…” I lift off the cooler slightly to remove something from my back pocket. “Wear this, all night. It’s said to ward of possession and visions.”

      She lets the silver pentagram dangle in her hands, examining it.

      “Only one?”

      I frown, knowing what she means. What about everyone else? Unfortunately, pentagrams blessed by witches are hard to come by. And this one is stolen from Nelson. I don’t have the cheddar to buy one of these things, let alone more than one of these things.

      “Don’t give it away, Trix. If something happened to you…”

      She waves me off and starts to put the necklace around her neck. “Help me out, will ya?”

      She pulls up her silken hair, and I clasp the amulet around her neck. When I back away, she pats the star and grins.

      “I won’t take it off.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      She nods, then sputters laughter.

      “What’s funny?”

      She shrugs, and a mischievous smile takes hold of her thin lips. “Nothing. It’s just that I can’t picture you locked up in Harker Heights all night with your mother.” She bends over and laughs harder.

      I narrow my eyes, trying to be angry. It doesn’t work. I laugh with her.

      “Trust me, I’ll be as far away from that woman as I can manage.”

      She extends a fist toward me. “And please, pick up some hot witchy guy, just to piss her off.”

      I pound her fist. “Done.”

      Trixie grins, folds her arms over her chest and leans back in her chair. It lets out a loud creak.

      “Going to the hospital?”

      My lips tighten, and I glance down at my rainbow-colored Crocs.

      “Sorry,” she mutters.

      I turn my gaze back to her face and try to smile. “No, it’s okay. And yeah, I’m going.”

      “Want some company?”

      It’s the same question she’s asked me every day for a year now. And I’m about to give her the same answer I always give.

      “Maybe tomorrow.” I stand up and rub my hands up and down my arms. The AC always blasts in this place like we’re trying to ward off demons. She stands with me and wraps her small, yet muscular arms, around me.

      I fall into her embrace and close my eyes.

      “I’m going to miss you tonight,” Trixie says.

      I smile into her tan shoulder. “Bitch.”

      She laughs. “Hoe bag.”

      We pull apart, and I grin.

      “We’ll meet up first thing in the morning?” she asks.

      I nod. “Definitely.”

      She sits down, and I stare at the back of her head for a long while. My feet feel melded with the thin, stained carpet. I realize I don’t want to go. I don’t want to go through this night without her.

      She keeps the memories at bay. Keeps me from going inside of myself. And inside of myself is a scary, shitty place. I stand there so long that she clears her throat.

      “Stop staring at me, Kin, you’re freaking me out.”

      I shake myself and start to back away. “Then stop being so sexalicious.”

      She laughs. “Don’t tease me.”

      Unlike me, Trixie is gay. Lucky bitch. She’s never had to stick a dick in her mouth and pretend to like it. Well, there was that one time, and she decided it definitely wasn’t for her.

      There was a time she was in love with me. I don’t know why. She’s so exotic and confident. I’m just the shitty friend she’s always let tag along with her. She’s always saying Asian wisdom shit like I don’t see myself clearly. Be kinder to yourself. Blah. Blah.

      She says that, even though she knows what I did. Never has judged me.

      She says I judge myself enough.

      I clear my throat with my hand on the black curtain. “Keep your phone on you. I’m gonna call later.”

      She nods without saying anything. I turn and walk back through the store and out into the harsh sun. I feel exposed even though there’s no one on the streets to be exposed to.

      I dash for my car, put the key in the ignition, and turn it.

      Nothing.

      I grit my teeth. “Come on, not today.” I turn it again and utter a silent prayer. Sometimes that’s all she needs. A little help from the gods.

      I get it started on the fourth try, but I don’t feel any relief. I pull out onto the empty road and head for the only place crazy enough to be open on All Hallows’ Eve.

      The Enchanted Moon.
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      WHEN I PULL up to the Enchanted Moon, there are only a few cars out front. Usually people make their stop here the night before tonight, but I come here every morning. Right before I go to the hospital.

      I decide to leave the engine running as I hop out and head inside. If someone wants to steal the piece of shit, I have a bus pass because the piece of shit is likely to break down at any moment.

      The bell dings, announcing my arrival. There are a few customers rummaging around in the aisles, examining herbs and crystals, filling their little reusable shopping bags. As I head to the counter, Edna, the coolest Wiccan I’ve ever met, looks up and waves.

      “Hello, Kinsley.” Her wrinkled face turns up, reminding me of a smiling pug. Her silver hair is pulled away from her face. Her liver-spotted cheeks are animated with warmth and amusement.

      I feel better just being in her presence.

      “Hey, Edna.” I glance around, taking in her nearly barren shop. Around this time of year, she pulls good business. It makes up for the other times of the year when people have no use for her wares. “I see things are going well.”

      “Yes, yes.” Her smile widens. “And you have all the supplies you need?”

      I glance down. “Actually, I won’t be needing them this year.” I pause. “I’ve been given passage.”

      Her pale gray eyes widen, and she reaches for my hand. With a squeeze, she says, “Good for you, dear. You’re here for the usual, then?”

      I nod.

      “Just give me one sec.” She walks out from behind the counter and heads for the back of her store. I’ve always wondered what she keeps there, other than flowers.

      I lean against the glass counter and gaze down at all the crystals and jewelry under lockdown. My eyes stop on a polished, lavender piece. It’s in the shape of a cone and attached to a silver chain.

      Pretty.

      I lean closer to check the price tag. Twenty-five bucks. I sigh. Maybe next payday.

      “It’s amethyst.”

      I jump at Edna’s voice, and she laughs, sounding like a small, silver bell. I narrow my eyes at her but her smile is contagious, and soon I laugh too.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say.

      “Yes, I just got it in a week ago. It’s a pendulum.”

      I shake my head.

      “It’s used to find lost objects. Sometimes, to answer yes or no questions.” She smiles again and slides the door behind the case to the side. Then, she takes the small gem and holds it over the palm of her right hand. “Side to side is no. Front to back is yes.” She clears her throat. “Will Kinsley Lane find true love tonight?”

      I laugh at her question, but she doesn’t. Her eyes pinch. She stares hard at the stone, as if she’s trying to see through it. There is a prickle against my skin, and I almost gasp.

      I’ve only felt that prickle a few times, but enough to recognize it automatically. It’s the feel of magic in the air.

      We both stare at the pendulum as it moves front to back. Yes.

      I laugh and roll my eyes.

      “I think your little gadget is broken.”

      She smiles and places it on the counter. “Take it.”

      I shake my head. “I only have enough money for these.” I gesture with my head toward the bundle of gardenias, sitting like tiny white clouds amongst a swell of green leaves. This is what I come here every day to buy. They’re said to aid mental function.

      I can keep hoping.

      “Take it on me.” She places the stone in my hand.

      It’s warm. I start to refuse again, but she points an authoritative finger at me. I clamp my mouth shut.

      She nods, satisfied. “That’s a girl. Now you be safe tonight.”

      I hand over forty dollars for the gardenias, then slide the stone into my pocket and pick up the flowers.

      “You, too.”

      She grins once more, and this time it’s almost dangerous. Then, the woman who looks like the dream, cookie-making grandma scoffs and says, “Oh, you know me, honey, no dead things are going to fuck with me.”
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      I PULL INTO the parking lot of Metroplex Hosptial and check my phone. Ten-thirty. Right on time for visiting hours. Like every other place in Killeen, the hospital is half-dead, so I get a good parking spot. Near the front with the ambulances and security cars looking like relics in an abandoned city.

      I grab my medicine bottle from the passenger seat and glance inside. Shit. Only four more. I’m going to have to make a date with Creeper. I glance at the towering hospital building, then hit his number on my phone.

      He answers on the third ring.

      “Yo, I heard you got passage.”

      “Hey, can you meet me?” I say, ignoring his comment and popping another pill. In fifteen minutes when it kicks in, I’ll be able to go inside.

      “Yeah, when?”

      One of the best things about Creeper is he always puts business first. I won’t have to be on the phone talking about how I won’t be there tonight. Or answering questions about passage.

      “Um, in an hour?”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll be at Metroplex.”

      “Ah, shit. A hospital? Can we meet at your place?”

      I roll my eyes. “Creeps, you know no one is out today. We’re safe.”

      He crunches on something in my ear and doesn’t say anything for a few seconds.

      “Yeah, okay,” he finally says through a mouth full of food.  “I’ll meet you in an hour.”

      I close my eyes and remind myself to give him a kiss when I see him. “All right, see you then.”

      I hang up and pull the last of my money out of my pocket. I’ve got one hundred bucks on me. Just enough. And I get paid in three days. And it’s not like I’m addicted, I just have pain and the medicine helps.

      It started as physical pain and has graduated to mental pain. And sure, Creeper isn’t a doctor, but…

      Another burst to the brain.

      I feel swimmy. That white pill wrapping me in a cocoon. It mutters, you’re safe now. You can face this.

      I almost smile. Then, I grab the gardenias and head for the sliding glass front doors.
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      HE’S ON THE fifth floor.

      Kai Wilson.

      With all the other veg—

      Fuck, I can’t even think it.

      With all the other people on life support. The half-dead ones. The ones made into cyborgs, living through the grace of machines and medical technology.

      I know this floor better than I know my apartment. As I walk down the blinding white hallways, I avoid looking to my left. That’s where all the glass is. The glass with pseudo patients behind them. Their loved ones gaze in on them and pray.

      Return to us, they plead.

      Come back to us. We’re here. We love you.

      At least, that’s what I imagine them thinking. That’s what I think, and Kai Nelson isn’t even family to me.

      He’s my victim.

      My shoes squeak on the shiny linoleum as I head to room 523. Kai’s room. As usual, the white curtains are drawn over his glass cage. For privacy, the nurses tell me, but somehow I don’t think he gives a shit.

      Trixie says I need to stop having such negative thoughts.

      I sit on an uncomfortable, beige plastic chair just outside his room and wait. I don’t usually have to wait long, and today is no exception.

      “Hello, Kinsley. How goes it?”

      I peer up into the severe face of Nurse Laister. Maria to me. Her Tweety Bird scrubs bring a smile to my face. She’s old school, and despite the fact that she wears the expression of an ornery nun, she’s as sweet as pain medication.

      “It goes,” I say. “How are the twins?”

      Her smooth, night-sky skin pinches until she looks like a wrinkled jack-o-lantern.

      “The devil is in them these days.” She runs a hand through her short, curly locks. “Damn the terrible twos, I’m dealing with the terrible twelves.”

      I laugh. “They say that’s a hard age.”

      “They should say they are all hard ages.” Her expression melts into a smile like warm butter. “But they’re my babies. And I feel for them. Losing your mother is a hard, hard thing.

      I nod, sympathy dripping through me like cool rain. “I’m sorry.”

      She smiles. “Thanks, baby. I know it’s been two years but I still miss my sister.”

      I start chewing on my hair. I’m useless with this kind of thing. Finally, I clear my throat and say, “They say it gets easier with time.”

      Maria reaches into the front pocket of her scrubs, pulls out a stick of gum, pops it into her mouth and then offers me the pack. I wave the offer away.

      “They have a lot to say,” Maria says.

      I pull my hair out of my mouth. “Yes, they do.”

      She reaches for my shoulder, and I try not to cringe away from her touch. It’s not her; I just hate being touched. She gestures toward the bouquet I’m holding.

      “You going in today?”

      I lower my head to stare at my shoes and shake my head. Shame sets down on me, slumping my shoulders farther.

      “Well, that’s okay. When you’re ready.” This is what she always says. She reaches out and takes the flowers from me without needing to be asked. With a final sympathetic smile, she slides open the glass leading into Kai’s room and enters.

      I don’t look up until the door slides shut. I imagine Maria placing the gardenias at his bedside. I imagine her checking his vitals. Whispering a few encouraging words. The only thing I don’t have to imagine is the classical music flowing through the room.

      It’s my playlist.

      Maria plays it every time I come. I read somewhere that some people think coma patients can hear.

      I have to imagine her doing everything else because I don’t know. In three hundred and sixty-five days, I’ve never been inside Kai’s room. Never even seen his face. Don’t know what color his hair is or how tall he is.

      So, I imagine because I’m a coward.

      I put him in here and I can’t even give him the courtesy of facing him.

      One night. That night. Him against my shitty car. Me, under the influence. Sure, it was ghost influence, but the guilt still clings to me like an ill-fitting dress. I owe it to him to look at him. To face what I’ve done, but I can’t.

      So I imagine.

      I imagine holding his hand. Reading him books. I imagine him waking up and forgiving me.

      The glass door slides open and out walks Nurse Maria. She smiles, pats my shoulder again and leaves me to my cowardly ritual.
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      I STAND AND rest my hand against the cool glass. Staring into the white curtain, I sigh. I try and tune out the buzz of machines behind that curtain. Try not to imagine him lying there. Try not to think about his family crying over his machine-assisted life.

      I press my hand harder into that glass and lean closer. The fog of my breath leaves an outline around my fingers. I shut my eyes and start talking.

      Not out loud. Don’t want to be shipped off to the seventh floor psych ward.

      Hey, Kai, it’s me. I know I say this every time, but we’ve never met. I’m the girl who hit you with my—

      I hit you with my—

      The coward in me locks up at this point. I can’t even think the words. Can’t confess it to my own brain matter.

      Pathetic.

      Please wake up.

      Please, please wake up.

      Please…

      I go on like this for some time. The repetitive nature of my words are meditative. Memories start to snatch at me.

      The road, winding through flat land like a giant black snake under the dark moon. Me, laughing like a cartoon villain, out of my mind. High. Higher than I’ve ever been. There were two me’s. The visitor—the ghost laughing one minute, cautioning me to slow down the next.

      “I thought you were going to teach me to live!” More crazed laughter. The two-toned effect of people possessed in religious horror films.

      I pressed down on the accelerator.

      Stupid.

      The ghost inside me issued a warning. A warning that came too late.

      His body thudded against the hood of my car—that wet whack of flesh on metal makes me cringe away from the memory. I open my eyes and stare at the curtain, breathing hard. Sweat streams into my eyes.

      I glance around, a few eyes are on me, but their owners quickly return to what they were doing. Pushing around hospital equipment. Writing in charts. Answering phones. My gaze goes back to that curtain. For a second I think today is the day. I’ll go in. I’ll face him.

      As quickly as the thought comes, it runs away. I back up and feel an invisible pressure push down on me. I have to get out of here.

      I can’t deal.

      I need more drugs.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. Then, I dart down the sterile hallway with tears leaking from my eyes like someone full of bad plumbing.

      I don’t even wait for the elevator, opting instead to take the stairs two at a time back to ground level.
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      CREEPER IS LATE. He’s always late. Even though he’s as white as Michael Jackson was near the end, he’s always late, so we joke about him being black.  I can make the joke about black people always being late because I’m half-black.

      Anyway, he’s late again, and I don’t have time for this. I pick up my phone and check my messages as I bounce my leg rapidly up and down. Nervous tick. I have a lot of them.

      There are no messages. I throw my phone into the passenger seat and grab my medicine. I jiggle the bottle around.

      Only two left.

      Yes, I can tell by the rattle.

      I bite right into the little white pill and let the bitter taste calm me down. It kicks in faster this way, though not by much. Maybe it doesn’t even kick in faster. Maybe it’s all in my head. I’ll take it. When I started these things, after the accident, they’d kick in within five glorious minutes. A year later, they take something between fifteen and twenty minutes to float me away. I don’t always have that kind of time.

      Just when I feel like I’m about to claw my way out through my own skin, Creeper’s beat up Ford truck comes rolling into the parking lot. I let out a long sigh as he pulls into the space next to mine. I grab my purse and step out to meet him. When he sees me, he gives me a nod in greeting. I have a small smile for him as I wave, and I eye the wheelchair in the bed of his truck.

      I used to wonder about that. How being paralyzed from the waist down might affect a man’s, well, you know. The one time I asked him about it, he said it was more work, but it could be done, and if the dick was down, the tongue was always ready. Then, I got first-hand experience. And he can get it to work, not always, but often enough.

      Not that Creeper has a long line of women waiting for his tongue. Not because he’s ugly. He’s actually quite handsome with his square jaw, impressive chest, and shaved head. He just looks like someone who would take you out… to his kill room and torture you for days. Then kill you.

      Of course, his close friends know better than that. Creeper is one of the nicest guys I know. He even sells drugs to help his parents pay off the debt they’re in for having to wheelchair-proof the house. He even managed to pay for hand controls to be put into his truck.

      They don’t ask where the money comes from, but they probably know. And he doesn’t tell them, although he doesn’t try real hard to hide it.

      I grab the door handle and pull. Locked. Leaning forward, I narrow my eyes at him through the muddied glass and mouth, “Open the fucking door.”

      He gives me that flat, serial killer look I so love him for, then waggles his eyebrows. I jerk on the handle as if it will magically pop open, and he starts laughing.

      “You must not want to get paid!” I raise my chin in the air.

      He waves me off.  “I got mad dough, Ley. But I’ll bet you’re low on pills.” He leans forward and studies me with razor sharp concentration. He looks at everything like that. It used to make me nervous before I got to know him.

      I try to look cool, like I have all the pills in the world.

      It lasts about two seconds. Then a strand of hair is in my mouth, and I’m chewing on it.

      Creeper nods at me. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      I spit my hair out and stare at him. He laughs again and clicks the unlock button. I open the door, shove all his girly magazines from the passenger seat onto the floor, and slide inside, shutting the door after me.

      “Hey! That’s my porn! You don’t defile a man’s porn.”

      I glance at him and shake my head. “Just use the internet like normal people.”

      He leans over and picks his magazines up, then stuffs them safely in the glove compartment. “The last time I used the internet, you charged me two hundred bucks to clean up my computer.”

      I giggle. “There are safe sites.”

      He looks at me, and for a minute, I get the sensation he’s about to drive off, take me deep into the woods, and slit my throat. Then I remember he’s harmless. Besides, I could probably outrun him.

      “You know, you could give me one of your private shows.” He runs a finger down my bare arm.

      I slap it away. “I don’t like to talk about that.”

      “I don’t see why not. You do good work.”

      I start chewing on my hair again. For extra money, sometimes I do a live web cam show. It helps pay the bills. But I only strip down to my underwear, and I always wear a mask. A Cheshire cat disguise that Trixie made for me. She’s good at pretty much everything. I’m good at popping pills and getting dudes who are into bigger girls to put in their credit card information for twenty minutes of me dancing around in the back room of Geek Gear.

      “You got the stuff or what?”

      “Straight to business, Ley?” He clicks his teeth. “I’m hurt. Just got off the phone with Trix. She says you got passage this year.”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “How’d you swing that?”

      I shrug and stare down at my lap.

      He bursts into laughter. “You don’t have to feel bad about it. Hell, if those Harker Heights bitches would take me in, I’d take them on in a heartbeat.”

      “I don’t feel bad.”

      “You just worried today might be the last day you see any of us again?”

      I snap my eyes in his direction. “Don’t joke about that.”

      He laughs and holds his hands in the air. “Relax, Ley. Don’t you go worrying about us.”

      I breathe relief.  “Thanks,” I say in a tiny voice.

      “Yup, yup.” He reaches in his pockets and pulls out a bottle. “I threw in a little extra. I know this day is a hard one on you.”

      “Creeper, you’re a saint!” I try my best not to eagerly snatch the bottle from his hands, then hand him the last of my money.

      He takes it and slides it into his pocket.

      “Well, if you want to pay extra…” His eyes linger on my sizable chest. “We can go back to my place. My parents are out getting stuff for tonight.”

      I try not wrinkle my nose at the guy who keeps me in supply of my happy pills. Like I said, I have first-hand experience with Creeper. One first-hand experience. In his wheel chair in the backyard. At first it was hot, but as the new experience wore off, so did everything else. He had a good time, but I had to fake it.

      Ever since then, I tell him I don’t want to ruin our friendship. Smart as he is, he probably knows I’m full of shit.

      “Creeper, you know we can’t do that.” I tuck a strand of curly hair behind my ear.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He sighs and taps his fingers against the wheel. “We should get together before you go out to the Heights tonight. What time do you have to be there?”

      “Six-thirty.”

      “Wanna get together at my place? I’ll call Trixie and that bitch she’s seeing.”

      I frown. “Sarah isn’t a bitch.”

      He turns and grins at me. “Sarah is hot, but she’s a big bitch.”

      I try not to smile. Sarah did think she was better than everyone. Like, a lot better.

      “What do you say, four?” he asks again.

      I nod. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Great.” He starts up the engine. “Wear something sexy. I’ll see you then.”

      I roll my eyes and step out. He salutes me before he pulls out of the parking lot. I wave until he takes a left at the end of the lot and vanishes onto the main road.

      As soon as he’s out of sight, I shake my new refill. I smile. There are at least forty pills in here. Probably forty-five. Yes, I’m that good. I love Creeper! I practically skip back to my car. Once inside, I put my new stash in my purse and pop the last pill from my old bottle.

      Looking at the hospital, I feel a jab of guilt, then shame. I shake it off, start my car up, and drive away.

      I’ll be back tomorrow, Kai. Maybe by then, you’ll be awake.
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      I USED TO tell myself I wasn’t getting high. I was in pain, and I needed these pills. Now, the line has become blurred. Not that I’m an addict, but I’m definitely something I’m not willing to admit yet. Or ever. I know I’m something else as I struggle up the stairs to my apartment with my eyes half-closed. I bump into the wall, my foot comes out from under me, and I wind up on my butt. Then, I giggle as my downstairs neighbor comes out.

      She’s a young, black single mother with her hair always wrapped in a silk scarf. Planting her hands on her hips, she stares down at me and shakes her head.

      “You a’ight?”

      I laugh and nod. Then, I grab the banister and hoist myself up. “Yeah, Sharee, I’m fine.”

      Behind her, the sound of kids roughhousing meets my ears. She turns. “Y’all be quiet! Tyrese, stop pulling your sister’s braids out!” She turns back to me and rolls her eyes. “These damn kids.”

      I smile in a way only people in the middle of a great high manage. “Aw, they’re adorable.”

      She perks an eyebrow. “Adorable, my ass.” She offers me a smile of her own. “Stop falling on your ass. You ready for tonight?”

      I almost tell her that I have passage, but think better of it. If anyone deserves passage, it’s a hard-working woman with two kids to support. So, I just nod.

      “Yeah, I’m ready.”

      “Good. You take care of yourself tonight. We don’t want a repeat of…” She wrinkles her nose and huffs. “Ah, hell. Me and my mouth.”

      I shrug, too high right now to care that she was about to mention last year. About how I practically killed someone and got away with it because of a ghost possession defense.

      I wave her off. “It’s okay. You take care of yourself, too.” I point behind her. “And those babies.”

      She nods, smiles, and disappears behind the door.

      “Damnit, Teka! Let go of your brother’s neck!”

      I laugh and pull myself up the rest of the stairs. When I hit the landing of the floor my apartment is on, I feel dizzy. It’s a good dizzy. A nothing-can-touch-me dizzy. As I stumble toward my door, I fumble inside of my purse for my keys. Then, I trip, right myself, and everything in my purse falls and scatters all over the floor.

      I laugh. “Of course!”

      Leaning over, I start to retrieve my things and shove them back into my bag. When the last of the spilled contents of my purse are safely back where they belong, I stand up. Then, I jump back.

      “Fuck a rubber duck!” A tall figure is looming over me. Actually, he’s practically on top of me. I grab my chest. “Geez, you scared the crap out of me, Nelson!”

      He frowns and straightens the collar of his perfectly pressed, button-down shirt. “I really wish you wouldn’t use that kind of language. You know how much it bothers your mother.”

      With a scowl, I fling my purse over my shoulder. Then, I glance around the hallway before my eyes land back on him. “Good thing she isn’t here.”

      His nose wrinkles. “I don’t much care for it, either.”

      “Good thing I don’t care what you care for.” My eyes slide to the garment bag he’s holding. “What are you doing here, anyway?” I point to the bag. “And what is that?”

      Nelson smooths his hand down his cornflower blue tie and smiles. Holding up the bag, he says, “This is for you.”

      I raise an eyebrow, then sidestep him to my door. “No, thanks,” I call over my shoulder.

      “Kinsley, please. Your mother is concerned.”

      I grit my teeth and struggle with the key. Jiggling it around, I huff a cloud of curly hair out of my face and stomp my foot. I can feel my mother’s husband killing off my buzz already.

      He’s good for things like that.

      “Tell her not to be.”

      “You don’t even know why she’s concerned.”

      I finally manage to let myself in and shove the door open. After hanging my purse from the latch on the back of the door, I grip the side and poke my head out, leaving the door open only a crack.

      “I don’t need to know why.” I start to close the door, but he wedges one of his shiny Oxford loafers inside and stops me.

      I glare up at him.

      “Your mother was nice enough to buy you a nice dress because she was concerned that you wouldn’t have anything to wear tonight. The Harker Heights witches are very… well-to-do.”

      I scoff. “Tell my mother I have plenty to wear.” This will piss her off. Making my mother angry is another way I get my highs in life.

      Nelson unzips the bag anyway. I sigh and stare at it through tight eyes. I stuff some hair in my mouth and scan the dress up and down. I have to admit– and I really don’t want to–that it’s nice. It’s a vertical striped, ankle length dress with pastel colors. Lavender, apricot, aquamarine, and azure mist. It matches my hair.

      I frown because I really want it. Nelson holds up a shoebox, and I feel myself giving in. He smiles and hands me the dress. I huff and take it, making sure to zip it up so the evil thing can’t tempt me. Then, he opens the box. They are matching heels.

      That bitch. Manipulating me into dressing up so I won’t embarrass her by buying me something I’d actually wear. She hasn’t done that in…oh, forever. I sigh and hang the dress on the back of my door along with my purse.

      I shrug, doing my best to look nonchalant. “Tell her I’ll think about it.”

      Nelson smiles and hands me the shoes. I try not to snatch them away. Success!

      “Kinsley…” He clears his throat and straightens his tie again. “I know… That it’s been hard on you…ever since your father died. But I want you to know…”

      I push the door against his foot. It has the desired effect of getting him to shut his mouth. He grunts and starts to give me a harsh look, then shakes it off. That’s Nelson’s thing. No matter how rude I am to him, he tries to play the nice guy. I’m sorry, but I always get the creeps around him. I might be a fuck-up in most areas, but intuition isn’t one of them.

      “Well.” He clears his throat for the third time. “I was hoping we’d have a chance to spend some time together tonight. Your mother really wants us to get to know each other. And since we’ll finally be in the same place.”

      I inch the door closed. “Yeah, sure. Whatever,” I say through the tiny opening.

      He smiles at me.  It kills the rest of my buzz.

      “Yes, well, I’ll see you tonight then!” He holds one finger up in the air.

      I don’t understand the gesture but nod anyway. Anything to get him out of here faster. “Yes, yes. Tonight.”

      “Don’t forget, it’s 6:30. And you can’t be late.”

      “Right, won’t be.”

      He starts to say something else when I shut the door all the way and slide the chain back in place. I can hear him clearing his throat as I click the dead bolt. With a sigh, I take the dress off the back of my door, grab my purse, and head to my bedroom with my new loot.

      I reach for my pill bottle and pop two more to get the memory of Nelson off my brain. Then, I take the dress out of the garment bag and stare at it. I peek at the label. Size ten. I’m flabbergasted. She even managed to get my correct size and not some tent four sizes too big.

      I hang it up in my closet, flop on my bed, and take the shoes out of their box. Like most girls my age, I have a thing for shoes. These things are drool-worthy. They match my hair and my dress. Even if I don’t wear the dress tonight to Harker Heights, I must wear these shoes. I place them on my feet and twirl around on top of the pile of dirty clothes still on my floor.

      Yes, I will be rocking these tonight. Maybe I’ll score one of those hot Harker Heights witches. I’ve only seen them on TV, doing interviews and whatnot. They’re always smoking and very polite. Maybe I can get laid tonight. I lie back on my bed and laugh at the idea.

      I haven’t had much sex in my life. Not because I’m a prude. It’s partly because I’m shy about my curves, or as my mother calls it, the fat that if I could just lose, I’d be such a pretty girl! And partly because I just don’t like it. Trixie loves it. She gives me all these tips to make it better. She gives me toys that just make me depressed. Plus, all her advice is lesbian advice. The same rules don’t really apply.

      But, a witch might know some secrets of the trade regular men aren’t privy to. Maybe I’ll wear that dress tonight after all. As another Vicodin haze hits me, I sit up and pack my bag for the night.

      Just the essentials. A few books, my tablet, phone charger, and an extra pair of clothes, just in case my mother is too pleased to see me in her dress. Then, I look at my cellphone. Eleven-thirty.

      I can either clean my apartment or take a little nap.

      I glance around the disaster and decide quickly on a nap. I set my alarm for two o’clock. Plenty of time to eat something, clean a little, and get over to Creeper’s by four.

      [image: ]

      THE ALARM ON my cellphone starts to go off way sooner than I want it to.

      I roll over in bed, getting my legs twisted in the sheets. Without opening my eyes, I paw around, trying to locate the blasted thing and shut it the hell off. After several minutes of me wrestling blind with a sheet ghost, my hands close around my phone. I swipe left and the intrusive noise goes away. With a sigh, I roll over onto my back.

      There is still a small high floating around in the back of my brain. As I yawn, I wonder if I need to pop another pill or two. After deliberating for a few more minutes, I decide that I’m fine. Slowly, I sit up in bed and stretch my arms over my head. A joint in my shoulder blade cracks, and I wrinkle my nose. I swing my legs around and place my feet on top of a pile of shirts, then glance at my phone. 2:03. More than enough time.

      I stand up, wobble to the kitchen, and pore through the cabinets. There isn’t much there. There never really is. Finally, I find half a Snickers bar and swipe it up like a gold digger might swipe up a diamond ring. When I bite into the thing, it’s stale, but that doesn’t stop me from gobbling it down. I saunter over to the fridge and take out the last of the orange juice, gulp it right out of the carton, and toss it into the overflowing trash can.

      Spinning around, I take inventory of the mess. Then, I go to work. I start in the kitchen with my least favorite chore, dishes. I scrub them, dry them, and then put them into cupboards. After I sweep, I move on to the rest of the apartment. It doesn’t take long, because for me, cleaning is basically moving crap into less obvious places. If you can’t see it, it’s clean in my book.

      Once I’m finished, I wipe my hands together, satisfied by my productiveness. I go to the couch, wrap the blanket draped over the back around myself, and pull up my laptop. I figure I can get in a little Netflix time before I have to shower and get ready. I really need to know what’s going on with Crazy Eyes. As soon as I’m about to cue up the next episode, a loud rap comes from the door.

      I sigh.

      Of course.

      Setting my computer aside, I stand up and march to the door. I yank it open, ready to give whoever is on the other end the scowl of a lifetime. The man at the door doesn’t allow me the opportunity as my disdain washes away and fills me with surprise.

      He’s handsome and older, with silver flecks in his sideburns. He’s wearing a top hat and a tuxedo that doesn’t belong anywhere near this part of time. My eyebrow curves like a question mark.

      “Miss Lane?”

      I gape at him as if I don’t know my own name.

      He frowns, then peers down at a manila envelope in his gloved hand. “I’m sorry, do I have the wrong domicile? Can you help me? I’m looking for a Miss Kinsley Lane.”

      I shake the stupid from my brain and nod. “I am.”

      His frown deepens. “You are what?”

      “Miss Lane,” I say, feeling like a total dipshit. “I’m Miss Lane.”

      “Ah, Miss Lane.” His wrinkled face bends into a smile, making even more wrinkles appear. Then, he bows to me.

      No, like the actual bow. Like what you see two people do before they kick each other’s asses in a kung fu movie. My hand slithers to the back of my neck and I rub myself there.

      Another nervous tick.

      Who was this guy and why was he bowing in my hallway? He comes up, and I breathe relief. His hand extends to me and I just stare at it. His smile falters a bit. Biting my lip, I finally place my hand into his. To my further surprise, he bends down and plants the softest of kisses on my knuckles.

      Normally, I’d be revolted. I don’t care for people touching me unless I know them very well, and sometimes not even then. Still, he’s so odd that he calms my nerves. Like an eccentric prince carved out of a fairy tale.

      His lips pull away, and he drops my hand. I place them both behind my back and rock on my feet.

      “My name is Dick. I’m here on behalf of Master Harker.”

      My lips press together. Master what? Before I can ask anything, he hands me an envelope, bows again, and then turns to leave. I part my mouth to call after him, but he darts around the corner before I get the chance. I stare after him for a while before backing inside of my apartment and nudging the door closed with my toe.

      My eyes don’t leave the large envelope as I make my way to my couch. In big, black lettering, my name is scrawled on the front. I sit down, turn the package over, slide a nail under the lip, and ease it open. Inside is a stack of papers. I pull them out and quickly flip through them. Then, I place them on my lap and sit back.

      The first page looks like a CV an actor might take on auditions in Hollywood. I stare down at the headshot and my heart leaps into my throat. I’ve seen him many times on TV doing interviews about understanding witchcraft today and preaching tolerance. He’s one of the youngest of the Harker coven. Mac Harker.

      As far as witches go, he’s a superstar. In the photo, I can only make out his face and slight, yet well-built shoulders. His copper hair stands up and away from his chiseled face, and that dimple, my favorite feature, dips into his cheek with his sexy smile.

      My heart seesaws in my chest.

      What you can’t see, what I’ve seen on TV, are the tattoo sleeves running up and down each arm, and the tightest ass you ever wanted to squeeze. He’s also wearing glasses in the picture for show. I remember reading in Weekly Witchin’ that when he was fifteen, he used a spell to correct his eyesight. Maybe he’s wearing them because they make him look like a hot nerd.

      If that was the goal, he was successful.

      Another thing you can’t see are his striking, emerald-flecked eyes. I can’t imagine looking into those things in person. I’d feel stripped down to my bare bits. I take in a breath and force myself to flip the photo over.

      On the back is a list of his magical talents.

      Charms, banishing spells, weapons enchantment, simple herbal tonics, mind dispelling—the list goes on and on. I place the photo beside me on the couch, then go through the rest of the packet.

      The second paper is a letter. To me. My eyes widen, and my heart starts to gallop.

      Dear Miss Lane,

      This is a simple welcome packet for an easier stay during your night at Harker Heights. My name is Mac Harker, and I will be your personal guardian for the night.

      I look away from the letter. Is this really happening? This can’t be happening. One of the most infamous witches in the world, not to mention youngest at only twenty-two years old, is my personal guardian?

      If there was any doubt about what I would be wearing tonight, this bit of information cleared it right up. My breath shudders on my next inhale. I peer down and continue reading.

      I know a bit about your personal history. My apologies. That must have been quite an ordeal for you.

      My hands tighten around the paper, and I have to stop myself from crumpling it up into a ball. Is there anyone that didn’t know about that? I mean, sure it was on the news. As was the trial. But it was year-old news. I squeeze my eyes shut, determined to give it no more thought. If I did, those thoughts would travel to Kai and might very well get trapped there. So, I force myself through the rest of the letter.

      I will do my best to make you as comfortable as possible tonight. I did want to warn you that because of your prior experience with possession, you will have to undergo a cleansing. I promise it will be quick and painless. It should help shield you from all the magic that will be in the air tonight.

      The only other thing I wanted to warn you of is you must be inside the gates at six-thirty, or your passage will be revoked. Also, we don’t allow weapons of any kind, not even magical items within these gates. As such, all your belongings will be searched before you are allowed entrance.

      I look forward to spending the night with you, Miss Lane.

      Till then,

      

      Mac Harker

      

      The last sentence whirls around in my head like a mini tornado threatening to blow me over. I take in deep, sharp breaths. I’m reading too much into it. I have a tendency to do that. Find meaning where none exists. But still, did he sign all his letters that way? That’s one thing I don’t know about Mac Harker. Did he always tell women he was looking forward to spending the night with them?

      I roll my eyes at myself.

      Don’t be ridiculous, Kinsley. He’s just trying to make you feel welcome.

      Then, something else occurs to me. They’re going to search my belongings before I can go in.

      Somethings tells me narcotics are probably on the list of things they ban. Witches are notorious for solving their ailments through natural remedies. If you ask me, because they use magic, it’s totally cheating.

      And narcotics are my own brand of magic. Kinsley craft. They might buy that, right?

      Ugh, who am I kidding? If I had a script for the damn things, sure. But, I don’t. Plus, my mother would find out I’m still taking them. No problem. I’ll just have to find a way to sneak them in. Creeper can help me with that because no way am I getting through this night without chemical crutches.

      I swiftly make my way through the rest of the packet. Just a map, menu, sleeping arrangements, and a list of rituals you can participate in throughout the night.

      Stuffing everything back in its place, I hop up and head for the bathroom to get ready. I take my second shower of the day, hellfire hot, then blow dry my hair. My medicine cabinet is a hot mess. Random objects clatter and spin down toward the drain in my sink as I try to locate my makeup.

      Not bothering to clean it up, I take care with my makeup today. Or, at least I try to. It’s not easy to apply mascara with shaking hands. Mac’s written words are still swimming through my head. I feel silly and excited all at once. Taking in a deep breath, I shake out my hands and will myself to calm down. Then, I get back to the task of making my eyes pop.

      I’ve mastered the smoky eye look. That and a bit of gloss are all of my makeup tricks. I shove everything back into the cabinet, bounce to my room, and put on my dress. Instead of the shoes that are super cute but are going to kill my tender feet, I slip on a pair of Dallas Cowboys slippers and place the heels gingerly in my bag. After I grab my purse, I glance down at my cellphone.

      Good, I’ll be at Creeper’s early.

      That’s very good.
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      GOING TO CREEPER’S house always frazzles my nerves. Not that most things don’t, but this task in particular makes me uncomfortable. I have no idea why. His parents are so nice. Maybe that’s it. Too much niceness. I’m not used to it.  I don’t know how to behave around mothers who don’t cut their children to bits with words.

      So, when Creeper’s mother appears at the door, I plaster a big, dumb smile onto my face.

      “Kinsley!” She throws a dish rag over her shoulder and smiles at me.

      Unlike my smile, hers is genuine.

      She eyes me up and down and whistles. “Well, look at you! Don’t you look gorgeous!”

      “No.” The verbal spit-up comes out of my mouth before I can catch it. Now it’s out there, splattered all over Mrs. Bates, staining her dry-cleaned floral blouse.

      She arches an eyebrow at me and smiles wider.

      I reach for my hair, then push it back before I have a chance to put it in my mouth.

      “Well, um. Come in.” She opens the door wider, and I step in.

      The scent of apples and brown sugar drifts up my nose. That’s another thing I can’t get used to. Creeper’s house always smells like baked goods. Growing up, my house smelled like bleach and afternoon cocktails. I always thought it was normal.

      “Jason is in the living room. He’s expecting you.”

      I nod and smile politely. She turns and leads me down their walkway. I take my time, eyeing all the family portraits lined up on either side of the hall. Creeper as a boy scout. Creeper with his prom date. The Creeper family at Thanksgiving, Christmas. A wedding portrait of Mrs. and Mr. Creeper.

      They were so proud of their family, they displayed their life like it belonged to some rich history. After my father died, most of the pictures of us as a family vanished. My mother couldn’t deal.

      Walking into Creeper’s living room is like tapping your heels three times and arriving in Kansas. This is what a home should look like. Warm browns in the furniture. Light tans on the walls. More family photos in frames with cheesy slogans at the top: Family is forever. Home is where the heart is. There are even baked goods laid out on the coffee table.

      Mrs. Creeper turns to me. “Would you like something to drink, Kinsley? Sweet tea? Water?”

      “Um, I’ll take a water?” Everything I say to Creeper’s parents always comes out as a question. I’m not sure of anything I say or do in this house.

      She nods, heads back down the hall, and cuts a right into the kitchen. I sweep the room with my eyes until they land on Creeper. He’s seated in his wheelchair with some video game remote in his hands and a half a sandwich hanging from his mouth.

      “You’re early,” he says without looking at me. His fingers jab into the remote control, and he gobbles up the rest of his snack.

      I sit down behind him on the couch. “Yeah.”

      His mother re-enters the room, and whatever else I was about to say vanishes from my mind. Poof. Lost in space forever. She reaches out and hands me a tall glass of water with crushed ice. I love crushed ice. I think I told her that ages ago, and she still remembers.

      I smile up at her as I take it.

      “Anything else I can get you guys?” Her hands plant on her hips and her gaze darts between me and Creeper.

      “Nah, we’re good, Ma.”

      She smiles again and smooths down the front of her pants. “Alright, well, I have preparations to make. Holler if you need anything.” She looks at me. “Congratulations on receiving passage this year, dear. I hope you’ll stop by after and tell me all about it.”

      My mouth falls open, and I nod dumbly.

      “Yeah, if we’re still here.”

      Creeper’s mother walks up behind him and smacks him lightly on the back of the head. I’ve been around them often enough to know this is a loving gesture.

      “Ow! Geez, Ma!”

      “Don’t talk like that, young man.” She glances back at me and shakes her head. “What am I going to do with this one?”

      I laugh.

      “Thanks a lot,” Creeper says.

      She ruffles his hair then leaves the room. When she’s gone, Creeper pushes the hand control on his chair and wheels up to his console. He reaches out and turns it off.

      “Your mom is so cool.” I sip my water.

      “Yep.” He wheels around toward me. “Why are you here early?”

      I take a strand of my hair and start chewing on it. Over the years, I’ve grown accustomed to the taste of my hair. It soothes me like a pacifier soothes a screaming baby.

      “Uh oh. This isn’t going to be good.”

      I dart my eyes around to make sure his parents aren’t lurking in any corners. They don’t seem like lurkers, but you can never be too sure.

      “Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

      He nods. “Follow me.”

      The chair emits a low buzz as he wheels it down the back hall. I stand, place my water on a coaster, and follow. Every time I enter Creeper’s room, I do a double take. Each time is like the first time.

      As I eye the posters tacked up on his walls, I shake my head. “Dude, you really need to take these down.”

      Creeper grabs hold of a rail and hoists himself onto the bed. Then he grabs the supports hanging from his ceiling and shuffles himself into a comfortable position.

      He throws his hands behind his head. “Nah, they make me happy.” Then with a wink, he adds, “Friendship is magic.”

      I just stare at him. That’s right. Creeper is a bronie. Don’t know what that is? You’re lucky. I’m going to ruin your life and tell you, because as long as mine is ruined, why not drag everyone else down with me?

      A bronie is a guy, more specifically, a grown ass man, that is into My Little Pony. They even have conventions and dress up. Creeper hasn’t gone that far— otherwise I would have never let him into my pants—but he does have posters of the damn things all over his wall and he collects the figurines.

      His favorite is Fluttershy.

      Yeah. The shit is real.

      “You’d probably get laid a lot more if you got rid of this crap.” I sit down in his wheelchair.

      “I get laid plenty.” He grins his Creeper grin. “Now, what’s got your curlies up in knots?”

      I glance toward his wide open door then back at him.

      He sighs. “If you close it, my ma will think we’re up to no good.”

      With a sigh, I lean forward and whisper, “It’s about tonight.”

      He mimics my body language. Leaned forward, arms twisted together. “What about it?”

      I splay my fingers, glance behind me one more time, then focus my gaze on him. “Tonight, before they let me in… They’re going to check my bags.”

      Creeper lets out a deep rumble of a laugh. “Of course they are.”

      I lean back in his chair and frown. “It’s not funny.”

      “It’s a bit funny.” He shuffles around and settles into another positon. “But, I don’t get the problem.”

      My eyes widen at him. The whites of his eyes expand as he mirrors my expression. I shift my gaze toward my purse, which I’ve hung on the edge of his chair.

      “You know…”

      “Not really. You plan on packing?”

      “The pills,” I say from the corner of my mouth.

      His head leans against his shoulder. Then he rolls his eyes. “No way. Don’t tell me you need more already!”

      

            I feel the sudden need to grab one of his My Little Ponies and lob it at his head. “Of course not!”

      “Then what are we talking about here?”

      If I lean toward him any farther, I’ll be in his lap. “I need a way to, you know, smuggle them in.”

      He blinks three times at me, then once more, as if I’m something he’s seeing for the first time. Then, he covers his mouth. Probably to hide a smile.

      “What?” I lean away from him.

      “Oh, honey.”

      Heat rushes to my face. “What?”

      “You are too adorable. Hold on, just let me…” He reaches over and pulls his cellphone from his nightstand. Aiming it at me he says, “This moment is going on Instapics.” A flash goes off in his face.

      Leaning back, I scowl at him. “I’m being serious.”

      “I know you are, otherwise it wouldn’t be adorable.” He sighs. “Just tell them they came from a doctor, Ley. It’s not a big deal.”

      I glance behind me one more time. Maybe I should sit facing the door. I turn back and avert my eyes. “My mother will be there. Nelson, too.”

      “Ah.” His cellphone thuds as he throws it back down. “Now it makes more sense. You don’t want any shit from Mommy Dearest.”

      “She already tried to put me in a program.”

      He gives me his serial killer stare. “It wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

      I laugh. “Says my dealer.” I stare at the poster of Rainbow Dash above his head. “My mother is always trying to put me into a program. Remember when she tried to send me to fat camp?”

      Creeper scoffs. “And bible camp. And charm school. Yeah, she’s bush wacked.”

      This makes me smile. “I don’t have a problem.”

      He holds up his hands. “Fine, you don’t want shit from Mom. You can always hide it up your…” His eyes slide down my body and rest on a place that makes me blush.

      I reach for a handful of hair. “You can’t be serious.”

      He laughs. “Unless you plan on having it searched tonight, I am quite serious.”

      I cross my legs. “You’re such a perv.”

      “Women do it all the time.”

      “You’re an idiot,” a female voice says from behind us.

      I jump in Creeper’s chair and spin around. Trixie is there, her hair up in a serious-looking bun, eyes alight with amusement.

      “Geez!” I huff. “How long have you been there?”

      She saunters into the room and takes a seat at the edge of Creeper’s bed.

      “Long enough to hear about you trying to smuggle those stupid pills into Harker Heights.”

      Her voice is much too loud for my liking.

      “Keep your voice down.”

      Trixie grins. “If you really want to smuggle them up there, I’m more than happy to help.”

      “Yes!” Creeper raises both hands in the air then grabs his phone. “Shut the door. I’m so filming this.”

      “Shut up, Creeper,” Trixie says. Then she turns to me. “He watches too many movies. Just put your hair in an up-do. Hide the damn things in there. But if you ask me, you shouldn’t take them.” She pinches Creeper in the leg. “And you shouldn’t be giving them to her.”

      “Selling them,” Creeper corrects. “And you know I can’t feel that shit, right?”

      “Too bad. I was going to give you a dick rub while Kinsley watched.”

      He reaches for his belt buckle, and Trixie laughs. As they go back and forth, I consider her advice. I hate wearing my hair up, but I do have enough of the stuff to conceal a bottle of pills. I breathe easier just knowing I have a plan.  Finally, some use for my hair other than it frizzing up to high hell in the heat, which in Texas, is damn near year-round.

      “Kinsley, you wanna try this shit or not?”

      I jump and face my friends. They’re both looking at me expectantly.

      “Um, try what?”

      Creeper grins and pulls out a little plastic baggie with green in it.

      My tongue runs across my lips as I stare at it. “I thought you quit that.”

      He shrugs. “Tonight is a special night. And I borrowed a vaporizer from Lena.”

      I cringe at the name. Lena is a nineteen-year-old slut bag who uses Creeper for his drugs and money. She’s super-hot, so I guess she thinks she can get away with it. It’s a one-way relationship in which Creeper does all the giving. The last time I was around her, I did something out of character and slapped her in the face. Creeper has kept her away from me ever since. Thinking about bitches I hate that date my best friends—not that Lena is dating Creeper, more like promising to date him—my mind drifts to Sarah.

      “Where’s your girl at?” I ask as Creeper motions for me to get out of his chair. I stand up and peer down at Trixie.

      She shrugs her thin shoulders. “I didn’t bring her.”

      “Why not?”

      She meets my gaze. “Well, we’re moving our lock-in here, and I know Creeper hates her… Plus, she wanted to be with her family.”

      “I do not hate her.” Creeper huffs as he slides himself back into his chair. “Ley, get that door.”

      Creeper’s room is at the back of the house, and he has a door that leads out into the backyard. Anytime we come over, it’s where we spend most of our time. I stroll over to the door, unlatch the lock, and head outside. His mother is always out there gardening.

      She’s Martha Stewart with a little less thug in her. Gardenias and rose bushes line the edges of the yard, and the sun bounces off them, creating a Garden of Eden effect. There are even apple trees out here.

      We all sit around the marble table in the center of the yard, and Trixie sets the vaporizer in the middle of the table. It looks like a centerpiece at a pothead dinner party. As Creeper packs it, I let my head fall back and stare up at the cotton puff clouds in the sky. My imagination forms unicorns and big, exotic sea turtles. Thoughts of tonight drift to the forefront of my mind. I wonder what being around Mac will be like. He’s probably dreamier than he is on television. I wonder if I’ll get to see him perform magic.

      Fuck a duck, I’d faint.

      “Ley, your turn, baby.”

      Creeper is holding out a long, black tube with a mouth piece attached to the end. Leaning forward, I take it in my hand.

      His eyes glint in the sunlight as he smiles at me. “You ready for this shit?”

      I nod, placing the mouth piece to my lips.

      “No, seriously. Be prepared to forget everything you know about weed.”

      I stare at him expectantly.

      “You sure you ready?”

      “Oh, just turn it on!” Trixie says.

      My gaze sweeps over to her. She’s staring at her hands as if they’re cut from diamonds. Then, she giggles.

      “Hurry up and let her hit that!” Creeper says.

      Finally, Creeper turns on the machine. It whirs like an air conditioner switching on, and I inhale. The vapor whips up to my brain and gives it a hug. I take another hit, and the weed starts to make love to my mind. With a huge smile, I let the tube drop.

      Creeper catches it and gives me a knowing smile. “Any chance of you changing your mind about me getting laid before you leave?”

      I laugh out loud. And I mean out loud. When I think something is really funny, my shy giggle becomes a witch-like cackle. Tingles run up and down my arms, across my chest, and through my hair. My mouth falls open and I try to answer him, but find I don’t know what I want to say.

      Trixie gets up, drags herself back inside, and returns with my purse.

      “Whaddya need that for?” I slur, then burst into another fit of giggles.

      “I’m puttin’ your hair up. Hiding your stash!” She stands beside me and starts running her slim fingers through my hair.

      “Mm.” My head falls back. “That feels good.”

      Trixie’s fingers work magic against my scalp. My eyelids flutter then close.

      Creeper laughs and mutters, “I’m so filming this.”

      I smile as my hair is stretched away from my scalp. I don’t know what Trixie is doing, and I don’t care, just as long as she keeps doing it. Before long, my head falls to the side, and I drift off to sleep.

      [image: ]

      ‘CAUSE BABY YOU’RE a firework…

      My cellphone rings in the distance, pulling me out of a sleep I really don’t want to leave.

      Make ’em go ah…

      I wake up with the after effects of my high still circling my head. With a groan, I lift myself off the grass. How the hell did I get here? I crawl to my phone. Thirteen missed calls from my mother. I shake my head and gaze at the time.

      Six o’clock.

      It’s six fucking o’clock. It can’t be six! What the hell happened?

      Oh, yeah, I let Creeper convince me to use his voodoo weed machine. Oh, god. Oh, god. Oh, god. I’ll never make it in time. My scream awakens Trixie and Creeper and brings Mrs. Creeper dashing into the backyard. She has a cellphone in her hand, extended toward me.

      I wonder who’s on the other end.

      With a grimace, I take the phone. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Kinsley! Why are you not here! People are already lining up.”

      “Running late. No time to talk. See you there.” I hang up and hand the phone back to Mrs. Creeper with an awkward smile. “Sorry.”

      I grab my purse and start for the door.

      “Ley.” Creeper’s voice is thick with high. “Maybe you should stay here. You’re not going to make it.”

      His words might as well be little knives stabbing me in the gut. I’m used to fucking up, but how could I have fucked this up? After last year, I can’t risk going through that again.

      I have to get there in time. They have to let me in. They just have to.

      `      “No, I’ll make it.” I rush to peck Trixie and Creeper on the cheek before I dart through his bedroom toward the front door.

      “Call us when you get there!” Trixie calls after me.

      I don’t answer. I don’t want to waste any more time, not even talking. I throw myself into my car and peel out.
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          The Night

        

      

    

    
      I BREAK EVERY speed law ever made trying to get to Harker Heights in time. Lucky for me, there aren’t a lot of cops out, and those who are, are much too busy worrying about the dead than to pay attention to some girl speeding. As I fly down the interstate, I check the time every few seconds. It’s not my friend today. God, what will I do if they lock me out? I shake my head, tightening my grip on the wheel. No, it won’t happen. It can’t happen. I’ll lie my ass off. Make them feel sorry for me, anything to get inside those gates.

      I pull up to them ten minutes late. With a wry smile, I let down my window for the security guard.

      “Hi.” I fumble through my purse and pull out my invitation. “Kinsley Lane. I should be on the list.”

      He barely looks at me. “Gates closed at six-thirty. Can’t let anyone in.”

      Panic grips my heart like an octopus, and I can’t breathe. I grab my chest as I start to hyperventilate. My skin tightens around my bones, and blackness slides into the edges of my vision.

      “You okay, miss?”

      I can’t talk. I can’t breathe! He has to let me in! He just has to. Whatever is in my expression has, Mr. Security out of his booth and poking his face in my open window.

      “Hey, miss! You want me to call someone for you?”

      I shake my head. “You have.” Huff. “To let.” Pant. “Me in.”

      He frowns, and his gray eyes crinkle with concern. “Rules are very strict ma’am. Can’t do that.”

      My bottom lip starts to quiver. As quickly as I can, I reach for a lie. Some lie that doesn’t involve, ‘Oh, hey, I was late because I had to try my best friend’s vaporizer and passed out.’ Something tells me that wouldn’t fly.

      “Please.” I open my door, forcing him to back away. Then, I unleash the full force of my pout at him. He’s an older guy, maybe even a father? Maybe he won’t be able to stand seeing a young girl cry. Maybe that will make him break the rules just this once. “I was on m-my way.” I let the tears flow freely. “A-and I got caught in…” I was about to say caught in traffic, but that’s not believable as everyone knows the roads are pretty clear on All Hallows’ Eve.

      “A-and my car had trouble. I had to pull over and…”

      “Ah, heck, miss.” He goes back into the booth and returns with a tissue, which he hands over to me. “I really wish I could help, but the rules is the rules. Now, you really need to get yourself someplace safe.”

      Desperation takes hold of me, and my senses go out the metaphorical window. I stumble toward him and grab the front of his work shirt.

      “Please!” My eyes trail down to his nametag. “Please, Mr. Spire. You have to let me in. I can’t go back out there. I have nowhere to go. It isn’t safe, and after what happened last year…”

      Mr. Spire glances right, then left, his eyes wild as if he’s hoping someone will come help him with the crazy girl hanging from his collar. He tries to pull away from me, and I tighten my grip. No way is he getting out of this that easy. I’m not going out into the city to become some dead person’s free day fuck.

      No way. Not again. I’m about to open my mouth to plead. To bribe. To do anything to get behind that gate when a throat clears behind us. Mr. Spire turns and goes rigid, standing up straighter and tidying up his collar.

      “Is there a problem here?” a smooth voice says from behind Mr. Spire.

      I can’t see around him, but the voice seems to send massage waves up and down my spine. I have a physical reaction to it. My heart slows. I release Mr. Spire and stand up straight. The voice doses me with instant calm.

      When Mr. Spire steps to the side, I see why.

      Mac Harker.

      Damn.

      Neither his pictures nor his TV appearances do him any justice. Dressed in a white shirt, black pants and matching suspenders, his tattoos seem to jump off his tanned arms, glinting in the moonlight. I can only make out the lower part of his face, a commanding jaw dusted with short facial hair. The reason I can only make out the top part of his face is because he’s wearing a top hat set low over his forehead. He has a black robe with a symbol I can’t make out draped over his left shoulder.

      Damn.

      “Mr. Harker, no problem, sir. I was just explaining to the young lady that the gates close at six-thirty. No exceptions.”

      He’s so formal, I half expect him to salute.

      Mac descends the small hill beside the security booth and saunters up to me. I smooth my dress and peer up at him, trying not to appear too star struck. His full lips twist up into an easy smile. An easy, sexy as hell smile.

      I try to keep my eyes on his half-hidden face when what they really want to do is trail down to his lean, but well-built chest. It’s not easy to do seeing as how his shirt is maddeningly form fitting. I gulp down butterflies that tickle the insides of my stomach.

      “And this is?” He’s peering down at me, but is clearly addressing Mr. Spire.

      “Um, Kinsley Lane. She’s been granted passage, but as I was explaining, the gates close at six…”

      Mac holds his hand up, and Mr. Spire goes mute faster than Charlie Chaplin. His hand lowers slowly to his side, and he inches even closer to me. Normally, I’d back up, but I seem to be fixed into place. Like, the only way I’d be able to move is if he granted me permission.

      “Kinsley Lane, huh?” His smile reveals teeth this time. “My charge. I’ve been expecting you. But as you heard Mr. Spire say, probably more than once, is that the gates close at six-thirty. And it’s now…” He pulls a pocket watch out, flips it open and examines the face.

      Who the hell carries a pocket watch?

      Very hot witches, that’s who.

      “Seven.” Mac closes the watch and places it back in his pocket. “Why are you tardy?”

      Tardy?

      I clear my throat and square my shoulders, trying to think of a good enough lie to get me through the frickin’ gate. But Mac unnerves me. Just standing there, staring down at me, I forget how to brain. My mouth opens, and a weird giggle- snort combination comes out of me that I don’t recognize. I never snort when I laugh, yet here it is, happening in front of the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.

      Of course.

      His eyebrow raises as he waits for me to finish. But I can’t seem to stop. My hands fly to my mouth as if I can squeeze the asinine noise back into myself, cut it off somehow, but it just keeps coming. Finally, Mac’s lips ease into a smile, and a chuckle comes out of his throat.

      “Have you been on something, Miss Lane?”

      My laughter cuts off abruptly. Shit, was he gazing at me in a crystal ball before I got here?

      “No! Why would you say that? No.” I shake my head. “Uh-uh, of course not.”

      Placing his hands in his pockets, he says, “I was kidding.” He tilts his head to the side. “You were about to tell me why you’re late.”

      I stare up at him and sigh, flipping my arms up in the air. “I was stupid. Lost track of time.” Might as well get as close to the truth as possible. I’m a terrible liar as it is, and lying with him standing there staring at me like that? Impossible.

      “Hm. Do you often lose track of time?”

      The instinct to munch on my hair swells up, but I manage to stomp it down. I stare at him, confused by the question for some reason. His jade eyes shine even in the approaching darkness, and the longer he stares down at me, the more confused I become.

      What the hell? I’m a smart girl. I fix computers for a living, damn it!

      “And why are you covered in grass stains?”

      With a frown, I glance down at myself and find that my new dress is indeed covered in grass stains. No doubt from rolling around high in Creeper’s back yard. Damn him and his vaporizer.

      “I was uh… I was chasing my friend’s dog. He got out and…” My voice doesn’t even convince me.

      “Your friend’s dog?” he asks, and a twinkle of amusement sparks in his eyes.

      For some reason, the fact that he doesn’t instantly believe me makes me angry. Is he messing with me? Tonight?

      I square my shoulders. “Yes, my friend’s dog Fluttershy. I was chasing him and fell in the grass.” I shoot him a look, daring him to call me out on this obvious lie.

      Instead, Mac just chuckles and then turns to Mr. Spire. “I think we can make an exception this one time.” He nods at me. “After all, Miss Lane was preforming a civic duty. We wouldn’t want to punish her for that, would we?”

      “But, the missus…”

      Mac waves his hand in the air. “I know how to handle my mother. Now please, open the gate.”

      Mr. Spire darts his eyes between the two of us, then begrudgingly climbs back into the booth. Seconds later, the gate creeks open.

      “There,” Mac says, smiling down at me. “Would you mind giving me a lift?”

      My head bobs up and down like an enthusiastic dog. “Um, yes. Of course.” I stumble away, almost trip over my feet, and have to grab my open door to steady myself. Another giggle that doesn’t belong to me spurts out of my mouth, and I climb in feeling like an idiot.

      Then, I freak out. I glance around my messy car that hasn’t been cleaned in oh…well, I can’t remember the last time it was cleaned. How can I let this beautiful creature into this piece of shit car?

      He rattles the car door then his face appears near the window. He shoots me a quizzical look. For a second, I consider speeding off, but that’s rude. Oh, God. I’m going to have to open the door. Slowly, like cement has been poured into my limbs, I scoot all the crap in my passenger seat to the floor and unlock the door.

      Mac ducks in and hesitates before folding his long body and placing himself in the seat. He smiles over at me.

      “Quaint.”

      Heat scorches my cheeks, and with clumsy fingers, I go to start the car. The engine lets out a sound like wrenches being thrown into a garbage disposal. With a cringe, I let go of the keys, because clearly, the engine has been running this whole time.

      Mac lets out a low chuckle. “Um, just pull up behind that line of cars.” He points out the windshield. My eyes linger on that finger, and thoughts that make me flush even more creep into my head. Don’t judge me; it’s a nice finger. When I make no move to steer the car forward, he glances sidelong at me. “Miss Lane? Are you all right?”

      I nod then clear my throat. “Yeah, I just…” I take it out of park and gently press the gas. “I… You can call me Kinsley.”

      “All right, Kinsley. Just pull up behind that black car. Yes, that’s it.”

      I put the car back in park and kill the engine. Then, I reach for my purse and hang it from my shoulder. When I turn to him, he’s staring at me like some puzzle he’s having trouble putting together. I glance away.

      “Are you ready?” he says after a few minutes.

      I nod, then step out of the car. His door slams seconds after mine, and he rounds the front of my car to stand at my side.

      “Hold on, there.”

      I pause when he places himself in front of me. He reaches out, and I freeze. With a smile, he leans in closer, and I stop breathing.

      “You have something in your hair.” Gently, he brushes his fingers through my hair, and my eyes close. It feels like I’ve been wrapped in an electric blanket. “There.” When his fingers pull away, I open my eyes and gaze up at him. He’s holding a few blades of grass.

      He smiles. “You must have worked real hard getting that dog back.”

      I gulp. “Yes, yes I did.” I try to sound confident. Not sure that I do.

      Mac backs up and starts walking slowly away from me. He stretches his arms wide in the air. “Welcome, Kinsley, to Harker Heights.”

      My eyes don’t know where to look first. Inside the gates, beautiful brick buildings stand on each side of a cobblestoned street. They stand three floors high, and candles light up in the windows, fluttering like tiny fire dancers. Victorian style streetlamps are posted at each corner, surrounded by flowers that seem to have lights dancing on their petals. They blink off and on. Pink, green, purple and orange. My mouth forms a small o.

      “Bewitched fireflies,” Mac explains.

      “Cool.” It seems like such a lame thing to say about something so beautiful, but it’s all my muddled brain can come up with.

      Mac laughs, still walking backwards. As we pass a long line of cars, he gestures toward the biggest house I’ve ever seen.

      “This is the main house.”

      I look up at it in awe. Like all the buildings around it, it’s made of a sturdy brick. Candles also light up in the windows. Near the entrance, at either side, massive statues of two goddesses stand.

      “Athena and Artemis.”

      Mac nods. “Very good. My mother likes to surround her family with strong women.”

      I smile. “I like her already.”

      Mac grins. “Save that judgement until you meet her. She has a very… willful personality.”

      I’m about to respond when the sound of rushing water grabs my attention. I spin around. In the distance, white mist is rushing toward the air. I squint my eyes against the darkness to find an oval-shaped, glass dome. From here, it looks like a waterfall is running through it, and flowers are laced, almost floating, through the air.

      My heart leaps into my throat. “What is that?”

      Mac follows my gaze. “Oh, you’ll be wanting to see that, Miss…Kinsley. I call it paradise, but it’s the place of spiritual attunement. I’ll take you there later, if you’d like.”

      I nod, with my mouth half-open. “Yes, I’d love to.”

      He reaches an arm out toward me. “For now, I need to get you inside.” He smiles, and my legs turn to jelly. I would give anything to be able to have this effect on him.

      “Okay.” I take his arm, and together, we start to ascend the steps. Then I stop and plant my palm into my forehead. “Oh, no.”

      He glances down at me. “Something wrong?”

      “No, I just need to. . .” Even though I really don’t want to, I remove my arm from his and dig around in my purse. Pulling out my cellphone, I say, “I just need to call my friends, let them know I’m safe. It’ll only take a minute.”

      He frowns and holds out his hand. “I’m afraid cellphones aren’t allowed within the gates. We instituted the policy after some of our rituals showed up on YouTube.”

      I look at my phone, then back into his face. “I can’t go the whole night without my phone.”

      “You’re going to have to.”

      I stomp my foot. This is bullshit!

      “Just one, teeny weeny phone call?” I bat my lashes at him. Like that will help.

      He sighs, then his lips twist into that sexy smile. “One minute, Kinsley. I’ve already stuck my neck out for you more than enough tonight.”

      I clap my hands. “Thank you so much! I’ll make it up to you.”

      He steps closer to me and peers down. “Yes, you will,” he says softly.

      Then, leaving me shivering where I stand, he bounds up the stairs two at a time and turns and leans against the door, arms crossed over his chest. My heart pounds in my ears. I have to pry my eyes away from him in order to find Creeper’s number in my cell.

      He picks up on the first ring. “Ley! Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I’m fine.”

      “I’m putting you on speaker.”

      “Kinsley!” There is a rush of static. “You—make—okay?”

      “Yeah,” I yell into the phone. “I made it here. I’m safe. How are you guys doing?”

      “We’re.” Static. “Great. How is everything? Make sure to send us video!” Creeper says.

      I smile. “Can’t, they’re taking my phone. You won’t be able to reach me tonight.”

      “What?” They both explode at the same time.

      My eyes shift back up to Mac. His pocket watch is out again. He’s tapping the face and gazing at me impatiently.

      “Yeah, it’s like a rule or something. I’m sorry, but I have to go.” I click the end button, cutting off something Creeper was in the middle of saying. Then, I march up the stairs toward Mac and slap my phone into his waiting palm with a scowl on my face.

      He laughs. “You’ll live without it for one night, I promise.”

      I just stare at him, crossing my arms over my chest. My glare only makes him smile, which both infuriates and excites me.

      “If I don’t, the blood is on your hands.”

      His head leans back, and he laughs. It’s almost lyrical, like something you can dance to. It makes my heart feel light in my chest.

      “You amuse me, Miss Lane.”

      I glower at him.

      “I’m sorry.” He holds his arm out to me for the second time. “Will you come with me, Kinsley?”

      I glance down and realize I’m still wearing my Cowboy’s slippers. I forgot to change into my heels. Of course. Hopefully he won’t notice, and I can slip away to a bathroom and fix myself up.

      I take his arm and give him my best smile. He leans forward, so close, I can feel his breath on my left cheek.

      “You have a dimple.”

      “Just one,” I say louder than I intended.

      His eyebrows pull together, then he smiles. “Well, just one is enough.”

      He turns away from me and pushes the door open. Together, we step inside.
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      AS SOON AS I walk in the door, my mother is on top of me. Her thin nostrils flare in my face and her cheeks glow like radioactive tomatoes. She’s set to blow.

      “Kinsley! Where have you been! I called you at least ten times! You’re late!”

      I sigh and back away. “Hi, Mom.” I glance around the room. Everyone’s eyes are on us. Not that my mother cares. She loves to make a scene.

      “Where have you been?”

      Behind me, Mac clears his throat. He takes off his top hat, and his copper hair tumbles over his forehead. It’s the best thing I’ve ever seen anyone do. Ignoring my mother, I stare at him and try not to drool.

      “Mrs. Lane?” He extends a hand toward my mother.

      This should be interesting.

      She takes it, a stern look still assaulting her face. “Drake,” she says in a sharp voice. “Mrs. Drake. Kinsley here refused to take her father’s last name.”

      Apparently my mother can resist Mac’s charms.

      I glower at her. “Step-father! Actually, Nelson!”

      In reply, she scans me up and down. “Dear, Lord! What happened to your dress? And your hair.” She steps forward and hisses in my face. “Did you do this just to embarrass me? Really, Kinsley, you’re twenty-two. When are these childish games going to stop?”

      The side of my lip turns up into a snarl. Fuck her. Glancing around, I find a chair and hoist myself up onto it.

      “Attention!” I clap my hands. “Attention, everyone!”

      All the eyes that left us, find their way back. The room falls silent.

      I glance at my mother’s horrified face and grin. “I just wanted everyone here to know that I’m Kinsley Lane, and this…” I point down at my mother. “Is my mom. She’s embarrassed by everything about me, and I came here tonight for the sole purpose of making her even more embarrassed. So, if you could give her hugs throughout the night. She needs the sympathy, what with having all her shame wrapped up in her daughter.”

      I shoot her a scowl then climb off the chair.

      “I can’t believe you just…”

      “What’s going on here?” a female voice hisses.

      I jump, and my eyes lock on a tall, thin figure with golden hair streaked gray floating around her shoulders. She glides toward us like some elegant, ancient thing, and even the harsh expression she wears takes nothing away from her beauty. I recognize her at once.

      Gemma Harker. The High Priestess at Harker Heights. One of the most talented in the world. Her green eyes slice into all of us, and her deep, purple robes slap against her ankles as she comes to a stop.

      “Who is this?” She points a perfectly manicured finger at me.

      Mac clears his throat. “Mother, this is Kinsley Lane. My charge for the night.”

      “The one that was late?” Her fiery eyes stare me down.

      I gulp and back away, bumping into Mac. He places both hands on my shoulders like we’ve known each other for years, and I can’t help the thrill that races through me.

      “Yes, she was late. I made the decision to bend the rule this once.”

      “You made the decision?”

      Her eyes leave me, thank God, and peer up at her son.

      “Yes, Mother. May we have a word in private?”

      “I think we better.” Her eyes slide down to me again. “If your charge can manage holding in any further outbursts.”

      I quickly nod my head. She glares at me in such a way I expect flames to shoot out of her eyes. Then she turns to Mac. “For Goddess sake, put your robe on! You look like a street witch.”

      Over her shoulder, Mac gives me a knowing smile and puts his arms–his very nice, sculpted arms—through his robes, leaving it unzipped.

      He smiles down at his mother. “Better?”

      She waves a finger at him. “Come with me.” Turning around, she disappears into the crowd of people.

      Mac bends toward me and whispers in my ear. “I’ll be back, Miss Lane.”

      I try not to shiver as he sidesteps me and follows his mother into the crowd. As soon as they’re gone, my mother brushes up against me and turns her head so that she can hiss into my ear.

      “I can’t believe you just did that. What is wrong with you?”

      I turn and narrow my eyes at her. I’m shaking so hard I can barely hold on to my purse. “I came out of you.”

      Her eyes widen, then moisten with tears. She takes a hankie out of her purse and dabs at her eyes.

      “I don’t know why you say such things, Kinsley!”

      I glare at her. This is what she does. Digs, digs, and digs. When I fight back, cue the fucking waterworks. It’s even more manipulative than her backhanded compliments.

      “Whatever, Mom.”

      Before she can say anything else about what a terrible daughter she has to deal with, Nelson comes strolling up. He has two drinks in his hands. He hands one to me and one to my mother.

      “You shouldn’t have gotten her that. You know Kinsley can’t handle her drink,” Mom says.

      I bite down on my tongue to stop myself from saying anything else. People, all the ones granted passage, are already throwing curious looks in our direction.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t think one glass will hurt, will it, Kinsley?” He smiles at me.

      I try to return the smile, but I’m livid. He’s trying, but it feels so fake. Like if he can win points with me, he can make my mother a little less crazy. It isn’t going to happen. Ignoring him, I place the glass to my lips and take a small sip.

      It’s like drinking down a cyclone of flavor. Pineapples, cherries, grape, and a few other flavors I can’t name. It also has a calming effect. All of my anger toward my mother drifts away. I stare into the glass, wondering if it has any magic in it. I could be drinking a potion right now. The thought is so cool, I don’t even stop to think about what said potion might do to me.

      I glance over at my mother. She’s huddled in Nelson’s arms. No longer glaring. She wears the expression of a docile baby. This makes me giggle.

      I think I’m going to like it here.

      The crowd goes back to what is was doing. Mostly eating, drinking, and mingling. My eyes slide across random faces. I don’t recognize anyone. But there seem to be at least one hundred fifty people lingering comfortably in this living room. It’s so big you could fit my childhood home, and the house next to it, inside. More people stroll out from a back room. They’re holding silver dishes piled with fruits, so I’m guessing they came out of the kitchen.

      My mouth twists down into a frown as I study everyone. I think about the space outside and how many more people could fit inside these gates. How many more people they could make safe, and yet they don’t.

      I’ve watched them interviewed in all the years I didn’t receive passage. They always talk about guarded secrets and their magic only being able to protect a select few. Of course, they always express regret that they couldn’t welcome everyone into their home, but that’s the way it is.

      My thoughts float to Creeper and Trixie. I hope they’ll be safe tonight. As much as I don’t want to think about it, there is a very real chance that I won’t see one, or both of them, in the morning.

      I shake my head and take another sip of my drink. I can’t think that way. Of course I’ll see them again. I gave them some of the best supplies in my arsenal. And I’ve been collecting for a year in the hopes of avoiding another possession incident.

      My body shudders just thinking about it. I close my eyes. I can still hear the crack of Kai hitting my windshield. I can still see his limp, useless body flattened against the road as I screamed my head off. It’s a memory that will never leave me alone. Not until he wakes up–if he wakes up—and maybe not even then.

      “Kinsley.” Mac’s voice pulls me up and away from the bad thoughts.

      My eyelids flutter open, and I peer up at him through my eyelashes. He’s smiling down at me in that way that turns my heart to mushy clay.

      “You’re permitted to stay.”

      A surge of relief breathes through my bones. “Good.” I smile. “Thank you.”

      “Please, don’t mention it. I’ve been tasked to protect you tonight.”

      My head whirls like I just stuffed twenty Vicodin down my throat. I keep gazing up at him like an idiot, and then the sound of metal clinking against glass grabs my attention, along with the attention of everyone else in the room.

      Gemma stands near the front of the room, in front of a massive, stone fireplace with stone tigers seated on either side. When all the buzz of conversation dies down, she raises her hands.

      “Welcome. You are the chosen few that have been granted passage from the dead on this Hallows’ Eve.” She smiles, her eyes dancing across the room. “We welcome you into our home, to share our ways, for one night. We don’t allow any photography or recording equipment on these grounds. If you are caught with it…” She smiles a smile that could cut a man down where he stood. “You will be immediately escorted off the grounds.” She claps. “Now, the hour is approaching seven. We begin the night with a cleansing ritual. You will go with your assigned guardian to perform the ritual and come out cleansed from all things of the mundane world.” Pulling a hand through her silver-streaked hair, she adds, “I’ll see you after the cleansing!”

      [image: ]

      AS SOON AS his mother is finished speaking, Mac offers me his arm and hits me with that sexy smile again. If he keeps doing that, I won’t be able to walk by morning.

      “May I have the honor of your company in my bedroom?”

      The temperature in the room spikes one thousand degrees. My brain starts running circles around itself.

      “Um, your bedroom?” I reach for my hair and start twisting it.

      “Yes.” His smile widens. “That’s where we’ll perform the ritual.”

      “Oh.” I stare dumbly up at him. “I’d love to go to bed.”

      What? No!

      “I mean…I-I’d love to… Ritual and all.”

      He laughs and folds my arm inside his. “I’m going to enjoy spending the night with you, Miss Lane.”

      My cheeks flush, and I have to tear my eyes away from his face. It’s hard. Really hard. But if I keep looking at him, I’m going to make an even bigger idiot of myself than I already have.

      “This way.” He leads me through the crowd of people and up a wide staircase. Even the stairs in this place are beautiful, made of sturdy wood and laid with carpet with stars and moons woven in. The banisters are carved with dragons, and to the left of the stairs, pictures of the Harker family are tacked to the walls. They start vintage, old black and white photos with Gemma and her old coven of witches to modern, displaying Mac and his brothers and sisters.

      We walk up to the third floor, and he opens the first door on the right. I start to ask him how many bedrooms this place has, but it seems like a rude question. So, I just smile at him and duck inside.

      My eyes widen.

      His room is so normal. Queen-sized bed, posters of his favorite band on the wall, and a desktop computer sits on a mundane desk against the far side of his room. Nothing about it screams, Hey, I’m one of the most powerful and famous witches in the country.

      He closes the door behind us and saunters to his closet. I try not to watch his ass as he walks away. Total failure. My head tilts to the side as I watch one ass cheek lift up, then down, and the other lift up and down. I don’t think I’ve ever seen an ass so tight. He opens his closet and bends over. I bite down on my lower lip.

      Damn.

      Things bang around in the closet, and a few curses escape his lips. Then finally he stands up and turns, holding a large golden chest. It’s encrusted with gems and symbols. I don’t recognize any of them except the pentagram. Everyone can name that one. He sits down on his bed and pats the space beside him. My heart hiccups as I step forward and join him. With a grin, he pulls the chain hanging around his neck. It’s a key. He bends over the chest and opens it.

      Curious, I lean forward and peer inside. Everything is wrapped in white silk. He pulls out several items and places them on the floor beside the chest. Then, he grabs the wand attached to the inside of the lid. I stare at it. I’ve never been this close to a magic wand.

      I narrow my eyes. “Is that made of amber?”

      He glances sidelong at me and perks his lips. “Impressive. Yes, it is. With a silver handle.”

      I tuck my hair behind my ear. “I’ve read that amber is the hardest material to work magic with.”

      He winks at me, and my heart aches in my chest. I realize it’s an ache of longing. God, I want to touch him in every spot he has available for touching.

      “It is. I’ve always had an affinity for it. I refuse to use anything else. It’s harder, yes, but far more powerful.”

      I nod, pursing my lips to keep the drool in my mouth.

      He goes about unfolding all his silk-wrapped mysteries. There are a few quartz crystals, some things I don’t recognize, and a short bladed knife. I frown, wondering what the hell he needs it for.

      When he’s done unwrapping, he closes the trunk and sets it aside. Then he kneels by his bed and reaches underneath.

      Self-consciously, I cross my legs. I’m wearing my ready-to-go panties, but I tell myself I don’t want him to see them. It’s a total lie. I cross my legs because I’m sure he doesn’t want to see them. He’s way out of my league.

      He pulls out a low, round tree stump. I tilt my head as he arranges the crystals, the knife, a bowl of salt, a bowl of water, and several cone-shaped things in a silver dish. That’s when I realize the stump serves as a table. An altar, to be exact. Lastly, he sets a gold and silver candle in the center and waves his hands over the wicks.

      They light, then the flame flickers around, following the movement of his fingers. My eyes widen at him, amazed. His eyes are closed, face scrunched up in concentration. I take the opportunity to enjoy the lines of his jaw and the fullness of his mouth.

      Damn, this is a beautiful man.

      He opens his eyes and gazes up at me. Standing up, he holds his hands toward me.  I place my hands in his and allow him to pull me to my feet.

      “You have the fire gift,” I say, looking down.

      He chuckles. “Yes.” His lips are close to my ear. My body goes rigid. “There has always been fire in me, Miss Lane.”

      “Kinsley,” I correct him again without looking up.

      “Yes, Kinsley.” He squeezes his hands around mine. “I need you to take off your clothes.”

      I snatch my hands away and gawk up at him. “’Scuse me?”

      His eyes widen, as if he’s surprised by my reaction. God, don’t tell me he’s one of those hot, dense guys. I mean, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world… But it might be a pain in the ass if he’s a big talker.

      I wrap my arms around my chest. “Are you hitting on me?” There is a little bite in my voice.

      He stares at me for a few seconds then shakes his head. “Hitting on you?” A nice blush highlights his cheekbones. His very kissable cheekbones. But that isn’t the point.

      “Yes.” I start chewing on my hair and tapping my foot at the same time. Fuck it, if he can ask me to get naked, I can let out all my neuroses early on in the night. “I mean, no offense. But I thought your game would be better.”

      “My game?”

      It’s like talking to someone from another century. I know enough about witches to know they’re born differently than people like me, but they spend enough time around us regular folk to know what’s appropriate and what isn’t.

      Instead of answering, I just stare at him. I try to glare, but his beauty still intimidates me.

      “Kinsley, I think you misunderstood me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, the cleansing ritual has to be performed skyclad.”

      “Sky who?”

      His lips stretch into a wide smile. “Skyclad. It means naked.” He takes a small step toward me. “If it makes you feel any better, I will be skyclad, as well.”

      Without being able to help myself, I scan my gaze up and down his body. I can’t lie and say I don’t want him to strip down right now and show me the goods, but there is no way I’m getting naked in front of this guy. The few times I’ve had sex, it’s been in the dark.

      Don’t want anyone seeing the belly.

      I know that sounds funny coming from someone who makes videos for online pervs to jack off too, but no one is watching me. It isn’t intimate. Behind closed doors, in a bedroom with a guy I’m hot for, that’s intimate.

      “It’s not going to happen.”

      His expression morphs into a frown. “Kinsley, I’m afraid the cleansing ritual is necessary.” He reaches out to take my hands again. “Please trust me.”

      I’m surprised the tone in his voice, vulnerable and soft, doesn’t melt my clothes off right then and there. Taking one of my hands away from his, I drag the hair out of my mouth.

      “So, you’re saying everyone here will be getting naked for this cleansing thing?”

      He nods.

      Still tapping my foot, I look around his room. I shake my head and close my eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t. Can’t you make an exception and do it with my clothes on?”

      “It isn’t as effective…”

      “That’s okay!” My eyes snap up to his face, pleading. “Please, I have a thing about… About people seeing me naked.”

      His eyebrows furrow. “Why?”

      I stare at him, equally confused. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      I snatch my hand away, sure that he’s messing with me. Then I turn my back to him. “Because I’m fat.” Tears burn my eyes, and I feel like a stupid, insecure teenage girl dressing down in gym class. Damnit!

      Mac’s arms grip my shoulders, and he turns me around. “Oh, dear. Don’t cry!” He pulls a tissue from his pocket and dabs under my eyes. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about. You aren’t fat.”

      That statement gives me the courage to glare at him. “Yeah, right.”

      “You think that, why? Because you’re overbearing mother says so? Because of some mean girls in high school that were probably jealous said so?” He scoffs. “In the craft, we learn that we decide what we are. We decide what the world is, and that knowledge, which is so much more than belief, allows us to bend ourselves and the world to our will.” He smiles. “And as a male with blood pumping through his veins, I can tell you that me performing this ritual with you borders on unethical.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Why?”

      “Because I have an attraction to you.” His eyes slide down my body. “And this ritual isn’t about lust, it’s about cleansing.” He sighs and sits down on his bed. “Maybe I should have one of my coven do this.”

      “No!” I say too quickly.

      He looks up, one eyebrow lifted toward his hairline. “But I thought you…”

      “Are you just messing with me?”

      He frowns. “Messing with you?”

      Here we go again.

      “About being attracted to me?”

      Wrinkles spread out across his forehead, and his eyes look at me with something like frustration in them. “I don’t lie.”

      I sit next to him. “No, I wasn’t trying to imply that you do. I just…” I think about how to explain leagues to him, and how I’m nowhere near his, but I’ve already displayed enough adolescent behavior for one night. Plus, I didn’t want to be that girl. The kind who thinks certain types of guys are too good for her.

      Trixie always tells me to fake confidence, so I decide to try that.

      “Look.” I place my hand on his shoulder. I almost jump at the heat coming off him. Like there really is fire burning just under the surface of his skin. “You don’t have to get anyone else. I don’t want anyone else.”

      He smiles, and my heart patters like infant feet across the floor.

      “We can compromise.” He stands up and heads for his bed. Pulling back the comforter, he rips a thin, white sheet off his bed and holds it out to me. “You can cover up with this.”

      I cross over to him and take the sheet in one hand. “Will it still work?”

      Intensity sparks in his eyes.  “I will make it work.”

      For some reason, those words ignite a fire in my belly. I wonder if he has this effect on everyone. I bet he does.

      “Unfortunately, for me to be most effective, I will have to be naked. Is that okay?”

      I try not to laugh. Is he serious?

      Glancing at his tight t-shirt, I nod. “Yeah, I think that will be fine.”

      Mac actually blushes again. That’s twice in one night. The fact that I’ve been able to get to him like that gives me some kind of confidence I’ve never felt before. It’s exhilarating.

      He bows to me then turns around. “Take your time.”

      I nod–not that he can see me–and place the sheet down on the bed. Then I reach behind me, unzip my grass-stained dress, and slide it off my shoulders. As soon as it hits the floor, a feeling swells up in me. I’ve never felt it before. The best I can describe it is electric. I feel electric. I feel electric just standing half-naked in a room with this man. Even though he can’t see me, it runs through my veins.

      I clear my throat. “Um, take everything off?”

      He nods.

      Reaching behind me a second time, I unhook my bra. Then after a few moments hesitation, I slip off my black lace thong. I quickly wrap the sheet around me, then ball my clothes up into a pile and hide them under the bed. For some reason, I’m not comfortable with him seeing my undies.

      I’m an emotional yoyo tonight. From feeling electric to not wanting Mac to see my panties, even if they’re not on me. Classic Kinsley.

      I clear my throat. “Okay.”

      Mac turns to me and stares, a calm look on his face. His breathing becomes more rapid, and his face flushes for the third time. He coughs and looks away. Then without saying anything, he takes off his robe and throws it onto the bed.

      “Oh! Do you want me to turn around?”

      His gaze slides back over to me. He’s careful to keep his eyes on my face. But the way he’s looking at me makes my entire body ache. Suddenly, I crave his touch. His mouth. His everything.

      This is crazy. I just met this guy. I have never, nor will I ever, sleep with some guy I just met. No matter how hot he is.

      I think.

      No, I won’t.

      With his eyes still locked on mine, he says, “Do you want to turn around?”

      His voice comes out husky, and my nipples get hard. Just like that. Just from the sound of his voice. I cross my arms over my chest.

      I might be in trouble.

      His eyes never leave my face as he starts unbuttoning his white shirt. When he pulls it off, I don’t grant him the same respect he gave me. My eyes slide down to his chest.

      Damn.

      It’s like he’s sculpted out of marble. I want to turn around–I should turn around—but the sight of him, chest naked with only a pair of pants and suspenders, nails me in place.

      He snaps the suspenders then slides them off his broad shoulders. I still haven’t turned around. He doesn’t seem to mind as he unzips his pants and lets them drop to the floor.

      I take in his legs, slim yet muscular and covered with a blanket of curly hair.

      Damn.

      His fingers snap the band of his underwear, and I gasp and turn away.

      Behind me, he chuckles. Seconds later he says, “Okay, Kinsley. I’m ready.”

      Slowly, I turn around, making sure my eyes stay fixed on his eyes and only his eyes. He heads for the altar and picks up a thick bundle of herbs. He parts his lips and blows. A small burst of flame shoots out of his mouth, and the bundle sets on fire. Then he waves his hand in front of it, and tiny spirals of smoke form.

      I laugh. “You breathe fire?”

      He winks at me. “Doesn’t everyone?”

      “Oh, sure.”

      With a smile, he saunters over to me. My breath catches in my throat.

      “I’m going to smudge you.”

      I nod, not bothering to ask what that is. Without another word, he swirls the bundle of herbs around my head. I breathe it in, recognizing it right away as sage. It’s always burning at the Enchanted Moon. After he’s finished with my head, he waves the smoke toward my shoulder, bends down and does the same thing around my hips, then kneels down to douse my legs and feet in smoke.

      As he walks around behind me, I shudder.

      “How are you holding up?” he asks in a soft voice.

      Smoke swirls around my face. I let out a little cough then cover my mouth.

      “Fine,” I tell him, sounding like a squeaky mouse.

      Goosebumps break out along my arms as the smoke hits my back, my ass, and the back of my thighs. My eyes close and my mouth falls open. If blowing smoke over my barely-covered body feels this good, I have to wonder about his hands.

      His mouth.

      I run my tongue across my bottom lip, and my lady parts tingle. Then his lips brush against my ear.

      “I need you to lay down.”

      My eyelids flutter open, and I turn slightly to look at him. He’s so close, our noses touch.

      “What?” I ask in a barely audible voice.

      He backs away, though only inches, and gestures toward the tree trunk. “By the altar. So I can complete the ritual.” His voice is thick, and for several moments, we just stand there.

      The space between us charges. I feel like I just grabbed hold of a 10,000 watt cable. His hand presses against the small of my back. Without taking his eyes off mine, he guides me toward the altar and lays me down.

      I clutch the sheet tighter around my body and close my eyes. Mac’s finger massages something wet in the center of my forehead. My body shivers against my will. As his finger slides down and massages something that smells like lilacs into my clavicle, I know I’m going to lose it. It takes every bit of willpower I have to not grab him and pull him on top of me.

      His finger continues to travel down my body. He massages oil into my navel then finally on the soles of my feet. My teeth rake against my bottom lip, and my hands fall to my side. The sheet slips slightly, but I don’t care.

      This feels too good to waste time wracked with self-doubt. He grabs my arms and pulls me up. I open my eyes, and he’s seated across from me, still looking me in the eyes, jaw clenched. He clasps his hands together, and a blue light peeks out through his fingers. As he pulls his hands apart, the light turns into a small orb. The farther his hands get from one another, the larger the orb grows. Then he tosses it in the air, and it circles both of us like a warm, alien blanket.

      I gasp and stare at it, pressing my fingers against it only to find it’s like pressing against a brick wall.

      “You’re inside the circle. Nothing can hurt you here.”

      I turn to him and shake my head. “You’re amazing.”

      He laughs. “Just doing my job, Kinsley.” He winks and continues the ritual.

      He rubs salt against the bare parts of my skin. I close my eyes and enjoy the sensation, the sweet tingling all over my body. Next comes the water, then he passes the flames burning from his candles over my body and starts muttering something I don’t understand. Another language. His language. His voice gets louder and louder, and the room begins to shake. Not a quake, just a gentle rattle of the walls. Of the floor. I feel an energy unlike anything else I’ve ever felt enter me. It stretches through me, flowing into my fingers and the top of my head.

      I feel high. Higher than I’ve ever felt. And at ease. Like I could go against a rabid donkey and kick his ass.

      The energy builds in me until I feel like I’m about to burst. My lips fall open, and a low moan escapes them. He scoots over to me, and I fall into his arms. He whispers something, low and intense in a language I can’t identify, then a bell dings and the build-up of energy starts to descend, like slow moving water leaking out through my skin.

      I let out a sigh.

      Mac says, “It is done,” against my ear.

      I open my eyes, and the circle is gone. Mac is sitting in front of me, leaning forward with eyes that examine me like I’m a species he just discovered in the wild.

      “Wow,” he says.

      I raise an eyebrow. Why would he say wow? He’s the one that just rocked my world with his magic. I’ve never felt anything so powerful. Never been a part of something so wonderful. Instead of asking him what he meant by ‘wow,’ I simply nod my agreement.

      “So, the cleansing is done?” I ask in a shaky voice.

      He nods.

      “Cool.” Again, a lame ass word to use for what just happened. Maybe I should invest in a thesaurus. “So, what now?”

      He doesn’t answer. He just stares at me in that way that makes me want to jump in his arms. Then he leans forward, and his hands travel to the back of my neck. Trailing his fingers up, he tangles his fingers in my hair. I close my eyes, enjoying the sensation of his breath against my ear. I shiver on each of his exhales.

      He starts fidgeting with something in my hair. For a second, I wonder what he’s doing before I decide I don’t care. As long as he keeps touching me. A rattle followed by a thud rip my attention from his touch. My eyes pop open.

      “What is this?” Mac asks. He picks up an orange pill bottle and rattles them in my face.

      Oh.

      Fuck.

      “Um.” I stare at them, trying to think of a spectacular lie while jiggling my leg up and down. I reach for them, and he pulls them up over his head and out of my reach. I scowl. “It’s just medicine.”

      He glances down at the bottle. “Without a label?” He frowns at me.      

      I reach for them again, and he shoots to his feet, grabs his robe off his bed, and pulls it on.

      “Yes, I just put them in that bottle… because it has more room.” I stand up too, although not as gracefully as he did.

      All the amazingness of the evening vanishes. I reach for them again, and once again, he snatches them out of my grasp.

      “Give them back!” I snap, tying the sheet around me toga-style so that I can use my arms more effectively.

      “What are they?”

      “None of your business.”

      “You smuggled them into my house. I’d say that makes it my business.”

      I almost snarl at him. “I didn’t smuggle them in.”

      “Then why were they in your hair?”

      I sigh, cross my arms over my chest, and fall silent. I don’t want to say something I’m going to regret. My lips curl up into my most innocent smile.

      “They’re pain killers. I got into a car accident. Busted up my knee.”

      He stares at me, and his head tilts to the side. I can tell he’s considering my explanation. Then he inches toward me, a look of sympathy—or something like it—blazing in his eyes. He places his hand over my heart, and his eyes slide closed.

      I gaze at my pills and start to make a grab for them when he clears his throat.

      “Oh, Kinsley,” he says in a voice that suggests he knows something. “You don’t need these. I can help you with this.”

      “Help me with what?” I snap. “Just give me the fucking pills!”

      He shakes his head. “I think you know with what. I can help you. There wouldn’t even be any withdrawal.” He holds the pills up in front of me. “You don’t need these anymore. We both know you don’t.”

      I grab the pills and back away from him. Then I reach under his bed and retrieve my clothes.

      “You don’t know anything.” I stand with my clothes folded against me. “I’d like to get dressed now.”

      “You don’t have to live with that guilt you’re carrying around. Please, let me help you.”

      I glare at him, and for the first time tonight, I don’t like him. I want to get away from him. Far, far away.

      “Actually, I do.” I say it so low I might as well not be talking to him.

      “What?”

      My eyes narrow. “I do need the guilt. And I need the pills. And I need you to get out so I can get dressed.”

      He steps toward me, and I back away. He hesitates then nods. As he walks to the door, he calls, “I’ll be waiting downstairs,” over his shoulder.

      When the door closes, I collapse on the bed and start sobbing. Great, now he knows. Mr. Perfect knows. Is he going to tell somebody? My mother? That’s the last thing I need.

      I unscrew my pill bottle and pop two, biting into them, letting the bitter taste tame the voices racing in my head. I sit there for fifteen minutes, allowing them to have a chance to kick in, then I slowly get dressed.

      I reach into my purse for my cellphone before I remember Mac has it.

      Damn him.

      Standing up, I eye the clock by his bedside.

      It’s 8:12.
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      I TRUDGE DOWN the stairs, feeling a little better now that my pills are floating around in my head, working their stuff. Ha, Mac! You’re not the only one with a few magic tricks up their sleeve. I stumble a little and have to catch myself on the banister. Looking down at my feet, I carefully step on the landing leading down to the first floor.

      My gaze sweeps across the crowd in the living room. Mac is nowhere in sight. As I stand there looking for him, I notice a few girls a little younger than me with the same copper hair growing out of Mac’s scalp handing out masks. They are beautiful, ornate things made of gold and decorated with tiny jade jewels at the top. One of the girls, a shy-looking thing, walks up the stairs and hands one to me.

      “Kinsley, right?”

      I smile and nod, taking the mask from her. “This is beautiful…”

      “Annalise. Anna for short.” She showcases teeth wired with braces when she smiles. I wonder why she didn’t use magic to fix her crooked teeth.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Anna.”

      She places her hands behind her back and tugs at her long ponytail. “Now is the time of the night where we commune with nature and ask the spirits to leave us in peace. The mask protects you while you’re outside.”

      I nod. “Cool.” It seems to be the only word I can come up with tonight.

      She grins. “See you out there.”

      She turns and bounds down the steps then, placing her mask on, follows the crowd outside. I stand there as everyone files out. Once I’m alone, I slide the mask on.

      It’s a lot more comfortable than I would have imagined. I glance at the window at my right and smile. The smile doesn’t show up in my reflection because, well, I have a mask on. But I look cool. Mysterious. I feel like I’m going to a masquerade ball. I wish I had my phone to snap a quick selfie. If only my prince hadn’t turned into one of those douches from Intervention.

      I sigh, about to descend the steps, when a blur of movement catches my attention. I look back toward the window. A pair of legs is dangling in mid-air. I close my eyes and shake my head. Maybe the shit Creeper gave me was stronger than I thought. When I open them again, there is a hooded figure staring back at me.

      I gasp and stumble backward.

      A finger presses against his lips, then he drops out of view.

      What the hell?

      I run down the stairs and bolt out the door. My head snaps left in time to see him running around to the back. I take off after him and away from the crowd. I’m almost out of breath when I reach the back of the house. And all for nothing. The guy, whoever he is, is gone.  I wander farther into the backyard, turning in circles, darting my eyes everywhere.

      Maybe I was seeing things.

      Then a figure rushes out from a bush on my left. My heart leaps up into my throat, and I open my mouth to scream. He runs up behind me and clamps a hand around my mouth.

      “Why the hell are you following me?”

      I bite into his hand, and he lets go, letting out a stream of profanity as he does. I whirl around.

      “What the hell were you doing hanging from a building?”

      He shoves his arms into the front pocket of his hoodie. It’s dark back here, so I can’t see his face, and even if there were light except that being given off by the moon, his hood is low on his face. All I can see are a set of thin, but well-formed, lips.

      “I’m Spiderman for Halloween.”

      That gets a smile from me. Not that he can tell, what with me wearing a mask and all. That’s when I realize he isn’t wearing a mask. Well, it’s obvious he’s not wearing a mask, but if he isn’t, that means…

      “You don’t belong here.” I tilt my head to the side. “You don’t have passage, so how did you get in?”

      He backs away from me, the hint of a smile on his lips. “A superhero never reveals his secrets.”

      My hands plant on my hips. “I’m serious. If you’re caught…” I stop myself from saying ‘you’re going to be in big trouble.’ Sounds too much like something a five-year-old would say.

      “Are you going to narc on me?” he asks, still backing away.

      I open my mouth to respond when footsteps creep behind me. When I turn around, there is Mac with a mask very much like my own on his face. Butterflies storm my belly at the sight of him. Those butterflies piss me off. I want to rip their wings off.

      “I thought I heard voices…”

      “Yeah, I was just—” I turn around and he’s gone.

      With a frown, I sweep my gaze around the entirety of the backyard. Gone, as if he was never there. Was I seeing things? No, Vicodin doesn’t make you see things. Does it? Maybe it wasn’t Vicodin? No, Creeper would never do me like that. But where did he go? Behind another…

      “Kinsley?”

      The sound of Mac’s voice jars me. I grab my chest and spin around again. I had almost forgotten he was there.

      “Sorry. I just…” Was talking to an imaginary superhero? “Wanted to be alone.”

      He strolls toward me. “I understand that.”

      I back away and stick out my chest. “Did you tell anyone?”

      He frowns. “Why would I do that?”

      I kick at the ground. “I don’t know, because you think I need help.”

      “No.”

      My eyes narrow up at him.

      “I know you need help.”

      With a scowl, I say, “I think I still want to be alone.”

      He nods, but instead of leaving, he raises his eyes to the sky. “The moon is full.” His voice is as soft as a blanket wrapping around me.

      Just like that, I feel less hostile toward him.

      Damn him.

      Looking back at me, he goes on. “They say the full moon does crazy things to people. That it makes them…” He steps closer to me. Our chests are only inches from each other. “Feel crazy things.” He reaches out and trails a finger down the cheek of my mask. “Do you believe that?”

      His finger might as well be pressed against my skin for the reaction it has on me. I take in a shuddered breath. “I don’t know. Do you?”

      Mac reaches for my hand and squeezes. “I am a witch.” I can picture him smiling behind the mask. “And I definitely feel more… in tune with things tonight than I have in a while.”

      “Oh?” I ask over my thumping heart.

      “Yes.” He swings his arm and mine along with it. “Do you still want to be alone?”

      I would scowl, but the effect would be lost on him. “I don’t know. Are you going to lecture me again?”

      He laughs. “No, Kinsley. I just want to show you something.”

      “What?”

      He squeezes my hand again. “Paradise.”

      He starts to pull me back around the house. With one final look behind me, I let him.

      [image: ]

      WATER RUSHES IN the air around me. I breathe it in. It almost has a smell, like fresh morning rain. I’ve been transfixed. Every ache in my heart quelled by the magnificence of this place. Flowers float around me in oranges and pinks on a breeze created by magic. Tiny figures dart around, bouncing off the tops of rose petals and zipping through the waterfall and out the other side where they shake their tiny heads off in my face.

      I giggle as water droplets land on my mask. I’ve never seen a fairy outside of a cartoon. They are quite mischievous, pushing each other into flower pots and knocking down hoes and rakes.

      “What do you think?” Mac asks from the high-backed, white wicker chair he’s seated in.

      I turn to him and shake my head. “I never knew a place like this existed in Killeen. It’s almost… too beautiful for a place like this. Too beautiful for any place, really.”

      He nods and looks around the dome-covered paradise surrounding us. “This is my favorite place on the grounds. We call it the room of spiritual attunement. Anytime I have a problem, I come here. By the time I leave, the problem feels so small.”

      I like his word for the room better. Paradise.

      I sit in a chair next to him. “You mean, you don’t always just reach for magic?”

      He eyes me. “Why would you think that?”

      I shrug. “Well, because you’re a witch.”

      Mac chuckles and smooths down his pant leg. “That would make life too easy.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      He looks at me, green eyes glinting through the holes in his mask. “What would be the point of a life without challenge? Without obstacles, how do you grow? How do you figure out who you are?”

      I glance down at my hands and twist my fingers together. “Sometimes obstacles don’t make you stronger. Sometimes, they just break you.”

      He leans forward and takes my hand. “That’s the choice we make. Let it break us, or let it make us stronger.”

      I gently pull away. “It’s not that easy.”

      “No,” he says. “But it is that simple.”

      Shaking my head, I lean back in my chair and take in all the beauty around me. Let it fill me so that bad things can’t get in. The dark things. The ghosts of memory constantly haunting me.

      “I don’t know,” I say after a while. “I think there are some things… Once they’re done, they never let you go.”

      “I can feel that in you. You keep yourself tethered to the past. That’s why you still think you need those pills. It’s why you keep punishing yourself.” He reaches for me again, but this time I lean away. Mac sighs. “You don’t have to live with it anymore, Kinsley. I can help you.”

      I snort, trying not to let myself get angry. Not here, not in this place.

      “You’re not some knight in shining armor. You can’t just make everything better.”

      “No, but I can help.”

      The intensity in his voice makes my head swim. I can’t understand it.

      “You can’t help. You don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know about the accident. I know that it wasn’t your fault. That you blame yourself.”

      I stand to my feet, fury erasing all the beauty around me. “Of course it’s my fault!”

      He stands with me and reaches for my arm. “Kinsley, please calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down!” I snatch my arm away. “You don’t even know me. Why do you care so much?”

      His jaw clenches. “I don’t know,” he says with an air of frustration. “The only thing I know is that…that I have to help you.”

      “I don’t want your help.”

      Mac throws his arms up in the air. “Why not? Why in goddess’ name would you want to live with this?”

      “Because I have to!” I shout. Tears roll down my cheeks, making me feel both angry and stupid. “I have to live with it. As long as he’s suffering. I have to suffer with him!” I turn my back to Mac and roughly wipe my cheeks. I don’t want him to see me anymore. I don’t want to look at him.

      “Kinsley.” His hand lands on my shoulder.

      I shrug it off. “Go.”

      Several moments of silence stretch out between us. Finally, he says, “What?”

      “I said go.” I turn around and ball my hands into fists at my sides. “I want to be alone. Now.”

      “Kinsley…”

      “I said now!” Another sob bursts from my chest.

      He just stands there, hands in his pockets, looking at me. After a while, he clears his throat.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he says.

      “Please, just go.” I hang my head and stare at the glittering grass at my feet. “Please,” I whisper.

      I can picture him nodding. “I’ll be in the main house if you need me.”

      I nod as his footsteps trail away. As soon as I’m alone, I rip off my mask and fall back into the chair. Lowering my head, I start to cry. I cry until I feel empty. For a moment, I’m afraid I’ll use up all my allotted tears for this lifetime in this one night. I sob until my chest and stomach ache from it, then I sit there helpless, letting my silent cries taint the night.

      Somethings falls to the ground with a thud.

      With a gasp, I dart my eyes in that direction. Standing up, I call out, “Hello?”

      There is a low hiss, then a male voice curses. Something stumbles out from behind a row of potted plants.

      I inch near it. “Who’s there?”

      He steps out into the light. It’s him. Spiderman. Scaler of walls.

      I cross my arms over my chest. “How the hell did you get in here?”

      He inches closer. This time, his hood is off. A gentle breeze blows through his impossibly dark hair. It looks like someone rubbed bits of charcoal through it. There is also a streak of white running through the front, like he rubbed one part of his hair against wet paint.

      “Same way you got here.” He smiles and inches even closer. “I heard the fight you had with your boyfriend. He seems like a king douche.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I step closer so that I’m directly in the light.

      “He’s not my boyfriend…and you… What happened to you back there?”

      He doesn’t answer me. Instead, he stands there, deep blue eyes as wide as alien eye sockets. He steps closer to me, and his eyes grow so wide, I’m sure they’ll pop out of his head and start floating around with the faeries and flowers.

      I back away. “What?”

      He scoffs, turns slightly to his side and runs a hand through his hair. “Oh, my God,” he mutters to himself.

      What the hell is with this guy? I look around the place of spiritual attunement for something I might use as a weapon. Unless the guy has a severe flower allergy, it looks like I’m out of luck.

      He places a hand on his hip and scoffs up at the ceiling of the dome. “I don’t believe this. This is just my luck, let me tell you.”

      Batshit alert. Batshit alert.

      I frown at him. “I don’t even know what the hell you’re talking about.”

      His eyes rest on my face, and his lips twist into a bitter smile. “Wow,” he finally says in a breathless voice. His eyes scan me up and down. “Christ, help me.”

      Whatever he’s on, for once in my life, I don’t want any.

      “Are you going to answer my question?”

      He stares at me. “What question was that?”

      “What happened to you earlier? In the backyard?”

      He bangs his fists in the air then sprawls out his fingers. “Magic,” he says with a dramatic lilt to his voice.

      I scowl at him. “Very funny.” I let my eyes slide up and down his body. Even though he’s a bit scraggly-looking with worn out, holey jeans and a green hoodie smeared in mud, he’s still very attractive. His looks seem to shine through the crap he’s wearing. He’s tall, taller than Mac, and more solidly built. So solidly built, I can see it through the baggy clothing he’s wearing.

      And those eyes.

      Wow.

      Not that it’s important. He’s clearly off kilter.

      “Are you following me?” I finally ask, locking my gaze onto his.

      I expect him to laugh. But he doesn’t. With a sigh, he says, “Yes.”

      Right away I reach into my purse and pull out a…

      Comb. I pull out a comb. Trying to appear confident, I hold it out toward him and put on my I-will-fuck-you-up face.

      The fact that he laughs makes me think I’m not being entirely effective.

      “What are you going to do, Kinsley? Comb me to death?” He bends over and completes my humiliation by belting out a symphony of laughter.

      I wait for him to finish with anger bubbling in my gut.

      When he’s through, he stands up straight and wipes a tear from his cheek. “I haven’t laughed like that in a long time. Thank you.”

      “How do you know my name? And were you serious about following me?”

      His eyebrows slam together, and the lines around his eyes wrinkle. He looks as if he’s debating something within himself. A pained expression crosses his face, and I feel a bout of sympathy. Not enough to lower my ‘weapon,’ but it’s there.

      “I was serious about following you.” He bites his lip and hesitates. “But it isn’t what you think. I’m here… so that you can look out for me.”

      My eyebrows lift to my hairline. “That doesn’t make any sense.” I shake my head. “Why would you need me to look out for you?”

      He comes closer to me.

      I lift the comb higher, and he smiles down at me. Something in that smile seems familiar. Comfortable. Like I know him somewhere in the back of my mind. But that’s impossible. I’ve never seen him before in my life. And no girl could forget a set of eyes like that.

      “I can’t go back out there, Kinsley. I need you to help me… stay concealed. Just until morning. Then I’ll be out of your hair.” His eyes lower to the comb. “You can put that down. I’m not going to hurt you. I couldn’t… hurt you.”

      As crazy as it is, I believe him. Right away. This stranger who vanishes from backyards and pops up again in paradise. I believe him. I lower the comb and toss it back into my bag.

      “How do you know my name?”

      Another wave of pain floats across his face. My heart suddenly bends for him. This is the weirdest night ever. I can’t explain a lick of what I’m feeling.

      He clears his throat. “Edna suggested that I find you. That you knew what it was like… to be terrified of this night.”

      That I don’t believe. I don’t know why, but there is a gnawing feeling in my gut. He’s just as convincing as when he said he wouldn’t hurt me, but for some reason, I don’t believe he knows Edna for a second. Why would she tell him to come here? It doesn’t make any sense. At the same time, that feeling that tells me I shouldn’t believe him about Edna also tells me to let it go.

      So, I do.

      “Okay, I’ll help you.”

      He breaks out into the most rewarding smile I’ve ever seen. My heart expands in my chest.  I feel lighter. All the anger Mac brought out in me, gone.

      “I need another favor from you, though.”

      I laugh. Is he serious?

      “What’s funny?”

      “For someone I don’t know, you sure ask for a lot of favors.”

      He shrugs. “This is a good one.”

      “I don’t even know you, dude. I don’t even know your name!”

      One of his eyebrows perks. “Did you just call me dude?”

      I smile. “What is your name?”

      He presses his lips together in a hard line and stares down at me like I’m some priceless artifact. It’s unnerving, so of course I reach for my hair and start chewing on it.

      He doesn’t say anything about it.

      “Why don’t you just call me… Charming?”

      I snort. “Charming? As in Prince Charming?”

      He waggles his eyebrows, and I laugh.

      “No way, just tell me your real name.”

      He steps so close to me, I forget how to breathe. “If you get me through the night, I will.” He holds up his pinky. “I swear it.”

      I link my own pinky with his. He leans forward and kisses the back of his fist. With a pounding heart, I reach down and kiss the back of mine. He pulls away from me with a wink.

      “Can’t break a pinky swear,” I say in a raspy voice.

      He nods. “Oh, I know. I don’t intend to.”

      From the distance, a bell chimes three times. Charming looks at his watch. “8:50. It’s dinner. You should go.”

      “But…”

      He starts to back away from me, a heart-melting smile on his face. “Sneak me something good. Meet me back here around… nine-thirty?”

      I frown. “What if I can’t get away?”

      He turns around and saunters off. “Then you’ll never know my real name. But I’m sure you can think of something,” he calls over his shoulder.

      Then he vanishes with the faeries under the pull of the waterfall. I stand there transfixed again until the bell sounds off. Then I grab my purse and mask and dash back to the main house.

      I get there at 8:53.
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      THE HARKERS HAVE the kind of long dining room table that you see in creepy, windswept old mansions in the movies. Gemma Harker sits at the head of the table while her husband, Virgil Harker, sits all the way at the other end. In the place of second honor, Mac told me a few minutes after I sat down.

      The murmur of conversation rattles around the table. Mac is talking to me about something. I nod and smile politely, even though I’m not really paying attention. Underneath the table, my leg bobs up and down, shaking the empty china in front of me.

      It’s all I can do to stop myself from chomping on my own hair right there in front of anyone. At least my mother, seated across from me, is still as sedated as a rock star on heroin. From the way her eyes are glazed over, I’m guessing she had a few more glasses of the Harker’s magic wine. Good. I don’t feel like hearing her mouth anymore tonight.

      “Kinsley.” Mac’s hand rests on my thigh, stopping my leg mid-bob.

      Reaching under the table, I gently remove his hand.

      “Are you all right?” he asks me out of the side of his mouth.

      I nod. “Just fine.”

      I’m sandwiched in between him and his older sister, Victoria, who keeps shooting me nasty looks. I hope she can’t breathe fire like her brother. I really don’t feel like going to the emergency room tonight.

      “You seem nervous,” Mac says between bites.

      I almost tell him I’m not nervous. I’m anxious to get this dinner over with and get back to Charming or whatever the hell his name is. I don’t say it because I know how ridiculous it would sound. How ridiculous it is. Still, it is what it is, and for whatever reason, I know I’ll find a way to sneak away from Mac and get back to that dome.

      At the head of the table, Gemma pings her fork against her glass. The buzz of speech halts almost immediately. She gives us a big smile.

      “I want to take the opportunity to welcome you all to our home once again. I hope you enjoy the feast.” She raises her glass. As soon as she does, everyone around the table mimics her. I grab my glass, kicking myself for being the last one to lift it. “Let’s eat.”

      She takes a sip, and this time I copy her actions in time with everyone else. Then I set my glass down and frown at my empty plate. I glance around the table. Everyone else seems to have food sitting in front of them. Clearly, I missed something.

      Beside me, Mac clears his throat. “You just focus on what you want to eat, and it will come to you.”

      I glance sidelong at him and offer a grateful smile. He grins back and digs into a steak so bloody I think the chef must have just walked it through a heated room. Then I peer down at my plate and bite down on my lower lip.

      I want something yummy and easy to smuggle out in my purse.

      Almost as soon as the thought leaves my mind, a bunch of big, flaky biscuits appear on my plate. I almost clap.

      “Cool,” I say.

      Victoria sniggers. “Maybe you should stay away from the bread.”

      With a frown, I glance over at her. She welcomes my stare with a smug grin.

      “Ignore my sister. She’s just upset that she’s flat-chested and often confused for a boy by the opposite sex.”

      Victoria glares over my head at Mac.

      With one last glance at her, I focus on my plate and start to pick one of the biscuits apart with my fingers. I find what he said hard to believe. Sure, she has a short haircut and is short and flat in the areas most girls have at least a little bit of a curve, but her face is the farthest thing from masculine. She has big doll eyes that would be innocent except she insists on shooting death glares with them. She has the same copper hair as her brother–only hers is lighter—and every feature on her face is dainty. Almost fairy-like.

      I place a piece of biscuit into my mouth. It melts on my tongue and hints of butter and cheese. My eyes close as I enjoy chewing it. I focus on eating and try to ignore the fact that I can still feel Victoria’s glare on me.

      “So, Kinsley,” she says. “My brother tells me you’re a drug addict.”

      My eyes pop open. The conversation around the table comes to a dead stop. I shift my gaze over to her. Her smile is full of satisfaction. Great. I have to deal with a mean girl who also happens to be a witch. I try to keep the hurt out of my eyes as I turn to Mac.

      He’s not looking at me. He’s glaring fire into his older sister.

      “That is not true,” he says between his teeth.

      “Really?” I ignore the fact that all eyes at the table are now on us. “Then how does she know?”

      Mac tears his eyes from his sister, and his gaze softens as it shifts to me. “Victoria has the scrying gift. It’s one of the weakest gifts a witch can have.” He shoots a malicious smile over my head. “And the only one Victoria was born with. She often uses it to manipulate people, as she’s doing right now, with you.”

      For a moment, I forget about my anger. “Scrying? That’s like… telling the future?”

      The buzz of conversation starts up again. I’m relieved that everyone else has become more interested in their food than in what we’re saying.

      “There’s a little more to it than that,” he tells me. “Scrying is being able to see a person. Their past, their present, but mostly, their future.” After one last scowl at his sister, he leans toward me. “I swear I haven’t said anything to anyone. I told you I wouldn’t.”

      I nod then drag my focus back to my plate. As soon as I’m sure no one is looking, I fold three of the biscuits into a napkin then stuff them into my purse on my lap.

      `      I glance at Victoria, and she shoots me a knowing look. I really don’t like this witch. At all.

      “Those stripes make you look big,” she says out of nowhere. “I didn’t know my brother was into fatties.” She shrugs. “I guess you never know people.”

      My mouth gapes open.

      “Victoria, you sound like an idiot,” Mac says with a snarl in his voice.

      “And your haircut makes you look like Dumbo,” I shoot back.

      Beside me, Mac laughs.

      Victoria’s face turns crimson, and she drops her fork to her plate with a clatter. She rubs her hands together and scoots back in her chair.

      “Don’t come crying to me when this one breaks you.” She stands up and saunters away from the dinner table and out of sight.

      I turn to Mac with a frown. “I don’t think she likes me.”

      “Victoria doesn’t like anyone. Especially women. Doubly for women she feels threatened by.”

      I snort. “Why in the hell would she be threatened by me? She’s a witch. I’m just… me.”

      He smiles. “She’s barely a witch. And just you is a lot more than she’ll ever be.”

      I frown. “You shouldn’t talk about your sister that way.”

      Mac’s eyes widen, then his lips ease into a smile. “She just insulted you, announced something very personal about you to a table full of strangers, and you’re defending her?”

      I shrug. “I’m not saying she’s not a bitch. But you’re her brother. You’re supposed to stand up for her no matter what.” I glance at the clock on the wall in front of me.

      9:19.

      “You’re something, Kinsley.” He chuckles then digs back into his steak. “You really are something.”

      I grin, and the eat more of the biscuits that magically reappeared on my plate. Then I realize I can use his sister to get the hell out of here. At least for a while. I stuff the rest of the food in my mouth then turn to Mac, forcing my lower lip to quiver.

      “I feel like everyone’s staring at me.”

      He glances around then rests his gaze on me. “They’re not.”

      I bite my lip, twirling my hair and averting my gaze to my lap. “I just feel really embarrassed after what Victoria said.” I force a shiver. “I think I need some air.”

      Mac places his napkin beside his plate. “Sure, would you like some company?”

      I pretend to think about it, tilting my head to the side and everything. “No,” I say slowly. “I just need a few minutes to gather myself.”

      He nods. “Understandable. Most people have that reaction to Victoria. But hurry, or you’ll miss dessert.”

      I stand up and smile down at him. “I won’t be long.”

      Before he can say anything else or anyone can ask where I’m going, I dash for the front door and hurry back to the room of spiritual attunement.

      [image: ]

      WHEN I REACH the glass paradise, I stand in the doorway, trying to catch my breath. Then I see him. Charming.

      I roll my eyes. I can’t believe I’m calling him that, even if it’s only in my own head. He’s sitting in the middle of the dome, half facing me, but unaware of my presence.

      His hands are folded together, much the same way Mac’s were when he made that blue light appear. Only blue light doesn’t creep out between Charming’s fingers. Something that looks like crystal does. Something that gives off an incredible, white light. His hands pull apart, and a tiny swan sits in his palm. I realize it’s quartz, one of my favorite crystals.

      The light radiating from it is so bright, I have to raise a hand to shield my eyes. Charming lowers his lips and whispers something to the crystal swan that I don’t hear, then it floats away from him and settles at the bottom of the waterfall. It swims around before vanishing through the water.

      I let out a tiny gasp. Charming’s eyes swing up toward me. Then he pops to his feet as elegantly as a trained dancer.

      “What was that?” I ask in a strained voice.

      He shrugs, sauntering toward me. “You came back.”

      I nod then point toward the waterfall. “Um, what was that?”

      He pats his stomach. “Did you bring me something to eat?”

      With a sigh, I throw my purse into his chest. “There. Now answer my damn question!”

      “You’re kind of a hot head, huh?” He hands my bag back. “My mother taught me never to look through a lady’s purse.”

      My eyes narrow at him. With frustration gripping every inch of me, I fumble inside for his stupid biscuits and slam them into his chest. He unfolds them and scarfs them down like he hasn’t had a proper meal in months.

      I want to look away, but I find him fascinating. How is it possible for a man to be stuffing his face like a hog and still remain as sexy as he is? It doesn’t make any sense, and it’s something only men can pull off, which really pisses me off.

      I wait until he’s finished devouring his fourth biscuit before I ask him about the swan again.

      He shrugs, crumbs tumbling out of the sides of his mouth. I should be repulsed, but I find almost everything about him adorable. How annoying.

      “Oh, that,” he finally answers, waving a hand toward the waterfall. “Just a little magic. Not very good magic, either.”

      “Looked pretty amazing to me.” I lift an eyebrow at him. “You’re a witch?”

      He shrugs and sits down in the same wicker chair Mac was seated in a little over an hour ago.

      “Depends on who you ask.”

      “Meaning?”

      He takes his last bite of food and licks his fingers. Pulling out a water bottle from behind him, that’s obviously been used several times before, he takes a long swig. Finally, he peers up at me and shrugs. “If you ask your Harker buddies, they’d say no. Hell, if you asked the High Council, they’d probably say no. Those people, they tend not to claim us.”

      My brows furrow in frustration. I wish he would just give me straight answers. “I don’t understand.”

      He grins at me. “I’m a street witch, Kinsley.”

      Instantly, Gemma’s voice echoes in my memory.

      For goddess’ sake, put on your robes. You look like a street witch.

      I’d never heard the term before tonight. I sit beside him. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “It doesn’t really mean anything.”

      “Oh?”

      He glances sidelong at me. “In my opinion, it’s just a term that the High Council and powerful covens throw at people like me to make it seem like they’re superior.” His nose wrinkles. “A street witch is just a witch without a coven.”

      I turn in my chair so that I’m facing him. “Well, why don’t you have a coven?”

      “Because covens are created from heredity, and I was the only—am the only—witch in my family.”

      “If you’re the only witch in your family, how did you learn it all? I mean, magic?”

      He shrugs. “Street witches are more instinctual. We work more with what’s in our gut than what’s taught to us from ancient tomes. In some ways, it makes our magic more powerful.”

      “In some ways?”

      He smiles at me. “As much as I hate to admit it, one witch can’t beat the power of a full coven. It was always my dream to see a street witch coven take on a traditional one.” He claps his hands and laughs. “Now that would be something to see.”

      His smile is contagious. “Then start one.”

      His eyes darken. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      His mouth opens then closes. When it opens again, something in his eyes shifts. It’s like he was about to say one thing but decided to say something else.

      “Street witches are wildly independent. Trying to get them to organize would be like trying to pry a bottle of gin from the hands of an alcoholic.”

      A frown tugs at my lips. I know—and I don’t know how I know—that what he’s saying is true, but I also have the overwhelming feeling that it’s not the whole story. That overwhelming feeling waves at me like a scolding finger, cautioning me not to press him any further. So, I don’t.

      “Hey.” He jumps up. “Want to see something cool?”

      I smile, happy that I’m not the only one partial to that word. “Sure.”

      “Come here.” Charming strolls off toward the row of potted plants.

      I get up and follow him, dodging the floating flowers and faeries darting through the air. He stands on the other side of the row, and stand in front of him. Giving me a quick smile, he picks up a large toad from where it was resting inside the dirt and holds it up.

      I follow his movements with burning curiosity. His hands start to close around the frog. Its eyes bug out, and a horrible croaking noise stains the air. Then Charming squeezes way too hard.

      “No!” I lunge at him, but it’s too late. The toad lies dead in his hands, its tongue lolling out of his mouth like a kite with no wind. My hands fly to the sides of my head. “Why? Why in the hell would you do that?” Tears sting my eyes.

      “Relax, Kinsley.” With a smile, he cups the dead toad in his hands. A burst of white light sparks from his fingers.

      I feel the energy swirling all around me, blowing an artificial wind throughout the dome. Even the faeries stop chasing each other and watch.

      My eyes widen slowly as something starts pulsing inside his hands. Seconds later, there is a loud croak. A normal one, not the sickly one attached to death. Charming opens his hands, and the toad’s tongue lashes out, claims a fairy, then folds it into its mouth.

      I gasp. “Oh, no!”

      Charming laughs. “Oh, yeah. Toads love faeries.”

      The toad hops off his hand and buries itself back into the dirt.

      “But…” I point to the spot where the toad just disappeared. “It was dead! I saw you kill it!”

      He shrugs. “I just killed it to show you a cool trick.” He splays his fingers in the air. “Power of revival.”

      My eyes stretch much wider than I thought they were capable of.  “You can bring things back to life?” I say in a doubtful voice, even though I just saw him do it.

      “That is what revival means.” He flashes a swoon-worthy smile at me.

      I frown. “I’ve never heard of that. And I’ve read a lot about witches. There’s the fire gift. The earth gift. The water gift…”

      He holds up his hand before I can finish my list.

      “You probably haven’t heard of it because it’s very rare. Incredibly rare.” He laughs. It’s a dark, bitter thing. “And in my case, ironic.”

      My frown deepens. “Why is it ironic?”

      He shakes his head. “No reason. Anyway. It’s incredibly rare. I’ve never met another witch that could do it. Although many have tried.” He frowns. “I’ve seen it go bad, real bad.”

      A shiver races up my arms. “What do you mean?”

      His eyes darken. “You’d think witches, of all people, would have an easier time accepting death. That it’s a natural part of life. A necessary part of life. But… it’s not always the case.” He strolls out from behind the rows of plants and comes to stand beside me. His fingers reach out and caress plant leaves. They arch toward him, responding to his touch. “I’ve seen people work the magic without the gift. They create these soulless imitations of life. Things that were…” He shudders. “Abominations. In many cases, I had to put them down.”

      I take in a desperate breath that makes me realize I’d been holding it up until that moment. “You killed them.”

      His eyes snap toward me. “No, I don’t kill things.” With a flexed jaw, he turns away from me. “They weren’t people. Trust me.”

      I frown. What did he mean by that? I don’t kill things. Does he know someone who does? Again, my gut tells me not to question it. For some reason, I think I’ll have him figured out by the time this night is over.

      “I have a question,” I say, folding my arms over my chest.

      He turns to me again, and this time he’s so close that I forget my question. My mind seesaws as I take in short bursts of air. He smiles down at me, clearly enjoying the effect he has. For some reason, this snaps my brain out of dumb mode.

      I grin up at him. “Why would a witch with one of the rarest powers on the planet need me to look out for him? Seems like you’re more than capable of taking care of yourself.”

      He doesn’t answer right away. Just stares down at me with a tiny smirk on his face. “Against the living, sure.” Reaching out, he tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear. My body scorches under his touch. “The dead are another matter entirely.”

      “I see.”

      He smiles. “So, what excuse did you use to get away from Mac Harker?”

      I shrug. “His sister said some nasty things at dinner. I pretended they bothered me and told him I needed some alone time.”

      Charming raises an eyebrow. “Which sister? He has a gazillion of them.”

      I smile. “Um, Victoria? Victoria Harker.”

      He scoffs. “Oh, she’s a nasty one.”

      “You know her?”

      “Barely, thank God.”

      I laugh. “She is a big bitch.”

      He laughs with me. “Yeah, she has a talent for getting to people.” He steps away, taking my hand and leading me to the waterfall. “Are you sure you were just pretending that she hurt your feelings?”

      It’s hard to focus on what he’s saying with him holding my hand like this. Gentle, yet protective. I take in a deep breath.

      “I’m used to girls like her.”

      “What did she say to you?”

      “The usual. I’m fat, as if that’s news.”

      He laughs and shakes his head.

      “What?” The instinct to pull my hand away from his rises up then falls away just as quickly as it came.

      “You think you’re fat?”

      I glance sidelong at him. His eyes shift to find mine, one eyebrow raised in a question. I don’t say anything, and his eyes flicker behind me then back to my face. He flashes a wicked little grin.

      “You don’t have to say anything, but may I just say… That ass? Phenomenal.”

      I drop my gaze and blush something furious. Heat pulses in my ears. “Whatever.”

      Charming chuckles. “You’re even more beautiful when you blush.”

      If he doesn’t stop, smoke is going to blow out of my ears accompanied by a cartoonish whistle.

      “So, you want to see something else cool?”

      My thoughts drift to the once dead toad, and I wrinkle my nose. “You’re not going to kill something again, are you?”

      He laughs. “No.”

      “Then, okay.”

      His fingers tighten around mine, and he steps down into the water. I stare down at him. He’s beautiful, ragged clothing and all, standing against the backdrop of this incredible waterfall with its greenish glow. With another smile, he tugs at my hands.

      “Oh, no,” I say, trying to back up. “I’m not going in there.”

      His eyebrows waggle, and he waves a hand in the air. My purse shoots off my shoulders and hits the ground. “You are so coming in here.”

      I jerk away from him harder, but his grip is too tight. The look in his eyes is that of a child with a plan to hit up an ice cream truck and steal all the goods. My eyes widen.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Come of your own free will, Kinsley.”

      “No. No way.” I grab his wrist with my other hand and try to pry his fingers open. No dice. Damn, he’s strong.

      “One…”

      “Charming! I’m telling you, don’t.”

      “Two…”

      He’s serious.

      “Three.” He tugs me forward, and I splash face-down in the water. I try to find footing, but there is none. My arms propel at my sides, and I come to the surface, kicking my feet under me to keep afloat. I swipe my hair out of my face and wipe the water out of my eyes. Then I shoot him a glare. His body shakes with laughter. My eyes narrow, and I splash him in the face. That stops his laughing. I cover my mouth and peer at him. His hair is flattened over his eyes, and he stands there with his mouth wide open and his arms at his sides.

      I can’t help it. I giggle.

      Charming slicks his hair back and half smiles. “You think that’s funny.”

      “I do.”

      Then he splashes me back. I let out one of the most girlish squeals any girl has ever let out and fire back. For the next two minutes, it’s all out war. He’s even nice enough to keep any magic out of it. I don’t think I could compete with that. Finally, he grabs my arms and holds them at my sides.

      With his eyes closed and water dripping from his thick eyelashes he says, “Okay, truce. Truce!”

      I giggle. “I warned you.”

      He runs a hand down his face and smiles. “Got it. Don’t mess with Kinsley.”

      “That’s right.”

      His hands travel down my arms and wrap around my waist. The smug smile dissolves from my lips. My breath hitches in my throat.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he says in a husky voice.

      I swallow down a phantom lump.

      “You look beautiful wet.” He sweeps the hair off my neck.

      I’m suddenly helpless, unable to do anything but stare up at him.

      Slowly, he lowers his face toward mine. Oh, my god, my heart screams. He’s going to kiss me. He’s going to kiss me.

      Only he doesn’t. Pressing his lips against my ear, he whispers, “Hold on to me.”

      Then he turns around and pulls my arms around his neck. Somehow this is better. I listen to him and hold on. He starts forward. I close my eyes as he leads me under the downpour of the waterfall. For a second, there is great pressure pressing down on top of my head, then it is gone.

      When my eyes open, I take in my surroundings with a huge gasp. Behind the water fall is a cave made out of black and purple rocks that shine from a light I can’t locate. Carved into the walls are all sorts of symbols and lettering. It reminds me of glitzy cave art.

      “Wow. What is this place?” I ask as he leads me forward.

      He steps out of the water and up onto a walkway then reaches in and pulls me out with one arm. I look at him in shock, but before I can ask him how the hell he lifted my big ass out of the water like that, he starts talking.

      “This is the source,” he says. He flicks his hand out, and a dim, yellow light shines from the center of his palm. It throws light into every corner of the cave.

      I inch toward the wall closest to me and trace the outline of a symbol with my fingertip. “The source?”

      “Yes,” he says from behind me. “All these symbols you see, they’re a form of magic. The magic that created this place.”

      Hearing that, I pull my fingers away.

      Charming laughs. “Don’t worry. The witch that initiated this magic is the only person that can tamper with it. And by now, she’s long dead.” He raises his hand and drenches the symbols on the wall I was just touching in light. “This is one of the coolest kinds of magic. Started by one witch and added to by others as time passes by.” He smiles at me. “And what you see on the other side of that waterfall is the culmination of all that magic.”

      I stare at the symbols on the cave walls, trying to figure out which symbol was carved into this rock first.

      “It’s incredible,” I whisper.

      “Yeah, this is one of my favorite places of magic.”

      I turn to him. “You’ve been here before?”

      He nods. “When I was much younger.”

      I stare at him with a look that prompts him to keep going.

      “When my mother found out what I was, naturally she needed help. And since the Harkers are one of the most public covens out here, she came here for it.”

      I frown. “If you have a history with the Harkers, then why didn’t they grant you passage?”

      Dark feelings twist his face into a pained and bitter mask. Right away, I regret asking the question.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      He holds up his hand. “Don’t be silly.” He clears his throat. “Let’s just say that we had a falling out, and the Harker family isn’t quick to forgive.”

      I nod. “Fair enough.”

      The darkness slides off his face, and he smiles at me. God, that smile. I’m starting to think I’d do anything just to stare at it forever. Sauntering toward me, he points to a symbol on the wall. It’s two wavy lines on top of each other.

      “I did this one.”

      My eyes widen. “You did?”

      “When I was eight.”

      I stare at it, and my eyes widen farther. “That’s the symbol for water, right?”

      “You know your stuff.”

      Pure awe races through me as I realize what that means. “You mean you created that waterfall when you were eight years old?”

      He nods again, his face a neutral mask. Clearly, I’m a lot more impressed with him than he is. Either that, or he’s trying to play it cool.

      “That’s so fucking…”

      Don’t say cool. Don’t say cool.

      “Cool,” I finish.

      I really need to expand my vocabulary.

      “Thank you.” He inches toward me and balls his hand into a fist, extinguishing the light. “You know what I think is cool?”

      His sudden closeness steals my breath. “What?” I ask when he doesn’t finish.

      His head tilts to the side. “Damnit.”

      “What?”

      He looks down at me. “I’ll find you.”

      I stare at him, mouth agape.

      Then a voice behind me says, “Kinsley?”

      Fuck.

      Mac.

      I spin around.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks, walking toward me completely dry.

      I frown. How the hell did he manage that? I roll my eyes. Right, magic.

      I raise my hands and drop them, making a slapping noise against my thighs. “I just needed some time to myself, and I ran into…” I turn and gesture with a thumb behind me.

      Only Charming, or whatever his real name is, is gone.

      Great. Now I look crazy. I turn back to Mac with a sheepish grin to find him practically on top of me. I jump and press my hand against his chest.

      “Geez, you scared me.”

      His eyes bear down on me. “You ran into who?”

      I bite my lip. The look on Charming’s face when he told me he had a falling out with the Harkers runs across my mind. Wherever he had managed to hide in that short amount of time, I wasn’t about to out him.

      “No one,” I say in a lame voice.

      Mac raises an eyebrow. From the look on his face, I can tell he doesn’t believe me. Not for a second. Great. My skills of deception are as great as my vocabulary.

      “I heard voices.”

      “Yeah, I talk to myself when I’m alone.” I rub my arms. “Helps calm my nerves.”

      His lips turn into a frown. “One of them was male.”

      Uh oh.

      I shake my head. “I’m sure you were just hearing things.”

      His frown deepens, creating adorable little folds on the sides of his mouth. “How did you even get back here?”

      I shrug. “I just… came through the waterfall.”

      He places his hands on his hip like a stern grandfather. “I doubt that, seeing as how you need to be a witch, or with a witch, to breach the magic line behind the falls.”

      Oops.

      It takes all my willpower not to call to Charming so that he can bail me out.

      What looks like concern sets deep wrinkles into Mac’s forehead. “I need you to come with me.”

      I nod. “Okay. Just give me a minute?”

      “No, now.” And with that, he wraps an arm tightly around my waist.

      Before I can try and pull away, an enormous pressure bears down on me. It steals the air from my lungs. It flattens the skin against my bones. Then a sense of weightlessness fills my body, and a flash of yellow light fills my vision. It widens until it’s all I can see. It feels like being set in the middle of the sun without the fuckedupness of being burned.

      For a second, everything goes blank. There is no color. There is no space. There is only nothing. Then we are no longer in the cave. We are in Mac’s room, and I’m lying on his bed, hyperventilating. Three witches and my mother stare down at me.
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      “I THINK SOMETHING is wrong with her,” Mac says over the bed to his mother.

      “You performed the cleansing?” she asks in a stiff voice, staring down at me like I’m a thorn in her rosebush.

      “Of course I did,” Mac answers with a huff.

      She raises a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at him. “Properly?”

      His jaw tenses. “I may have been… a little distracted.”

      She scoffs. “You can’t be serious.”

      I sit up, my head swimming. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here.” My hand searches for my temples, and I try to massage the pounding out of my skull. “How did we get back here?”

      “I teleported you,” Mac says, looking at me in concern. “The process can be jarring, especially if it’s your first time.”

      The room starts spinning as if to prove his claim. I blink once, twice, three times, trying to get it to stop. “No kidding.”

      “Tell me, Kinsley. How is it you were able to breach a magical line?” Gemma asks, hands on her hips.

      I shrug. “I’m not sure. I just… kinda walked back there.”

      Victoria snorts. “It isn’t possible.”

      “There has to be some explanation,” Mac hisses.

      “There is.” Victoria tilts her head to the side. “She’s possessed by something… again.”

      I shake my head. “What the hell are you guys talking about?”

      My mother gasps, and tears roll down her face. “Oh, God. Not again. I can’t go through that again.”

      I scowl at her. She can’t go through that again.

      “What are you even doing here?” I ask.

      Her eyes widen as if she’s surprised by the question.

      Here we go.

      “How can you even ask that, Kinsley?” She rubs her hands up and down her arms like she’s cold. “I was concerned about you! Am concerned about you!”

      I bite my lip to keep what I want to say to her on my tongue. She always does this around other people. Acts super motherly. It’s infuriating.

      Gemma clears her throat. “Do you feel another presence in there with you, Kinsley?”

      “Of course not!”

      “She might not even be aware of it,” Victoria says, examining her black, polished fingernails.

      “That’s true,” Gemma says.

      I wave my hands in front of both of them. “Hello, I’m right here. And not possessed.”

      Victoria and Gemma give me matching stares of disdain. I’m starting to think the bitch gene runs rampant in this family. Victoria sends me a look that I’m sure will set me on fire. At first, I’m afraid she might be in my head somehow, but I’ve never heard of witches being able to do that. Besides, if she could be inside my head, she’d know exactly how I crossed that magical barrier. She would have seen Charming, and that would be the end of this.

      “We can cast a spell,” Gemma finally says, peering over at Mac with a look that says the decision is final.

      He nods. “A banishing?”

      “Do you think you can manage one?” she asks with a half-smirk that reminds me of my mother.

      I really don’t like this witch.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Mac snarls.

      I raise my hand. “Yeah, hi. Still here. Don’t you need my permission to cast a spell on me?”

      Four sets of eyes stare at me like I’m speaking in tongues.

      “I haven’t been possessed.”

      Mac smiles at me. “We just need to be sure. The dead can’t be allowed to breach these walls. It’s for your protection, as well as everyone else’s.”

      Victoria scoffs. “Like you care about anyone else,” she says under her breath.

      Mac shoots her a look. “Can you cease being insufferable for one moment?”

      Before she can shoot another insult back at him, my mother comes rushing up to me, eyes wild. Guess that wine wore off.

      “Kinsley, you need to listen to these people. Please, don’t ruin this.”

      Mac sighs and points to the door. “Everybody out.”

      “Excuse me?” Gemma demands in a voice as hard as her expression.

      “I said everyone out,” Mac says loudly. “No one is helping, and I’d like to speak to Kinsley in private.”

      “No way, we’re doing the banishing,” Victoria spits. “Or she can leave and take her chances out there.”

      Mac’s mouth twists into a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “I asked nicely.” He snaps his finger and the room fills with blinding, white light. I cover my face with the bend of my elbow. Seconds later, the light starts to flicker away. I remove my arm as the light streams back into the tips of his fingers.

      We are now the only two people in the room.

      I smile. “Badass.”

      He grins, but it’s a tired, cautious thing. “I’m glad you approve.” He sighs and sits on the bed next to me.

      “What did you do with them?”

      “Moved them somewhere else temporarily.” He clicks his tongue. “I’m going to pay for it in some way later.”

      In that moment, I like Mac. A lot.

      I bite my lip. “Well, I appreciate it.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” He sighs again and cups his hands together on top of his knee. “Kinsley…”

      “I’m not possessed.”

      “Kinsley…” He sounds like a scolding father.

      “I’m not!” I repeat, throwing my hands in the air.

      “How else do you explain a mundane breaching a magical line that has been up for centuries?”

      I frown at the word mundane. It sounds like I’m some homeless person who’s missing teeth and covered in mud.

      “I don’t know. What I do know is that I know what it feels like to be possessed, and I’m not.”

      “Then to placate my sister and mother.”

      I shake my head.

      “Kinsley.” He takes my hand, eyes burning down into my own. “My mother will escort you off the property. And I won’t be able to stop her. Please.” He squeezes my hand. “Do this. For me.”

      The look of defeat on his face softens me. He’s been so nice to me tonight. And he looks so worried.

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”

      “The fact that you might be possessed, or channeling death energy, which is likely because people that were possessed are easily…”

      “No.” I hold up a hand to stop him. “I mean, I don’t understand why you care so much. You just met me.”

      His eyes almost spark with light. Like the magic in his blood wants to burst out through them.

      “I don’t understand, either.” He takes my hand and brings it to his lips.

      His full, beautiful lips. He drags his lips across my knuckles. Not a kiss but a caress. It sparks something in me.

      “I just do,” he tells me in a barely audible voice.

      My heart does air kicks in my chest, and my mind swirls with confusion. Thoughts of Charming flash in my head then drop away when Mac plants a soft kiss on the top of my hand. Then he holds it and gazes over at me.

      “So please, just do this.”

      With a shiver, I pull my hand away and rub them together. “What does a banishment do?”

      “It’s a very simple spell. If there is something in you that isn’t you, it will drive it out.”

      So, it won’t do anything.

      “And it will get everyone off our backs?”

      He smiles. “Well, off yours. Yes.”

      I nod. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      His smile widens. “Thank you.”

      “But—” I hold a finger up. “I don’t want your sister or mother having anything to do with it. Just you.”

      He nods. “We can arrange that.”

      For some reason, my eyes find the clock on his wall again.

      It’s 9:16.
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      FOR THE NEXT several minutes, I stare at Mac’s back as he presses his hands against his door and mutters in a language I don’t know. At least this time I think I recognize it. It sounds like Italian. I want to ask what he’s doing, but for some reason, I think that might break his concentration, and he’ll have to start all over again.

      So, I twiddle my thumbs and try to be patient. My leg bobs up and down. Patience isn’t a virtue I ever plan on adding to my very short list of virtues. Before I start to eat my hair, he turns to me, his eyes glowing white.

      Literally.

      I forget the concept of breathing because he is so beautiful in that moment. Even more beautiful than the place he calls paradise. Slowly, the light drains from his eyes, and they sparkle like emeralds again. I struggle to get air into my lungs and start making a noise like a baby seal getting beaten to death.

      I wince. What a terrible metaphor.

      He raises his eyebrows at me. “Are you okay?”

      Still making the weird noise, I nod.

      A slow smile creeps across his face. “Are you sure?”

      I nod quickly. Too quickly. Then I clear my throat. “Um, what were you doing there?”

      “A barrier spell. It gives me the time I need to get whatever is in you out of you without interference.”

      I nod. “And if there’s nothing in me?”

      He takes off his robe and tosses it on his desk then pulls his amber wand from the loop in his jeans.

      “I don’t think that will be the case.”

      Eyeing the wand, I start to panic. What if he sees something that leads him to Charming, and they kick him out? I bite down on my lip.

      “Mac?”

      He looks up from the large, leather journal he’s flipping through. “Yes?”

      “If there isn’t anything in me… Do you think you can tell everyone there was?”

      His eyebrows draw together. “Why would I do that?”

      I shrug. “I just… Don’t want to be bothered again about it.”

      Mac shuts his book, places it back on the shelf, and sighs. “Kinsley, we really need to figure out how you breached that line. The only explanation is that some spirit with magical ability infested you.”

      I wrinkle my nose at the word infested. Like I have a case of lice. Black people don’t get that shit, or in my case, mixed people.

      “Okay, but can’t we keep it between us? You know…” I give him what I hope is a seductive smile. “Figure it out… together?”

      His forehead wrinkles, and he suddenly looks frustrated. “Why?”

      “It’s just important to me.”

      He stares at me before throwing up his wand hand. “You baffle me, Miss… Kinsley.”

      I shrug. “Sorry?”

      He gives me a stern look, and I feel another lecture coming on.

      “I’ll agree to this only if we’re really going to figure this out together.”

      I cross my fingers over my heart. Mentally, I cross my fingers behind my back. “Promise.”

      He nods. “Good. Ready to get started then?”

      Taking in a deep breath, I nod. “I suppose so.”

      My mind shifts to the pills in my purse. I’d really like to pop one before undergoing another spell, but that might bring the stern dad back out in Mac. I really don’t like that Mac.

      People should really leave people and their drugs alone. We aren’t hurting anyone.

      Mac holds his hands up in the air and stares with an intensity that almost makes my panties jump off and walk right into his hands.

      “Brace yourself,” he tells me in a husky voice.

      My mouth opens, and I start to ask, “For what?” when he flicks his wand at me.

      Air is ripped from my lungs. I let out a gasp and am thrown back onto the bed. I strain to lift my arms and legs off the bed, but they might as well be bound with rope.

      Normally, the thought of being tied to Mac Harker’s bed would excite me. This is just terrifying. With a grunt, I struggle against the invisible pressure bearing down on me. Sweat beads up on my forehead. My jaw clenches with the effort. And all of it is of no use. I’m not going anywhere. Not until Mac lets me.

      “Try to relax,” he says as he inches toward me.

      As he stares down at me with his lips moving with some unheard speech, he is still beautiful, only now he is beautiful and scary as hell. His wand points at my midsection, and his voice, a deep rumble, roars louder.

      Things start to rattle all around me. My gaze darts all over the room. When I stare up at Mac again, he is the picture of power. But I don’t have time to dwell on that because there is something happening in my stomach. I don’t know how to describe it, but it feels like Mac is trying to pull something out of me.

      Something I need.

      I gasp again and struggle against his magical restraints. It seems like the more I struggle, the harder it becomes to move. I try to call out his name, to beg him to stop, but my mouth can’t form the words.

      Then he is yelling. I move my eyes, the only part of me that I can move, over to his face. His face is draped in shadow, and his arms are raised toward the ceiling. He screams more words that I don’t understand, and my skin vibrates in time with his voice.

      It doesn’t hurt; it’s just really uncomfortable. I feel like he’s invading me. Taking things out, turning them over to check if they’re clean, then putting them back inside. I don’t like it. I shouldn’t have agreed to this. I open my mouth and let out silent screams.

      Just as I think I’m about to lose my mind, Mac raises his hands above his head and stares at me, or rather through me.

      Then he hisses, “Be gone.”

      With the first words I understand since he started the spell, the pressure leaves. I gulp down air.

      He rushes to my side and helps me sit up.   “Are you all right?”

      I pant and nod.

      “Are you sure?” He wipes the sweat from my forehead.

      How sexy am I right now?

      “Yeah.” Gulp. “I’m fine.”

      “Would you like some water?”

      I shake my head. “No, thanks.” I start to ask for something stronger, like more of that wine that made my mother so docile, but decide against it. Glancing sidelong at him, I ask, “Well, was there anything in me?”

      I already know the answer before he shakes his head.

      “No.” His face is the picture of frustration. “Something is wrong. Very wrong.”

      “Or…” I shrug one shoulder. “Maybe it’s nothing, and you’re overreacting.”

      He scoffs. “Is that what you think?”

      I raise an eyebrow, confused by his sudden hostility. My first instinct is to cower away from it like I usually do. But the idea of doing that pisses me off. So, I raise my chin. “Yeah, that is what I think.”

      “Well, I think I know a bit more about magic than you do.”

      I snort. “Yeah, doesn’t mean you’re always right.” My eyes narrow to slits. “Or that you’re not being a fucked rubber duck.”

      His mouth opens, closes, then opens again. “A what?”

      “An asshole. Being a witch doesn’t mean you’re not being an asshole.”

      His nostrils flare. “I’m trying to protect you here!”

      I cross my arms over my chest. That’s when I notice I’m shivering and covered in goosebumps. “What makes you think I need your protection?” I snort. “Why do guys always jump on that fence?” I look away from him. “I’d rather have your respect.”

      We sit for the next few minutes in silence. Finally, Mac clears his throat.

      “I do respect you, Kinsley.”

      He reaches out and rubs my shoulder. I can’t help the jolt of excitement that courses through me. Or the shiver. I’m freezing cold.

      “You’re trembling,” he says in a near whisper.

      I turn slightly toward him. “Well, I’m wet.”

      With flushed cheeks, he looks away.

      “Oh, God!” I laugh. “You know what I mean. From the waterfall.”

      He nods then stands up. Looking down, he shoots me a sexy smile. “Of course. My apologies. Sometimes you drag my thoughts down to the gutter.”

      It’s my turn to blush. I duck my head. “Sometimes?”

      “More than sometimes.” He chuckles. “I’ll give you a moment to change.”

      “Thank you,” I say, still looking down.

      “My pleasure.”

      His footsteps shuffle away from me, and the door opens and clicks closed.

      Hopping off the bed, I trudge toward the corner to get my overnight bag. Then I pull out my jeans and a navy blue tank top with extra support built in. Thank you, Torrid. I strip off my wet dress and underwear and slide into dry clothes. I dig around and pull out a black sweat jacket and slip my arms into it. My eyes home in on my purse at the end of Mac’s bed.

      I sit back down and fish around for my medicine. Just having my hands around the bottle makes me feel better. Makes me feel like I’m going to be okay. The top popping open fills me with anticipation of that rush. I’m just about to swallow one when the sound of something tinkering near Mac’s bedroom window draws my attention.

      There is something just outside on his window sill. It glistens in the moonlight. I stuff the pills into my pocket and head toward it. The latches click as I undo them and push the window up. My fingers trail toward the glistening object.

      It’s a rose. I wrap my hand around it and hold it up. It’s made of quartz and has my name engraved on the stem.

      With a tiny smile, I whisper, “Charming.”

      As soon as the words part my lips, a sense of weightlessness enters me, and I get the sensation of traveling upward. With a panicked gasp, I try to grab on to something, but there is nothing to grab on to.

      My heart clenches in fear as I travel through space where there is nothing to see or hear.

      Then I’m in the middle of a field full of impossibly tall stargazer lilies, standing right in front of Charming.
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      I GRASP THE crystal rose in my hand so tightly, it leaves an imprint in my palm.

      “What the hell?” My gaze darts around until it lands back on him.

      He’s staring down at me with a tense jaw and his blue eyes shining in the moonlight, looking like the kind of deep, crystal water you see on postcards rather than the bullshit water you usually get once you show up at the resort.

      For a second, I want to jump on him. Seeing him standing there, scowling and intense is hot for some reason. Even when I realize that the intense scowl is for me, tingles race up and down my skin.

      Not that I’m going to let him know.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      His jaw flexes. “I can smell his magic on you,” he says with unwarranted hostility.

      “What?”

      “Mac Harker. He did a spell on you?”

      I shake my head. “What does it matter? And how did I even get here?”

      He points at the rose in my hand with clear impatience. “The rose. When you said my name, it brought you to me.”

      I would think it was a slick move except I’m really tired of traveling via witch teleportation tactics and, well, he’s pissed off at me for some reason I can’t begin to imagine.

      “What?” he says in reaction to whatever look is on my face. “It’s not like I can just walk up to the front door.”

      My nose wrinkles. “I would have found you again.”

      “I wanted you out of there now.”

      Yeah, that’s not at all creepy. I sigh. “Why the hell are you so upset right now?”

      “Did he see me?”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      He sighs. “When he cast the spell. Did he see me?”

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      I tuck the rose in one of my belt loops and plant my hands on my hips. “You know, I really think you have the wrong idea about Mac. He’s kind. He’d welcome you here. I mean, his mom and sister are creepy, but…”

      

            Charming storms toward me, and I back away. I almost fall back on my ass.

      

      “You can’t tell him I’m here. You promised me.”

      I don’t know if I’m more excited or scared by his sudden closeness or the edge in his voice. Before I make that decision, I place a hand on his chest and push him back.

      “You need to calm down.” I take in a shallow breath. “I’m not going to tell him, but don’t jump on my shit again.” I raise my chin, defiant even though I’m trembling.

      His forehead creases. For a moment, he looks ashamed.

      “I’m sorry. I just… You don’t know him.”

      “I don’t know you.”

      He nods. “True. And I don’t know you.”

      “Well, I didn’t show up someplace randomly looking for you.”

      His eyebrows slam together, his eyes flashing in frustration. “Neither did I.”

      I stare up into his face, my own frustration mounting. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Who are you, Kinsley?” he asks in a harsh voice.

      “What?”

      “Who. Are. You?” He holds his hand out and frowns at me.

      I stare at it, shaking my head in confusion. Then a bottle of pills appears in his hand. My mouth is agape as I pat my pockets.

      Of course my pills are gone.

      Jesus, what is with these witches? Maybe I should take my chances with the ghosts freely wandering the streets terrorizing people.

      I make a grab for the pills, and he zips his hand behind him. I glower.

      “Give them back.”

      “Why? What do you take them for?”

      I sigh. “None of your business.”

      “Trust me.” His eyes light up a torrent of anger. “It is my business.”

      I can’t decide if I’m more confused or angry.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Tell me about the pills.”

      I pry my gaze from his face and shake my head.

      “Please,” he says in a much softer voice.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and risk looking back at him. Bad idea. The look on his face makes me want to spill everything. The anger is gone, as if it were all a figment of my imagination. I can’t imagine a face like that becoming such an angry mask. But it did.

      Then there is the feeling I get looking up at him. Like he needs to know for some reason, and I owe it to him to tell him. But what could I possibly owe this douche bag? We just met, and barely.

      I sigh. “A year ago, I got into a pretty bad accident,” I say, unable to believe the words as they spill out of my mouth. “I banged up my knee pretty bad. Had to do PT, the works. That’s what the pills are for.”

      “Which knee?” he asks, looking down.

      I raise an eyebrow. He just gets weirder and weirder. And yet, I’m not walking away. “Um, my left?”

      He gets down on his knees and stares at my left leg. I go rigid, uncomfortable and fascinated at the same time.

      “This knee?” He peers up at me and places a hand on the area he’s asking about.

      Fireworks burst all over my body. My breath shivers as I take it in, making my lungs ache. Making my entire body ache. I’m surprised my legs are still able to support me.

      I can’t speak, so I just nod down at him.

      His hand reaches toward the back of my knee, his fingers tickling me. When he stands up, he bends my leg and lowers his face toward mine. He gives my leg a gentle tug.

      “You sure it’s this knee? Are you in pain?” His voice is breathless.

      My eyes close slightly, and I nod again.

      He lifts my leg higher and he’s not so gentle this time. It’s almost rough. I gasp, and my lady parts tighten up with need.

      “Answer me, Kinsley.”

      My eyes flutter wide open. I feel dazed. I nod again.

      “Verbally, Kinsley. Use your words.”

      Is he fucking with me? Did my nipples just get hard? What the hell is going on here? I clear my throat, unable to think. Charming inches his face even closer. Our lips are almost touching. I trail my tongue over my bottom lip in anticipation.

      “I didn’t hear you,” he whispers.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “No what?”

      I swallow. “No, it doesn’t hurt.”

      He nods and smiles. “Good. I wouldn’t want you in pain.”

      I inch my face closer to his. Then, just like that, he lowers my leg and rattles the pills in front of me.

      “Then why are you still taking them?” The tenderness has gone out of his eyes. He doesn’t look mad, but a combination of frustrated and concerned.

      What a lady boner killer.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Wow.” I scoff. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” I jab my finger into his chest as hard as I can. I manage to stave off a wince. It’s like poking marble.

      He looks down at my finger, unimpressed. “I could say the same thing about you.”

      “You don’t even know me!” My finger jabs at him three more times.

      “That’s why I’m here!” he shouts, almost making me jump back.

      I’m too sexually frustrated and confused to be easily intimidated right now.

      “These…” He holds up the pills for emphasis. “Cut you off from your feelings. I think it’s bullshit.”

      I bite my lip in anger. Oh, and the stupid tears come and burn my eyes. I’m tired of being judged. Real damn tired.

      His eyes soften almost right away. “Kinsley.” He reaches for me, and I jerk out of reach.

      “Screw you, Charming, or whatever you name is.” I turn on my heels and start to walk away. Everything in front of me is stems and petals blowing in the breeze. His footsteps tromp behind me, and I speed up.

      “Kinsley!”

      “Stay away from me!” I shout over my shoulder, then I break out into a jog.

      And I don’t jog. For anything.

      “Kinsley! Come on.”

      I run into something hard and get knocked back. An arm reaches out to catch me. I realize in frustration it’s him.

      “How the hell did you get in front of me?” I grouse, jerking away.

      He holds his hands up to stop me. “Just let me explain, please.”

      I glower at him.

      He sighs, and holds out the pills. “I’ll give these back.”

      I stare at the bottle like a little kid who just asked to go into a dark cave. The pill bottle seems to say, there are no hungry bears in here.

      “Why?” I ask, my eyes still on the bottle.

      “Because I want you to listen to me.”

      I lift my gaze to his and hesitate.

      With an exasperated sigh, he takes my hand and presses the bottle into my palm. Then he holds his hands up. “I’m not trying to trick you.”

      I nod and slowly place them back into my pocket. For some reason, they feel heavy there. A physical reminder of my shame. My guilt. I cross my arms over my chest and try to pretend I’m not feeling any of this.

      “I’m listening,” I say like a sullen teenager.

      “I know what happened to you a year ago. About that dude you hit.”

      The urge to reach into my pocket and swallow a bunch of pills almost knocks me back.

      Instead, I take in a shivering breath and shrug.  “A lot of people know about that.”

      “I also heard you in the attunement room. About how you had to suffer.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Be careful.”

      His eyes mimic mine. “Well, I’m just wondering how you’re suffering if you’re constantly getting high.”

      My hands ball into fists. “I am not getting high!”

      He arches an eyebrow at me.

      “I’m not!”

      “Look.” He waves his hand through the air. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad.”

      Could have fooled me.

      “I just want you here tonight.” He steps closer to me with his hands in the air. He looks like he’s surrendering himself to the fuzz. “I don’t want you spaced out. I want you to feel every moment of this night.”

      I part my lips, but nothing comes out at first. Finally, I swallow. “Why?”

      He brushes his knuckles against my cheek. “I just need you to.”

      The wind kicks up and blows my hair into my eyes. Charming reaches out and tucks it back behind my ears, then he cups my face. In that moment I feel like I could give it up. I could feel this night with him, whatever that means. I’m already feeling the thrill of his fingers against my skin. I want them everywhere.

      Something inside him pulls me forward. I want his arms around me. I’m about to say something, although I don’t know what, when a white, glowing orb appears above my head.

      My eyes lift toward it.

      What the fucked duck?

      “Shit,” Charming mutters, dropping his hand from my cheek.

      “What?” I ask, still staring at the orb. “What is it?”

      “Someone’s cast a locator spell on you.” He throws his hand toward the orb, and it shatters into a million pulsing lights.

      “Kinsley!” someone calls through the tall flowers. “Kinsley! I need to speak with you!”

      It’s Mac.

      “Shit!” Charming bites into the word, his face flushing red.

      “What do we do?” I ask as Mac’s footfalls edge ever closer to us.

      Instead of answering, Charming dives into the nearest bunch of flowers and is gone from sight. I open my mouth to call out to him when a hand clasps onto my shoulder. I spin around and stare up into Mac’s big, confused eyes.

      “How the hell did you get out here?”

      I open and close my mouth like a drunk goldfish.

      “Never mind. We’ll get to that later.”

      He’s flushed and out of breath.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, my heart tightening in my chest.

      “Something’s happened…”

      “What?”

      He hesitates. “One of my contacts on the outside got in touch with me. There’s been an incident with some of your friends…”

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”

      He sighs. “Every year on this day, I hire some witches to walk the streets. Try to minimize the damage done outside these walls.”

      “Oh.” My harsh opinions of how the Harkers could do more edge into my memory. Guess I don’t know everything about them just because I watch them on TV. “Okay.”

      “Well, I always research my charges, and when I learned I would be responsible for you tonight…” His eyes darken. “A task that you are somehow making very difficult.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He waves his hand.  “The important thing is I asked my contacts to keep an eye on your friends tonight.” He pauses and bites down on his lip. “Something has happened.”

      Imaginary hands tighten around my throat. It becomes a struggle to breathe.

      “What? What happened?”

      “One of your friends…has been possessed.”

      My eyes widen. “Oh, God.”

      He nods. “Someone is on it, but…”

      “Who?”

      “Kinsley.”

      “Tell me!”

      He sighs again. “Trixie.”

      “Oh, God.” I tangle my fingers in my hair. “I have to go to her.” I step past him and tumble without seeing through the tall flowers.

      “Kinsley.” He grabs my arm, pulls me to a stop, and steps in front of me. “You can’t. I’ve got it under control.”

      “How do you have it under control? You’re here!”

      A pained expression crosses his face. I know I shouldn’t be blaming him. He’s doing so much for me, but I can’t help it. I’m all panic and no logic. I have to get to her.

      “We can’t leave the grounds, Kinsley,” he says in a tight voice.

      “Oh, yes we can. Or I can.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that…”

      Suddenly Mac’s eyes go blank, and he falls to the earth. Charming appears over his body.

      My mouth opens. “Wha…what did you do?”

      Charming shrugs and peers down at him. “He’ll be okay. Won’t even remember what hit him.”

      I throw my hands in the air. “Are you nuts?”

      He glowers at me. “Do you want to get to your friend or not?”

      I stare at him before nodding.

      “Okay, because he wasn’t going to let you.” Charming steps over Mac. “Now we better get going before he wakes up.”
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      CHARMING AND I rush to my car. I don’t stop to ask questions. I don’t need to know how he knocked Mac out. I don’t need to wonder how we’re going to get past the guard or back inside Harker Heights. Right now, I just need to get to Trixie. My hands shake as I try to get my key into the lock. Charming places his hands on mine, gently removes the keys, and unlocks the door. Then he walks around to the passenger side door. I start to get in when he clears his throat.

      Glancing over the hood at him, I raise an eyebrow.

      “I’m going to need to drive.” He opens the passenger side door and waves a hand toward it.

      “Why?”

      “Because this thing is going to need a little juice to get to your friend on time and to get through the enchantments cast around this place.”

      I nod, deciding not to argue, and go around to the other side of the car and get in. Charming starts the engine as soon as I shut the door and steers toward the gate. The security guard who gave me trouble when I got here hours ago steps out into the road and holds up his hand. Charming brings the car to a crawl and mumbles something under his breath. The color fades from the guard’s eyes until small, white orbs are staring back at us. Then he turns around in the robotic fashion of a wind-up doll and marches back into his booth.

      “That’s the easy part,” Charming mutters as the gates whine open.

      I chew on my lip as he steers toward the gate and comes to a stop. A biting sensation, like a severe itch, breaks out all over my skin. I heave, but thankfully nothing comes out.

      “Are you okay?” he asks in a tight voice.

      I try to answer, but all I manage to do is shake my head. Okay is the last thing I feel. It feels like my stomach is going to lurch out through my throat.

      “It’s the magic,” Charming says when I don’t respond. “Just sit tight. I think I can get it down in one spot.”

      He thinks he can get it down? Great. I double over and struggle to breathe. This magic is no joke. For a moment, I forget about everything. About Mac. About the mysterious Charming and about my best friend serving as flesh suit for some ghost douche bag. All my mind can focus on is the pain. The pain that feels like it’s about to shred me to bits.

      I want to tell Charming to go back, but I can’t. I start to scratch at my skin. I have to get the feeling off me. I dig my nails in until red blotches appear.

      Then it slowly fades away. It becomes easier to breathe and the car rushes through the gate. Panting, I glance back as the gate closes behind us. Two figures race past the security booth. I face forward before I see who they are.

      “You okay now?” Charming asks me again.

      I nod. “Yes.” Huff. “Better.” I take in a deep, calming breath then turn to him. “You have to hurry.”

      He nods, not taking his eyes off the road. “Buckle up.”

      I pull my seatbelt on. Now that I can think, all I can think of is Trixie. If listening to a bossy ass witch gets me to her faster, so be it.

      The moment the latch clicks into the buckle, Charming’s hand hovers over the steering wheel. It glows red, and the car takes off so fast I’m pushed back against the seat.

      My eyes widen as my car—my little shitmobile that I have to pray to the engine gods each time I start it—shoots down the road faster than I would have thought possible. The trees zip by in a blur of movement. It’s funny, before I hung out with witches, I was fascinated by magic. I tried to emulate it. But after being around it, it’s just given me near heart attacks and made me nauseous.

      The grass is always greener.

      Still, whatever witchy boost Charming gave my little car gets us to Creeper’s house in a matter of minutes. I’m opening the door before he’s even finished pulling up next to the curb. I dart across the grass, but before I can reach the front door, he’s in front of me, blocking me.

      “Get out of my way,” I say, trying to dodge him.

      He steps left and easily blocks me off again. “A year ago you were possessed by a ghost, right?”

      I just stare at him. What the hell is he asking me that for? This isn’t about me. This is about Trixie.

      “You’re particularly vulnerable tonight. We need to be very careful here.” He raises an eyebrow. “Maybe you should wait in the car. I can place a spell around you…”

            “No way you’re going in there without me.”

      He sighs. “You’re really stubborn, aren’t you?”

      “About some things.”

      “Fine. Just let me…” He passes his hands up and down my body. A warm current bites into my ankles then wraps itself up my body, finally exploding in my midsection and flowering out toward my fingers and the crown of my head. Charming nods, obviously satisfied. “It’s not one hundred percent, but it should help.”

      I don’t bother asking him what he did. Right now, I don’t care. I shove him to the side and pound on the door. My foot taps up and down on the welcome mat. After what seems like forever, but what is probably only a few seconds, no one comes, and I knock again. Then I press my ear to the door. What sounds like mumbling vibrates from the other side of the door.

      I try the handle. Locked. I glance over at Charming.

      “Can you get this door opened?”

      Without saying anything, he passes his hand over the doorknob. Slowly, it squeals open. I glance at Charming before I go inside. He steps in beside me, throws an arm out, and uses it to sweep me behind his back. Together, we creep down the walkway toward the living room.

      I don’t know what I was expecting to find here, but nothing could have prepared me for this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          10

        

      

    

    
      I BLINK AT the scene in front of me several times as if I think opening and shutting my eyes just enough will make it go away.

      It doesn’t.

      Creeper and his mom are tied to chairs, gagged and looking at us in terror. Creeper’s mom jerks her head toward the door. She wants us to leave. I notice a trail of blood running from her temple to her chin.

      I shake my head and mouth, No way.

      My eyes shift to Creeper. He’s slumped over in his wheelchair, a line of drool dripping from the corner of his mouth. I race over to him and place my hands on his shoulders.

      “Creeper!” I hiss, shaking him.

      He doesn’t respond. My gaze travels to the back of his head. His dark hair is matted in blood.

      “Oh, God.”

      A high pitched groan comes from Creeper’s mom. My gaze shifts to her, and I find Trixie standing behind her, holding up a knife and wearing a demented smile.

      I gulp. “Trixie?”

      She laughs–or rather the ghost wearing her—laughs and shakes Trixie’s head.

      “Well, well, well.” He uses Trixie’s voice to form an accent. It sounds like British dipped in a bit of American south. “The cavalry has arrived.” He lets out a deep chuckle. “How nice.”

      Without warning, he drives Trixie’s arm down, and the wet sound of metal slicing into flesh makes me cringe. Creeper’s mom lets out an ear-splitting howl of pain. The knife is embedded in her thigh. Her face crumples, and she jerks unnaturally in her seat.

      “Son of a bitch.” I start to charge for whoever is inside Trixie, when Charming grabs be by the shoulder and stops my advance.

      “Easy. We have no idea who we’re dealing with.”

      Trixie’s intruder laughs again. “How right you are.”

      Charming lowers his arm. “Then why don’t you tell us?”

      I wince in response to Mrs. Creeper’s sobs.

      Trixie’s eyes roll, and he nods her head down toward his stab victim. “Such a drama queen, this one. All the begging for her son’s life. Take me, take me.” He shakes Trixie’s head and rips the knife out.

      With another wail of pain, her head lolls to the side.

      “Who are you?” Charming asks again.

      I have no idea how he’s staying so calm. It’s all I can do to stand there and watch this happen to people I care about. If I were a witch, I’d rip the son of a bitch out of my best friend and rain magic down on his ass.

      But I’m not. And I hate having to trust someone else with Trixie’s life. With all their lives. I turn away from the scene, reach into my pocket, retrieve two pills, and pop them. When I turn around, Charming’s gaze is still leveled on whoever is inside Trixie.

      Good. He didn’t notice.

      “Who are you?” The man in Trixie asks, raising one of her eyebrows.

      “Don’t worry about that.”

      Trixie’s head tilts to the side. “Hm. Does your present company know?”

      I frown over at Charming. Know what?

      “Just answer the question,” Charming says. His voice is still calm but has a little bite to it.

      The man throws Trixie’s arms over her head. “Okay, okay. My name is Leonard Whitmore.” He actually fucking bows. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      My eyes shoot open wider.

      “Are you serious?” Charming asks as if he’s in my head.

      “Oh, I’m always serious.”

      Leonard Whitmore is an old ghost story all kids who grew up in Central Texas heard and told about as children. Only this ghost story is based on an actual person. A notorious serial killer who would break into the private residences of well-to-do people, tie them up in the living room, and make them watch as their loved ones were slain in front of them.

      Then he’d place them at the dining room table and have a last meal with them. He was caught and hung in 1918. And now, he was taking up residence inside my best friend.

      “Oh, you’ve heard of me,” Leonard says, using Trixie’s mouth to ask the question.

      I don’t know what was on my face. Maybe some light of recognition in my eyes, but I try to wipe it off. I don’t want to give him any more satisfaction than he’s already getting.

      “No.” I square my shoulders. “Actually, I haven’t.”

            Leonard laughs and steps out from behind Creeper’s mom, who is on the verge of passing out. He tsks and points Trixie’s finger at me.

      “You’re a bad liar, dear girl.” He points her index and middle finger toward her eyes then turns them around so they’re pointed at me. “Your eyes give you away. And what a lovely amber they are. It’s like looking through a bottle of raw honey.” He grins and starts closing the gap between us.

      Before he can reach me, Charming steps out.

      “What is it that you want?” he asks, crossing his arms.

      Trixie’s lip turns down at one end. “I would have thought that was obvious.” He waves Trixie’s arms around. “To relive my glory days!” His laugh sends a case of the creeps up my spine. It’s not my friend’s laugh. Not even close.

      “Well, I’m going to have to ask that you do that using someone else’s flesh. You see.” Charming gestures toward Trixie’s body. “Someone I really care about is fond of this body, and I’d hate to see anything happen to it. You understand.”

      Leonard laughs as I stare at the side of Charming’s face. Someone he cares about. He can’t mean me, can he? I shake my head. That isn’t important right now.

      “I understand, of course. But I’m sorry. Flesh isn’t so easy to come by, and I suit this body well.”

      My eyes home in on the talisman around Trixie’s neck. The useless piece of jewelry I’d given her earlier that day.

      “What if I can get you another body?” Charming asks.

      My gaze snaps up to his face and widen. “Are you serious?”

      “Shh!” He frowns down at me.

      “Um, no.” I take his arm and pull him down the walkway. “What the hell are you doing?” I ask once we’re out of earshot.

      “Saving your friend.”

      “By offering up somebody else?” I press my lips together. “No way!”

      “Well, what do you expect me to do?” he snaps. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “Just banish him!”

      “Banish a decades-old ghost with street magic?” He snorts. “Isn’t going to happen. This is the only way. You need to trust me.”

      I shake my head again, this time hard enough to bounce my curls all around my neck. “No way.”

      He sighs and places his hands on my shoulders. “If he stays here, he’ll kill your two friends, go on a killing spree, and Trixie’s mind will be dead by morning. She won’t be able to handle it. She’ll be locked inside herself for the rest of her life. That’s no way to live.” His eyes darken, and his face crumbles in pain. “The only question is how far are you willing to go to save the people you care about.”

      My mouth falls open as I stare up into his eyes. “I—I can’t just… If you put him into another body, won’t he still go on a killing spree?”

      “Yes,” he tells me in a flat tone.

      My heart bounces around in my chest from the shock of his chilled responses.

      “But I can make him go somewhere else as payment for finding him another body.”

      I shake my head. This isn’t happening. I’m supposed to be tucked away safely at Harker Heights, not dealing with the dead. Not tonight. What am I supposed to do? Let him offer up some stranger to save my best friend? The answer should be easy. I love Trixie. Can’t picture a world without her in it, yet here I am hesitating.

      What was wrong with me?

      Why is the world so fucked up?

      I run my fingers through my hair and sigh, covering my face.

      “I need your answer, Kinsley,” Charming says in a gentle voice. “The longer he’s in her, the more damage he’ll do.”

      Tears sting my eyes. I feel like ripping my hair out. Finally, I let my hands fall away from my face. “Isn’t there any other way?”

      His face falls at the sight of whatever expression is on my face. I’d guess anguish, because that’s what I feel in the space where my heart is supposed to me.

      “Please?” I plead to him. “Please, try.”

      He sighs and looks up toward the ceiling. “If it were that easy, don’t you think that would have been the first thing I suggested?”

      I bite my lip, desperate. “I believe in you.”

      And I really did. I have no idea why, but I’m not just telling him what I think he wants to hear. I know, deep down, that he can do this. I know that he will do this.

      He arches an eyebrow. “I appreciate your belief, but it doesn’t change my abilities. Casting magic on the dead is another art form. They bend for the darker arts. And the older a ghost is, the harder it is to get them to even do that. Why do you think even the most powerful witches known hide behind magic walls instead of taking them on? Because it can’t be done. Every time it’s been tried, it hasn’t ended well.”

      I stare hard into his eyes. “Have you ever tried?”

      He shakes his head. “Of course not.”

      “Well, maybe that’s why it hasn’t ended well before, because you’ve never tried.”

      He almost smiles then stops himself. With a sigh, he covers his mouth. “I don’t know, Kinsley. This is…”

      “Please.” I take his hand in mine. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll try it your way.”

      His hands drop to his sides. “I have your word?”

      I nod quickly. “Yes.”

      “So, what’s it going to be?” Leonard’s voice interrupts.

      Both our gazes snap toward Trixie, who is twirling a knife and staring at us with a smug smile. I shudder. It’s so weird to stare at your best friend and not see her. To see a long dead serial killer. This isn’t something any of us will forget for a while.

      Charming turns toward the possessed Trixie, and his lips turn up into a dangerous smile. “It’s lady’s choice tonight. And she insists I make you my bitch.”
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      I CAN’T BELIEVE what a horrible person I am. A thrill rushes through me. An actual thrill. Everything, from the sound of Charming’s voice to the look on his face when he threatened this old and dangerous ghost sets me on fire. My best friend is in very real danger. Creeper’s family is in very real danger, and here I am having naughty girl thoughts about a witch whose name I don’t even know.

      To my credit, the thoughts only last a second, a split second really, then my high starts to creep in.

      Okay, maybe I don’t deserve a lot of credit.

      Charming pushes me back as Trixie approaches.

      “I didn’t catch that, son.” He places a hand to her ear. “I really need you to speak up. Ears aren’t what they used to be.”

      “I said,” Charming starts again, leaving my heart racing miles around itself. “I’m about to fuck you up.” He flashes a brilliant smile.

      Trixie’s eyes narrow. “Is that right, son?”

      Charming nods. “Get out of here,” he mutters to me out of the side of his mouth.

      “No way,” I whisper back.

      He turns to me, face stern, commanding, and so very sexy. “I said, get out of here. Now.” His hand shoots out in my direction, and I fly backward into the living room screaming.

      Somehow, I land on my feet next to Creeper, whose regaining consciousness. Right away, I rush back toward Charming only to hit an invisible barrier between the living room and the walkway. I swat at it, and a tingling sensation rushes up my arm. I back up, try to run at it, and fall back on my ass.

      I’ve been placed on magical lockdown.

      “Damnit, Charming!” I growl, standing up.

      He and the hijacked Trixie circle each other. My heart tightens in my chest. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked him to do this. I would never forgive myself if he or my best friend got hurt. I start chewing on my hair. What was I thinking?

      Charming stops moving, his back to me. Then he launches himself at my bestie and grabs her body around the waist. His feet come off the floor, and he flies–yes, flies—out the door, taking it right off its hinges. Splinters of wood rain down in the front hall and on the welcome mat. I bite down on my hair as they twirl around in a whirlwind of movement I can barely follow.

      Spitting out my hair, I turn to Creeper and his mom. The least I can do is be useful. I hurry to Creeper’s mom and quickly untie her. Then I rip the duct tape from her mouth. She lets out a low groan.

      “Sorry,” I say, prying the sticky tape from my fingers. “My mom always just ripped the band aids right off.”

      Creeper’s mom doesn’t say anything as she places both of her hands over the gaping wound in her thigh. I gulp. I’ve never seen that much blood come out of one person. Well, not since that night. The night I hit Kai.

      “Help him,” she says in a raspy voice, gesturing toward Creeper.

      I nod and turn my untying talents to my other best friend. I rip the tape off his mouth, and he clenches his jaw and tosses a few choice curse words at me.

      “Sorry,” I say again, cupping his face in my hands. “Are you okay?”

      He stares up at me with the kind of glazed eyes you only get when you’re in pain and disoriented at the same time.

      Biting my lip, I race to the couch, get a pillow, and prop it behind Creeper’s head. Then I take off for the downstairs bathroom. Usually I stop to admire Mrs. Creeper’s great taste every time I enter this bathroom, but tonight I head straight for the medicine cabinet. Pulling it open, I find toothpaste, a few bundles of floss, and a bottle of Tylenol. In other words, nothing useful.

      I slam it shut and race up the stairs to the other bathroom. There I find a first aid kit and some witch hazel. I grab a few towels and run down the stairs.  Back in the living room, I line up the supplies on the coffee table. Then I pour some of the astringent on a washcloth and hurry over to Creeper. Carefully, I press the towel against the back of his head.

      As I do this, I try to tune out the sounds of crashing, banging, and screaming echoing from outside.

      It isn’t easy.

      God, I hope Charming is winning.

      I keep the towel pressed against Creeper’s head until the bleeding stops. Witch hazel is good for that. Then I wrap his head up in white gauze.

      “Thanks, Ley,” he says in a slurred voice.

      I kiss the top of his head and go back for his mother. Blood is bubbling up between her fingers. I swallow a wave of nausea and lean down beside her. I press a washcloth drenched in witch hazel against her thigh. I know that the stuff helps stop bleeding, but this is a lot of blood.

      Soon it starts to soak toward the towel. I bite my lip. We may have to get her to the hospital. I press down harder, and she groans.

      “Sorry,” I say for the third time. “I have to get the bleeding to stop.”

      She nods. “Trevor. Are you okay?” Her voice comes out like leaves blown by a strong wind. Shaky, but trying to hold on to that branch.

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Creeper says. “You?”

      She forces a laugh. I smile up at her. Another scream sounds from outside. I try not to jump up to go see what’s happening. It’s hard because the scream came from Charming.

      I manage to get the bleeding stopped, and I stand up, hands still pressed against her wound.

      “Hold this down,” I tell her.

      She replaces my hands with her own, and I head for Creeper’s room and open his closet. I reach for the only tie he has, a hideous light blue thing with—you guessed it—My Little Ponies spackled all over it and head back to my patient. I use the tie to create a tourniquet above her wound then wrap the actual injury as tight as I can with gauze.

      Leaning back, I examine my work. She’ll still have to get to the hospital, but hopefully this will do for now.

      “Are you guys okay?” I wince as the sound of yet another scream, followed by begging—Charming begging—reaches my ears.

      “What’s going on out there?” Creeper asks.

      I just shake my head and rush back to the space between the living room and walkway. All I can make out from here is one figure crouched over another. My spirits lift when I see it’s Charming. Then my heart slips through my toes and to the floor when I realize he isn’t crouching. He’s being held up by Trixie, whose hand happens to be going right through his chest.

      “Oh, God.” I start forward then remember the magical barrier and hesitate. “Damnit!” I ball my hands into fists, back up several feet, then throw myself at the wall, placing my hands in front of myself to brace for impact.

      Turns out there was no need. The barrier isn’t there. When I realize that, my heart sours. It means Charming is losing his strength. He’s losing. I should have listened to him.

      My shoes crunch over the splintered wood as I race for him. Trixie has him lifted above her body as a foreign laugh spills across her lips. Charming’s face is twisted into a mask of unbearable pain.

      Without thinking, I rush forward and place my hand on his back, trying to pull him away from Trixie.

      As soon as I do, the magic hits me.

      Only it isn’t intruding. It isn’t violating me like magic has been doing for most of the night. It welcomes me. Fills me with a warmth greater than anything I’ve ever known. My hand glows like a hopeful, golden fire.

      Charming lets out a gasp, and a look of worry flashes across Trixie’s face.

      Charming lets out a chuckle and says, “Yeah, you know what that means.”

      For some reason, I keep my hand placed against his back. Like most things I feel I’m around him, I just know that I have to. That somehow this physical contact is helping.

      Charming grabs Trixie’s wrist and pulls her fist out of him. Then he stands up and reaches for my hand. He places it over his wet wound. The golden light burns brighter, and his wound closes. Then he smirks and waves his hands over Trixie’s body.

      “No!” Leonard’s voice screams.

      Black mist funnels out of Charming’s fingers, and he starts muttering in a language I don’t know, just like Mac did when he performed the banishment on me. Only Charming doesn’t use a wand; the magic is just a part of him.

      An energy presses against me, but it doesn’t hurt. Not me, at least. A scream like a fork scraping against a plate rips from Trixie’s throat.

      Charming’s voice rises with each round of chanting, and soon, black mist covers the entirety of Creeper’s front yard. Then his hands are over his head, and he screams, “Be gone!”

      The black mist freezes then cyclones above our heads. Slowly, I remove my hand and stare at it, mouth agape. The mist folds in on itself until finally it is nothing more than a small, black ball. Charming reaches out a hand and flicks it away like a marble.

      I glance down at Trixie, who is balling her eyes out while she’s curled up in the fetal position.

      He did it. Charming took on the dead and won.
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      I WRAP TRIXIE up in every blanket I can find in Creeper’s house and still, she shivers. Standing behind her, I rub her shoulders, trying to get her to warm up. I know the sudden cold of the dead leaving your body. It’s as if you were never warm, never ran outside and raised your face to the sun. For me, it lasted for days. I hope my best friend wouldn’t have to go through that. I rub her shoulders until Mrs. Creeper’s tea kettle whistles, then I race to the stove and start preparing three cups of tea.

      “I told you I don’t need anything,” Creeper says, sounding much more like himself. He eyes the tray with the three cups on it and purses his lips.

      “It won’t hurt.” I place a cup in front of Trixie, Creeper, and his mom, then sit down at the only other chair at the table, right next to Trixie. I try to keep my thoughts with them instead of on Charming, who is still in the front yard.

      “We need to get you to the hospital, Ma,” Creeper says, not touching his cup of tea.

      I nod my agreement.

      She waves both of us off. “I told you, I’m fine. The bleeding has stopped.”

      “You’re going to need stiches and antibiotics.” Creeper loops a finger through the handle of his coffee mug.

      “Yes, that can wait for later.”

      I bite down on my lip then turn my attention to Trixie. She’s shaking so hard she can’t get the cup to her lips. Tea sloshes out of the side of the cup and runs down her hand. I reach over, take it from her, and place it against her lips.

      At first, she hesitates. Trixie isn’t the kind of person who ever asks for help, mostly because she never needs it.

      “It’ll warm you up,” I say.

      She sighs then parts her lips. I gently place the rim of the cup against her mouth, and she sips it. Her tremble stops a little, and I encourage her to take more. She does so without putting up a fuss. When the cup is half-drained, I set it down on a saucer.

      She wraps her blankets tighter around her body and tilts her head at me.

      “What?” I ask, already feeling self-conscious. I’m easy that way. All it takes is someone to look at me, and I immediately start to evaluate all the things that are wrong with me. Trixie says that’s a habit I need to start breaking.

      “How did you break out of Harker Heights? I thought… I thought the magic was impossible to pass.”

      My eyes shift toward the walkway. When I left Charming, he was outside staring up at the moon. I’ll bet he’s in that same position. I want to go to him—I need to go to him—but I need to make sure my friends are okay first.

      “Yeah, and how did you even know about this?” Trixie asks.

      I frown. Did they really want to talk about this now? After everything that’s just happened?

      Their near-matching, inquisitive gazes tell me, yes, this is exactly what they want to talk about. I gesture for Trixie to drink more tea. Her eyes narrow slightly, but she picks up her cup, her hands almost steady again. She sips on it as she stares over the lip at me.

      I shrug. “Well, Mac Harker, the witch that’s assigned to be my guardian, apparently has people on the outside. He asked…”

      “Whoa!” Creeper holds up his hand. “Did you say Mac Harker? As in the Mac Harker?”

      I nod.

      He slaps his hands against the table, and his mother jumps. I cross my arms.

      “Take it easy,” I say. “We really should get you two to the hospital.”

      Creeper sighs much louder than necessary. “One does not simply go to the ER on dead free-for-all day.”

      I glower across the table at him. “All hospitals are required to stay open tonight.”

      “Which is why everyone is there. By the time we get seen, it’d be morning, anyway. We might as well wait.”

      His mother nods. “Yes, we’ll wait until morning.” She tries to stand, and I bounce out of my chair and go to help steady her. She smiles sideways at me. “Thank you, doll. Can you help me to my room? I’d like to lay down.”

      “Of course.”

      We’re halfway to the walkway when footsteps come rushing up behind us. My heart freezes in my chest for a half-second before I turn around and see it’s only Trixie.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, struggling to support half of Mrs. Creeper’s weight. “You need to sit down.”

      Trixie wobbles on her feet and reaches for the wall to steady herself. She opens her mouth and shakes her head, then places her gaze directly on Mrs. Creeper.

      “I’m so sorry.” Her eyes fall to Creeper’s mom’s wounded leg. “I can’t believe I—” She sniffles. “I didn’t mean to do that to you.”

      Mrs. Creeper’s lips stretch into a kind, yet tired, smile. “Oh, honey, I know that. I know that wasn’t you.” She sighs and shakes her head. “It’s just…the night.” With another smile, she turns around with my help, and we slowly ascend the stairs.

      I lead her to her bedroom, prop her injured leg on a pillow and place a tall glass of water on her nightstand. By the time I leave the bedroom, she’s already softly snoring in the dark.

      Ghost possession takes a lot out of you. Even if it’s not your body being violated. I close the door behind me and head back down the stairs. From the bottom of the staircase, Creeper and Trixie’s mumbled speech reaches my ears. I stare through the hole in the side of the house where the door used to be.

      Charming’s back is to me.

      I want to go to him. To thank him. And probably more than anything else, to ask questions. Like what the hell happened when I touched him that allowed him to get his witchiness back.

      But that can wait. I saunter back into the dining room. Trixie and Creeper’s gazes fall on me.

      “What?” I ask, sitting back down.

      I take Mrs. Creeper’s tea and claim it for myself. I may not be possessed, but the occasional shiver still rips through my body. Just having my hands around the warm mug makes me feel better. I take a sip and try to ignore their piercing eyes.

      “So, Mac Harker, huh?” Trixie asks with a light smile on her lips. She isn’t back to her old self quite yet, but I can see the expressions she makes belong to her. That’s enough for now.

      “Yes.”

      “Is he as hot as everyone in the media tells me he is?”

      I laugh. “Why do you care? You’re into boobs.”

      She shrugs. “Just curious.”

      I nod. “He’s pretty hot.”

      Creeper snorts and leans across the table. “You still didn’t tell us how you knew this was going on.”

      I shift my gaze to him. “It’s like I was saying, Mac has some witches on the outside. When he found out he was guarding me for the night, he asked some of them to keep an eye on you. We came as soon as we heard.”

      Creeper’s eyebrows vanish into his hairline. “We?”

      I nod, taking another sip of the biting, lemon zest tea. “Yeah, which answers your other question of how I got out of Harker Heights. Charming put a magic hole, or whatever, in the magic walls the Harker witches set up around the grounds. And he did this cool thing to my car… It was terrifying at first, but we got to you guys in time…”

      Creeper places a hand on top of mine, halting my speech. The look of concern that swims in his eyes confuses me.

      “Charming?” he asks.

      I laugh. “I know. It’s not his real name. But he promised to tell me by the end of the night, and if you ask me…” I wink at Trixie. “He’s hotter than even the great Mac Harker.”

      Trixie and Creeper exchange glances. Long glances. Then Trixie turns to me, and her face scrunches up.

      “Honey, you came here alone.”

      I stare at her. Was she serious?

      “Um, no I didn’t.” I laugh and place my mug down on the table. “You must have seen him. You were just in an all-out brawl with him.”

      Trixie shakes her head, her eyes glazing over with concern. “Um, no.”

      I turn to Creeper. “Well, I know you were out of it. He was in the living room, talking to Trixie when she, uh…wasn’t herself.”

      Creeper frowns at Trixie then regards me with cautious eyes. “No, I didn’t see anyone but you.”

      I turn to Trixie because he’s no longer any help. “You must have seen him! When I was possessed, I still had some awareness of what was happening. He’s the guy–the really hot guy—that drove that ghost out of you.”

      She doesn’t say anything. Sometimes silence is worse than someone saying something hurtful to you. I’d rather her call me crazy than sit there and stare at me like I’m an escaped mental patient that has to be handled with caution and can only eat with plastic spoons.

      Why was I even arguing with them about this? Obviously they’re shaken up, and that’s understandable. They have no idea what they’re talking about. I stand up, making the chair screech against the kitchen floor as I do.

      “This is ridiculous. Come with me.” I start for the walkway.

      Behind me, the sound of Trixie’s slow footsteps and the buzzing of Creeper’s wheelchair fill the otherwise quiet house.

      I stop near where the front door used to be. My heart beats lighter with relief. There he is, still standing in the front yard. Still staring up at the moon. I gesture toward him with my hand.

      “See, there he is.” I laugh and shake my head. “You guys have been through it tonight.”

      I expect embarrassed apologies. Flushed faces. Something. All I get is my two best friends staring at me like I’m about to jump off a cliff.

      “What?” I demand. I point hard at Charming’s back. “He’s right there.”

      Trixie’s gaze darts down to Creeper then back to me. She clears her throat. “Honey, there’s nobody there.”

      My face flushes with heat. “Stop playing around guys. It’s not funny.”

      Trixie spins toward Creeper. “What are the side effects of those pain killers you’re always giving her?” She sounds angry. Her hands would be planted on her hips if they weren’t wrapped up in a dozen blankets.

      He shakes his head. “Hallucinations are rare.”

      “Stop talking about me like I’m not here.” I give each of them my hardest glare and march out into the yard, planting myself behind Charming.

      He turns and stares at me, his face all twisted up. He looks like a man who can’t understand the random workings of the world. Like he can’t figure out why I’m here.

      I try to ignore the sinking feeling that look gives me. There are more important things going on. Like the fact that my friends are going bat shit.

      “Are your friends all right?” he asks before I can say anything. “I mean physically, are they going to be okay?”

      “Yes,” I say, glancing back at them.

      “Good. Then we should go.”

      “Who are you talking to, Ley?” Creeper asks.

      I stare at them and gesture toward Charming in desperation. Trixie glances at Charming then toward me. With a small frown, she slowly walks toward me.

      “Maybe you better lie down.” She reaches out and touches my shoulder.

      I stare at her in confusion then glance at Charming. He looks at me with the look of someone battling something inside.

      “Yeah, Kinsley. We know this is a hard night for you. Why don’t you come inside?”

      I shake my head against Creeper’s suggestion. My eyes find their way back to Charming. “I don’t understand.”

      Charming sighs. “It’s a spell. No one sees me if I don’t want them to.” He glances back at my friends and shrugs. He looks almost remorseful. “Sorry. It’s for my protection.”

      Something stirs in my gut. The same something that told me earlier he wasn’t being quite honest with me. Only this time, it bugs me a hell of a lot more. Or maybe he’s not lying to me. Maybe I’m lying to me, or rather, maybe my mind is. Maybe it’s the night, or the pills, or a combination of both. I back away, raking my hands through my hair, and start hyperventilating.

      “Kinsley?” Charming inches toward me with concern laced in his voice.

      My hand shoots forward. “Stay away from me!”

      Not only does he stop right away, he backs off a few paces.

      “Ley.” Creeper’s chair buzzes to my side. He holds his arm up to me. “Come in, lay down. We’ll get through the rest of tonight together, then in the morning…” His eyes shift to Trixie.

      My eyes narrow. “In the morning what?” I back away from him, too.

      “Babe, just relax,” Trixie says in the soft voice I’ve heard her use on our clients when they’ve done something stupid to their computer and she has to inform them it’s going to cost three hundred dollars to fix.

      They both think I’m crazy. Not that I can blame them. I might think I’m crazy too. But Charming has to be real! I’ve felt his touch. I passed magic lines, something that would have been impossible without him.

      Charming makes a plea to me with his eyes. “Please, Kinsley. Come back with me.”

      Something occurs to me, and I raise an eyebrow. “If no one can see you, then why did you need my help hiding at the Harker estate?”

      He wavers.

      Aha! He is lying.

      Shaking his head, he says, “Just because they can’t see me doesn’t mean they can’t sense me with magic. Eventually.”

      His tone is so frail, I’m certain he doesn’t even believe what he’s saying. I nod to my friends. “Yeah, then why can’t they hear you? Invisibility doesn’t make other people deaf.”

      His face wrinkles in frustration. “Invisibility isn’t a real thing.” His hands ball into fists. “And they can’t hear me for the same reason they can’t see me. I don’t know them. I don’t want them to see me.”

      The thing in my gut practically claws at me. Then his eyes widen, lifting me up into their impossibly blue hue. He clasps his hands in front of him as if in prayer.

      “Listen, I promise by morning everything will make sense. But I need you to come with me. Before the Harker look-outs come find us. If they find us, it will be over, and it can’t…” His voice breaks. “It can’t be over.”

      Something stronger than the thing in my gut takes over. It’s the thing in my heart. It tells me that no, he’s not been one hundred percent real with me, but he’s being real enough. And that something inside me won’t be able to resist his plea. I might as well not even pretend. I’m going with him.

      I turn to my friends. “I’ll call you guys in the morning.”

      Trixie races forward and grabs my arm. “No, you’re not going anywhere.”

      My gaze never leaves Charming. Gently, I pull my arm away from her. “Trust me.” I look into her eyes. “I’m going to be fine.” I reach out and take Charming’s hand. “I’ll call you in the morning. First thing.”

      Then I let Charming pull me toward my car.

      “Ley!” Creeper calls after me.

      Ignoring him, I stare at Charming as he opens the passenger side door.

      When I don’t get in right away, he gives me a strained smile. “We have to hurry. Please.”

      My shoulders slump, and I duck inside. He runs in front of the car, slips in, and starts the engine. Unlike when I get anywhere near it, the car starts immediately. As he drives down the road, I twist in my seat and peer behind me.

      Trixie and Creeper are in the middle of the street, flagging their arms in the air. I waggle my fingers at them. Even though they’re swiftly drifting from my line of sight, I can picture the worried looks on their faces. They probably think a ghost is carting me off. Guilt wraps itself around me. If it weren’t for Creeper and Trixie, I wouldn’t have gotten through the past year. And here I was, abandoning them for—at least according to them—a figment of my imagination.

      They shout my name into the night, and I turn around, staring at the road in front of me. We’re traveling a lot slower this time, so I’m not plastered to the seat.

      “You okay?” Charming asks.

      I turn my head toward him. “Thank you for helping my friends.”

      He nods, still staring at the road. “It’s no problem.”

      There are so many questions racing around in my head, each trying to outrun the other. The one that finally crosses the finish line isn’t anywhere near the most important.

      “Um, aren’t we going back?”

      He glances at me then tightens his grip on the wheel. “You in a hurry?”

      I bite my lip and look out the window. No one is outside, but I swear I can feel them. Their presence. The dead. Ready to slip on my skin and do something else I won’t be able to get over.

      “I can protect us for a while,” he says. “If you’re worried about that.”

      I almost laugh. “No, I’m not worried,” I lie. Wrapping my arms around myself, I add, “And no, I’m not in a hurry.”

      He nods. “Good.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      He half-smiles. “One of my favorite places, and somewhere the Harkers can’t find us.”
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      CHARMING PULLS UP to a storage unit facility, uses some witchy trick to drive my car right through the gate, and parks in front of unit 304. I’m the one still riding a high from the pills I popped earlier, but at least my favorite place isn’t…this.

      I turn to him, and he’s just staring out the windshield, his face stretched into a relaxed smile. Seeing that look on his face stops me from mocking him. Seeing that look on his face makes me relaxed too. So relaxed, in fact, I feel like I could ooze right through my seat.

      Taking off my seatbelt, I clear my throat. “Um, why would this be one of your favorite places?”

      He jumps, almost like he forgot I was there, then turns to me. He looks surprised, like I should understand something I’m not getting. Like a storage unit should be one of my favorite places, too.

      “You’ve never heard of these?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Of a storage unit? Um, yes.” I shake my head. “Still don’t get the fascination. Unless you’re auditioning for one of those storage war shows.”

      He laughs and reaches for the door handle. Before getting out, he leans in toward me. “This is no mere storage facility. Come on.”

      The excitement in his voice is that of a little boy’s that’s just discovered his favorite toy or—I don’t know—boobs for the first time. It’s contagious, and it makes me smile. Makes me forget about all the craziness that has been going on tonight.

      When I step out of the car, a breeze hits me. It’s cold. Unusual for this time of year—or any time of year—in Texas. I rush to Charming’s side and start to warm up right away. That reminds me I still haven’t asked him about what happened when he was driving that spirit out of Trixie. About what my touch did to him. To us. But judging by the way he’s bobbing up and down, that question will have to wait.

      He smiles at me as he holds his hand out toward the hunter green door. “I think you’re really going to like this.”

      I return his smile.

      He looks away and focuses all his concentration on the door. With a wave of his hand, it rattles then rushes upward with a loud whoosh. I squint into the space, but it’s so dark, I can’t see anything.

      Charming waves his hand. Orbs form above each of his fingers, and he tosses them into the room. The space lights up a warm, lemon color.

      He gestures me onward with his head.

      I only hesitate a second before I saunter forward and stand in the middle of the space, twirling in a small circle. Holding my hands up, I stop moving when I face him again.

      “I don’t get it,” I say. “It’s empty.”

      He winks at me. Clearly, he’s in on something and decided not to take me with him. Why would anyone’s favorite place be an empty storage unit? Why would anyone want to show someone an empty storage unit?

      “I can’t believe you’ve never heard of this.” He shrugs. “Maybe because it’s a street witch thing.”

      I sigh and resist the urge to roll my eyes. “What’s a street witch thing?”  I try and fail to keep the exasperation out of my voice.

      His face lights up with a smile, and suddenly I’m not feeling annoyed. I’m feeling transfixed. Same way I was in the attunement room. Charming stretches out one leg and bounces it near the entrance to the storage locker. The skin around his eyes crinkles with laughter. He’s become all light; none of the seriousness from his bout with Trixie remains.

      I laugh when he snatches his leg back from the entrance and shoots me another wink.

      “Okay, get on with it. Show me what’s so special about this place.”

      He grabs his chest, feigning disappointment. “I’m trying to give you a show here.”

      I smile as a flush enters my cheeks. “Oh yeah? Well, I do love a good show.”

      He laughs and raises his foot again. This time, rather than teasing me with it, he gently places it inside.

      Half the room comes to life. Symbols materialize on the walls, popping out at me with 3-D clarity. Handwritten messages and photographs hang from them as if they’d been there all along. I gasp and shift my gaze back to Charming.

      With the biggest smile on his face, he drags his other foot into the room, breathing life into the entire space with it.

      The other side of the room swims into focus. More symbols, drawings, and photos spackle the walls. In every corner, altars with burning candles and bowls full of salt and precious gems materialize. Shaking my head, I start to spin in circles again.

      It’s incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m about to ask Charming what this place is when I hear whispering. Low, at first, and singular. Then more whispers pile on top of it. Soon, the entire room buzzes with the sound of low, human speech.

      My eyes widen, and I press my hands against my ears. Charming walks up to me, the smile still plastered on his face. He reaches out and gently pulls my hands away from my ears. Warmth shoots up my arms, like slipping under an electric blanket on a frosty evening.

      The buzzing starts dying down, and soon, it’s nothing more than that initial, solitary whisper.

      I have so many questions I want to ask, but all I seem to be able to focus on is the feel of his hands against my arms.

      “Well, what you think?”

      I stare up into his eyes and try to remember how to form words. When I don’t say anything right away, his face starts to fall, and I shake my head.

      “No.” My voice comes out thick. I clear my throat. “It’s amazing. I’ve just…never seen anything like it. What is this place?”

      The smile curls his lips back up. “A spell request room.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Like a place where people can come to request that spells be cast on their behalf.”

      I nod. “No, I figured. I’ve just never heard of anything like it.”

      He grins. “Clearly you’ve been studying the wrong kind of witches.” He squeezes my arms before letting them go, and his gaze flickers all around the room.

      “How do you know I research witches?”

      Without looking at me, he says, “You seem like the type.”

      I laugh. “There’s a type?”

      “Yeah,” he says, voice husky. His gaze finds me again. “You also seem like the type that until now has favored hereditary witches with their mysterious rituals and exclusivity.”

      My heart hammers against my ribcage. “Until now?”

      “Yeah, because until now, you didn’t know that much about street craft.” He smiles as he gestures around him with an outstretched hand. “A long time ago— like way back in the day—a street witch by the name of Anais had an insane thought.” He smiles. “She decided that magic should be used to help people, everyone, even those not born with the magic in their blood. Ever since then, small wars have been fought between hereditary witches and street witches over who should be able to utilize the craft. Finally, Anais said that familial witches could keep witchcraft, but that street craft would be for the people.”

      I don’t notice that I’m leaning toward him, hanging off his every word until he stops speaking. I blink and ask, “Street craft?”

      He nods. “A brand of magic for the uninitiated, and in most cases, the non-magical.”

      “Cool.” There’s that word again.

      Charming smiles. “One of the most important things Anais did was create places like this. Areas hidden in plain sight where anyone can come and request a spell. The place is then activated by a witch and carried out, given that the spell is not one for love or death.”

      I nod. “I’ve read that you can’t make someone love you.”

      He laughs. “Sure you can. It just never works out well.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      He frowns. “Ever seen Fatal Attraction?”

      I cringe. “Yikes.”

      “Yeah, it’s never real love. Not that people desperate enough to request such magic care. True love…” He looks away. “It’s one of those things in nature that just can’t be tampered with. It’s either there…” His jaw clenches. “Or it isn’t.”

      Something in his tone sets my heart aflutter. “That’s true,” I say in a breathless voice.

      He saunters toward the wall nearest him and presses his palm into it. “Most of the requests are from mothers.”

      Taking in a deep breath, I walk over and stand next to him. “What kind of spells do they want cast?” My voice is so low, he has to lean closer to me.

      “What’s that?” he asks in a voice so soft, I want to slip it on as a second skin.

      I draw in a shaky breath. “Um, I asked…uh…what kind of spells…you know…do mothers ask for?”

      He smiles and doesn’t lean away. I hope he stays that way. I almost feel like I might fall over if he does. Instead, he traces his fingers along a line of symbols I can’t read.

      “Most of them ask for spells for their children.” His eyes narrow. “For instance, this young mother, Shelia, wants a spell protecting her daughter from her boyfriend.” His eyes darken. “Apparently he likes to put his hands on her and not in a good way.”

      Bile rises in my throat. “Oh.”

      Charming’s hand balls into a fist, and he pounds the wall. “God, if there’s one thing I can’t stand…” He shakes his head.

      I understand exactly how he feels. In high school, Trixie had this boyfriend who didn’t take too kindly to her coming out to him. He put his hands on her, and I put my tire iron on his face.

      I scoff. “You should hex the bastard.”

      He turns to me. Our noses are only inches from each other. It becomes almost impossible to breathe.

      “If I do something other than what is requested, it taints the magic,” he whispers. “Plus, a protection spell is much more effective.”

      My chest rises and falls in rapid bursts. “Doesn’t seem…as just.”

      “Oh, but it is.” His eyes light up and become more than eyes. They are vast pools I could swim in. “A protection spell allows Shelia’s daughter to reclaim her life. Places her in a shell until she can figure out her boyfriend is a douche bag and she deserves better. Hexes are…messy. The residual magic conjured up during them can leak out, touch the person that requested it, warp everyone involved in some small way. But protection…” He holds his hand out to me.

      With a glance down, I place my hand in his. Every inch of my flesh becomes alive and begs to be touched.

      “Protection is nice and neat.” He squeezes my hand. “You want to help me with this one?”

      My mouth falls open. “H-help?” I shake my head. “I’m not a-a…”

      He smiles and draws me closer. “I know.” His eyes narrow like he’s concentrating deeply. “But you helped me drive that ghost out of Trixie. I’m sure this will be a piece of cake.”

      I bite my lip. “Yeah...wha—what was that about?”

      Charming pulls my hand forward, places it against his chest, and looks at me intently.

      “I’m not sure, but I’m trying to find out.” He tilts his head. “So, will you help me?”

      I can’t do anything but nod. I will give him whatever he wants. I will do whatever he wants. Anything so that he’ll keep looking at me like this.

      “Good.” He pulls his hand from mine slightly then pats the back of it. “All I need you to do is keep your hand right here and close your eyes.”

      I nod again, and my lips part a bit. He places his other hand on the wall and leans so close to me that I grow lightheaded. His lips twitch slightly, then he says, “Okay, close your eyes now.”

      I take in a breath and do as he says. Almost instantly, the space around me goes warm. So warm that little sweat beads break out along my skin. The warmth sinks into my flesh, and Charming starts to mutter something under his breath. Most of it I can’t understand, but I do make out something about protection and fire. Steadily, his voice gets louder, and as it does, my skin begins to almost vibrate. I feel his energy bouncing off me in waves.

      At first I’m scared, but the clearer Charming’s voice gets, the safer I feel. Then something more than a safe feeling manifests inside me. I feel strong. Vibrant. Like I can conquer all my ghosts. Almost as if I can’t stop myself, I inch closer to him, pressing my hand harder against his heart. It thumps against my flesh. Even though I can’t see, I can picture the room around me pulsating with light.

      The energy from the spell spins circles around me. I can feel Charming’s breath against my forehead. It makes me dizzy. I’ve never felt anything like this… This high, this kind of self-empowerment.

      The buzz of Charming’s speech slowly dies down. When he stops speaking altogether, there is a ripple of energy so strong it almost blows me back. His arms tighten around me.

      The warmth in the room pours out of my skin, and I’m left with a cool, tingling sensation. The room fills with the kind of quiet that can’t help but bring clarity with it.

      I belong with him this night, in this storage unit.

      I don’t know why or how I know this, but I do, sure as I know my first name.

      Taking in a breath, I ask, “Is it done?” even though I already know the answer.

      “Yes,” he says, his breath rushing against my cheek.

      My eyelids flutter open. Air catches in my throat in response to the way he’s looking at me. I’ve never been looked at by anyone like this. The intensity in his burning blue eyes sucks me in. The power of silence in this charged moment baffles me, makes me want to fill the limited space between us with words. At first, I can’t think of anything to say. Finally, I shake the stupid from my brain.

      “D—did I help?”

      His lips turn up into an easy smile. I can’t tear my eyes away from those lips.      “You did.”

      My heart pounds so hard, I can hear blood rushing through my ears like water through a high pressure hose. “How?” I ask in a shaky voice.

      His tongue whips across his bottom lip. I almost fall out.

      “Well, almost anyone can help a witch with a spell…” He starts in a rough voice. “But that isn’t the explanation for what happened just now.”

      I blink, trying to focus on his words rather than the beautiful mouth forming them. “Th—then what is?”

      His head tilts to the side. “Have you ever heard of touch magic?”

      I shake my head.

      He lifts his hand and twirls one of my curls between his fingers. “It’s when a non-magical person forms an…unusual bond with a witch.” His finger trails across my cheekbone, making it damn near impossible for me to concentrate on what he’s saying. “It’s actually quite rare. But when it happens, the non-magical person can serve as a magical boost to the witch whenever they touch. Hence the term touch magic.”

      My quivering lips part. “What do you mean ‘unusual bond?’”

      His lips pucker as if he’s thinking hard about whatever he’s about to say next. “It’s unusual because it’s created by an emotional connection so strong, it defies the laws of nature. It can be love, hate, or a combination of both. It’s rare for it to exist outside of the bond between a mother and a child because that kind of emotional connection, the kind that defies nature, is very uncommon between strangers.”

      My eyes widen. “Wow,” I whisper.

      I lick my dry lips. “So you’re saying…I can do magic?”

      He smiles. “In a sense, yes. As long as you’re touching me.”

      “Wow.” His head tilts to the other side. “Of course, I can’t be sure.”

      Something floods out of me. It leaves me feeling cold and empty. A shiver races across my skin.

      “No?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I don’t think I can be sure…until I kiss you.”

      My heart feels like it stops in my chest then sets to thundering painfully hard. His face inches closer to mine. I close my eyes in anticipation. Instead of feeling his lips against my own, his breath blows heat against my ear.

      “Unless you have a problem with that.”

      I can’t speak. A soft moan escapes my lips.

      He presses his face against the side of mine. His stubble tickles my skin, and I shake again. Not from the cold, but from the need to be touched by him.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t quite get that.”

      I let out another groan. His lips twist up into a smile against my cheek.

      “Oh, Kinsley. You can do better than that.”

      Is he serious? My breath comes out in puffs. “Than.” Huff. “What?”

      “Than that,” he says as if it’s helpful. “Now, tell me. Tell me you want me to kiss you…and do whatever it is I’m going to do after I kiss you.”

      I moan again and press up on my tiptoes. He cups my face and keeps me still.

      His eyes are half-closed as he says, “Tell me.”

      I nod. “Kiss me,” I beg in a barely audible voice.

      “And?” He brings his lips within inches of my own.

      “And…whatever else you…”

      He presses his lips against mine. Hungrily. Almost roughly. I let out a gasp and tangle my fingers in his hair. He lifts me up slightly in his arms and slams me against the wall.

      I barely feel it.

      All I can feel are his lips massaging into my own. The feel of them making me high, higher than I’ve ever felt. No high has ever made me feel near what I’m feeling in this moment. I can’t pin a label to it. It’s almost like every problem I’ve ever had or ever will have no longer matters.

      All that matters is being in this space with him. Like this.

      He parts my lips with his own and gently presses his tongue against mine. He’s Goldilocks, baby. Not too much tongue. Not too little, but just right. A grunt exits his lips and sends a tingle between my legs.

      Then his lips are everywhere. My eyelids. Along the side of my neck. Down the center of my cleavage. An excitement I didn’t know I was capable of bubbles up inside me.

      His lips on my earlobe, on the bridge of my nose…

      His hands cupping my ass, breathing heavy against me…

      I want this. Him. I want him more than I’ve ever wanted anything.

      Maybe even drugs.

      When he pulls away, we’re both breathing heavy. Neither one of us says anything for a long while. We just stare into each other’s eyes, panting.

      “Well?” I finally ask, tracing my finger along his jaw.

      “Well, what?” he asks in a husky voice.

      “Was it touch magic?”

      “Yes.” He flicks his hand to the side, and the room goes dark. Then a bed with silk sheets boxed in by flickering flames appears. At first I think they’re candles, but they’re not attached to anything. Just flames dancing in mid-air.

      I turn and dig my nails into his shirt. “Subtle.”

      He winks at me. “Never been my strong suit.” He presses his lips to mine again. This time it’s a slow, patient kiss. It’s like he knows he has me, and there’s no need to rush.

      He’s right.

      When he pulls away again, I whimper. A satisfied smile touches his lips.

      “I want you, Kinsley,” he whispers. “Can I have you?”

      I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone utter a sexier question. I stare at him and nod.

      “Good.” He drops his arms from around me and backs up toward the bed. Then he sits down and says, “Now, take your clothes off.”
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      HIS WORDS CATCH me off guard. I look down and twist my fingers. Even though I can’t see his face, I can feel his gaze on me. And either I’m going crazy, or I swear I can feel what his gaze is saying. He’s expectant. Excited and growing impatient.

      “Kinsley?” he prompts with an animalistic edge in his tone. “Did you hear me?”

      I laugh, another nervous tick I’ve developed over the years. “Yes.”

      “And?”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “And no way.” I force myself to raise my eyes. If I’m going to tell him no way this is going to happen, then I should at least give him the eye contact to go with it.

      The way he’s staring at me almost forces me to drop my gaze. Almost. It also almost makes me want to change my I-only-do-it-in-the-dark policy.

      He frowns when I don’t say anything. “I thought you said I could have you?” There’s an air of lightness in his voice that doesn’t match the expression on his face. It’s as if he’s half-teasing, half-serious.

      I don’t even know how to respond.

      His expression falters, then he rolls his eyes.  “Ah, fuck. I’m sorry.”

      I frown. “For what?”

      “This is too fast.” He stands up. “I thought we were…” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry. Blood left my brain.”

      My eyes widen when I realize what he’s apologizing for. I shake my head.

      “No, no!” I saunter to him and place my hands against his chest. “It’s not that. Trust me.” I giggle and shake my head. “It’s just that…I’m really only comfortable…you know…if it’s dark.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “Why?”

      I frown. Is he messing with me, or is he trying to be nice? I back away a few inches, trying to get a better look at his face. It’s hard to stare at him and concentrate at the same time. There’s nothing even close to a laugh line on his face.

      He’s being serious.

      “Oh,” I say.

      He frowns.

      I look at my feet and sigh. “Well, look at me.” My voice is small, and suddenly I feel so very high school and pathetic. All my insecurities bubble to the surface and are laid bare for him to look at and judge as he sees fit.

      But instead of judging, he just chuckles. “That’s the idea, Kinsley.”

      I peer up at him. The desire in his eyes sets me on fire and starts to melt away my insecurities. Then decades of self-loathing digs at me. My mother’s voice in my head.

      Kinsley, you have such a pretty face. If only you’d drop that weight. I shake my head, trying to get her out of the wrinkles in my brain. Such a lady boner killer.

      “What? What is it?” he asks.

      “I’m fat.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      His eyes widen, and his mouth becomes a small hole.

      Great. Nothing sexier than a grown ass woman with body issues.

      “Are you for real?” he finally asks.

      I bite my bottom lip.

      Charming chuckles again and shakes his head, then he starts to walk circles around me.

      “You know why witches are smarter than most men?”

      Confusion joins the plethora of emotions I’m feeling. “Um…”

      “Because we understand the power of the female form.” He stops briefly in front of me then starts circling again. “It’s brought men to their knees. It’s started and ended wars.”

      As he circles me, I can feel his eyes on every inch of my body. I feel like some small thing he’s hunting, and the feeling sends a very real thrill through me.

      “It’s powerful in all forms, Kinsley. The only thing that makes one form more superior to the other is the one coveting it.” He stops and leans in to whisper against my ear. “You shouldn’t disrespect it. I know I sure as hell don’t.” He steps to the side so that he’s facing me again. “Are you a woman of your word, Kinsley?’

      My mouth falls open. It takes me a few moments to get myself together. Finally, I’m able to nod and mutter a feeble, “Yes.”

      “Good, because you said I could have you.”

      My thoughts start racing. I sway on my feet.

      He leans in toward me so quickly that I jump. Pressing his lips to my ear, he whispers, “Now take. . . your clothes. . . off.” With that, he pulls away and sits back down on the bed.

      My insecurities are still there, but something more powerful piles on top of them. I would call it desire, but it’s more than that. It’s something rawer than even need. Whatever it is, it has me pulling my sweatshirt off and tossing it to the floor.

      Charming tilts his head with satisfaction. “Good. Keep going.”

      With shaking hands, I reach for the button on my jeans and undo them. A low rumble comes from Charming’s throat. I unzip my jeans, and his hands ball up, clutching the sheets on the bed.

      “Slow,” he says, biting the corner of his lip. “Go slow.”

      I let my eyes slide shut as I shimmy my jeans down past my hips. My heart pounds in my ears, and my hands start to tremble. I pause and take in a deep breath, then I play music in my head. Hard rock, like I’m on camera. A slight smile touches my lips as I start up again, peeling my jeans down my thighs, my calves, and then all the way down to my ankles.

      I step out of them. Charming is breathing heavy in front of me. My smile widens. I go to work on my tank top, pulling it over my head and shaking out my hair.

      “Gods, help me,” Charming’s voice says against my ear.

      I jump, and he wraps his arm around my stomach, pulling me back against him. I feel how much he wants me.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s —”

      His fingers trail from my neck, down between my breasts, and to my stomach. With a shiver, I grab the side of his hoodie and ball the fabric up in my fist. I thought kissing him felt good, but being touched by him… I can’t even.

      Weird noises start coming out of my throat, a cross between a groan and a whimper. His fingers stop at the edge of my panties. He slips one finger under and traces a line underneath them.

      He rubs his bottom lip against my earlobe. “Are you sure you want this?” he asks in a thick, almost vulnerable voice.

      Either he’s a complete tease or that much of a gentleman. Or maybe a little bit of both. It takes all my strength to nod, but I manage to. As soon as I do, his fingers cross over my stomach and around to my back. He trails them upward and loops one finger under my bra clasp.

      I struggle to breathe as he unhooks it. Pressing my hands over my chest, I prevent my bra from falling to the floor.

      Charming laughs and grabs one of the hands guarding my nearly naked chest. “You sure are attached to your clothes,” he breathes with a chuckle.

      Gently, he pulls one hand away then the other. My bra joins my jeans and tank top in the pile on the floor.

      My mouth opens to reply, but all that comes out is another weird moan. Charming’s hands tightly cup my breasts. His tongue runs along the back of my neck and his hands lightly rub across my nipples, making them impossibly hard.

      He pinches the left one between his index finger and thumb. I bite down on my bottom lip and moan.

      “You’re so soft,” he whispers against my ear, trailing one finger down my abdomen to the lining of my panties. He runs his finger over my clit on the outside of my underwear.

      I almost stop breathing. With his other hand, he brushes my hair out of my face and kisses my cheek. Tenderly. Then he slides his finger into my panties from the side.

      “Oh!” I let my head fall back into the crook of his neck.

      “And so wet,” he adds, pinching me between his fingers, causing every muscle in my body to clench. He nibbles on my earlobe. “Are you wet for me, baby?”

      I gasp and nod as he rubs his thumb over my clit. My eyes roll back into my head. He stops, and it’s torture. I try to turn around in his arms, but his grip on me is too strong.

      “I said, are you wet for me, baby?”

      It’s some kind of game for him. A very hot game.

      I clear my throat and force myself to speak. “Yes, Charming.” My voice shudders. “I’m wet for you.”

      “Good,” he whispers.

      Then I’m flying through the air on a wave of magic. I scream before bouncing onto the bed Charming spelled into the room, and he’s on top of me. His hands and lips are everywhere. His tongue flickers across one nipple while he pinches the other between his fingers. His nails scratch down my stomach. Then he’s pulling my panties off with his teeth and spitting them to the side.

      I gaze down at him with wide eyes. He smiles and winks up at me. Then he gently brushes his lips against my stomach and runs his tongue down, down, down…

      His tongue flickers across my clit, and I grab the sheets and let out a loud moan. My muscles tense as he flicks fast, fast, faster. I reach down and dig my fingers into his scalp. He holds onto the sides of my thighs and stretches my legs as far apart as he can get them. Then he mumbles something I can’t hear.

      “Mm, Charming. That feels so…”

      A rush of heat fills my body, and I start to squirm underneath him. It feels so good. Too good. So good that I can’t stand it. I try to get away from him. He holds onto my legs tighter and looks up at me.

      “Oh, no. You’re not going anywhere. I want to taste your orgasm.”

      It almost happens just at the sound of his words. I bite down on my lip, and he disappears between my legs again. This time his tongue is slow. Searching. Massaging me in slow, careful circles. I turn my face and bury it in the pillow.

      He’s driving me crazy. My legs start to shake, and before long, it’s a whole body tremor. Within minutes, my body clenches and releases with orgasm. I let out a satisfied whimper and try to push his head away.

      He’s not having it.

      His tongue goes on with its wonderful work.

      “Charming, please. I ca—I can’t.”

      He puts pressure on my clit with his fingers and blows on me, then he starts up again. The warm feeling slides back into my skin, making my body scream for more. Before long, my mouth is screaming out for more of him too.

      The second orgasm is so intense, I freeze, and my eyes pop open. Instead of whimpering, I draw in deep breaths and let them out. Then Charming climbs on top of me.

      Despite the fact that I’m shaking, I want more of him. I want to see him. I use my shaky legs to press myself up and grab ahold of his hoodie. I yank it off over his head. It gets stuck in his hair, and we both laugh until I manage to pull it off.

      Underneath is a white, sleeveless t-shirt. It shows off his well-defined chest, and my mouth starts to water. Slowly, I sit back down on the bed, never taking my eyes off his.

      I smile. “Take off your clothes.”

      His matching smile sends a herd of butterflies dancing through my stomach.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He pulls his shirt over his head.

      Damn.

      His strong hands travel to his belt buckle. Undoing it in one fluid motion, he slides his jeans off and tosses them in the corner. I eye the trail that starts at his stomach and vanishes underneath his black boxer briefs. I also can’t help notice the sizable bulge.

      Yummy.

      I’ve only given one blow job in my life, and I hated it. But for some reason, I can’t wait to get my lips around Charming. He slowly takes off his briefs. So slow, I almost reach over and rip them off myself. I manage to stay put and enjoy the show. When he’s kneeling before me naked, I eye him up and down.

      Wow.

      It’s like a sculptor took to him to make sure every crease of skin was perfect. He’s so beautiful, it almost hurts. Biting on my lower lip, I get on my knees and crawl across the bed to him, then I lay down on my stomach.

      I eye his erection. It makes my mouth water. Reaching out, I run my fingers up and down the shaft then gently squeeze its head. I risk looking up at him. He’s staring down at me, his eyes almost closed, lips trembling.

      Somehow this makes me feel powerful. Sexy. Not like an insecure little girl. I like this feeling. I hold onto it as I wrap my lips around him. He gasps, and his body tightens under me. Quickly, I try to recall all my limited knowledge of giving a killer blow job. Fold your lips over your teeth; nobody likes getting scraped. And suck. The boys like a little pressure.

      I apply this to my technique as I pump my mouth up and down. I start slow at first then speed up. Once I reach an in-between tempo, he gasps again, cups his hands around my face, and helps my head up and down.

      “Oh, Kinsley. Damn…”

      I smile inwardly.

      The louder he moans, the more I want to keep going. The more I want to make him feel the way he made me feel. But he doesn’t give me the opportunity. He reaches down, grabs my wrists, and pulls me up.

      I frown at him. “What?” I pant. “Don’t you like it?”

      Sweat is dripping down his face. It drops down onto his chest, and I half-expect it to spit like bacon dropped in oil.

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “That isn’t it. I just want something more.”

      Another thrill rushes through me.

      “Lay down, Kinsley,” he says, wrapping his hand around himself and stroking it up and down.

      I bite my lip and lie back. He lowers himself onto me and parts my legs with his own. Then he leans down and gives me the slowest, most tender kiss in my personal history. I whimper and let my eyes slide shut. His lips never leave mine as he slides the tip inside of me.

      What a tease.

      My lips part farther, a muffled groan escaping my throat. He works himself into me in inches. It drives me crazy. I reach up and grab his firm ass and try to push all of him into me. But he’s stronger. He leans down, giving me another inch, nothing more.

      I moan, and he buries his face in my hair.

      “Kinsley,” he mutters. My name has never sounded so sexy.

      He gives me another few inches. I raise my hips up to meet him, fingernails digging into his bottom. It seems like ages before he finally lets me have all of him. My eyes widen, and my head rises. I let out a loud scream. Then I plop my head back down on the pillow.

      Charming looks into my eyes as he pumps his hips toward mine, over and over.

      God.

      My fingernails dig into the sheets. Without thinking, I rip them from the edge of the bed. This is better than oral. This is better than anything I’ve ever felt. Just like that, my entire view of sex changes.

      This is what all the fuss has been about. If anything, people have been downplaying this shit.

      He picks up the pace. Thrusting into me harder and harder, yet somehow gentle, never taking his eyes off mine. Finally, he reaches down and cups my face. I tighten around him, and my toes go ice cold and curl up.

      “Oh, Charming! Oh, God!” My arms grip him tighter. I want to be closer to him. Closer than we are even now, if that’s possible.

      He collapses down on top of me and mumbles my name over and over.

      Heat flashes inside my body, and my back arches, then I release the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had. Charming pumps into me two more times and lets out the sexiest little moan before his body goes lax.

      I close my eyes and focus on the feel of his heartbeat against my chest. We lie like this for an immeasurable amount of time. Finally, he pushes up, sweeps the hair sticking to my cheek back, and plants a soft kiss there. Then he shuffles to the side and turns to me, using his elbow to prop himself up. I pull the sheets up around me and turn to him with a smile.

      “Wow,” I whisper. “That was…”

      Well, there are no words for what that was. It just was.

      He smiles, takes my hand, and places it over his heart. The feel of it beating under my palm is comforting, like nothing can get to me as long as I know its beating.

      “Wow is right,” he says in a gruff voice. Then he stares at me in that way he has that makes me forget how to think. “We can spend all night doing that, if you’d like.”

      I try not to appear too eager. With a shrug, I say, “Maybe, if you tell me your real name.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Is that kind of thing important to you?”

      I laugh even though I can’t tell if he’s kidding or not. “Well, I’ve never slept with someone whose name I didn’t know.”

      He winks at me. “Good thing I showed up. You need to live a little, girl.”

      I laugh, and he leans over to kiss me again. Just like that, my body is ready for him. I don’t think I’ll ever get enough. Sadly, he leans back and loops his fingers in my hair.

      “We can spend the night getting to know each other, too. I want to know you, Kinsley, beyond this bizarre connection we share.”

      My cheeks flush. “I want to know you too, Charming.” I grin. “Starting with your real fucking name.”

      He smiles. “By the end of the night, you’ll know my name.”

      I sigh. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      The lightness leaves his face. I want to erase his pained expression.

      I frown. “What. What’s wrong?”

      He sits up, sighs, and brushes his hand through his hair. Twisting his body slightly, he turns to look at me. “Are you sure that’s how you want to spend tonight?”

      Is he crazy? I can’t think of anything else I’d rather be doing. Is he worried about Mac? I sit up and place a hand on his shoulder.

      “Of course I’m sure.”

      He stares at me with his eyebrows pushed together.

      I frown again. “What?”

      He hesitates then looks away from me. “We can do that, Kinsley. But there’s one condition.”

      I stare at his profile and nod. “Anything.”

      “Anything?” he asks, suddenly sounding pained.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Yes, of course. Anything.”

      With a curt nod, he stands up out of bed. I watch his perfect ass bounce up and down as he heads to the corner toward my piles of clothes and picks up my jeans. I narrow my eyes, unable to figure out what he’s doing.

      Then I hear a rattle. He pulls out my bottle of pills and holds then in the air. My heart sinks toward my toes as he walks back to me, sits down on the bed and places them between us. We both stare at the bottle for several minutes. Then I feel his gaze on me. I swallow and look up into his intense, blue eyes.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t want to get to know you like this.”

      I bite down on my lip. “I’m not even high.”

      He leans toward me. “You will be.”

      I sigh. “Fine, I won’t take anymore.”

      He stares at me, and once again, a pained expression twists his features.

      “What?” I ask for the third time.

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He sighs and his face becomes the mask of someone who’s about to walk into rushing traffic. “I want you to throw them away,” he says so fast I barely catch the words.

      I replay them in my head, slowing each word down so that I’m sure I understand him.

      “Throw them away?” I echo in a far off voice.

      “Yes.” He clears his throat. “Every single one.”

      I can’t bring myself to look at him. I can only stare at my pill bottle. My best friend. The one thing that’s been with me through all the pain.

      But I can’t deny what I just experienced with Charming is better than any high, than anything I’ve ever experienced. I can’t just let that go, can I? I would ask him why this is so important to him, but he answered that earlier in a field of stargazer lilies.

      He wanted me. Not me on drugs.

      I smile and look up at him. Leaning forward, I plant a light kiss on his lips. Just as expected, it fills me with warmth.

      “So, all I have to do is throw those things away, and we can spend more time doing that?”

      His eyes are half-closed. “You’re damn right,” he mutters, voice hopeful.

      I nod and look back down at the pills. There is really only one choice here.

      Then something slams into me. More powerful than whatever this thing is between us. Something that often rips people apart, sends them running. Prompts them to make bad choices.

      Fear.

      Crippling fear.

      Tears sting my eyes as I slide my hand across the bed and take my pills securely in my hand. I wrap them in a protective fist and turn away from him.

      “Kinsley,” he says, his voice breaking. The sound sends my heart plummeting out of my chest and out through my toes.

      I swallow hard and stand on legs that feel like jelly. As I stumble toward the corner of the room, tears slide down my cheeks. I grab my jeans with shaking hands and pull them on.

      “Kinsley, please.” His voice is the definition of agony. It lands on my ears like screws in a blender. I crumple over as if in physical pain.

      I can’t even explain why I’m doing this, but I am. I’m putting on my shirt and my jacket, and I’m walking away from him.

      God, help me.

      “Kinsley.” His voice breaks off into a sob.

      I stuff my pills back in my jeans pocket and chance a look at him. When I see the broken expression on his face, the tears streaming down his cheeks that match my own, I want to take it back. All of it. Of course I’d throw them away. Of course I would.

      But I don’t. I clench my jaw, stare at my shoes, and shuffle away.

      “Kinsley!” Charming’s voice follows me out the door as I walk out into the cold. “Kinsley, please don’t do this!”

      I lean against the outside of the storage locker, feeling colder by the second. Inside, things crash against the walls and break against the floor. The walls of the unit shake.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, but that doesn’t stop the tears. In desperation, I reach into my pocket and pop four pills. Then I take in several deep breaths and head for my car.

      I would feel bad about leaving him there, but somehow I don’t think he’ll want a ride anyway.

      At first my car doesn’t start. I say the prayer I always say to get it started. On the fourth try, the engine coughs to life. I glance up to the opening of the storage unit.

      Charming is standing there, his hair in disarray, looking at me like I’m the worst thing that’s ever happened to him.

      Driving away, I think I might be. Glancing at the clock on my dash, it’s 10:00.
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      I DRIVE AROUND for five minutes before I pull over and pop two more pills. More than I usually take. A lot more. This should end well. There are so many thoughts in my head—where will I go, and most of all, what in the hell have I done?

      I want it gone. Everything about Charming. My choice to leave him… Oh, God, my choice to leave him. I bury my face in my hands and sob like the coward I am.

      What have I done?

      I hardly know him, yet I feel like I just betrayed the most important thing that’s ever happened to me. My heart feels like tiny people are taking small chunks out of it. They’re hungry and eating fast. Soon there will be nothing left.

      I look up and slam both hands on the steering wheel. Across the street, a figure turns and looks in my direction. I narrow my eyes, taking it in. It’s a lean figure, which makes me think female, but its shoulders are broad, which makes me think male. It stares at me with the milky white gaze only the dead can give.

      Slumping down in my seat, I start my car and pull back onto the road as fast as I can, which isn’t very easy seeing as how my beautiful white pills are swimming around in my head, trying to erase the pain of what I’ve just done. The figure, a female I can see as I draw closer, stares at me as I pass.

      I try to keep my eyes on the road, which proves to be an impossible task. Our eyes lock as I roll by. Her light gray hair blows into her face, and she shoots me a smile full of sharp teeth.

      I gulp, my mind blissfully sweeping away the memory of Charming’s sobs for a few minutes.

      “Stay away from me. Stay away from me,” I mutter as I press down harder on the gas.

      My eyelids grow heavy, and I swerve on the road. Luckily there is nothing for me to hit. I straighten the wheel and glance in the rearview. The woman is now standing in the middle of the street, staring at me like I’m something to eat.

      Or something to possess.

      I shake away the thought and continue down the road. My thoughts come rushing back as soon as the creepy spirit is out of sight. Where am I going to go? What have I done?

      I could go beg my way back into Harker Heights, but I’ve probably pissed those witches off to the point that there’s no way they’ll let me back in. I bite my lip. I could go back to Creeper’s. Cuddle up next to Trixie so she can tell me everything is going to be okay.

      But she’s been through enough tonight.

      A rush blows through my brain that usually makes me smile. The height of my high is lowering itself over me. Like always, it whispers like an old friend. It’s going to be okay, Kinsley. You’re safer with me than with anyone else.

      Maybe the high is right. Maybe I did the right thing.

      My eyelids are half-closed when my car comes to a sudden stop, and I lurch up over the steering wheel. With a groan, I fall back into my seat and rub my chest. With a half-hearted frown, I stare out the windshield and spot a tall figure in a top hat. He pulls out a pocket watch, peers down at it, then closes it and places it back in his pocket. He stares at me with his arms crossed over his chest.

      Stern Mac Daddy.

      The threat of a buzzkill mingles in with my pills.

      Normally my heart would leap in my chest at the sight of him. But I’m high as fuck. All I can do is giggle. Mac shakes his head and makes a bee line for my door. He tries the handle only to find it locked. With a finger, he taps on the window. I peer up at him and frown, then shake my head.

      His nostrils flare, and his face flushes red.

      I flutter my eyelids and give him my best innocent stare. His lips twitch like he wants to smile, but the fact that he’s more pissed wins out over his desire to flirt with me.

      He raps on the window once more, this time much louder.

      I sigh and roll down the window. Not because I want to, but because I know he can get in if he wants, anyway. He opens the door with such force, I’m surprised that it doesn’t fly off the hinges. I should feel startled, but under the drug blanket, I don’t feel shit.

      He throws his arms in the air and glares down at me expectantly. I purse my lips. I’m not sure what he’s expecting me to say, but what comes out of my mouth is a giggle.

      His nostrils flare again. It’s kind of cute. He looks like an angry Ken doll.

      “Are you serious, Kinsley?”

      I wrinkle my nose. He’s so not hot when he’s pretending to be my dad. He leans his face into the car and peers into my eyes. With a scoff, he straightens back up.

      “Are you high?”

      I laugh. “As a kite, Sir Mac!” I fall into a fit of giggles.

      He ducks his head so it’s right in front of mine again. “It’s not funny,” he hisses in my face.

      I bite my lip, trying to take him seriously. I nod. This is clearly a very serious situation.

      “Where have you been?”

      My thoughts reach back to fifteen minutes ago. The image of Charming standing in the doorway like I just ripped his heart out and ate it claws at my insides. I shake my head. No, I will not think about that. That is a buzzkill, and I desperately need my buzz.

      I shrug, trying to think of something to say that he might actually believe.

      After a few minutes of staring dumbly up into his face, I come up with nothing. Finally, I shrug again and say, “Just wanted some air?”

      His eyes open so wide, he looks like a pissed off owl. “You wanted some air?” His voice is full of disbelief. “You wanted some air?” And now he’s yelling.

      I frown, testing my high. With a sigh of relief, I realize it’s still fully intact.

      I smile at him. “What are you doing out here, Mac?”

      He glares at me for several minutes. During this time, my eyelids start to droop.

      “I’m here looking for you.” He shakes his head. “Obviously.”

      My eyes pop open. “Why?”

      He sighs, clearly frustrated with me. Maybe I should offer him a happy pill, but they’re mine, all mine! My head sways, and a welcome warm rush flows through my body.

      “To take you back to Harker Heights.”

      I blink at him twice. “What?”

      He leans toward me again, placing one hand on the hood of my car. “How many of those things did you take?”

      “Just enough, Mackey, just enough.” I smile. “I’m surprised I’m even allowed back in the Heights. I figured you guys were pretty pissed.”

      “Some of us are pretty pissed, but not only are you welcome back, you are required back.”

      I frown, not liking the sound of that. “Why?”

      “Oh, because we’d like to know how a human breached one of the strongest magical defenses in the city. Hell, in the world.”

      Oh, that.

      He leans in closer and sniffs me. I smash myself back into my seat.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Smelling you.”

      I roll my eyes. “Obviously. Why?”

      “Have you been doing…magic?”

      My breath catches in my throat. Memories of Charming float to the forefront of my mind. I close my eyes and force them away. I reach into my pocket and pop another pill. Mac stares at me like I’m a puppy that just got run over.

      I hate pity.

      “Of course not. And I’m not going with you,” I finally say, trying to close the door.

      He holds it open. “I’m sorry, Kinsley, but I’m afraid you don’t have a choice.”

      Before I can say anything, he slams the door closed and presses his hands against the window. I open my mouth and an enormous pressure bears down on me. The car starts to vibrate and me along with it. Then a bright light fills my eyes. I squeeze them closed and fall into the nothing.

      When the pressure subsides, I open my eyes.

      I’m back inside the gates of Harker Heights.
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      MAC RIPS OPEN the door and pulls me out. He’s not rough, but he’s not gentle, either. Everyone is outside on the front lawn of the main house, sending Chinese lanterns floating into the air. The buzz of human speech and the melody of their laughter are all around me.

      The last pill I took is kicking in right about now, and I can barely stay on my feet. Mac has to support most of my weight. My vision is blurry, and I blink constantly, trying to banish the fog to the edges of my sight. I know most of it is the drugs, but the way I got back here certainly didn’t help.

      Witchy teleportation is officially my least favorite way to travel.

      Mac steers me toward the main house and up the front stairs. It’s easy to ignore all the eyes that take us in. Hell, at this point I can barely think. I stop in the middle of the staircase and smile at everyone. Another wave of dizziness hits me, and I lean over in Mac’s arms. I want to sit down, but he won’t let me.

      “Kinsley, please.”

      In response to his plea, I turn to dead weight in his arms. He sighs, lets me slide to the nearest step, and then scoops me up in both arms and carries me the rest of the way. I spot my mother right next to the door. She has another glass of that special wine in her hands. Her face is white as moth balls. I smile and give her a sloppy wave. Nelson is nowhere to be found.

      As soon as we cross the threshold into the main house, Mac plants me on my feet, and his mother whooshes in from out of nowhere. Her silver-streaked hair waves like an angry flag behind her.

      “Take her to the Truth room,” she hisses into Mac’s face.

      I’m too high to give a shit about what she’s talking about, but Mac blanches. With a glance at me, he leans closer to Gemma.

      “Are you sure that’s necessary?” His voice sounds urgent.

      Maybe I should be worried.

      Gemma’s eyes narrow. “Don’t you think this young lady has caused enough of a disturbance for one night?” She says ‘young lady’ like she really means something else.

      I stay quiet. Even high off my hiney, I know better than to mess with Gemma. She’s one scary ass witch.

      “Yes, Mother. But I don’t think this calls for all…”

      She waves a hand through the air, and Mac falls silent.

      “Are you arguing with me?”

      “Of course not, Mother. I’m just begging that you see reason.”

      “I do, perhaps better than you.” She leans in close, and I don’t hear the rest of what she says.

      But Mac’s face goes even whiter than it already is. I’ve never actually seen that shade of white anywhere. I tilt my head, studying him, trying to work out how he managed to turn such a shade.

      His jaw clenches, and he gives his mother a curt nod.

      She draws away from him, hands planted on her hips, and gifts me a snide smile. “Lovely to have you back, Miss Lane.”

      I frown. Something tells me she’s completely full of shit. Not that I’m dumb enough to tell her that.

      I nod. “Good to be back.”

      Gemma adjusts the pointy hat on her head and gives her son one last look before vanishing outside.

      With a sigh, Mac turns to me. “You’ll have to come with me.”

      I shrug. “Whatever.”

      He hesitates before taking my arm. I stumble behind him, barely keeping myself upright as he leads me through the kitchen and out the back door. I admire all the intricate hedges glowing in the light of the full moon as he drags me across the back lawn. They look so ready to leap to life that my heart actually responds to them. A few times, I almost take off running, not that I’d make it far.

      Mac leads me around a fountain, through more grass, and finally to a cottage on the outskirts of the backyard.

      I frown. “I’m not really in the mood for some romantic interlude,” I mutter, my thoughts fighting not to find their way back to Charming. Mac was cute—gorgeous—but after the way Charming touched me, I’m pretty sure he’s ruined all men for me.

      Mac chuckles. “Oh, Kinsley. This is anything but that.”

      I turn to him, and he snaps his fingers. I raise my eyebrows, and then face the cottage to find it gone. In its place is a large, boxed-shape room painted in midnight tones. It’s covered in millions of small, white question marks. And there doesn’t seem to be any door.

      Turning back to Mac, I say, “I don’t understand.”

      He gives me a sad sort of smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “I’m really sorry about this.”

      “Sorry about what?”

      Instead of answering, he claps his hands three times. A doorway has appeared. I squint, trying to see inside, but there’s only endless blackness.

      “Kinsley Lane,” Mac mumbles beside me.

      Before I can ask him “what,” an invisible energy reaches out and latches itself onto me. I gasp and try to pull myself free. The harder I struggle, the tighter its grip becomes. I turn to Mac and start to ask him for help. When I see the look on his face, I stop struggling.

      “Oh.”

      He did this. He commanded this room, whatever it is, to do this to me. I go limp once again, and the room sucks me into its total darkness. For a brief second, the light from the moon outside gives shape to my surroundings.

      Then the doorway closes, and there is nothing but the sound of my thundering heart.
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      I STARE AT the spot where the doorway just was and crumble to the ground. The floor is hard and cold like cement. I press my face against it, my head still swimming. For a few seconds, I try to make out my surroundings. It doesn’t take me long to give up.

      Curling up into a ball, I sigh. “What the hell is this place?”

      As if in response to my voice, the room seems to expand like some living thing expelling a huge breath. I can’t see anything, but I can feel it. My surroundings constrict then expand, making me feel like I’m in a giant set of lungs.

      I gasp. “What the hell?”

      “You really shouldn’t ball up on the floor like that, Kinsley,” a familiar, yet unfamiliar, voice hisses at me. “It makes you look fat.”

      I feel a figure looming over me. Then light fills the place. Bright, blinding light. Light so bright I’m sure my skin will melt under its glare. I groan and close my eyes, but I can’t even hide from it under my eyelids.

      I crawl onto my hands and knees and shuffle across the floor into the corner where the light is still blazing but somewhat bearable. When I open my eyes, tears fall from the corners of them. Squinting through the light, I find only an empty room. Not only is there no furniture, there are no windows or doors.

      But then how did I get in?

      I bite my lip, knowing the answer.

      Magic.

      I’m really getting tired of the stuff.

      Through the stark brightness, a figure dressed in what looks like white scrub eases her way toward me. When she’s close enough, I make out the tightened-from-Botox face of my mother.

      Only, she’s not my mother.

      Sure, she looks like her with her tight bun and her constant expression of disapproval, but it’s not her. She pulls the surgical mask she’s wearing around her mouth down and smiles at me.

      Definitely not my mother. This woman’s teeth are too perfect. My mom’s teeth wear the abuse of years of smoking and drinking. These teeth look untouched by all vices.

      “Who are you?” I ask in a rough voice.

      The mother lookalike fans her arms out to her sides and twirls in a circle. When she’s facing me again, she wears a huge, clown-like smile.

      “Why, Kinsley, don’t you recognize me? It’s your mother, dear.”

      I back farther into the corner. “You’re not my mother.”

      She frowns and pats herself down. “You sure about that?”

      My eyes narrow. I wipe my tears off on my sleeve. “What is this?”

      The woman sits down, and a white chair zooms across the room to meet her. It’s in place by the time she plops her ass into it. I shake my head and try to rub the burn out of my eyes.

      I stretch my eyes open just as the woman crosses her legs and clicks her tongue.

      “You know how they say everyone has a twin?” She flashes those virgin teeth at me.

      I stay crouched in the corner, panting and peering up at her.

      “Well I…”  She flips her hair. “Am everyone’s twin.” Another smile.

      I shake my head. It’s still swimming, but my high is wearing off. I blame it on this bright ass, buzzkill of a room.

      “I don’t understand,” I say.

      She winks at me. A gesture I’ve never seen on my mother’s face. It kind of freaks me out. “You can just call me truth.”

      I would roll my eyes, but a headache is slowly building near my temples. “Whatever.”

      Her eyebrows edge toward the center of her face. “You don’t seem afraid.”

      I laugh. “I’m annoyed by my mother, not afraid.”

      She tilts her head to the side. “What are you afraid of, Kinsley?”

      I wiggle out of my crouched position and slouch to the floor, leaning my back against the wall. My high is hanging on by a thread.

      With a sigh, I ask, “Why would I tell you that?”

      She lifts out of her chair, and it zips back across the room. I follow it with my gaze, but it doesn’t hit a wall like I expect. It just disappears. When I look back, the woman is crouched down in my face.

      I gasp and slam my hand over my heart. “People sneaking up on me scares me!”

      She smiles—no, not smiles—leers down into my face.

      “The Harker witches want answers from you.”

      I stare into her unnatural eyes. Green like my mother’s, but not a human green. A murky, swamp-colored green. I half-expect a monster to leap out from her irises.

      I gulp. “Well, I have questions, too.” I try to keep my voice from shaking.

      “It doesn’t really work that way.” She smiles again and sits cross-legged in front of me.

      I square my shoulders. “Well, if I don’t get answers, you don’t get answers.”

      A dark shadow crosses over her face. “I highly doubt that.”

      I continue to stare at her. She continues to smirk at me. Finally, after several moments of silence, she booms with laughter and slaps her knee.

      “Tell you what. I like you, girl. One question.” Her smile twists into something more sinister. “Then the fun begins.”

      Why in the hell did I leave Charming? I shake my head. I can’t let him into my thoughts. If I do, I’ll break down and assume the pathetic position.

      “Fine.” My eyes dart around the brightness of the room. “What is this place?”

      “The Truth room.”

      “Yes, I know. But what is the truth room?”

      “That’s two questions.”

      My face wrinkles. “Yes, well, your first answer invited another question.”

      She laughs then leans uncomfortably close to me. I can smell her breath from here. It smells like pickles and mayonnaise. I shudder.

      “You know the expression ‘the truth shall set you free?’”

      I nod.

      “Well.” She sweeps her arms out with a flourish. “This room takes that saying quite literally.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Three questions now, my dear.”

      “Meaning?” I hold up my hand before she can say anything and scowl. “I know, that’s four.”

      She smiles like a predatory cat about to pounce. “Meaning, when you tell the truth, the room will set you free.” She turns her head to the side, and a loud crack issues from her neck. “Now, for the last and obvious question.” She gestures to me with her hand.

      I gulp. “And if I don’t?”

      “Well, then.” She laughs. “The room will keep you here forever.”
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      MY HIGH IS completely gone, and I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye. I reach into my pocket, pull out another pill, and swallow it down like I always do—dry. The thing that looks like my mother is now pacing in front of me. When I pop the pill, she stops and looks down.

      “What’s that?”

      “Something to take the edge off.”

      She holds her hand out. “Can I have one?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Are you serious?”

      “Nah!” She waves me off with a laugh. “I’m not actually real, so it wouldn’t do me any good. And it looks like you need it more than I do.”

      I place the pills back in my pocket and peer up at her. “What do you mean, you’re not real?”

      “I mean exactly that. Not flesh and blood like you.”

      “Then what are you?”

      She passes a hand over my mother’s tight bun. “A manifestation of this room. I am whoever comes into it. Whoever they are most likely to tell the truth for.”

      I laugh. “Well, the room sure as shit got it wrong this time.”

      She shakes her head. “The room never gets it wrong, dear.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, feeling smug. “I hide everything I can from my mother.”

      The woman laughs, and the lights in the room dim slightly. Thank goodness. That damn light was about to melt off my corneas.

      “That doesn’t mean she doesn’t know the truth. That she can’t see it.”

      My expression falls, and the woman nods.

      “Everyone that walks into this room thinks it can be outsmarted. We’ll save a lot of time if you get over that notion right now.” She starts pacing again.

      With a sigh, I lean my head back against the wall. “What do the Harkers want to know?”

      She stops and stares me down. Then she gets right to it. “Have you been sneaking around these grounds with a witch?”

      “No.” My response is automatic. Even though Charming hates me. Even though he’s not coming back here. Even though he probably never needed my help keeping himself concealed in the first place, I won’t betray him. Not any more than I already have. Just thinking about him sends sharp blades into my heart.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      “Has a spirit witch inhabited your body?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Uh, no.”

      She stops pacing and slams her hands onto her hips, nostrils flaring. I’ve been seeing that look on a lot of people tonight.

      “Then how did you cross the magical barrier?”

      I shrug.

      “Listen, Kinsley. Whoever you’re trying to protect… Is it really worth being stuck here for the rest of your life?”

      I frown. Is it? After I chose drugs over him? It actually might be.

      “I’m not protecting anyone.”

      She puckers her lips. “Are you yourself a witch?”

      I think about what Charming said. About my ability to perform touch magic. But that didn’t make me a witch. It certainly didn’t make me strong enough to breach a Harker witch defense.

      “What was that?” The woman kneels in front of me and shoves a finger in my face.

      I bat it away. It slices through thin air, and a chill wraps around my body. The lights flicker again.

      She doesn’t seem to notice. “What were you just thinking?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing.”

      She straightens up and dances in a circle like a child. “Liar, liar, pants on fire!” She spins to facing me again and clucks her tongue. “That eyelid flutter means you were thinking about something. What was it?”

      I shake my head at the woman. “What is your name?”

      She tilts her head to the side.

      “So I have something to call you.”

      “I told you to call me the truth.”

      “I’m not calling you the truth. A real name please. The Harkers must call you something.”

      Her nose wrinkles up. “They call me Verity.”

      I nod. “Nice name.”

      “Thanks.” She frowns at me. “I’m a magical program used for getting the Harkers information they want. They don’t like getting their hands dirty in public.”

      I nod, and my stomach tightens with dread. I wonder if Verity was exaggerating about this room not letting me go until it knows all my secrets.

      “How are you doing this?” Verity asks in a faraway voice.

      I look up at her. “Doing what?”

      Another dark shadow passes her face, and when it leaves, her features are flushed red and contorted with anger. She comes at me looking like a hungry bull shark. Before I can make a move, she picks me up by the sleeves of my jacket and slams my head back against the wall.

      “How are you doing this?”

      With another slam against the wall, I start to feel dizzy. I grab her wrists and try to pry her fingers off me. Why is everyone so strong tonight?

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!” I scream.

      Her hands snake around my neck and squeeze. “You know exactly what I’m talking about!”

      As soon as my air supply cuts off, I panic. Why is it that I can’t touch her but she can touch me? Screw it. I throw my head back and slam it forward into air. Her hands loosen from around my neck, and I fall flat on my face. With a groan, I roll around and wrap my hands around my neck.  “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Verity starts walking around me in slow circles. “I’ve been doing this for hundreds of years, and not once, ever, have I told anyone my name or what I am.”

      Coughing, I scramble backwards on my ass and take shelter in the corner. “I don’t understand why you think I have something to do with that.” My voice comes out scratchy, almost like I’ve just nearly been choked to death.

      Verity simply smiles at me and holds her right arm out to her side. My eyes widen as a double-bladed sword appears in her hand. Blue tinged fire dances along the metal of each blade.

      I try to back away again, but there is nowhere to go. She stalks toward me, swinging the blade expertly. Flames spit off the metal and land on the floor where, of course, it doesn’t burn.

      Nothing on these grounds works the way it should. Might be a good thing. Might mean that when Verity touches me with that blade, I won’t get charred and sliced up.

      Somehow I doubt it.

      “Enough games, Kinsley. You’re going to answer this next question, and you’re going to do it truthfully. Or…” She points one end of her flaming sword at me. “I’m going to take a small piece of you away. Each time you lie, you’ll lose another piece until pieces of you are littered all around this room. You got it?”

      Taking in a deep breath, I hold it and nod.

      “How did you breach the Harkers’ magical defense?”

      I open my mouth and ponder how to answer that question. A street witch showed up and swept me off to save my friends and then we wound up having the best sex I—or anyone else—has ever had, then I ditched him for my drug habit?

      If I tell Verity that, will she alert the Harkers? Will the Harkers then hunt him down? Kill him? Can they kill him? Would Charming be able to stand up to all that magic? If he could, would he forgive me for selling him out?

      Who am I kidding? Forgiveness from him has taken a long ride down shit creek.  I open my mouth to form the words that will let me out of this room, but I physically can’t make my tongue work against him.

      Verity steps so close to me, the fire from her blade heats up my skin. I start to sweat into my jacket. I back away as far as I can, which isn’t very much.

      “I’m losing patience.” She inches the blade closer to my throat.

      Panicked, I close my eyes, open my mouth, and blurt out the first words my tongue will allow me to form.

      “I fell in love!”

      What the fuck was that? I fell in love? With a guy I just met? Whose name I don’t even know just because he gives amazing dick? I bury my head in my knees and prepare to have a piece of my body hacked off.

      Instead, the fire from Verity’s blades lessen in intensity. She lets out a shout, and I peer up between my fingers like a little kid hiding during the scary part of a movie.

      Nothing.

      I remove my hands and lift my head all the way up. Not only is there no Verity, there are no impossibly bright lights. For a moment, I’m outside, backed against a tree, then booms start going off in the night. It sounds like logs being stacked on top of one another. I squint through the darkness and find that’s exactly what it is.

      Within minutes, I’m inside of a cozy looking cabin. It’s dressed in all browns, from the curtains to the plush couch I’m behind.

      In confusion, I struggle to my feet. The pop from a fire draws my attention to a stone fireplace. The fire dancing inside is welcoming, unlike Verity and her sword. Behind me, the door creeks open, and Mac is standing there.

      I back away from him, holding my hands up. “Stay the hell away from me!”

      He takes off his top hat and holds his head up. “Kinsley…” He keeps walking.

      I stomp my foot. Tears sting the corners of my eyes. I bite down on my lip, refusing to let them fall. “I said, stay away from me!”

      He stops and lowers his head. “It wasn’t my idea.”

      “Like hell it wasn’t.”

      “Please, you have to understand. My mother needed to know how you breached that defense. It’s never been done. We couldn’t let you go without knowing that information. For our protection.”

      I stare down my nose at him in disgust. “For your protection? For your protection you were willing to lock me in a room forever?”

      He shakes his head. “Of course not. Just until the truth came out.”

      I snort. “Oh, well that’s much better!”

      “Kinsley, please.”

      “Forget it.” I march over to him and glare up into his stupid, handsome face. “Give me my phone. I’m leaving.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Not yet, at least.”

      My body starts to shake with anger. “What do you mean? I was invited here. You can’t keep me.”

      He stares down at me, his eyes searching mine. “You fell in love?”

      I press my lips together. “What?”

      “That was the confession that let you out of the truth room. You fell in love. How?”

      I stare at him. “Give me my phone,” I say slowly. “I want to leave.”

      “You can’t do that, not until…”

      “Fine.” I brush past him and stomp out the open door.

      There is a chiming in the air to my left. My gaze follows it. In the distance, a tall, stone clock tower sings off the hours.

      It is eleven o’clock.

      I just want this night to be over.

      I snap my gaze back in front of me and continue to rush through the backyard. Suddenly, Gemma Harker blocks me, a friendly smile on her lips. I stop in my tracks then double back.

      “What…”

      Before I can finish, she whips her pointy black hat off her head and throws it at me like a Frisbee. I try to duck, but the hat glides down toward my feet, grows to one hundred times its size, and I fall through the hole.

      With a scream, I fall for God knows how long until I hit a soft surface. When I look up, Gemma’s face is smiling down at me. She waves a hand over the brim of her hat and seals me up in darkness.
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      FOR THE NEXT few minutes, I howl Gemma’s name. Then I scream every curse word I can think of at her, but all my hateful words do is drift into the darkness and bounce back at me. She is nowhere, and I seem to be stuck inside her hat.

      Of course.

      I slam both fists into the material underneath me. I can’t see, but it feels like satin or silk. Well, I guess if a bitch is going to trap you, it’s nice of her to make sure you’re comfortable. Unfolding my hands, I press them against the soft surface and use them to push myself up. I stand on wobbly legs, darting my gaze to my left then to my right.

      I can’t see anything.

      “Gemma!” I yell, turning my face upward. “Let me out of here!”

      Nothing. I wait a few minutes hoping she—or anyone—will answer me. When nobody does, I stumble around with my hands stretched out in front of me. All my fingers touch is air. There is nothing. No walls. I stumble down the…whatever in what I hope is a straight line.

      Voices from above stop me.

      “Mother, you can’t possibly think it’s okay to leave her in there.”

      Mac. I look up again. “Mac?” I call out. “Mac! Hey, where are you?”

      Again from above me, a female laughs. It must be Gemma.

      “Not forever. Not even for a long time. Just until it’s time to use her.”

      My breath hitches. “Use me? Use me for what?”

      “I don’t know if she’s the one.” Mac’s voice again.

      Either he’s ignoring me, or he can’t hear me. Both explanations seem just as likely.

      “Having second thoughts, are we?” Gemma laughs without any humor. It’s a cruel, callous sound. “I should have known. You’ve been messing up all night.”

      Footsteps echo above me.

      “I have not been messing up,” Mac hisses. “I just don’t take to stealing people’s lives as easily as you do.”

      Whoa, stealing people’s lives? What the hell are they talking about?

      “Hey!” I scream through my raw throat. “Let me out of here right now!”

      “I’m doing this for you, Mac. Because you’re my son. And you’re promised to her.”

      “You mean arranged for her,” Mac shoots back. His voice rains down bitter on my head.

      “Don’t be such a child! You have a duty to your family. Goddess! I almost wish Victoria could secure this union.”

      Mac scoffs. “You would. You two are cut from the same cloth. Cruel… Willing to sacrifice an innocent girl to…”

      A loud smack rings above me, followed by Mac’s low grunt. My guess is Gemma lost her temper with him. I can almost see his head snapping to the side while his mother looks upon him with cruel eyes.

      “The girl is nothing! She is weak. It’s why she was chosen. And like I said, it’s your duty to this family. It’s the least you can do after you insulted the Morgans.”

      I stare up into the darkness and listen to the silence. What the hell does this mean? Sacrifice? I sure as shit didn’t sign up for any of that. Were they going to sell me? Kill me?

      Just when I’m about to start screaming again, light footsteps sound out in the distance. Then they stop, and I hear Gemma’s voice again.

      “If you let her out, I will put you in the tree. Don’t test me.” Then, the footsteps start up again, followed by a door squealing open and slamming shut.

      It feels like my heart is pounding in every inch of my body. Behind my eyes, in my ears, even in my toes. The sound of crashing echoes in my head. Glass splatters against a floor I can’t see, interlaced with Mac’s cursing.

      “Mac!” I scream, sinking to the floor. “Mac, please, let me out of here!”

      Tears flow down my cheeks, making me feel helpless and weak. And I keep screaming. I scream until my throat feels coated with cacti. It’s of little use. I know he can’t hear me. I know nobody can hear me. I’m trapped here until somebody lets me out.

      Again I think about how this night should have gone. How it should be going, if only I were capable of making better decisions. But I’m not, so here I am. I wipe the stupid tears from my cheeks. They won’t help me here. Only I can help me.

      Suddenly, the room starts to vibrate around me, like I’m in the middle of my own personal earthquake. My gaze darts all around. Slowly, a dim, blue light fills the space around me. It shoots upward and lights up my surroundings, pulsing above me like a blue moon from some alien planet. With a gasp, I take in my surroundings.

      I’m surrounded by tall, bushy walls. The sound of water trickling draws my attention. I turn toward it, and a fountain with a statue of a goddess I can’t name at its center. Water flows from a small, golden chalice in her hands and lands in a pool at her feet. I crawl to standing and stumble toward her.

      The closer I get, the brighter the blue orb above me shines. I stop at the circular, stone pool and gaze up into the goddess’s marble face.

      “This is some hat,” I mutter to no one.

      Sitting at the edge of the fountain, I drag my fingers through the water. It’s so bitter cold to the touch, I jerk my hand back. When I wipe it on my jeans, and the spot immediately starts to tingle. It’s an intense tingle that reminds me of Charming’s touch against my naked body.

      I stand up as thoughts of him storm my mind, almost as if I can’t help it. I see him pushing me against the wall, kissing me urgently like I’m swiftly melting ice cream. A moan escapes my lips.

      “Charming,” I whisper, rubbing my hand against the spot on my leg that’s tingling.

      “Kinsley?”

      I jump at the sound of his voice and spin around. I back away from him and slam into the fountain, then start to fall backwards. Then he’s in front of me, pulling me upward before my ass can splash into the water.

      The feel of his hand against mine steals my breath. But it doesn’t last long. He pulls away as soon as he can and peers down at me in confusion. I know how he feels.

      “Charming? Is it really you?”

      Anger flashes in his eyes, and his face screws up. “Of course it’s me.” He backs away and crosses his arms over his chest. “How the hell did I get here?” His gaze scans our surroundings. “And where is here?”

      I bite down on my lip. “Um, I don’t know. Pretty sure we’re inside a hat.”

      He turns his head back to me and furrows his eyebrows. “I’m sorry?”

      I shrug.  “We’re in a hat.”

      “A hat?” he echoes, like my words must be wrong.

      “Yes.” I take in a deep breath and spit out everything that’s happened since I left him. The Truth room, Gemma, the hat, the conversation I overheard, all of it. When I’m done he stares at me like someone lost on the interstate.

      “I know it must sound crazy,” I add.

      “You didn’t say anything about me? In the Truth room?”

      I shake my head.

      “And it still let you out?”

      I nod.

      “Hm.” He looks around again. “Sounds like we’re in a witch trap.”

      Of course we are.

      “What doesn’t make sense is how I got here. It should be impossible.” He makes the face of someone trying to piece together a complicated jigsaw puzzle. My heart starts to pound in my ears again. This time it’s not out of fear; it’s from excitement.

      I never thought I’d see him again, and here he is in front of me. His beautiful face scrunches up, and he turns his eyes on me. What I see there makes my heart sink. He’s still angry. Worse than that, he’s hurt.

      And I’m the one who hurt him. Every muscle in my body screams out to go to him, but for some reason I hold back.

      “What were you doing right before I got here?” he asks in an even tone that doesn’t match his expression.

      He’s trying to keep everything business. I can’t really blame him. For a second, seeing that look on his face makes me forget. I shake the cobwebs from my brain as I look around. My gaze lands on the water. On the goddess.

      “I was wiping water from my jeans.” I leave out the part about thinking of his hands all over my body. “Then I whispered your name.”

      “Water?” he asks, turning around. His eyes widen like he just now noticed the huge, stone goddess pouring water from her golden chalice. Lowering his head, he steps forward and dips his hand in.

      “Careful. It tingles,” I say.

      He rubs his thumb against his index and middle fingers then brings them up under his nose. With a sniff, his eyes light up, and he shakes the water off.

      “Akasha,” he mutters.

      “A what?” I ask with a frown.

      He looks down at me with narrow eyes. His forehead wrinkles like he’s concentrating hard on something. Finally, he stares up at the goddess and points.

      “Someone put this here. For you.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I don’t understand.”

      “Akasha is the source of neutral magic. Whoever wanted you trapped in here is the only one that can let you out, because a witch’s trap bends to the will of that witch. However, if someone plants an Akashic relic, the magic can be bent because she doesn’t recognize the will of any witch over the other.”

      I frown. “Who is Akasha?”

      He shrugs. “No one really knows. There are so many definitions. Some witches believe she is an element. Others believe she is the original, the first witch, and therefore the mother to us all.”

      I nod. “Okay…but who here would want to help me?”

      Charming’s face darkens. “Really? You can’t think of anyone?” He spits the words at me, and they land harsh on my ears.

      I wince. “No.”

      He laughs darkly. “Sure. Anyway, this relic brought you help. In other words, me.” He crosses his arms again and looks away.

      I stand there staring at him in silence. I want to apologize. To get on my knees and beg forgiveness, but I can tell from the slump of his shoulders and the twisted mask of pain in his expression that there is no forgiveness here. So, I just stand there, shifting my weight from one leg to the other, trying to think of something, anything, to break this painful silence.

      Finally, all I come up with is, “So, will you help me?”

      His head snaps in my direction. “Why should I?”

      I back away from him and hug myself. It’s hard to believe that the person whose arms held me the way they did only hours ago could speak to me with such malice.

      Yet I know it’s my fault. I’m the one who left him. I left him for my tiny, white pills because I know them better. I don’t know anything about him, yet I love him. Something in my heart and mind tell me that it’s not true. That I do know him. I just don’t know how. For instance, I know the emotion behind the malice in his voice.

      It’s hurt.

      I also know if he does abandon me right now, it’s not because he’s a bad person. It’s because his heart doesn’t bounce back easily. We have that in common. I don’t know how I know this, but I do.

      “Tell me, Kinsley. Why shouldn’t I leave you in this trap? Why shouldn’t I walk away from you the same way you walked away from me?”

      I open and close my mouth several times. Finally I say, “You should,” in a barely audible voice.

      He steps closer to me. “What’s that?” His nostrils flare apart in anger. “Speak up.”

      “I said you should!” My voice is as clear as the blue light throbbing above us. “You shouldn’t help me.”

      “Damn right I shouldn’t!” He points toward the small space between us. “You know, when I came here tonight looking for you, I didn’t expect…” His jaw clenches, and he kicks at the ground. “I came here to tell you off, not to…” Again, he’s too flustered to finish his sentence.

      I tilt my head to the side. “To tell me off for what?”

      His eyes narrow, then he shakes his head. “No, you don’t get to know. You don’t get to know me. You don’t get my name.”

      Tears sting my eyes. I blink them back. I deserve this. I deserve everything he’s saying. He should walk away from me. When he turns his back, I resist the urge to go up behind him and wrap my arms around him.

      Looking at the ground, I focus on the blades of grass glowing in the pale, blue light. Everything around us is warped by that blue light. Makes me feel like I’m in a world nothing like my own. Feeling things I would normally never feel.

      When I peer up, his back is still to me. But he isn’t gone. At least not yet. Biting down on my lip, I reach into my pocket and take out my pills. I stare down at them and sigh. Then I look up and inch my way toward him.

      “I’m a rough adic,” I mumble between pursed lips.

      Charming turns around and raises his eyebrows. “What?”

      With another sigh, I take in a deep breath and force myself to meet his gaze.

      “I’m a drug addict,” I say in a clear voice.

      Saying it out loud gives me a queasy feeling. I’ve never said anything close to that out loud. Never even thought of it. Never thought of myself that way. But if the definition is someone who needs to take drugs, then there you have it.

      My head starts to swim.

      “I know,” he says in a soft voice.

      I expect him to be disgusted. To turn away. Instead, he looks at me with eyes full of understanding. There is something else on his face too, something that almost looks like pride.

      I look back down at my bottle. With shaking hands, I twist the lid off and trudge closer to the fountain. I hold my arm out over the water and start to tip the bottle.

      Then I freeze.

      Fear grips hold of my heart and squeezes tight. I need these pills. I won’t last an hour without them. Throwing them away is a waste. They’ve been so good to me over the past year. I should just swallow the last of this stash down right now.

      Charming comes up behind me and places his hand gently over mine.

      “You can do it,” he says with his lips against my ear.

      I shiver. From fear? From excitement? The emotions are too close to tell.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “Trust me,” he says in a whisper.

      “I’ll be in withdrawal.”

      “Yes,” he says like it’s the simplest thing in the world. He uses his hand to tip mine toward the water.

      “Wait!” I shout, panic ripe in my tone.

      He stops, and I listen to the rhythmic breathing of his breath against my ear. I step away from him, not far, but enough that his hand is nowhere near mine. If I’m going to do this—and I don’t know that I am—I have to do it on my own. I stand there for what feels like hours until finally I close my eyes and suck in a sharp breath. It stabs my lungs.

      Then I tilt the pill bottle. They plop-plop-plop into the water, and I open my eyes. The pills melt away, turning the water milky white. Clutching the empty bottle to my chest, I resist the urge to leap in after them.

      It isn’t easy.

      After a few minutes, Charming says, “I’m proud of you.”

      I turn to him. “I’m scared.”

      He nods. “I know.” Then he wraps his arms around me.

      I start to shake. I can’t imagine getting through a day without popping one of those pills. Hell, I can’t imagine getting through the next hour without popping one. Charming holds me tighter.

      God, I really am sick. Here I am, life probably in danger, and all I can think of is pills. I bury my face against his chest and breathe in his heady scent of soap and rainwater.

      A few more minutes pass before I say, “I’m sorry.”

      “I know,” he says again.

      I pull away and peer up at him. A single tear rolls slowly down my cheek. He reaches out and brushes it away.

      “Does that mean you’ll stay? We’ll spend the night together?”

      Before he can answer, a dark female laugh rings out from behind us.

      “You should already be gone!” a male voice hisses in frustration.

      I turn around to find Mac and Gemma. He’s on his knees with her wand, a sleek, black thing with an intricate silver handle, pointed at his head.

      “Who were you talking to, dear?” Gemma asks, raising a bushy eyebrow in my direction.

      I glance at Charming then back at her. I’m guessing he’s doing that thing where people can’t see him, and I look crazy. Great.

      I shrug, trying to appear casual. “No one.”

      “Oh, really?”

      She swoops forward, Mac bouncing on the ground beside her like a dog being forced to go where it doesn’t want to go. She stops inches away from my face and sniffs the air.

      “I smell it.”

      I force myself to hold her gaze. “Smell what?”

      She leans forward and smirks. “Magic.”

      I square my shoulders. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      Charming takes me and shoves me behind his back. I stare up at him.

      “Why don’t you make yourself visible?” I whisper into his ear.

      He doesn’t respond.

      Mac eyes me from the ground, his face contorted in pain. “Who…are you talking to?”

      I shake my head and bite down on my lower lip.

      “Damnit, Kinsley. You should have already been gone!” Mac screams at me.

      Gemma turns on her son and twists her wand hand. He lets out a howl of pain.

      “I should have known you’d try to do something stupid. You put the relic here?” Her wand hand twists again, and Mac writhes in pain.

      “Stop it!” I shout, stepping out from behind Charming. “You’re hurting him!”

      Gemma’s eyes shift toward me. Her face becomes a cruel sneer. “That’s the point.” She turns back to Mac. “She really is dense, isn’t she? You thought she’d figure out how to use the relic?” She practically cackles.

      I narrow my eyes at the bitch. “Screw you.” I rush toward her and drive a fist into her stomach.

      Her eyes pop wide open, and she buckles over. The hold she has on Mac is temporarily lifted. He looks at me with very real fear in his eyes as he grabs his middle.

      “Run!” Mac says.

      Charming and I turn and dash toward the fountain. Before we reach the water, a black ooze zips out and wraps around our ankles. It anchors us to the floor as it wraps up our legs toward our midsections.

      In panic, I bat at my legs like they’re on fire.

      Beside me, Charming mutters something I don’t understand, and the ooze starts to back off. Within seconds, we are free, but it doesn’t last. My body turns around against my will, and Gemma bears down on me with her wand.

      “What the hell was that?” she hisses.

      I try to open my mouth, but it stays clamped closed as if it has a mind of its own. As if it’s bending to Gemma’s will. She steps closer to me and traces my lips with her wand. I try to back away, but again it’s no use.

      “Answer me.” She pulls her wand away.

      With a gasp, my mouth falls open. “I don’t know.”

      Her face flushes red, making her skin appear almost magenta under the pulsing blue light. “The truth!” She backs away and points her wand at me again.

      My heart starts to pulse in my temples. “I—I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know.”

      “Mother,” Mac groans from the ground. “Just leave her alone. We can find another way.”

      Gemma’s face screws up in anger. “Enough of this.” She flicks her wand at me at the same time Charming shoves his hands out and mutters something under his breath.

      A white light shoots out and slices through the green light emanating from the tip of Gemma’s wand. It bats away the green light as if it’s nothing, and Gemma goes flying backward.

      She lands in a heap behind Mac. Charming grabs my hand. He tugs me back toward the fountain, and we jump in. Behind us, Gemma’s footsteps pad toward us. Charming stands right under the flow from Akasha’s cup and his lips begin to buzz with speech.

      Then the air around us stands still. No, it does more than that. It’s like it starts to vanish. I turn toward Gemma who is almost upon us, shouting something in Italian.

      The fountain disappears as if it were never there.

      “This is over,” she hisses with finality.

      From the look in her eyes, I know she’s right. With a wave of her wand, Charming and I are sucked up into a black whirlwind. Our feet leave the ground. The air thins even more. It’s like I’m sucking air through a straw, and the black ooze is back.

      I squint at Charming through the black smoke in time to see the ooze wrap itself around his mouth and hands. It does the same to me. I scream out for him, but it all comes out in gibberish.

      We’re snatched through the air and land hard on a cool, rocky surface. My body stands up with no help from me, and a chair slams into the back of my legs, forcing me to sit down. Before I can move, chains rattle and snake across the room. They wrap around my arms, my legs, around my throat. As soon as I’m wrapped up tight, the black ooze slides off my skin.

      Gemma stands before me in what I can only describe as some kind of dungeon. She smiles and taps her wand into the palm of her hand.

      Leaning forward, she says, “I’m going to forgive all the trouble you’ve caused tonight because you’re about to come in very useful.” She steps away and laughs.

      “Screw you, bitch,” I say over my own panting.

      She laughs like I just complimented her witchy attire. Ignoring her the best I can, I sweep my gaze across the room. It’s stark and empty. Above me, a low hanging light bulb casts the room in dim, yellow light.

      Charming is nowhere in sight.

      A door screeches open, drawing my attention. If I could move, I’d back the hell away. In the doorway is a pale, emaciated figure with unnatural blue eyes and slick skin. Water drips from her dark, purple-streaked hair, which sticks to her forehead like she just came in out of the pouring rain.

      She shuffles toward me with an unnatural gait. It’s like she’s been bedridden for months and is taking her first steps. When her mouth opens, rust colored water pours out.

      I twist around desperately in my chair, making the chains rattle.

      She’s one of them.

      One of the dead.

      And I have a feeling she’s here for me.
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      GEMMA’S LAUGHTER FILLS the cold, dead space. It fills me with something more slow-acting and chilling than fear.

      Dread. It sinks its cold teeth into me and wraps itself around my heart. The dead girl with water rippling out from her feet and dripping down her fingertips stops at Gemma’s side.

      “Kinsley,” Gemma says in a low voice. “Meet Reyna Morgan. Reyna, this is Kinsley.”

      Reyna lets out a wet moan. It sounds like she’s gargling way too much mouth wash. I know I’m bound to this chair with chains, but that doesn’t stop me from trying to get away. I struggle against the cool metal until it digs into my flesh, leaving red marks.

      “Well, I should go have a talk with my son. Let you girls get to know each other.”

      Panic wraps itself into my heart and flings my mouth open. “Wait!”

      Gemma turns to me, her hand against the back of the door.

      I glance from Reyna to her. “Please. Please don’t leave me with her. Please don’t do whatever it is you’re about to do.”

      Gemma’s head tilts to the side. “Why not?”

      My mouth opens, but my tongue slips up. For a few seconds, I can’t think of anything to say to her. Finally, I shake my head. “Because I haven’t done anything to you.”

      She nods. “I know.”

      I stare at her. The evenness in her tone is scarier than if she were a raving lunatic.

      “Then why?”

      She sighs. “It isn’t personal, Kinsley. I just have to right a wrong done to a very powerful witch family.” She shrugs. “And for that, I need a body. One that won’t be missed.”

      Her words stab into me like a knife. My eyes narrow. “I would be missed.”

      Gemma raises an eyebrow. “Oh? By whom? Your drug dealer best friend, the lesbian, or your mother who pretends you don’t exist?”

      She smiles, and something twists in my chest.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say in a low voice.

      She nods. “Sure, dear.” Raising her hands toward her head, she straightens her hat. “I really am sorry about this.” Then she ducks out of my sight and slams the door behind her.

      My eyes slowly find Reyna again. She’s shuffling toward me, leaning most of her weight on her left leg, her head falling to the side. It’s the kind of walk only the dead have. A wet groan pours out of her throat, and more dirty water comes dribbling out of the sides of her mouth.

      I start to struggle against the chains so hard that my chair screeches backward and the chains around my throat tighten, nearly cutting off my air supply.

      “Get away from me,” I cry as Reyna draws nearer.

      As if it’s opposite day for the dead, her prune like fingers reach for me and she lets out another groan-spittle combination. I lean as far away from her as I can, but that doesn’t stop her from gripping me by the shoulders.

      A wet, cold sensation washes over me, halting my breath temporarily in my lungs. The fabric on my jacket melts away under her touch, then her fingers sink into my shoulders. My flesh vibrates, then the kind of cold that burns into my skin.

      I let out a wail. “Get off me!”

      Reyna moans.

      “She said get off,” a male voice growls from behind her.

      Charming!

      A blast of white light fills the room. I shut my eyes against it, and something thuds into the wall on my right. When the light dies down, I slowly open my eyes. Charming is coming toward me, and Reyna is in a heap on the floor.

      “We have to hurry,” he mutters, waving his hands across the chains binding me to the chair.

      The chains wiggle, snap apart, and stand up like charmed snakes before clanking to the floor.

      “Come on.” He reaches for my hand.

      Shaking, I put my hand in his and let him stand me up. “You came for me.”

      He quirks an eyebrow. “I never left.”

      I frown. “I don’t understand.”

      Reyna lets out a choked wail, and Charming’s gaze shifts toward her.

      “I was cloaked. Gemma’s magic is too strong for me, so I hid. Now come on, we have to hurry.”

      He turns and then shoves me behind his back.

      “You two really have to work on making speedier exits.”

      I peek out from Charming’s side and spot Mac. His face is scrunched in pain, and his voice is laced with something that sounds like regret. He leans back against the door and shakes his head.

      “You,” Mac hisses.

      Charming’s jaw clenches. “Harker.”

      Mac raises his hands in the air like a magician with flair. “Well, that explains so much about tonight.”

      “Just let us go.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” His eyes flash toward me, and I read sorrow in them. “I really did everything I could to help you, Kinsley.” His gaze shifts back to Charming and narrows. “Seems you sided with the wrong witch.” He spits out a laugh that fills my gut with dark butterflies. “Does she know?”

      I frown and peer up at Charming. His face flushes crimson. “You don’t want to be doing this, Mac.”

      Mac’s face falls. “Well, for once in your life—or whatever—you’re right.” He pulls his amber wand from behind his back. “But now I really don’t have a choice. I’m not going back to the tree. Ever again.”

      Reyna lets out a series of grunts and moans, stealing my focus. I’d almost forgotten she was there. Her arms flail out in front of her, and they rock up and down. She looks like Frankenstein’s monster, only sitting down and held back by something invisible.

      Something like magic.

      A chilled wave dances across my skin, and I scoot closer to Charming.

      “Ah, you’ve met Reyna.” Mac smiles as his eyes scan her up and down.

      “No way I’m letting you put that thing inside of her,” Charming growls.

      My eyes widen. Inside of her? Inside of me? Oh, hells no.

      “You know, the only thing I’ve ever envied about street witches is your modernity.” Mac’s eyes travel back to Charming. “The downfall of being a hereditary witch is the promises our parents make to create powerful alliances.” He gestures with a hand toward Reyna. “I was promised to Reyna before I was even born, did you know that?”

      My mouth falls open, and I glance between Mac and Charming. Finally, my gaze rests on Reyna.

      “We met when we were twelve, have always been the best of friends. But I never loved her, not like that. I suppose that’s why I killed her.”

      My head snaps back in Mac’s direction.

      Did I just hear that right?

      He laughs. “Well, I don’t mean I killed her, killed her. It was an accident.”

      “So they say,” Charming says with a dark edge in his voice.

      Mac’s eyes glint in the apricot lighting. “I manifested a lake on the eve of our wedding. We were eighteen.” He looks above our heads, his eyes focused on something miles away from here. “That was the night I confessed that I wasn’t in love with her. She became so angry! And I wasn’t as in charge of my magic as I am now… She told me to get over it and do what hereditary witches have done for centuries… Marry for power and have love on the side. But that isn’t what I wanted.”

      His eyes flash anger, and I find myself backing away from him.

      Heat radiates from Charming’s body. I glance down and notice that same bright, white light dancing across his fingertips.

      “I couldn’t make her see reason. I couldn’t make any of them see…and before I knew it, the water had swallowed her up…” His eyes lock onto mine. “And when it spit her out, she was quite dead.”

      His voice is so casual that it’s hard to believe this is the same Mac Harker that I met earlier this evening. The one who fought for me. The one who seemed so…good.

      Mac so abruptly that it’s scarier than his murder confession. “Of course, now Mother has found a way to right my mistake.”

      Charming steps in front of me so that my view of Mac is completely blocked.

      “It’s not going to happen.”

      “I really wish it didn’t have to.”  His voice is so sincere, so full of remorse, that for a moment I don’t sense the danger anymore. Even with Reyna thrashing and groaning in the corner.

      “Then don’t let it,” Charming says, his tone changed. He’s gone from threatening to pleading.

      “I don’t have a choice.” Mac steps to the side and peers down at me. “Kinsley, please try to understand.”

      I open my mouth, and then shake my head. I don’t know what to say. I’m not even sure I completely understand what’s going on. A cool sweat breaks out on my forehead. What the hell was I thinking throwing my damn pills away? A couple would come in real handy right now.

      I clear my throat. “I don’t…I don’t really understand what’s going on.”

      Mac nods at me. “Well, this is going to be hard to accept…”

      Charming scoffs. “Are you serious right now, dude?”

      Mac eyes him, and Charming’s hands ball into fists at his side.

      “As I was saying.” His gaze is back on me now. “This is going to be hard to understand…but my mother and I kind of need to put her…” He points at the struggling Reyna then points back at me. “Into you.”

      The spark from Charming’s fingers flares up. Mac glances down at the white light then back at us with a smile.

      I gasp, and Charming backs up, pushing me farther from Mac.

      “You’ll have to get through me,” Charming growls.

      Mac’s expression morphs when he shifts his gaze from me to Charming. It goes from sympathetic and wide-eyed to outright hostile, nostrils flared and all.

      He sidesteps and looks Charming up and down. “Oh, right. You’re going to stop me.”

      “Damn right I am.”

      “Now that…” He aims his wand at Charming. “I can’t wait to see.”

      Before I have time to blink, Charming shoves a bolt of light back at me. I sail backward and through the wall. My head darts left then right, but all I can make out is blackness. When I extend my arms, they hit a rough, textured surface.

      A wall.

      I try to walk forward and run into it.

      “Ouch.” My hand flies to my forehead. Just beyond the wall, crashing, banging, and moaning reaches my ears.

      In a panic, I throw my hands out in all directions. Wall in all directions.

      I stomp my foot. “Damnit!” Then I lean forward and press my ear to the surface. I can make out Mac laughing and the sound of someone choking.

      “Charming!” I bang on the wall.

      Mac’s laughter booms louder.

      “Mac!” I try again. “Please! Don’t hurt him. I’ll give you whatever you want!”

      “Kinsley!” Charming’s voice calls out. “Remember the touch! When you lose yourself, remember it!”

      A loud boom vibrates the wall, and I jump back, hitting the wall behind me.  The wall in front of me starts to quake, crashing to the ground in large slabs.

      Dim light floods in.

      Mac steps toward me, his mother at his heels.

      He tilts his head. “Oh, come now… Don’t cry.”

      My hand automatically goes to my cheek and comes away wet. I hadn’t even realized I’d been crying. Mac takes me by the arm and guides me back into the room. My eyes scan the place.

      Charming is nowhere in sight.

      “This won’t hurt a bit, dear,” Gemma assures me.

      I barely hear what she says. Barely register that Reyna is once again shuffling toward me. Gemma and Mac join hands and form a tight circle around the both of us.

      My head swims. It doesn’t dawn on me what’s about to happen.

      Then Gemma and Mac’s voices buzz in unison.

      My mind snaps on like a light switch. Without thinking, without having time to think, I lash out at both of them, driving my fists into the nearest body parts. None of it even rattles them. I stand helpless as Gemma’s black ooze slips around me.

      A flash of light goes off in my eyes, stealing my sight.

      Then I hit the cold floor, and there is nothing.

      [image: ]

      WHEN I WAKE up, I’m not quite myself. I’m on something soft, and the sound of voices buzzing and laughter ringing comes from downstairs. I try to lift my head, but it feels like it’s been filled with sandbags. I plop uselessly back onto a silk pillow.

      Even though I’m covered in at least three blankets, I shiver from the cold. That’s not the worst part. My skin itches. And I mean itches. The kind of itch that burns. I grit my teeth, trying to get my arms to work so I can relieve myself, but I can’t move.

      Then I start trying to move anything. Anything at all.

      Nothing works. They’ve turned me into a useless, life-sized doll.

      The room is draped in a soft, yellow glow. Shadows crawl against the wall like the lighting is coming from a dancing candle flame.

      I close my eyes and groan, then something flickers behind my eyelids. Moving pictures projected inside my brain. A young, beautiful girl with black and purple-streaked hair wields a wand against an older man with a long, sleek ponytail. She whips it at him at the same time he does, and she goes flying backward.

      In my vision, she pouts up at the man who is now laughing.

      “You’re going to have to do better than that if you’re going to best your old man.” His eyes smile down at her. Kindly. Affectionately. Then he reaches a hand toward her and pulls her up.

      The girl brushes off her dress and squares her shoulders.

      I gasp, and the vison dissipates.

      Reyna, something at the back of my mind tells me.

      Somewhere deep inside me, soft, female laughter pushes its way up from my diaphragm and comes out of my throat.

      It’s not my laughter.

      My heart pounds like a bongo drum in my chest.

      Last year creeps into me like an unwanted visitor. This was how it started. The possession. Slowly, memories that aren’t your own haunt you before you know you’re walking on your legs, but someone else is controlling them. Speaking with a tongue that no longer belongs to you.

      The door creaks open, and I sink down into the blankets as much as I can.

      “Kinsley?” Mac’s voice rings out, followed by his footsteps padding toward me.

      I grit my teeth. Soon he is over my bed, looking down at me in concern.

      I want to bite his face off. “Where is he?”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “Charming!”

      “Oh!” Mac claps his hands. “He’s in a place where he can’t interfere.” Mac smiles. “I just came to check on you. Everything went very well.” He sits on the edge of the bed.

      I want to scoot away from him, but my stupid limbs are still weighed down. Just being this close to him makes me want to climb out of my skin and let Reyna have it.

      “Screw you,” I mutter.

      He frowns, and for a moment, I believe he’s actually hurt.

      “I really am very sorry about this,” he says.

      “If you were sorry, you wouldn’t be doing it.”

      “Don’t you understand?” He leans closer to me. “This is all my mother’s idea. She saw you in the news, targeted you, researched you, offered you passage to lure you here.” He shakes his head as if in disgust. “She figured people would be so fascinated by the story–‘Kinsley Lane possessed a second time, Harker witches unable to stop it’—that no one would ask questions. And since there really is no one that cares about you…”

      “That’s not true,” I growl, cutting him off.

      He pouts a little then sighs. “Reyna will give you a good life. Power. You just have to hold on till 6:00. By then, she will have taken over your being entirely. You’ll even look like her. And we’ll plant a staged body for your funeral.”

      I stare at him and shake my head. “You’re crazy.”

      His eyes flash dangerously, then he smiles in such a friendly way, I wonder if I imagined it all.

      I shudder.

      “Are you cold? That tends to happen.” He stands up and tucks me tighter into the blankets. “There, that’s better.” With another smile, he leans over and presses his lips against mine.

      I tighten my mouth and let my body slack. Having him kiss me, touch me in any way, makes me feel in desperate need of another hell shower.

      He chuckles and pulls back. “Gods, it would drive him crazy to know that I took you from him… You know, while you’re still you.”

      He brushes his fingers through my hair, and I jerk away.

      With another laugh, he straightens. “Don’t worry. I’m not like that.”

      Great, not a rapist, but he’s okay with stealing my entire life.

      “Wait till you find out about him…” He shakes his head and straightens his top hat on his head.

      I narrow my eyes. “Find out what about him?”

      He shakes his head and clicks his tongue. “Oh, no. That, you’ll have to work out on your own.” He turns around and starts for the door. “I’ll be back to check on you in an hour.”

      “Wait,” I call out, my heart pounding in desperation.

      He stops.

      “Please, don’t do this.”

      His back tenses, and for a moment, I hold onto hope.

      Then he drops his head and reaches for the doorknob.  “It’s already done.”

      The door clicks shut behind him. With great effort, I turn my head toward the night stand. The numbers 1:00 flash in angry letters from a digital clock just before another foreign memory takes me over.
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      THE ITCHING ON my skin gives way to intense tingling. It’s like someone stuck me in one of those cribs that vibrate babies to sleep. My limbs are lighter now, leaving me to roll around on the bed, trying to keep Reyna’s memories from taking me over. I’m not quite strong enough to stand.

      My mind flashes between her and me like a turn signal.

      Off. Her.

      On. Me.

      Finally, in a moment of being me, I pull the pillow over my face and let out a frustrated scream.

      She laughs somewhere far away at the back of my mind.

      Just let it happen. She sounds like an overzealous prom date.

      “Fuck you,” I mumble into my pillow.

      Another laugh. Not unkind, but not quite amused either. It sounds like a laugh that belongs to someone who knows what’s about to happen and is pleased with their own cleverness.

      Kinsley. I think we can help each other.

      Her voice echoes inside my skull like she’s speaking to me from the bottom of a canyon.

      I throw the pillow on the ground and stare up at the ceiling. Help her, my ass. She just wants to take over my body. Over my life. No way am I going to make that easier for her.

      That’s not true.

      I scoff. “I’m not stupid enough to trust the dead.”

      My mind starts flashing again.

      Off.

      On.

      Her.

      Me.

      My body is sheened in sweat.

      After several moments of silence: You can trust me.

      The flashes start coming in rapid succession. It’s like staring into a strobe light. My breath is stolen, and my head starts to pound. Sand fills my limbs. I’m itchy and heavy all at once.

      Finally, Reyna flashes on, and I’m backed into a small corner of my body.

      Her memories, her life, play out in my head as if it were my own.

      She’s strong. The fight is going to be over quickly if I can’t do better than this.

      It takes me a moment to realize that this memory isn’t of Reyna. Mac’s mother fills my vision. She’s in a room splattered in dark greens and sturdy, wooden furniture. When my mind’s eye focuses, a pool table comes into view.

      Gemma Harker is naked and bent over it.

      I recoil from the image, and my mind flashes again.

      Off. On. Off. On.

      The image slams back down inside my head. Another form comes into view. The man with the sleek hair and kind eyes from Reyna’s earlier memories.

      Her father, I realize.

      He’s slumped over Gemma’s back, and it’s very obvious what they’re doing. If I could narrow my eyes and spit at the image, I would. But Reyna has the reins. For some reason, this is something she wants me to see.

      Gemma and Reyna’s father breathe heavily. Slipping a long, silky black dress back over her shoulders, she turns to the man and smiles.

      “So, we’re in agreement?” she asks.

      The man falters, and Gemma’s eyes darken.

      “Look, Gemma. You know you drive me crazy. But…it’s just not something I can make happen.” He reaches for her. “Anything else you ask will be yours, just not that.”

      Gemma jerks out of his arms. Her face twists in anger then is quickly replaced by a smile. The effect is jarring. It reminds me of Mac.

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t say that,” she growls.

      “Gemma…” He extends his arms out to her, but she holds a hand up to stop him. She crosses the green carpet to the other side of the room. There, she punches a combination into a safe with a small, red light glowing top center.

      She removes a small SD card, crosses over to a desk, and places it into a laptop.

      She holds her arms out in front of her. “Come, darling.”

      The man’s eyebrows furrow. “What is this?” he asks as he joins her behind the desk.

      Keeping her eyes on him, Gemma smiles and presses a button on the laptop.

      Whatever he sees on the screen turns his face ghost-pale. Sounds of passion boom out of the laptops speakers. After a few minutes, Gemma hits another button, and the noise stops.

      She sighs, leans her hip against the desk, and shakes her head. “This is what you call a conundrum, Walter.”

      He falters again. “What? Why?”

      She shrugs. “Because I need something from you.”

      Walter’s face reddens, and he walks up on her. “You think you can threaten me?”

      Gemma yawns in his face. “Of course I can threaten you.” She reaches out and strokes his cheek. He slaps her hand away. “You have something to lose.”

      “It’s not happening, Gemma.”

      The lightness leaves her face. This face is carved from stone. This face is ice cold.

      “I’m afraid you don’t have any leverage here.” Her expression relaxes back into a smile. “I, however, have your wife. Your daughter. Both of whom I’m sure you don’t want seeing these tapes.”

      “You bitch!” He jerks the computer off the table and smashes it against the wall.

      Gemma only laughs. “Yes, darling. As if that was my only copy. Have you forgotten how long this affair has been going on?”

      Walter stares like a fish caught in a net.

      She nods. “So, you’ll call off Reyna’s engagement to young Jacob and announce her new engagement to Mac.” She smiles sweetly. “Understood?”

      “There is no way I can wound the Milles family.”

      “Better to wound your own then?”

      “But how will I explain—”

      She waves him off before he can finish. “I’m sure you will think of something.” She pats his left cheek. “Clever boy that you are and all.”

      “I’ll have a locator find all the tapes… I’m one of the most powerful witches in the world. You won’t threaten me.” His voice doesn’t come out nearly as confident as his words.

      Gemma clucks her tongue. “In name, perhaps. In actual power…we both know the truth of that.”

      They stare at each other for minutes that stretch the hour hand on the clock.

      Finally, Walter looks down.

      Gemma’s smile says everything. She’s won.

      “Call me before you announce. Our families should make a public display of unity.”

      Then she flips her hair—not streaked with gray yet—over her shoulder and walks away.

      My vision flashes.

      Off. I let out a gasp.

      On. I’m buried back inside myself.

      Colors float in front of my eyelids like clouds stained in pastels. Then they disperse, and another memory rolls into focus. There is a sturdy tree glowing in the light of the sinking sun. Its leaves wave in the wind, and strong branches extend in all directions like arms from Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man. Settled near the top is a large treehouse.

      My mind’s eye drifts inside to Reyna, and a lean, brown-haired boy who has the flicker of flame in his gray eyes. The two of them sit, holding hands over a circle of candles.

      “This isn’t going to work,” the boy mumbles, his young, yet handsome face twisting with nerves.

      “We have to try.” A tear rolls down Reyna’s cheek. She doesn’t try to wipe it away.

      “We can run away together.”

      Reyna shakes her head. “From our families?”

      “I can’t believe he’d do this to us!” The candle flames spark up a few inches in response to the anger in his voice.

      With a gasp, Reyna backs away. Then with a soft smile, she takes his hands back into her own.

      Together they start to chant in low tones.

      Flashing again.

      Off.

      On.

      Reyna is chasing the same boy through a field of tall grass. On the horizon, a blood moon looms large.

      “Jacob! Jacob, wait!”

      More flashing. My vision switches from white to black so fast, it blurs together into a murky gray color.

      The scene behind my eyelids finally settles on black. The kind of darkness that the boogeyman creeps out of. The kind that chases you under your bed. A shiver races through me. Reyna uses my body to grip the sheets. She pulls them up under my chin.

      There is a slow creaking sound. Like something swinging at a snail’s pace. I can’t see anything, and for a minute, I wonder why Reyna would want to show me nothing. Then sobbing reaches my ears. No, not sobbing.

      Wailing.

      The kind of wailing only achieved by those deeply in pain.  And sometimes they’re right.

      Slowly, a soft light fills the room. A full sized bed comes into focus. In the middle of the room is a dark figure.

      It’s hanging from the rafters of the room.

      Despair grows tangible arms and grips itself around my heart.

      I can’t breathe.

      My vision tunnels, and I get a close-up of the figure’s face.

      Jacob. Ashen and still.

      Jacob, dead at his own hands.

      I thrash my way to the forefront of my mind. My mind starts flashing.

      Off.

      “Stop it. I don’t want to see anymore!”

      On.

      I don’t want this, Reyna sobs. Will you help me?

      Off.

      My mouth gapes. I can’t think of anything to say. Her anguish washes over me like sleet. I shiver as it jabs at my skin. My body may not ever be able to warm up again.

      Even if she ever leaves me, the memories will still be there, ready to leap out and drench me all over again.

      “There isn’t anything I can do,” I say in a broken, tired voice.

      Silence creeps into my body. For one hopeful second, I convince myself that she’s gone. But the itch crawls back along my skin. The shiver back into my bones.

      You can. You can give me control.

      [image: ]

      I ROLL OVER out of bed and crash to the floor. Turning out of a painful heap, I land on my back and groan.

      Silly girl! Someone will have heard that.

      Ignoring her, I shake my head. “No way. No way am I letting a ghost control me again. Not after last year.”

      It won’t be like that, Kinsley, Reyna hisses. I promise you. But you must hurry. Relax. Give me the control. I assure you…on my love for Jacob, I don’t want to keep your body. I’d rather waste away in purgatory than marry into this family.

      I bite down on my lower lip. Everything inside screams at me not to trust this girl.

      Great, I’m thinking of her as a girl. A person. She isn’t. She’s a dead, long rotted thing that is wearing me like a condom.

      Footsteps stomping up the steps echo from the other side of the wall.

      Kinsley. You must decide…now!

      I bite down harder, drawing blood. I really, really, really, wish I had my drugs right now. Then I could get high and let this thing ride me around for a few hours, and if she backed out of the deal, well, I’d be high.

      Stupid Charming.

      My breath hitches in my chest. “Charming!”

      The footsteps draw closer.

      What?

      I shake my head. “If I help you…you’ll help me find Charming?”

      I can feel her confusion, literally, as if I’m riding the wheels of thought turning in her head. Then understanding warms me like a fire she lit within, giving me a reprieve from the damning cold.

      He’s here in your memory. The street witch?

      “Yes.”

      My head turns in time to see the doorknob slowly turn.

      Yes!

      The door creaks open, and light from the hallway spills into the room. Mac makes a pretty picture in the doorframe. I nod my head, giving my consent.

      It happens instantly.

      I melt away, to the farthest recesses of my mind, and Reyna blows herself up, stretches toward every corner of my skin, as if she was always me. As if this body was meant for her. For this moment.

      “Kinsley?”

      For some reason, a tiny portion of me is still aware. I’m still here, although not in any significant way. A pinpoint that is Kinsley Lane.

      My head shakes, and a slow smile spreads my lips.

      “Macburger.”

      His eyes shoot open. “R—Reyna?”

      I lift to my feet without any effort. One moment, I’m lying on my back, and in the next, I’m standing before him. A different energy rushes through my body. Something that pumps power toward my limbs like a geyser. Even that small part of me that’s still aware feels bigger than I’ve ever felt.

      More vital.

      This, I understand, is magic, pumping through my blood and changing the way my surroundings appear. Everything seems so bendable. The buzz of power vibrates the strongest on my lips, ready to turn words into will.

      Reyna nods my head, and then reaches my arms out toward Mac. She cups his face in my hands.

      “How is this possible?” her asks.

      “I’m stronger than you thought.” Her fingers tighten around Mac’s face.

      Doubt flows into me. I can actually feel Mac going through possibilities in his head. His feelings are like malleable clay. They can twist, bend, be pounded down. Even changed into something else.

      Is this what witches feel on a daily basis?

      It’s almost overwhelming, and this is just a small part of me experiencing the strange magic. Goddess knows what a full dose of it would be like. I’d probably be floating toward the ceiling.

      “Is this a trick?” Mac asks Reyna.

      She smiles, already knowing the question before it was asked.

      “Of course not.” She bats my eyelashes up at him. If I had use of my mouth, I would laugh. No way anyone is falling for that. “And I want you to know…I forgive you.”

      He gasps and steps back. “For what?”

      She tilts my head. “Why, for drowning me, of course.” She runs her hands up and down my body. “This present more than makes up for it.”

      Mac is almost back out the door. “If you’re really Reyna and you’ve taken over Kinsley…why do you still…look like her?”

      Reyna shrugs my shoulders. “I like her hair. It’s warm inside this body. The girl–I’m sorry, Kinsley—doesn’t know she’s beautiful.” Reyna laughs. It sounds nothing like my own laugh. I can feel Mac starting to believe. Starting to actually trust her. “I bet that quality drives you crazy.”

      Mac’s cheeks redden.

      Reyna smiles with satisfaction. “It must have been hard to offer up a body that you’re so fond of.”

      “I only just met the girl. It was nothing.”

      “Liar.” Reyna removes his top hat and plants it on top of my head. Then she reaches up and wraps her arms around his neck. I feel Mac’s heart thunder. A warm rush enters my lips, and they pulse like two heartbeats. She stands on my toes and kisses him.

      His body responds with waves of desire. It isn’t a long kiss, nor a deep one, but it makes Mac’s head swim. Softens his resolve.

      When Reyna pulls away from him, he groans. She steps back, and he crashes to the floor.
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      REYNA FLICKS OUT her hand, and Mac floats up off the floor, across the room, and is lowered onto the bed. I want to ask what the hell she did to him, but the dot of me already knows.

      She charged her lips with slumber magic. He’ll be knocked out for hours.

      Pretty frickin’ cool. I mean, surely an awful thing to do, but still cool. Not that I should feel bad about a guy who’s trying to give my life to someone else.

      The little dot that is me starts to spread out like water being poured onto a smudge of ink. I fan out. Reyna still has the control, but I’m in the passenger seat. I flex my mental muscles.

      What are you going to do?

      Reyna steps out into the hallway and darts my head left, and then right. The boom of laughter from downstairs is louder. Upon seeing that the hall is clear, Reyna darts up the stairs to the third floor and ducks into Mac’s room.

      “I’m going to make things right.” The voice that buzzes past my lips is hers, husky in that way that comes after a few years of smoking. Or perhaps her voice simply vibrates with the power of her magic.

      How are you going to do that?

      Reyna flicks her hand upward, and Mac’s bed folds up like a Murphy bed. She rushes toward a black carpet with a golden pentagram sparkling in the middle. Kneeling down, she waves her hands over the symbol, and it sparks to life. I’m able to look down with her, and it’s like staring at something through a haze of gasoline. The pentagram waves, and then caves in, revealing a trapdoor.

      She sticks my fingers in the creases between floorboards and pries the door up. Peering down, her eyes—my eyes—light up at the sight. There are clear, thin, glass vials lined up in neat rows. The contents of them shine like stars in the night sky.

      She starts picking them up and examining the labels. I don’t recognize most of the words, but some are names. Excitement rushes through us when she fetches up a vial filled with a sparkling, black substance.

      Gemma Harker.

      Reyna picks it up, along with a few choice vials, and stuffs them in the pockets of my jeans.

      Something in me blares like a smoke alarm. I tighten up and expand. Reyna tries to stand and finds that my body won’t move.

      “Kinsley,” she hisses. “We don’t have time for this.”

      You didn’t answer my question. I buckle down and picture weights on top of my legs. They stick my body to the floor. What are you going to do?

      “I did answer.”

      A non-answer.

      Reyna doesn’t say anything for several moments. I grit my mental teeth.

      I’m not going to let you hurt her.

      Reyna laughs. “This woman wanted to essentially wipe you from existence…and now you’re what, defending her?”

      The girl makes a good point. Still, I may be a lot of things. A drug addict, a coward, a girl bogged down with her insecurities, but I’m not a murderer. At least, not when I can help it.

      “I’m not going to kill her.”

      Then what is that vial for?

      “It’s to bind her to the Affliction Tree.”

      Again, if I had more control of my body, I would frown. Something just south of dread invades my body.

      I don’t think I can let you do that.

      Reyna smiles, and the weights are thrown off my legs. I sink back to that little dot of myself.

      She floats to her feet. “At this point, I don’t think you have a choice.”
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      REYNA IS BACK out in the hallway. Inside of myself, I struggle to fan out again. To become bigger. To get control of this situation. What the hell was I thinking letting a witch hell-bent on revenge take control of my body?

      My mother was right about one thing. I’ve never had particularly good judgement. I know what she’d say if she could see me now.

      Honestly, Kinsley, you let a dead girl take over your body? And please help me understand why they make a skinny jean for big girls and why you insist on wearing them.

      The urge to roll my eyes is quelled by the fact that I can’t roll my eyes. I’ve lost the momentary control I had over my body. Flushed away with the wave of Reyna’s determination. The only upside is no withdrawal symptoms because Reyna isn’t a drug addict. Of course, she’s off to use my body to kill a woman—or possibly worse.

      I have no idea what the Affliction Tree is, but it doesn’t sound good. I suppose if it were, it’d be called the Puppies and Rainbows Tree.

      Reyna darts down the empty hallway, away from the steps that lead downstairs. We come to a door at the back of the hallway. The doorknob is hot to the touch. Not in a burn way but in a relaxing way, like slipping your hand into a hot tub. She pushes the door silently open, steps inside, and carefully closes it behind her.

      It’s all darkness.

      Reyna lifts my hand and produces a bright orange orb in the middle of my palm. It dances above my fingers, and every inch of my body feels tingly. I almost want to drink in the feeling. Magic is better than even drugs. I wish I could hold on to this forever.

      Reyna lifts my hand and reveals a long, winding staircase. She rushes down it, taking the stairs two at a time. For a moment, I worry that she might slam into a wall, the staircase is so narrow, but the fear quickly fades. It’s obvious she’s been down them several times before. She could probably navigate these stairs in the dark.

      My feet hit hard ground. We’re standing in a barren room with a big, black door directly in front of us. There are silver etchings all over it. For once, I recognize the markings. Symbols of the zodiac. Reyna marches my legs forward.

      She raises a hand, and a silver light emanates from my index finger. She inches closer and presses the light onto the symbol for Cancer. The door comes to life.

      It rattles, and the symbol grows impossibly bright. The symbol becomes three dimensional and peels off the door all on its own. In the place where the symbol used to be is a compartment that’s barely visible. Reyna places my hand in the air, and unfamiliar words buzz from my lips. After a few minutes, a long, cream-colored rod falls down into the drawer. It’s wrapped in silver like twine.

      When Reyna wraps my fingers around it, the wood heats up and vibrates in her hand. I don’t know how I know, but I know it’s a magic wand crafted from quaking aspen. Well, I suppose I know because Reyna knows.

      “Let me pass,” Reyna says in English.

      The door quakes so loudly that I’m sure she’s going to bring everyone from the upstairs party down on us. Their laughter interlaced with instrumental music still reaches me from upstairs. Soon the door crawls open, like an elderly person getting out of bed in the morning. Tired and slow.

      Behind it is a part of the Harker backyard I haven’t seen yet. My heart pounds wildly as Reyna sets my gaze on what must surely be the Affliction Tree.
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      REYNA STEPS US out into the backyard and gazes up. The tree, with its unnatural black trunk lined with shiny veins that look like snake diamonds, produces so many branches that I lose count. It’s like several black octopi got tangled up, and their arms shot out so far and so high that they block out even the light of a full moon.

      The branches don’t have leaves, but several black icicles dangle from them and drip a red substance to the ground. The red slime seeps into the ground at the roots of the tree then are sucked back into the tree through crystalized veins.

      If I were alone out here, I might have passed out. But Reyna has seen this tree before. I get the feeling she knows its story, what it can do, and she’s excited about it.

      This must be the tree Gemma threatened to put Mac into if he didn’t help Reyna possess me.

      She uses my legs to step closer to the tree, and as she does, something starts to buzz in the air. At first, it sounds like a hoard of bees. As we draw closer, I recognize the buzz as human speech. Then, as we draw nearer still, those human voices turn into screams. The branches twist in a wind that isn’t there, and the wails grow louder.

      Something drives into my gut, and once again, I fan out, stopping Reyna’s advance.

      She clenches my hands into fists.

      “Kinsley…”

      For some reason, I can’t express my thoughts to her. But I’m certain she can feel what I’m feeling.

      Raw fear.

      Regret.

      No way am I letting her do this.

      Reyna sighs. “You have no idea what that woman is.” She takes in a deep breath and points her newly-made wand at my legs. They jar free of my influence, and she continues forward. “And I’m sorry, but I’m not going to let you stop me.”

      Suddenly, it’s like I’m taking up even less space inside my body than that tiny dot. All I can do is feel. Feel my limbs move under Reyna’s command. Feel a flood of relief that’s definitely coming from her.

      She kneels at the base of the tree and takes three vials from my jeans pocket. Uncorking them, she splatters them in the earth supporting the tree and leans back. The branches howl and spit flames, then a large gap appears in the center of the trunk. Flames glow orange and light blue inside, and the screaming roars louder.

      In the small space I’ve been allowed to take up in my own body, I cringe. I wish I could plug my ears, wish that Reyna would plug them, but to my dismay, she seems to relish in the noise. The wind kicks us, and the branches lash out at us, dropping small flames in the grass that quickly fizzle out.

      Reyna reaches back into my pocket and pulls out the last vial. She squeezes my hand around it and practically drools.

      “Finally,” she breathes in her raspy voice.

      I’m helpless to do anything as she pops the top from the vial. Slowly, she leans toward the tree and holds the vial in front of the gap. I swear the tree grows a set of gaping invisible eyes. It seems to inspect the vial. The wind rushes against my body, almost as if the tree is inhaling the contents of the vial’s scent.

      Then a branch licks out from the gap, snatches the vial from my waiting hand, and rushes back inside. The gap closes, and Reyna holds up the wand and starts to circle the tree.

      She mumbles something in another language. For some reason, this time I understand.

      Accept this soul to the Affliction Tree.

      Three times three, the punishment be.

      If will, and heart, and soul agree…

      Accept this offering to the Affliction Tree.

      The branches lash out again, and then swing upward into the air. Its veins rush the black liquid from the vial to every corner. Then Reyna holds my hand up. A branch dips down to meet it. The tree takes the wand and melts it into the black wood of its trunk, then tiny black sparks rain down on us like black diamonds.

      Behind us, footsteps and shouts draw near.

      Reyna smiles. “Hello,” she says without turning around.

      Silence greets her.

      Still, I can feel fear and fury emanating from the bodies behind us. There are at least three.

      “What have you done?” Gemma finally asks in a tight voice.

      As soon as I hear her voice, I notice it. Pain. Pain so striking, she’s barely on her feet. Slowly, Reyna turns my body around. Her smile stretches so wide my lips hurt.

      “The tree has accepted you.”

      Gemma, the witch that had been tormenting me the last few hours, goes white as a cotton ball.

      Victoria steps forward and raises her wand. “You will not get away with this.”

      Behind his sister, Mac remains silent. He just stares at us—me—with wide, surprised eyes.

      Reyna laughs. “I’m afraid I already have.”

      Victoria whips her wand hand out. A blast of pea soup-colored energy zips toward my body. Reyna just stands there, and the energy bounces off some invisible wall and flings itself right back at her. Victoria goes rigid like someone being electrocuted, then her entire body tints green, and she starts vomiting all over herself.

      Reyna claps her hands and laughs. “Even the great Harkers can’t do much against a ghost in a body that has an affinity for magic.” She narrows her eyes. “And by the way, I haven’t forgiven you, Mac. You’re lucky I didn’t feed you to the tree, as well.”

      Gemma lets out a scream and sinks to her knees. As if tied to an invisible rope, her body starts sliding toward the tree’s open mouth. It pulses, the fires burning brighter, the screams loud enough to shatter glass.

      “Please,” Gemma pleads in a gruff voice. “Please.”

      Reyna steps my body out of Gemma’s path and narrows my eyes down at her. “This is for Jacob, you cold bitch.”

      Gemma lets out a scream that rivals all the screams pouring from the Affliction Tree. She’s flipped onto her stomach and holds her arms out toward Mac.

      “Son!” she rasps. “My boy! Please help me.”

      Mac just stands there.

      Reyna bends my body down and plants a kiss on Gemma’s cheek, then the witch is snapped onto her back and dragged into the tree’s open gap.

      It seals itself after her, but it doesn’t keep in her screams. Those screams fill the night with a collective dread that makes me nauseous. As long as I live, I will never forget Gemma Harker’s scream as the Affliction Tree claimed her for itself.
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      THE SCREAMS FROM the tree go on for what feels like hours. It’s funny how a few hell-filled seconds can make time stretch. Make it go on forever.

      The tree stops screaming and fills the night with an empty quiet that is almost as bad.

      Almost.

      Victoria stops vomiting and spits threats at Reyna. Mac hasn’t been able to move for the past few minutes.

      Reyna shakes out my curls and grins. She holds up a hand to stop Victoria’s blabbering. “Threatening a dead girl is even dumber than that time you turned yourself into a food truck.” She shifts my eyes to Mac. “I guess this makes us even.”

      With that, she starts to walk away.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Victoria screams after her. “Bring my mother back!”

      Reyna pauses, and then turns around and lifts one of my eyebrows.

      “You know how the tree works. Your family created it, after all. Once the tree decides to claim a soul, there is no going back. It’s not like all the times your mother warped its magic and put innocent people in there for punishment. This is final.” She turns around and walks back through the black door.

      Victoria screams more threats after her. Reyna ignores her.

      “Hold on tight, Kinsley,” she mutters.

      I would ask for what, but of course I can’t. Then I feel an intense pressure on my limbs. It’s a sensation I’ve grown quite familiar with tonight. It presses me down and spits me out.

      Then we are inside a glass enclosed room on the roof of the Harker estate. Flowers droop in the breeze all around us. In the middle of the room is a hat I recognize. The hat Gemma Harker trapped me in only hours ago.

      Charming fills my mind, and I want to race toward it. Instead, the air around me grows thin, and I hit the floor and slink down into darkness.
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      WHEN I WAKE up, I’m shivering and staring up at a nearly translucent figure with black and purple hair that blows in a wind that only exists around her. She’s wearing a see-through, lavender dress that billows at her ankles and a kind smile on her coral lips.

      Reyna.

      I blink up at her. My body feels like tires that have been slashed. The air rushes out of me, leaving only emptiness. Like something is missing, which I suppose, is the case.

      I clear my throat and open my mouth to speak, but words don’t come. My head is spinning.

      Reyna leans over me and lifts my head from the ground.

      “Don’t try to speak. It can take a while to get your bearings after a possession, even if it was a benevolent one.”

      I wouldn’t say benevolent. In fact, I’m surprised she held up her end of the bargain, that she didn’t try to wear my skin forever.

      “I’m a woman of my word,” she says with a frown. “Well, at least I was.”

      My eyes widen, and she shrugs. “Your thoughts have somehow opened up to me. A temporary thing, I assure you.”

      I clear my throat again. “Good,” I choke out.

      She raises her hands, and Gemma’s hat floats above her palms. “Now it’s time to uphold my end of the bargain.”

      I stare at the hat. A feeling of unease slides into my belly. “He’s in there, isn’t he?”

      She nods, a grave expression painting her translucent face.

      Something dawns on me, and I narrow my eyes at her. “And I need Gemma to get him out, don’t I?”

      She looks down.

      Fury burns like a furnace inside me. “And you couldn’t have gotten him out before you damned her to that tree?”

      She looks up with wide eyes like she’s searching for understanding. “I had to work quickly before she became aware of what I was doing. You understand, don’t you?”

      I struggle to sit up. I want to bash her face in, but unfortunately she’s a ghost. The world simply doesn’t work that way.

      “No, I don’t understand,” I hiss. “This wasn’t the deal.”

      She holds her hands up. “Listen, all you really need is a witch. It won’t be as easy. But because Gemma isn’t technically the owner of this trap anymore, any witch can open it.”

      She says it like it’s good news. I close my eyes then snap them open. “Where the hell am I supposed to find a witch?”

      Reyna frowns. “Well, you are on an estate full of them.”

      I sigh.  She can’t be serious. “Yeah, witches that just saw my body placing their mother in the hell tree!”

      “Affliction Tree.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      Reyna stands and sighs. “I have a feeling you’ll find a way.” She smiles in a sad sort of way. “Thank you for letting me use your body. You’ve no idea how many wrongs you’ve helped right.” She leans down and places Gemma’s witch trap in my hands. “Good luck.”

      My jaw clenches, and I’m just about to let out a storm of curse words upon her. But when I look up, she’s gone.

      Ghosts and witches. I’ve had enough of them for one night. Hell, for the rest of my life. I stare down at the hat and turn it around in my hands. My eyes get narrower and narrower, as if the powers of concentration can somehow help me jail break Charming from this trap.

      Every muscle in my body tightens, and my limbs begin to shake. Just when it feels like I’m about to explode, something burns in my pocket. I reach down and pat the outside of my jeans. A rush of warm energy surges into my fingers, and I jerk them away, waving my hand in the air like I just touched a hot stove.

      The burning sensation dies down, and I reach into my pocket and squeeze my hand around something hard. I pull it out and stare at Charming’s rose. The one he made for me out of quartz crystal. My entire body starts to tingle, and the rose pulses with indigo light. Staring into the stone, Charming’s voice pops into my head.

      When you start to lose who you are, remember the touch.

      I grip the rose tighter.

      What did he mean by that?

      With the hat in one hand and the rose in the other, my gaze darts between the two, trying to make sense of his words. Then I close my eyes as something obvious snaps into place.

      Touch magic. He wanted me to remember the touch magic.

      But why? My hand tightens around the hat. Biting down on my lip, I lower it slowly to the ground as if damaging it can somehow hurt Charming.

      And for all I know, it might. I know exactly jack about witch traps.

      “Okay,” I say out loud to the hat. “I’m remembering the magic.”

      The sound of voices coming from the front lawn steals my attention. It’s a female voice yelling. Getting up on my hands and knees, I crawl toward the edge of the roof and peer over.

      Victoria, covered in vomit, is ranting at a group of people who each wear varying shades of bewilderment on their faces. Behind her, Mac is trying to calm her down. It doesn’t appear to be going so well.

      “Find her! I want her found!” Victoria spins in a circle, sending a spray of throw up onto her guests.

      Some of them shriek and duck out of the way.

      “Shit,” I mutter, backing away from the edge. I crawl toward the hat and take it in my hands. “Okay, I’m remembering the touch. I’m remembering the touch.” I continue to stare at the hat.

      Nothing happens.

      I frown.

      Of course, I’m pretty sure Charming’s advice was for possession, not breaking him out of an evil witch trap. Still, I’ve got nothing else. None of the Harker witches are going to help me. Not even Mac, after I feed his mother to an evil tree.

      I close my eyes and take in deep breaths.

      Charming spirals into my memory. The feel of him against my naked body. The tingle down my spine each time our lips touched. The spark I felt when I touched his back in Creeper’s front yard.

      Touch magic.

      I bring it back through the only power I have right now. Memory. Before long, he becomes more than just someone occupying space in my head. He’s figuratively right in front of me. Twirling his fingers through my curls. Laying me back and moaning against my ear.

      My body reacts to the memory, setting my teeth on edge, and making every inch of my body tighten with desire. I stare up into his deep blue eyes and start to fall away from him. An unnatural pressure sinks into my skin. My eyes shoot open, and I gasp, staring into a halo of flickering green light.

      I fall through the hat, and my stomach flies into my throat. As I tumble through space, I brace my body for impact. Then I bounce onto something soft and slide forward, face-planting into wet grass.

      Footsteps rush toward me. “Kinsley?”

      The pain I should surely feel takes a backseat in my brain. My head snaps up as he rushes toward me. I smile. “Charming.”

      He reaches down and pulls me to my feet, cupping my face and running his thumbs up and down my cheeks. “Is it you?”

      I nod, my eyes searching his face to make sure he’s real. That he’s really in front of me and not just some memory I’m manifesting.

      He frowns and tilts his head. “Is it all you?”

      With a small smile, I nod again. “Yes, Reyna has come and gone.”

      His eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

      I shrug, pressing my palms against his chest. It’s the first time in a few hours that I’ve felt steady. “I mean, we made a deal.”

      The frown lines at the sides of his mouth deepen. “It’s never a good idea to deal with the dead.”

      “I didn’t really have a choice.”

      “What kind of deal did you make?” he asks.

      I sigh. “Does it matter?”  I kick at the ground. “It’s done.”

      He draws me closer, and it becomes that much harder to breathe. “And you feel like you? There are no…” He shakes his head and searches my face, as if he’s looking for the words to say. “Traces of Reyna inside you?”

      I frown. “Should there be?”

      He sighs. “There usually are.” He steps away from me and clenches his jaw. “I can’t believe you were willing to let her possess you. After everything you went through last year!” His eyes blaze with anger that almost burns me.

      I scoff. This wasn’t exactly the welcome I expected. “Hey! I did it for you!”

      “For me?” There are rough edges in his voice. He shakes his head. “You shouldn’t have done it for me.”

      He might as well drive his fist through my chest and give me a heart punch.

      “Oh.” I say, looking down and twisting my fingers. “Okay.”

      He sighs again. “No, I don’t mean…”

      He reaches out for me again, but this time I don’t look up at him. I’m afraid of what I might see.

      “I mean you shouldn’t have put yourself in danger for me.”

      My heart that had grown heavy like stone, lightens a bit at his words. I shrug. “I had to.”

      “I know.”

      I risk looking up at him. The expression on his face makes butterfly wings tickle my heart strings. I don’t know how he can manage to look so loving at a girl he barely knows—a girl who ditched him for drugs—but he does.

      He smiles. The same look must be written on my own face. I don’t understand any of this. The touch magic. The way I feel drawn to him, but I no longer care.

      The best and worst things in life rarely make sense. If we were rational beings as we claim to be, we’d miss out on so much good. Like this. The feel of him gazing down at me, a mix of awe and frustration painting his face. I think I’d take on a ghost any day of the week to win that look from him.

      Despite the warmness that comes from being this close to him, a shiver creeps in through my skin. That’s when I notice how damp my skin is. And that I’m shaking. I close my eyes and take in a deep breath.

      Withdrawal symptoms.

      The last thing I need right now.

      “Are you okay?” Charming’s arms wrap around me.

      I look down, too ashamed to look him in the eye. “No,” I say in a small voice.

      He reaches up the sleeves of my jacket and presses his fingers lightly to my bare skin. Every spot he touches fills me with a warm fuzz, like the second any of my little white pills kick in. It’s the second I know I’m going to be okay.

      “It’s the drugs.” He doesn’t make it a question.

      Gulping, I nod.

      “I can take it away,” he says in a soft voice.

      Too soft, considering I ditched him for them. If it were me, I’d be angrier. Hell, if it were me I would have stolen his pills.

      For a moment, I want to tell him yes. I want him to take the edge away. But that seems too easy. Too much like taking drugs. Why white-knuckle it for one thing, only to run to something else

      I shake my head. “No.”

      He lifts my chin with two fingers. “Why, Kinsley?”

      “Because I need this. I need to feel it. I—I always take the easy way out.”

      He nods. “I know.”

      I tilt my head and peer up at him. “Oh? And how would you know that?”

      He shrugs. “Because that’s what drug addicts do.”

      I wince as soon as the words leave his mouth. Hearing it, from him, from someone I…someone I love is like a blow to the gut. It’s one thing for me to say it, but for him to say it, for him to know it, makes it so much more real.

      It also makes me wish it wasn’t true.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean it like… I wasn’t trying to hurt your feelings,” he says.

      I square my shoulders and try to wipe the hurt look from my face. “I know.”

      Stepping back, I glance around us. We seem to be in the same garden as before, only leaves blanket the ground. There are so many of them, it looks like snow piles, and when I press my foot down, they don’t crunch. They are soft, almost like silk. Barren trees that glisten with the same frosty white surround us in a protective circle.

      In vain, I search for the Akashic relic.

      Nowhere in sight. Of course.

      “Well, how do we get out of here?” I ask, swinging my gaze back to Charming.

      He frowns. “I explained how it works. Only Gemma can let us out.” He laughs darkly. “And I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”

      “Reyna says that’s not necessarily true.”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “She said that because she fed Gemma to the Hateful Tree…”

      He makes a stop motion like a crossing guard. “The what?”

      I wave my arms and wiggle them around in my best impression of a soul eating tree. “Big scary thing in the Harker’s backyard?”

      Understanding flashes in his eyes. “The Affliction Tree,” he corrects.

      I nod. “Yeah, that thing. She says because Gemma is in it….”

      “Wait, Reyna cast Gemma into the Affliction Tree?” He sounds a mix of impressed and repulsed.

      I nod.

      “How?”

      I glance at the ground. “Well, after she took my body, she crafted a wand from this weird door…then chanted over the tree, and it just kind of…” I slam my hands together out in front of me like a gator chomping off its evening meal.

      “Wait, she used your body to put someone in the Affliction Tree?”

      My eyes widen at the way he asks the question. His face flushes with anger, yet there is sadness in his eyes. My heart pounds a little harder in my chest.

      “Yes. Why?”

      He spins around and kicks at the ground. “That fucking bitch!”

      I bite my lip and start to creep toward him, then think better of it and hang back. I don’t want to ask, but I have to know. Of course I have to. My hands start to shake.

      “Is there something I need to know?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, which makes the dread rising within me grow snapping teeth.

      I step closer to him. “Charming?”

      Slowly, he turns around while nodding. He rakes a hand back through his hair. The white streak falls against his forehead. “Yeah, there’s something that you should know.”

      Every muscle in my body seems to tighten as if bracing for the worst possible news.

      Charming shoves his hands in his pockets and places most of his weight on his left leg. “How much do you know about magic?”

      I shake my head, just wanting him to answer the question. “Um.” I throw my hands up and let them slap down against the sides of my thighs. “The basics, I guess.”

      “Then you know that for every bit of magic we preform, something is given and taken away.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Um, yeah, I think so.”

      “To put it as simple as I can, witches take and get something from nature. Nature gives and takes something from us.”

      I slowly nod my head. It makes sense. Doesn’t sound good, though. I don’t want shit from that creepy ass tree. My face crumbles into a tense expression.

      “Okay. So what does the Affliction Tree give back?”

      The look on his face falls in such a way that I want to rush forward and comfort him. But I remain rooted in place, breath caught in my chest, waiting for him to answer me.

      “The Affliction Tree gives back a microscope.”

      I lift an eyebrow.

      “You’ll be able to sense a small part of the souls around you. But only the darkest part of those souls.” He shakes his head. “I can’t believe that bitch used you like that and didn’t warn you about this.”

      He seems so outraged. So completely protective of me that I go to him and wrap my arms around his neck. His expression settles into something lighter as he cranes his neck down to stare at me.

      “It’s sweet of you to worry.”

      He sort of laughs. “Did you hear anything I just said?”

      I nod. “It doesn’t seem all that bad.”

      He opens his mouth then shuts it. Apparently, he can’t think of anything to say.

      I shrug. “I’m used to darkness.”

      He sighs and wraps his arms around me. A warm blanket. The promise of sunrise. “Well, because you aren’t a witch, it won’t be nearly as potent. I guess there’s that.”

      I laugh. “And I found you.”

      He nods, his stubborn lips refusing to smile. “Yes, in a witch trap that we have to get out of.”

      I flop my mouth open and shut like a fish. “Reyna says any witch could get you out of here.”

      “Yes.” He peers down at me. “Except for the witch the trap was set for.” He smiles. It seems like bad timing to me.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      He shakes his head. His blue eyes flash with laughter. “Not even a little bit.”

      “Great.” I throw my hands in the air.

      Charming takes them and wraps them back around his neck. “We’ll worry about that in a minute.” He draws me closer.

      A tremble rushes through me.

      “For now, I’m doing this.” He leans down and presses his lips to mine.

      I melt against his body, tightening my grip around his neck. The kiss is a slow-moving dance that raises me on my tiptoes. Every peck sets a tiny spark off around my heart.

      Between kisses, he mumbles, “I thought I’d never see you again.”

      Our lips find one another again. Pulling away, I mutter back, “You underestimated me.”

      Another kiss. “Clearly.”

      He lifts me off my feet, clamps one hand against the back of my head, and kisses me with more urgency. I struggle to breathe, but don’t dare pull away.

      For the next several minutes, we stay locked together that way, like two parts of a statue the artist molded to fit perfectly together. As far as I’m concerned, we can stay in this frickin’ trap for the rest of our lives. His fingers trail down the middle of my back. With a shiver that has nothing to do with withdrawal, I push in closer to him.

      We’re so consumed with the kiss that it takes us both longer than it should to smell the burning. With a groan, I pull away from Charming and sniff the air.

      “Do you smell that?” he asks, stealing the words off my lips.

      I nod, backing farther away and sweeping my gaze across the yard. It’s definitely smoke, but it doesn’t seem to be coming from anywhere.

      “That’s weird,” I say as the smell becomes more pungent. Tears fill my eyes, and I wipe them from my cheeks.

      Charming takes my hand and grips it tight. Those familiar white sparks dance from his fingertips, and his body goes rigid like a pit bull ready to defend its master.

      Before either one of us can say another word, the trees, the ones that seemed to create such a protective ring around us, burst into flames.

      Their branches burn and start to shrivel up like paper, emitting an orange-green glow. Charming throws his arm around my shoulder, and I press myself against his side.

      “Come on,” he mutters from the side of his mouth.

      He starts to pull me toward a line of trees, something that seems counterproductive. Then he starts running. I have no choice but to awkwardly follow his lead. Right before we smash into the burning trees, Charming flicks his hand out. The flames of two trees blow to the sides, consuming the trees on either side of them.

      Charming shoves me through the gap between the two trees and quickly follows.

      “Hurry.” He grabs my hand and pulls me after him.

      For a while, I stumble behind him in near darkness. There is only the strange blue glow I remember from earlier, although not nearly as bright. We splash through a small pond and dash through more of the strange, silk-like leaves that litter the ground.

      Finally, we come to the mouth of a cave. A red glow pulses from within.

      I dig my heels into the ground and force Charming to a stop.

      He turns to me, eyes wild with panic. “Why are you stopping?”

      I point toward the opening of the cave, still not quite ready to believe that all this fit into a hat, and shake my head. “I’m not going in there.”

      Charming’s eyes bulge, and he fans his arms out to his sides as he spins in a quick circle. “Kinsley, everything else is on fire!”

      I bite down on my lower lip. Sweat trickles into my eyes as the flames dance closer to us.

      He sighs. “What’s the problem?”

      “I don’t like dark places.” I sound like a small child. I should be hugging a teddy bear.

      He sighs again and places his hands on my shoulders. “I’ll be with you,” he says in a tight voice. “We really don’t have time for fear.”

      I stare up at him.

      He leans down toward me and whispers against my ear. “Remember the touch.”

      The memory of casting a protection spell, my hands locked inside his, floods back to me. Something hot bites at my ankle. With a gasp, I look down and kick the tiny flame from the cuff of my jeans. My head pops up, and I nod.

      He grabs my hand, and we dart for the cave, the flames pressing closer toward us. We dive in and spin around in time to witness the entire scene wash away in spitting fire.

      Charming whips his hand toward the cave opening. The ground rumbles, and the flames are locked behind a large stone.

      We’re safe inside the cave.

      For now.
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      I STARE TOWARD the back of the cave. My eyes water against the orange light flickering from a source I can’t home in on. Water trickles in the distance. Around me, the porous walls are etched in the same kinds of symbols I encountered in the attunement room. Only these are slashed in serial killer scrawl in red, clumpy lines.

      I don’t need to be a witch to know this magic is a lot more sinister.

      It is the magic of a witch trap, after all.

      “Come on,” Charming says, grabbing my hand.

      I tighten my arm.

      He jerks to a stop and stares back at me, eyes glazed in exasperation.

      I smile. “Where are we going?”

      “We need to keep moving.”

      “Yes.” I nod. “But to where, please?”

      His nose wrinkles. I know it’s a gesture of anger, but my heart leaps at how adorable it is.

      “Away from here. Will you just trust me?”

      I stare at him.

      He sighs. “Okay, close your eyes.”

      My mouth falls open, but before I can say anything, he swoops me up into his arms and cradles me like a baby. Usually I’d be uncomfortable. I hate when guys pick me up. It’s a hang-up most thick girls probably share. But he doesn’t struggle at all. In fact, I seem light to him.

      It sets me at ease, and I even wrap my arms around his neck.

      “Fine,” I say and close my eyes.

      “Good,” he mutters. Then he starts walking.

      My ears perk as Charming moves through the cave. The trickling water draws closer. There is also the occasional rustle, shuffle, and low plop like a rock being dropped into a pond.

      Not being able to see what’s going on around me sets me on edge. My heart pumps faster, and the effect makes me dizzy.

      Good thing I’m not on my feet. The longer Charming treks me across the porous rock, the louder the rush of water sounds in my ears. Before long, he’s setting me on my feet.

      “You can open your eyes now.”

      I do. My eyes widen as I take in my surroundings. There is another waterfall pounding purple-tinged water into a perfectly round pool below. The impact of the rushing water against the still pool kicks up multi-colored mist. Jagged rocks like spiked teeth dip from the ceiling, and there are several slabs of rocks scattered throughout the space. Some are rectangular shaped, others oval. It would be beautiful if not for the writing on the cave walls.

      More symbols in hasty scrawl.  I can’t imagine they mean anything good.

      Charming starts sauntering around the place. “We have to find a way out of here.”

      I nod. “Couldn’t agree more. Got any ideas on that?”

      He sighs and comes to a stop. “Not really.”

      I frown. “Maybe they’ll just…let us out.”

      He turns to me and smiles. The skin around his eyes crinkles and shoots a rush of flutters into my stomach.

      “Yeah, let’s not count on that.” He swipes a hand down his face. “In fact, pray they don’t. If they let us out, they’re not going to be happy with you.”

      My frown deepens. “Not like I did anything.”

      He smiles. “Well, you kind of put their mom in one of the nastiest trees known to witchkind.”

      I tilt my head. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s like… Something like that shouldn’t exist in nature.”

      He nods. “Technically, it doesn’t.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s very dark magic. Created by the Harkers’ ancestors. It was created with good intent…well, as good intent as there can be for dark magic.”

      “To hold bad witches?”

      He points at me. “Very good. Of course, Gemma turned it into something twisted, often trapping the souls of her enemies in the tree for cheap reasons, like getting in her way.”

      My eyes widen. “Yeah… Reyna showed me some things.”

      He nods. “Well, normally I’d say don’t trust anything a ghost shows you…but there’s a lot of bad blood there. What you saw was probably accurate.”

      “She blames Gemma for killing her lover.”

      Charming’s eyes go wide. But not with surprise. With something else.

      “What? What is it?” I ask.

      He actually smiles. Weird, given the news I just told him. Still doesn’t stop my heart from dancing dizzying circles in my chest.

      “I have an idea.” He pulls his hood over his head and tosses it to the floor.

      My mouth parts almost automatically with desire. His eyes drift over me with an intensity that floods me with a myriad of emotion.

      I clear my throat, trying to maintain eye contact as he removes his wife-beater and adds it the growing pile of clothing at his feet.

      “Um, an idea for what?”

      His smile widens. “On how to get the hell out of here.”

      “And it involves getting naked?” My eyes slide down that perfect sculpture of a chest.

      He winks. “Actually, yes.”

      I almost laugh. “Very funny. As much as I want to, this seems like a bad time to be getting laid.”

      He strolls toward me, a thumb planted through the loop in his jeans.

      “I’m not being funny.” His voice is husky. “And actually, it’s a perfect time to be getting laid.”

      I peer up at him as he closes the small distance between us. “I don’t understand.”

      He chews on his lower lip. “You ever heard of the Great Rite?” He reaches out and slowly undoes my zipper, slipping my jacket off my shoulders. It floats to the ground.

      “N-No.”

      He leans down and presses his lips against my ear. My nipples go hard. “It’s one of the most powerful magic rituals out there. Add that to touch magic, and I don’t think even the Harkers will be able to keep us inside this trap.” He leans back ever so slightly so that he can look down into my face. “Are you with me?”

      I nod. Of course I’m with him. I have a feeling I’ll always be with him. That I’ve always been with him.

      “Yes,” I say, my mind swimming with his scent. It’s oak infused with night air. “What is the Great Rite?”

      He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “To put it inelegantly…it’s getting laid. Only...with focus.”

      I nod. How the hell am I supposed to focus on anything but Charming when he’s naked and pressed against me?

      He leans down and kisses me, and my mind blanks, making my point for me. When he pulls back, I laugh.

      “I know,” he growls. “But I’ll help you, if you help me.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I say over my thudding heart.

      “Good, now let’s get naked, Kinsley.”

      [image: ]

      HIS HANDS GO to the button on his jeans, and they fall to the ground. My eyes can’t help but wander south of his navel. I bite down on my lower lip.

      Clearing my throat, I ask, “Forget your underwear somewhere?”

      He shrugs, a flirty little smile playing with the edges of his mouth.

      I step closer to him and run my fingers down his chest. “So, how does this work?”

      “Well, we start with you adding your clothes to my pile.” He winks.

      I nod, trailing my fingernail down past his navel. He shivers. That makes me smile. “In a minute.” I start to get on my knees, and he catches me by the arms and pulls me back up.

      I frown up at him.

      “What are you doing?” he asks.

      A blush warms my cheeks. “I would have thought that’d be obvious.”

      He grins. “Well, you’re doing it wrong.”

      My eyes widen. “You seemed to like it earlier.”

      He tucks a hand under my chin and kisses me. My mind starts to go fuzzy around the edges. What was I saying?

      He pulls away. “There is no point in doing it unless I can admire that fine ass of yours.”

      I can’t help it. I giggle. Like a frickin’ school girl. A glint dances in his eyes.

      “Do you mind if I do it this time?” he asks, slipping his fingers under the straps of my tank top.

      Already shivering, all I can do is nod.

      “Thank you,” he whispers, sliding the straps down my arms. He grips the fabric just below my neck and rips the top in half. As if it’s no big deal, he tosses it behind him like discarded garbage.

      “Hey. I don’t have anything else to wear.” But my voice comes out at half the volume I want it to. It’s hard to yell at him when he’s standing there looking like he is and wrapping his arms around me.

      “We’ll figure something out,” he mutters, unclasping my bra with an expert hand.

      I start to cross my arms over my chest, like I do every time I find myself without a bra, but he stops me.

      “No, don’t cover up.” He flicks his tongue across his lower lip. “They’re… incredible.” His voice is strained.

      Instead of looking down and being embarrassed by the compliment, I force myself to maintain eye contact. The intensity I’m faced with sets my skin on fire. Still gazing into my eyes, his hands travel across my breasts, down my stomach, and down to the button on my jeans.

      They pop open, and he slips them down my knees, kneeling as he does. Breathing hard, I step out of them. He runs his hands up and down my legs, and then lifts himself onto his knees and lightly kisses my stomach. With a gasp, I dig my fingers into his hair.  I peer down in time to see him smile. He leans forward and closes his teeth around the top of my panties. Then he jerks his head to the left, and they too rip easily in half.

      This time, I don’t complain.

      He tosses them to the side and slowly stands, rubbing two fingers over my clit. I grip him as my breathing becomes heavier. Closing my eyes, I force his hand away and step back.

      He groans.

      I smile. “No, no. It’s my turn.” I lower myself in front of him and peer up.

      He’s staring down at me with large pupils and a strained expression. I wrap my hand around him and take him into my mouth.

      “Mm,” he mumbles.

      When I look back up, his eyes are closed and his head has fallen back. A thrill rushes through me. I take him in, inches at a time, the way he fucked me earlier. Flicking the tip of my tongue across the head of his cock, I take him farther into my mouth. With my spare hand, I show the twins some love.

      “Oh, gods, Kinsley. Fuck!”

      I almost smile. I’m getting pretty good at this.

      After only a few minutes, he lets out a growl.

      “Enough,” he tells me in an almost angry voice.

      I pull away and stare up at him with one eyebrow raised. He gestures me forward with a finger.

      “You don’t belong down there. I need you. Please get up.”

      My heart hitches in my chest. I take his outstretched hands and let him pull me up. He easily lifts me into his arms, and I wrap my legs around his waist. From there, he carries me toward the water and lowers us both down into the pool.

      “Okay,” he begins in a gruff voice. “This is how it works.”

      “How what works?” I ask, staring at his full lips.

      He smiles. “The Great Rite.”

      I flick my gaze upward toward his eyes. “Oh, right.”

      He laughs. “I’m going to make love to you…”

      I tighten my legs around him.

      “And we’re both going to have to try and concentrate, the entire time, about being somewhere safe.” He speaks in a slow, measured rhythm as if just saying the words requires a superhuman amount of focus. “That concentration is most important when we climax because that’s when the magic is at its strongest.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “Think you can handle that?”

      I bite down on my lip. “I’ll sure as hell try.”

      “Good, because it’s our best shot of getting out of here.” He removes one arm from around me and waves it in a circle. Pale blue light shoots from his fingers and forms a bubble around us.

      I gaze at it in wonder.

      “Protective circle,” he explains. “It will contain the magic until we release it.”

      “And we release it by…”

      He smiled. “You ready?”

      I press my body closer to his. “What do you think?”

      He smiles again. “Okay, you have a place in your head? I’ll pick up on it and we’ll aim our focus.”

      I stare at him, and he laughs, pushing me against the side of the pool.

      “You have to have a place in mind before we start.”

      I nod, trying to tell myself that this is more than just sex. This is magic. Magic that may very well save our lives. Closing my eyes, I try to think of a safe place. A place far away from here. At first, nothing comes to mind. Then I focus on the word safe and an image floods my mind.

      An old safe place in an old house where I spent my childhood. The memory is so vivid that I can smell the candied bacon my dad used to make in the mornings. I can hear the baseball game blaring from the old box-shaped TV he used to watch with his non-alcoholic beer.

      Charming’s energy floods me, magnifying the memory and making me aware of every inch of skin he has pressed against me. My skin begs to be touched. I squeeze my eyes tighter in order to stay focused.

      “I got it,” he whispers against my ear.

      With a tingle, I nod.

      “Stay focused.” His voice breaks on the last word.

      I nod again. Then he slides himself inside of me. With a moan, I let my head fall back, and the image I had in my head blanks. All my awareness centers on how good he feels. How I want him deeper inside of me. He pumps his hips toward me slowly, again and again, until I feel mad with desire.

      “Oh, Charming.” I tighten my body around him, lift my hips, and press myself down on him as hard as I can.

      “Kinsley,” he murmurs. “Focus.”

      With a gasp, I pump my hips up and down faster. Bursts of sensation flood my mind and body.

      “You feel so good.” I moan again.

      “You too,” he whispers. “But we must…we must focus.”

      Another wave of his energy floods my mind, and the image comes back. I cling to it as he presses his mouth to mine. It flickers on and off then finally back on with vibrant focus.

      My skin tingles with something more than just his touch. It burns with power. With magic. With the magic of touch. The mystical sensation pours fuel all over the physical sensation, and I want to come.

      Somehow, I’m able to focus and hold myself back.

      “You feel so good, Kinsley,” he whispers against my ear again, still fucking me at the same slow pace. “So wet, so warm.”

      “Mm-,” I moan, biting into his shoulder.

      He lets out a grunt and thrusts himself harder into me. The first tingle of orgasm sinks into my core. Even with all of this going on, I’m still able to focus. We both are. With every thrust, every kiss, every moan of satisfaction, the image becomes brighter like some tangible thing stolen from memory and placed into this cave beside us.

      My hands dig into his hair as he thrusts into me, picking up the pace every few seconds.

      “Mm. Charming. Don’t stop.”

      “I won’t,” he mumbles. “I won’t stop until you come.”

      A burst of warmth shoots straight up my spine. My toes go numb, and I throw my head back.

      “You’re close,” Charming says in a barely audible voice. “You must focus, Kinsley.”

      He thrusts into me once more, and my body goes limp in his arms. He presses his face against mine and lets out a groan that brings me closer. As difficult as it is, I focus. Another burst of warmth runs through me. This time it’s different. This time it’s the start of an orgasm enhanced by touch magic.

      I let out a loud yelp, and my toes curl. With my mind focused on where I want to be, my body shakes with the most intense sensation I’ve ever felt in my life. It’s even better than before, something I thought wasn’t possible. I cling to Charming for dear life.

      All around us, the cave is scorched in fire. Victoria comes toward us, a murderous look on her face. Then an intense pressure bears down on us, and I stop breathing.

      We drop down through the water, and I cling to Charming like a life raft. Together we pass through a tunnel of multi-colored light and land hard onto rough carpet.

      Sucking in a large breath, I lift myself from Charming’s chest and glance around.

      We are no longer in the cave surrounded by flames.

      We’re in my childhood home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          19

        

      

    

    
      CHARMING LIFTS HIMSELF up, and I back away to give him room. He follows my gaze around the small, ranch-styled house.

      “What is this place?” he asks.

      I stand up and saunter toward the mantle in the living room. My mouth opens slightly as I pick up one of the pictures resting there. Staring down at a family photo with me wedged in between my smiling parents, a tangible sadness settles around my heart.

      I clear my throat. “This is the house I grew up in.”

      Looking around, it appears as if nothing has changed. My heart thumps harder in my chest because this house has been abandoned for years.

      I used to drive by it on my way to work years after my father succumbed to cancer, and for years it’s been a ghost of a house where phantom memories play.

      I turn to Charming, a tear streaming down my cheek. My hands tighten around the picture. “D—Did we do this?”

      He puts down an angel figure on the glass end-table and peers up at me. He nods. “Yeah.” He runs a hand through his hair. “We did.”

      I shake my head. “But how is that possible?”

      “I told you, touch magic in and of itself is powerful. Add the Great Rite to it…” He chuckles and looks around. “But not even I thought it would work this well.”

      “What do you mean?” My voice comes out much sharper than I intend.

      Charming raises his brow at me. From the look of concern written there, he must have just noticed I’m crying.

      “Hey.” He closes the distance between us. “Are you okay?”

      I wrap my arms around my naked body as he closes in on me.

      “I don’t know. This is weird. I haven’t been here in so long.”

      He rubs his hands up and down my arms. “Talk to me, Kin.”

      I smile at the impromptu nickname he gives me, and the way he says it. His voice itself is a source of comfort. I lean against him. “I’m sorry, this is just…”

      Then I start to cry. Not just any old crying. I start ugly crying. I bury my face in his chest so that he can’t see me.

      “Hey, hey. It’s okay.” He smooths down my hair and tucks my head under his chin.

      I could stand here like this with him forever.

      It takes me a few moments to stop the ugly cries. When they finally subside, I pull away and he wipes my cheeks.

      He tilts his head to the side. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I attempt a smile, then I sidestep him and stroll over to the couch. It’s actually a loveseat with black and cream colored cushions, but when we all lived here, it was all we could afford. My dad found it on the side of the road, and my mother cleaned it up.

      She didn’t care about things like money until he died. Now it’s all she seems to care about. That and my becoming stick-thin like her. I grab the throw over the back of the couch and wrap it around myself.

      Turning back to him, I say, “I can find something for you to wear. If everything really is as it used to be, you can wear my dad’s old clothes. He’s a little bigger than you but…”

      Charming comes over, takes my hands in his, and sits me next to him on the couch.

      “Don’t worry about that.” He picks up one of the throw pillows and mashes it between his hands. A bright, golden light sparks from them. It’s so blinding, I have to shut my eyes. When I open them again, he’s dressed in fitted jeans and a t-shirt that shows off his lean, defined muscles.

      My eyes widen. “How?”

      “I have the transmutation gift.” He winks at me.

      I laugh. “So you can bring things back from the dead and turn things into other things.” I lean back into the cushions. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

      He grins. I swear that smile is carved by the gods themselves.

      “They’re both very draining gifts,” he tells me. “I can’t use them very often. Tonight, I’m just showing off.”

      I smile. “Oh, and why would you be doing that?”

      He shrugs. “Well, there’s this amazing girl…”

      “It’s always a girl.”

      “That’s what my dad used to say.”

      “Used to?” I frown. “Is he…” I shake my head, stopping the question before I can ask it. “I’m so sorry.” I stare back over at the mantle. “I know how you feel.”

      “No, he’s not…”

      I peer back over at him.

      “I mean he’s not dead. He’s just…not around.”

      I bite down on my lower lip, unsure of what to say. I hope that my silence will encourage him to go on, but he doesn’t. Instead, he clears his throat and scoots closer to me.

      “Now talk to me, Kin.”

      I stare into his eyes. They seem even bluer for some reason in the dim light given off by the lamps in the room.

      With a sigh, I stare down at my hands and shrug. “Like I said, it’s hard to be here. After all these years.”

      “You said it was the house you grew up in.”

      “Yeah, my mother put it on the market when my father died.”

      “How long ago?”

      I look back over at him. “Five years.” Tears well up in my eyes, and I clutch my hand over my chest. I feel another bout of the ugly cries rising up. I stomp it down and clench my jaw. “Geez, sometimes I feel like it was yesterday.” I laugh without humor. “You know how they say time heals?”

      He nods.

      “It’s bullshit. Sometimes I think it makes it worse. Every day is just a reminder that I’ll never see him again.”

      Charming wraps his arm around me, and I stare out in front of me. Images from my childhood play out in front of my eyes. Me as a child putting my mother’s lipstick on my dad while he slept on this very couch. Him trying to French braid my hair. My mother yelling at us without heart to clear the Legos out of the living room.

      Then the later years. The years he got sick. The house was drained of his boisterous laughter. My mother went from being overly critical to flat out mean. The smell of sickness clung to the walls like a painting of my father’s descent to death.

      “He died in this house, you know.” I turn to him again. “It was the best thing my mother did, bringing him home when we found out he was terminal.”

      Charming pulls me closer.

      “Near the end, I had this moment of false hope. He seemed to regain strength. He was laughing again. The light flicked back on in his eyes.” I scoff. “The next morning, he was gone.” I shake my head. “I think that’s part of the reason my mother could never sell the house. She had a lot of financial troubles.” I scowl at the memories following my father’s death. “Of course she made up for them by marrying big almost as soon as my father was in the grave.”

      A few minutes of silence follow my last sentence. Finally, Charming clears his throat.

      “Well, everyone has their own way of grieving,” he says. “Maybe that was her way of moving on.”

      I snap my head in his direction with a snarl on my face. His eyes widen, and he backs away.

      “Are you defending her?” I ask.

      He holds his hands up like he’s warding off a hungry wolf. “No, I was just…”

      “Because you don’t know her!”

      He slowly nods. “Yes, I was just saying…”

      I hold my finger up. “Do not defend her!”

      With that, I stand up and storm out of the living room, around the corner, and into my old bedroom. I blink several times.

      Again, it’s just like it was all those years ago. Decked out with a full-sized bed, a small desk shoved into the corner, and a long fish lamp near the door. With a smile, I flick the lamp on and watch the multi-colored lights swirl in the water. Bubbles erupt from the base, and plastic fish kick to life, swimming around in circles.

      It was a gift from my dad. We always fished together, only we never really caught anything. It was a private joke between us. The memory brings a pang to my chest.

      Footsteps pad toward me, and I glance over my shoulder. Charming is standing there looking at me carefully, hands shoved down into his pockets.

      I turn slightly and bite my lip. “I’m sorry I went off on you like that.” I sigh. “I have mother issues.”

      “Clearly.”

      I turn and cross my arms across my chest. He laughs. It’s like being a kid and hearing the music from an ice cream truck. I want to run toward the sound. It makes me smile, too.

      “Listen, all I was trying to say was that maybe you should give your mother a break.” He looks down.

      A wave of sadness flows across my skin. It’s like I’m more connected to him than I’ve ever been with anyone, so I don’t reach for anger. I shut my mouth and listen.

      “You never know how much time you have, and you might regret it if—” He clears his throat. “If something were to happen to one of you, and you never resolved your issues.”

      I stare at him. I take in his slumped shoulders and the turned down angle of his lips. There’s a story in that body language. He has a personal connection to what he’s saying.

      I don’t know how I know that, but I do. As certain as I am that he’s the best sex I’ve ever had.

      I inch toward him and take his hand. “Tell me about your dad.”

      He lifts his head and stares at me through those thick eyelashes. He clears his throat and tries to smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Not much to tell. He just isn’t around anymore.”

      I squeeze his hand. I don’t believe him. Not for one second.

      “You know, it isn’t really fair that you made me share my darkest hour…” I pause because I don’t know if I’m telling the truth. In my memory, tires screech inside my head. His body slams up onto my windshield. I close my eyes and shake my head. I continue in a shaky voice. “And you won’t tell me any of yours.”

      He smiles. “I will.”

      “When?”

      “When the night is almost over.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What about your mom?”

      He shrugs. “She’s not around either.”

      “Why?”

      He shakes his head, and I stomp my foot in frustration. “You know I’ve slept with you twice, and I still don’t know your real name. I hope it’s a lot better than Charming.”

      “It is.” He winks at me.

      “Well, what is it?”

      He shakes his head again.

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Lots of things aren’t.”

      I glance over my shoulder and stare at my old digital clock. It’s three o’clock. We must have been trapped in Gemma’s hat for quite some time.

      “The night is technically over,” I say, turning back to him.

      He shakes his head a third time. “Tonight isn’t over until six thirty in the morning. Twelve hours from when the dead get to walk free.” He grins. “I hope you’re ready to watch the sun ruse.”

      “I don’t understand why you can’t just tell me now,” I complain, ignoring everything he just said.

      “Because.” He leans over and plants a kiss on my cheek. “If you know too much about me now, it will ruin our night.”

      “How?”

      “Just trust me.”

      I lean away. “You’re not a serial killer, are you?”

      He laughs. “Far from it.”

      I smile. “Well, that’s good at least.” I sigh and glance over at the bathroom. “I need to shower. I smell like I had the dead inside me.”

      He laughs. It warms every inch of my body.

      “Sounds good.” He steps to the side so he’s no longer in front of the bathroom door.

      I smile and walk past him, giving him a wink as I do. Then I duck into the bathroom and close the door behind me.
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      I TURN ON the hot water and step into the spray. It hits me full blast in the face, revitalizing me. Turning around, I let the water run through my hair and grab the shampoo. When I open it, the scent of peaches rushes up my nose. It’s the same shampoo my mother used to buy me.

      This is really freaky, but I’m starting to get used to it.

      I lather up my hair, rinse, and then scrub down with the same scented body wash and let the steaming hot water run over my body. I let my eyes fall closed. The shower curtain is ripped open. I jump and start to fall backward.

      Charming reaches out to grab me with a grin stretched across his lips.

      Breathing hard, I ask, “What are you doing?”

      He tilts his head to the side. My eyes scan down his body. He’s naked, and my nipples go hard.

      Again.

      “You didn’t think I wouldn’t take advantage of this, would you?” He steps in, and I step to the back of the shower. “And now that you’re clean…” He reaches out and pulls me close. “You’re going to get dirty.”

      Before I can say anything, he mashes his lips against mine. His kiss is rough, territorial. I melt into his arms. My heart pounds in my ears. He pulls away and kisses my eyelids. My cheeks. The space below my ears. Then he grabs me by the arm and forces me around. When he bends me over, the space between my legs starts to ache.

      I ache for him.

      He rubs the head of his cock against me, making me wetter. He slides a little of himself into me then pulls out. Then he does it again. And again.

      I turn my head slightly, about ready to climb the walls. “What are you doing?”

      He slides his hands up and down his beautiful dick with a smug grin on his face. “You want me?”

      I almost roll my eyes. “Yes, badly. Now come on.”

      “Say it.”

      I frown.

      “Tell me you’re mine.”

      I bite down on my lip. “Seriously?”

      He rubs himself against me again, and my eyelids flutter closed. “Dead serious. Tell me, Kinsley.”

      I turn back around. “I’m yours.”

      He slides himself into me, all the way this time. My knees almost buckle, but he grabs me by the hips to steady me.

      “Say it again,” he demands in a husky voice as he thrusts himself into me.

      “I’m yours, Charming. All of me is yours.”

      I shove my hips back to meet him. He digs his fingers in my hair and pulls.

      “Again.”

      “I’m yours. Oh, God. I’m yours.”

      He thrusts into me until I climax. But he doesn’t stop. He fucks me in slow and fast intervals and from every angle we can manage in the shower. The entire time he wants me to say it. He wants to hear that I’m his.

      And I tell him.

      Because I am.

      Tonight and every night after.
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      AN HOUR LATER, Charming and I sit dried and clothed in my old living room. With our backs to the loveseat, we stare at the flames crackling in the fireplace. It’s nifty having a witch around. He didn’t even need any wood to start it.

      He turns to me and licks his lips. It makes me want to kiss them.

      “Tell me something about yourself. Something nobody else knows,” he says.

      I purse my lips, clasp my hands over one knee, and bring it up under my chin. “Hm. That’s hard. There’s not much to know about me.”

      He snorts. “Bullshit.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “You’re one of the most famous of the ghost-possessed in the country. There’s got to be a ton of things about you worth knowing.”

      “Being possessed by a ghost doesn’t automatically make you interesting.”

      He shrugs. “Actually, you’re not entirely right about that.”

      I stare at him.

      “Most ghosts are notoriously picky. They don’t like riding around in any old skin. There was something about that ghost last year that made it seek you out. There was something about you Reyna knew she could use. Plus, you’re capable of touch magic.”

      I frown. “That’s because of you.”

      “That’s partly because of me.” He leans his head on my shoulder. “Now answer the question. Something no one in the world knows. Not even your parents.”

      I rest my head on the top of his and ponder his question. At first I can’t think of anything. Then…

      “I’m afraid of ostriches.”

      He lifts his head and turns to me. He blinks a few times then bursts out laughing. “What?”

      “They hiss!”

      He bends over and shakes with laughter. The sound of it makes me smile.

      I cross my arms over my chest and feign being offended. “That’s the last time I confess my fears to you.”

      He throws up his hands. “I’m sorry. I’ve just never heard that one before.”

      I shrug. “In packs, they can grow aggressive and peck at people. I’ve seen videos on the internet.”

      He laughs again and tucks my hair behind my ear. He seems to love doing that.

      “You’re amazing,” he says.

      “Because I’m afraid of ostriches?”

      He shakes his head. “That and other things.” His expression grows serious. “But that’s not the kind of thing I want to know. I want to know something deep. Something that makes you, you.”

      I bite my lip. “That’s a lot harder.”

      “That’s why I want to know.”

      I stare back at the fire and watch it dance. There is something. But I don’t want to say it out loud. I don’t want him to look at me differently. And he will. He won’t be able to help it. Hell, even I judge myself for the secret hanging off the tip of my tongue.

      My mouth opens almost without my control. “There is something.”

      He twists his body toward me. “I’m listening.”

      I take in a deep breath, and a tremble rushes through my body.

      “Hey.” He reaches out and rubs my shoulder. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’m already yours.”

      I try to smile but don’t quite make it there. “You don’t even know what I’m about to say.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I know your heart. I’ve felt it.”      His tone is so sincere, it gives me a little courage. Still, the thought of telling him floods me with fear. I want him to always look at me the way he’s been looking at me for most of the night.

      “It would be nice to finally say it out loud,” I admit.

      “Then do.”

      I take in a deep breath and close my eyes. “Last year, I was possessed by a ghost.”

      He sighs. “That’s it? Everybody knows that.”

      I open my eyes and turn to him. “I’m not finished.”

      His face goes still as he waits for more.

      I force myself not to look away from that intense gaze. “I hit someone with my car that night.”

      He shifts uncomfortably and looks down. “Everybody knows that, too.”

      “And I got off because of the ghost possession.”

      He sighs, growing impatient. “Everybody knows that, too.”

      “Well, what they don’t know is that I don’t think the ghost was entirely responsible.”

      His gaze snaps up to search my face. “What do you mean?”

      I hug my knees closer to my chest. “I don’t know exactly how to explain it. But it’s like throughout that night I had these moments of clarity. Moments where I was able to expand and become me. The ghost was pressed down. He’d take over again, but while I was driving that car…” I bite my lip and start to shake.

      Taking in a deep breath, I go on.  “While I was driving that car, I became me. And I was altered on something other than a ghost. I’d been drinking. The ghost challenged me to come out of my shell, and I did. But then I did something stupid. I got behind the wheel of that car. And…” Tears roll down my cheeks. The winding road flashes across my vision. The sound of Kai’s body hitting my windshield. The squeal of my tires as I race away from the scene.

      “And the ghost cautioned me to slow down, but I didn’t listen. I sped up. I remember laughing. I’d never felt so free.”

      The longer I talk, the more strained Charming’s expression becomes.

      “And then I heard him. The sound of my car hitting him. He flew so high… so impossibly high. And then the ghost took back over, and he got out of there. It wasn’t until the next day that I realized I’d been badly injured. Apparently when a ghost is inside you, injuries don’t register. I’d been walking around with torn tendons and a broken arm. But worse than that was the memory. The memory of me hitting Kai. Then getting away with it… I’ve been punishing myself for so long.” I plead to him with my eyes. “I’ve never told anyone that before. I couldn’t.” I shake my head, disgust with myself mounting from my gut.

      “I go to see him every day in the hospital.” I twirl my fingers together. “I mean, I don’t see him. I’ve never worked up the courage to go in and look at what I did.”

      Charming is silent for several agonizing moments. Tears sting my eyes.

      He rakes his hands through his hair then stares at me in disbelief. “You just left him there?”

      The tears flow freely now. I nod. “Yes.”

      He jumps to his feet faster than I would have thought possible.

      “How could you do that?” he screams down at me. “How could you just…” He starts to pace in front of me then turns and glares down at me. “That’s not you, Kinsley.”

      I sniffle and swipe at my cheeks. “It is.”

      “No!” His cheeks turn a bruised purple color. “No, I refuse to believe that.”

      I use the loveseat to help lift myself up. “Like it or not, it’s true. And it’s the worst thing I’ve done.”

      He backs away, something close to disgust written on his face.

      “I need some air.” He turns on his heels and rushes out the door like he’s on fire.

      I bury my face in my hands and cry. My body starts to shake, and it feels like someone is taking a hammer to the inside of my skull. He hates me.

      He has every right to. I need my drugs more than ever. I even consider phoning Creeper, then I remember my phone is still with Mac at the Harker estate.

      Instead, I dart into the kitchen, take a glass from the cabinet, and fill it with water from the faucet. Before I know it, I’ve sucked down three glasses. It just makes me feel cold. Colder than I’ve felt in a long time.

      I place the glass in the sink and lean against the counter. Before I can dwell too much on Charming’s reaction, a bright blue orb appears above my head. I stare up at it, dread sinking into my gut.

      I know what that is. A locator spell. I reach over and grab a knife from the holder beside the sink.

      “Trouble in paradise?” a familiar, husky voice says from behind me.

      I spin around, raising the knife. Victoria Harker stands there in her mother’s pointed hat, a mad little smile on her lips.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask because it’s the only thing I can think of to say. I know perfectly well why she’s here.

      “Oh, I was just in the area…” She grins and nods at the knife. “What do you plan on doing with that?”

      I raise it above my head. “If you don’t get the hell out of here, you’re going to find out.”

      She laughs, pulling a deep red wand with a silver handle from her leather jacket. “I’m shaking in my witch boots.”

      I squint. “Look,” I say, eyeing the wand. “It wasn’t me who put your mother in that tree. It was Reyna. You know that.”

      She shrugs. “I do know that. Don’t much care. The bitch used your body to do it. And I know how long full ghost possession can take. It makes me think you gave her permission. Now why would you go and do a thing like that?”

      I hadn’t noticed it before, but she looks a lot like her mom. It’s mostly in the eyes, the cruel glint in them. Pressing my lips together, I don’t answer her question. I don’t really think she’d like what I have to say. Plus, I get the feeling she’d want to hurt me even if I had nothing to do with it.

      She disliked me as soon as she looked at me.

      “I’m not afraid of you.” My voice comes out a lot less confident that I’d like it to be.

      Victoria wrinkles her nose and smirks. “You see, for some reason…I don’t believe you.” She points her wand at me. A tiny spark shoots out the end and hits me in the center of my forehead.

      It’s just a tap, like someone flicking me there. Only seconds later, my hand, the one holding the knife, goes numb. I stare as it lowers itself, pointing its sharp blade toward my eye.

      My gaze darts to Victoria then back to the knife’s blade. I almost ask her to stop, but I’m not going to let her see me beg. She’d enjoy it too much.

      The sharp edge of the knife gets closer and closer to my eyeball. I try to stop it, but I still can’t feel my arm. It’s like a foreign appendage as opposed to something that’s been attached to me my entire life. I try to close my eyes and find I’ve lost the use of those, as well.

      “I thought…” I grunt, sweat breaking out across my forehead. “That you only had the divination gift.”

      She laughs. “It’s not me. It’s the wand. When you’re a witch with money, you can make up for what the gods don’t give you.”

      “Good to know,” I say with a huff.

      Then sensation comes back into my arm in the form of pins and needles. The knife drops out of my hand, and Victoria and I both glance down at it. When I look back up, her face is pinched as if in pain. I try not to smile. She was straining. The magic took a toll.

      I bend down and reach for the knife. It goes flying across the kitchen floor just out of my reach. When I scramble after it, I’m flipped over onto my back. Victoria is standing over me with the same pained expression, pointing that damn wand right into my face.

      Gritting my teeth, I slap her wand hand hard. She lets out a grunt, and she drops the wand. I reach for it and smack it across her face.

      “You bitch!” she screams, going all crazy in the eyes.

      I try to roll out of the way, but she grabs my hair and turns me back over. Then she’s on top of me, trying to get her hands around my throat. I start swatting at her hands until her skin turns beet red. She rears back and punches me in the nose.

      “Ah!” My hand flies to my face, and my fingers come away stained with blood.

      I grit my teeth. I’m really getting tired of witches.

      Gathering all my strength, I shove her off of me. She goes flying into the stove with a loud thud.

      She lands inches from the knife. My eyes widen, and I make a dive for the knife. She gets there first. She holds it over her head with a smile. Darting my gaze to the left, I grab her wand and hold it out in front of me.

      Not a smart move, seeing as how I can’t work a magic wand, but it’s the only one I got.

      She laughs. If I were on the reverse side of this situation, I’d probably do the same.

      Twirling the knife in her hands like she’s handled a few in her day, she asks, “What are you going to do with that?”

      Stab you in the eye if need be.

      I just smile and stand up. Her face darkens, and she stalks toward me. I throw out my fist and connect with her jaw. She stumbles back into the stove. I launch on her, trying to jiggle the knife loose. She manages to tighten her hold on it and plunges it forward.

      My eyes bulge. I gasp, staggering back. White hot pain spreads through my body. I fall to my knees and look down. The knife is embedded in my abdomen, almost to the handle. A dark red stain flowers out from it.

      Victoria laughs. Her footsteps trail toward me. I peer up at her and shake my head, tears budding in my eyes.

      “Why?” I ask in a rough voice.

      She kicks me in the shoulder, and I crash down on my back. The knife shifts, tearing another bout of pain through me. My vision starts to blacken at the edges. I blink several times, trying to stay awake.

      Victoria is standing above me, leering. “Because, you don’t mess with the Harker family.” She reaches down and pries the wand from my hand. She frowns. Her face blurs in my vision with each passing second. “Maybe this was actually a bad move. I’d rather you die over years of a broken heart than in twenty minutes on your kitchen floor.” She shrugs. “Guess I’ll have to settle.”

      She waves her hand in the air. Green smoke billows around her, and when it clears, she is gone. The black smudge at the edges of my vision leak to the forefront.

      Then there isn’t even pain.

      There is only nothing.
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      I’M UNDERWATER.

      I must be. Someone is calling my name. It’s muffled. It’s the kind of speech that only happens when someone’s head is submerged in water. I don’t know why I’m underwater.

      An intense heat swims around in my stomach. My eyes burn and shoot open. Charming hovers over me, cradling me in his arms. He’s covered in blood, and tears are running down his cheeks.

      I open my mouth to ask what happened, but all that comes out is a groan of pain. Then my memory starts putting the pieces back together. The kitchen. Victoria. The knife.

      Oh, gods, I’m dying.

      “Kinsley,” Charming says in a broken voice. “Come on, Kinsley, stay with me. You have to stay with me.”

      His lips touch my forehead. I want to answer him. To tell him everything is going to be okay, but I can’t. My heart beats slowly in my chest, and even pressed this close to him, I’m cold. My body shakes. Another burst of heat fills my abdomen. The chill in my bones flakes off a bit.

      “Gods, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have left you alone. Hang on. You’re going to be okay. I just have to get you out of here,” he mutters.

      I manage to reach up and touch the side of his face. His expression breaks me up inside. I want to erase it from memory. I want it to never have existed. Someone as good as him should never have that pain etched into their features.

      I wish I could tell him any of this, but I start to go cold again. My vision blurs, and I can barely feel my body.

      Pressure bears down on me, and then I’m back underwater.
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      LOW PANTING NUDGES me awake. My eyelids flutter, and the room swims in front of me. I’m lying on something soft with strong arms wrapped around me. A moan escapes my lips, and someone beside me rustles.

      “Hey, Kin. You okay?”

      I groan again and try to sit up.

      Charming pushes me back down against pillows. “Don’t try to move yet, okay? You’re still healing. Lost a lot of blood. I supplemented it as best I could.”

      My throat feels like all of the moisture has been sucked out of it. Charming lifts my head and places a glass to my lips. It’s like he’s inside of my head. I gulp it down like I’ve been stranded in the desert for hours. When I’m finished, he presses another glass to my lips. Seconds later, it’s gone too.

      I wipe my hand across my lips.

      “Thank you.” My voice is still scratchy, but I feel better already. I glance around the room. I don’t recognize anything. Not the golden walls, nor the large brick fireplace directly in front of me. Not even the large silver pentagram painted on the floor. Other than the bed we’re in, the rest of the room is bare.

      “Where are we?” I ask, sounding a little more like myself.

      “My old spell room.” He repositions himself so that he’s looking up at me. “I haven’t been here in years.”

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      His eyes widen, and I swear tears well up in them for a second. He blinks hard and glances away from me. Then he sits up and clenches his jaw.

      “When I walked in and I saw you laying there…” He turns back to me, his face a mask of agony. “I’m so sorry. I never should have left you alone.”

      I reach for his hand and squeeze it. “Look, I don’t blame you. After what I told you… I mean, you have every right to hate me.”

      His head shoots in my direction.

      With pleading eyes, he grabs my other hand. “Kin, I don’t hate you.”

      I glance down at the silver sheets. “It’s okay if you do. I’m a terrible person. What I did was cowardly… Unforgivable.”

      He pushes my head up and holds my gaze. “That is not true. I don’t hate you. I was a little taken off guard. But when I saw you laying there like that…” He shakes his head like what he’s about to say is painful. “Well, let’s just say the last thing I felt was hate.”

      My heart floods with warmth. It beats away the cold. Clearing my throat, I pull my hands away from his and lift the sheets. My top is covered in blood, but when I lift my shirt, there is no knife. No blood.

      I rub a hand over the spot where Victoria stabbed me.

      “I healed you up as much as I could at the house, but because I’ve been using so much magic tonight, it drained me quickly. So I got you strong enough to bring here. I needed help. It took a while, but you’ll be okay now.”

      I let my shirt fall back down and smile at him. “Thank you so much.”

      His eyes flash anger. “It was Victoria, wasn’t it?” He stands up and throws a furious stare down at me. “When I’m done with her, the Affliction Tree will look like a fucking trip to Disney Land.”

      My heart throbs in response to his anger. For a moment, I’m touched. And relieved. Touched that he cares so much. Relieved that he doesn’t hate me. Then I’m sad. This isn’t him. Not even a little. I’ve stopped questioning how I can feel so connected to one person in less than twenty-four hours, because it doesn’t matter. I just am. And it’s real. Insane, yes, but real. More real than anything in my life.

      I reach out for him. He stares at my outstretched hand before taking it. I pull him back onto the bed with me.

      “No.” I shake my head and push his hair back off his forehead. “You’ll do no such thing. That’s her, not you. And I don’t want you to be anything like her or any of them. If you were, I wouldn’t…”

      I stop. Suddenly my words feel stuck to my tongue. I gulp them down and try again. After all, I’ve faced my biggest fears tonight. Threw away drugs. Admitted the darkest moment of my life to the person I want to see me only as good. Saying this should be nothing. Saying this will be the truest thing I’ve ever said.

      “If you were anything like Victoria, I wouldn’t love you. Don’t take that away from me.”

      His eyes widen. Then he clears his throat. For a second, I’m afraid he won’t say it back. That he’ll call me crazy. Then I realize I don’t care.  I fucking love his ass. I can’t explain why, but I figure that’s the most basic definition of the word. Something you can’t explain that, for some reason, makes you a better version of yourself. Even if he’s not feeling what I’m feeling, he’s still made me a better Kinsley. And for that alone, I love him.

      Finally, he smiles and cups my face in his hands. “I love you too, Kin.”

      My eyes stretch wide, and he laughs.

      “Does that surprise you?” he asks.

      I blink a few times and place a strand of hair in my mouth. “Kind of,” I say around it.

      “Even the way you eat your hair when you’re nervous is sexy.” He laughs. “How messed up is that?”

      I grin, not spitting my hair out. “Pretty messed up.” I glance down then peer back up at him. “Say it again.”

      He smiles. “Say what again?”

      I give him a look.

      He laughs. “I love you, Kin.” He scoots closer to me and tugs my hair out of my mouth. “I love that you dyed your hair more than one color at once because you couldn’t decide on one.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “How did you know that?”

      He shrugs. “I just do. I love that you don’t know you’re beautiful and dynamic and powerful. And I love how you care so much, you run from things that hurt even though I hope you’ll stop doing that.” He leans forward and presses his lips against mine. “I just love you. I didn’t expect to, but I do.”

      “Say it again,” I whisper.

      “I love you.” He leans me back against the pillows and kisses me slowly, feeling every inch of my lips. “I love you.”

      We take our time. I kiss every inch of his body. He kisses every inch of me. We run our fingers across nipples and down thighs. We kiss long, deep, and slow. He buries his face in my hair, presses his ear against my chest, and listens to my heartbeat. I do the same. I need to make sure that he is real. That this is real.

      Drugs don’t have anything on this.

      Nothing does.

      He slides himself inside of me, and I throw my head back, calling out his name. My Charming. I sit on top of him and relish in his expression as he gazes up at me. He’s in awe. I ride him with a confidence I didn’t know I had the potential for. We twist and turn between the sheets, ripping them from the bed. We make love all over the room, never tiring, always begging for more. We were born to do this.

      Finally, we collapse on top of the stripped bed and tangle our limbs around each other’s.

      “It’s five o’clock,” he whispers into my ear.

      “Yes.”

      He sighs. “Whenever you want to hold the hours in your hand, they wind up sliding through your fingers.”

      I nod and smile. “Well, we’re going to spend many hours together. Hopefully doing a lot more of this.”

      He doesn’t say anything. And it’s not just that he doesn’t say anything, it’s the nature of his silence. It slices through my skin like that kitchen knife. It empties everything out of me.

      I’m being paranoid.

      Turning to him, I can tell that I’m not. His expression is something you’d expect to find on a man having his teeth pulled without the benefit of Novocain.

      “Right?” I ask, desperation creeping into my voice.

      He meets my gaze with an expression full of a contagious pain.

      “Charming?”

      He sighs and looks down. “I’m afraid not, Kinsley.”

      I shoot up and pull the sheets up to my chin. “What? What are you talking about?”

      Slowly, he looks up.  Tears well in his eyes.

      “It’s five-oh-two,” he says.

      I just stare at him. He meets my gaze, his face full of the strain of someone trying to lift something way too heavy for him.

      “I think it’s time I told you my real name.”

      I nod, my heart pounding painfully in my chest. “Okay.”

      “My name is Kai,” he says, looking at me with meaning. “Kai Wilson.”
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      I’M ON THE floor. He’s still talking, and I’m on the floor, rocking myself like a traumatized child. I’m on the floor, wrapped in silver sheets, rocking myself like a mental patient.

      And he’s still talking.

      He won’t stop talking.

      But what he’s saying can’t be real.

      It can’t be.

      I shut my eyes and press my hands against my ears. He has to stop talking. If he stops talking, maybe this won’t be real. Maybe he wouldn’t have just said the most impossible thing he could have said to me.

      His name is Kai Wilson.

      Kai Wilson, the guy I hit one year ago with my car. Kai Wilson, who is currently at Metroplex Hospital in a coma that I put him in.

      No. No. No. This cannot be happening. This isn’t happening. If this guy’s name is Kai, then I’m in a reality I can’t handle.

      So Charming grabs my hands and yanks them away from my ears. I stare at him as he settles himself on the floor in front of me. His blue eyes look like a weeping sea.

      “Are you okay?” he asks in a soft voice.

      I continue to stare at him. Is he serious? Is he asking a serious question? Am I okay? How can I possibly be okay? How will anything ever be okay again?

      I shake my head. “What you’re saying… It’s impossible.”

      He reaches for my hand, and I snatch it back. I feel like an ice box has slammed down around my heart.

      “Kinsley. I’m telling you the truth.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “It’s impossible. Kai Wilson is in a coma. You and I… we’ve had sex. Lots of it. Can’t have sex with a guy in a coma.”

      He sighs. “You can on All Hallows’ Eve.”

      I stare at him dumbly.

      “It’s not just the dead that can walk free tonight. Anyone that’s near death can, as well. We can become solid. I assure you, I’m Kai Wilson. It’s why I was at the Harker estate. I went there to find you.”

      A giant has come into my life, ripped it into tiny pieces, and then let those pieces scatter in the wind, leaving me to grasp at them. Only I won’t be able to put them together again.

      The picture will always be missing a few pieces. The most important pieces.

      I can’t even cry. All I can do is stare at him.

      “I came there to find you. My intention was to give you a piece of my mind. To tell you what you stole from me. What you put my parents through, my little sister.” He shakes his head. “Then I saw you standing there in the attunement room. You were so beautiful. But it was more than that. I felt an instant connection to you.”

      My mouth opens and shuts. I reach for something to say, but my brain can’t form words, and even if it could, my tongue is too weak to push them out.

      “I wanted to know you. And I wanted you to know me. So I made up some bullshit so I could spend time with you.” He smiles even though his face is draped in sadness. “And it’s been the best night of my life.”

      My eyelids flutter. His lips keep moving, but sound fades into the background, and his lips seem to move in slow motion. Somehow I manage to stand up and stagger around the room. I swirl around in circles, the world going dizzy around me.

      He’s still talking.

      My mind is running circles around itself, trying to make sense of this. Even though I can barely see, I start to pull on my clothes on. For some reason, it doesn’t seem like a great time to be naked. When I turn back to him, he’s back in his jeans, and he’s got his hands planted on his hips.

      I open my mouth then shut it again.

      He sighs. “Kin, please just say something.”

      Just like that, him saying my name drives a knife through me. I wish Victoria was here so that could be more than a metaphor. I’d really rather have an actual knife stabbing me in the heart.

      How could things shift so quickly? How can the sound of him saying my name one moment fill me with the greatest warmth, and now, such absolute cold? He moves toward me, and I back away, holding up a hand.

      “Just. . .” My voice comes out shaking. “Give me a minute.”

      He stops and nods.

      I turn away from him and squeeze my eyes shut. After several moments of tense silence, I say, “I just need to make sure I understand.”

      “Okay.”

      Slowly, I turn around and force myself to meet his gaze. “You sought me out…to punish me…for what I did to you?”

      He nods.

      I swallow. “And you’re able to do that because you’re near death.”

      He nods again.

      “And I can touch you because you’re not completely dead…” At this point, I’m just repeating everything he’s told me.

      “That’s right. As soon as six thirty struck, I felt myself leaving my body.” He smiles. “I was whole for the first time in a year. I wanted to go see my family, but I couldn’t…” He looks down. “I couldn’t do that to them. So my thoughts turned to you. I realized this would be my only opportunity to talk to you or anyone else.”

      I nod. “So, you couldn’t do that to them…but you could do it to me?”

      His face falls.

      I throw my hands up. “How could you do this to me?”

      He moves toward me again, and I back up until I’m pressed against the wall.

      “I didn’t know you, Kinsley. I sought you out in anger. In rage. So yeah, I did this to you. Then we made this connection, and I didn’t know if I should tell you. I thought about not saying anything, just disappearing at six thirty, but then I couldn’t do that. I had to tell you.”

      I hug myself.

      “Why?” I ask in a choked voice.

      His eyebrows come together. “Why what?”

      I run my hands through my hair and leave my fingers clutched at the crown of my head. “Why did you tell me this?” I close my eyes and start rocking again. “I can’t handle this, Kai.” I gasp. It hurts so much to say his name. “I can’t handle this.”

      His hand brushes my cheek. “Look at me, Kin.”

      I close my eyes. “No, I can’t.”

      “You have to. We don’t have much more time.”

      The tears that wouldn’t come practically sear my eyes then roll down my cheeks.

      “Please, Kin. You have to look at me.” He pulls me into his arms.

      My entire body tenses up, and I start to sob. He holds me against his chest and runs a hand down my hair.

      “I’m so sorry.” He kisses the top of my head. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

      I punched a huge hole in his life, and he’s apologizing to me.

      “No, I’m sorry, Kai. I’m s-so, so sorry!”

      I feel him nod his head. “I know you are, baby. And I want you to forgive yourself.”

      I peer up at him. “How can I possibly do that?”

      “Because you love me.” He gives me a weak smile. “And I can’t stand to see you beat yourself up over this anymore.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know if that’s something I can give you.”

      “You’re wrong.” His eyes narrow. “You have so much strength within you, Kin. And the biggest heart I’ve ever felt.”

      I sniffle like a young child and resist wiping my nose with my hand.

      “You have to forgive yourself, Kinsley. You have to be brave because I have a favor to ask you, and if you refuse me…well…” He grabs my hands and places them against his chest. His eyes go wide and vulnerable, like a little boy who’s about to ask his parents for something he can’t live without. “I don’t know what I’ll do if you refuse me, Kinsley.”

      I swallow a phantom lump. “Anything,” I tell him. “Just ask and it’s yours.”

      At first, he doesn’t speak. The quiet becomes like a plastic bag tied over my face. My hands are tied behind my back so I can’t rip it off. Can’t get any air into my lungs.

      He squeezes my hands harder and pleads to me with the most heartbreaking look I’ve ever seen on anyone’s face. Not even my mom looked in this much agony when my father passed.

      He takes in a deep breath and says his next words so fast I almost miss them.

      “My parents have my medical proxy. I need you to go speak to them, convince them to pull the plug. And if they won’t do it, I want to be handfasted to you tonight so that you can do it.” His lips quiver as he draws me closer. “I need you to pull the plug on me, Kinsley. I can’t do this anymore.”

      [image: ]

      THE TEARS FLOW like small rivers now. I sink back to the ground, and Kai comes with me, still clutching my hands to his chest. I feel his heartbeat under my skin.

      So vital.

      So life-affirming.

      That beat of life is in direct contrast to his words.

      He wants to die.

      My blood screams with something I’m not familiar with. Maybe it’s horror. Maybe it’s an agony so intense it needs to lash out and punish my body. Whatever it is, I’m not brave enough to take it on. I have to flush it out.

      Every instinct inside me wants to pull away from Kai. To run. That’s what the old Kinsley would have already done. She would have run and dove head into the first pill bottle she could find.

      But I’m weighed down again. Just like when Reyna was possessing my body. Something foreign is inside me, and it won’t let me up.

      I can’t escape.

      I shake my head, avoiding his gaze. It doesn’t help anything. I can feel his stare.

      “Kinsley?” His voice is soft. I want to wrap myself up in it and hide from everything he’s telling me.

      Instead, I force my gaze toward his. “No.”

      His face falls. “Kinsley…”

      “No!” I scream the word in his face.

      He doesn’t look surprised. Doesn’t even flinch.

      “I will not! I can’t kill you!” I rip my hands away from his chest and scramble to my feet.

      His jeans rustle behind me as he stands up too.

      “I’m already dead, Kinsley. Worse than dead.”

      I shake my head. “No. No!” My hands form trembling balls at my sides. “No, you can wake up anytime. Modern medicine is… No, you’ll wake up. You will.”

      He sighs but doesn’t say anything.

      I close my eyes and try to keep myself from bawling.

      “Yeah, that’s what my mother says. Even though the doctors have told her otherwise. That I am brain dead and that being dead and brain dead is essentially the same thing.”

      I shake my head, unwilling to hear him. “You have a heartbeat.”

      “I have a bypass machine.”

      A whimper escapes my lips. Then Kai is in front of me, staring down at me with searching eyes. He doesn’t look angry or scared. He’s the picture of patience. A portrait of love.

      After a few seconds, he says, “Will you hear me out?”

      I want to say no. I want him to magic us back to before all of this awfulness came out of his mouth. Before all of this truth, but I know I can’t. I have to hear him out.

      Reluctantly, I nod.

      “It’s been hell.” His voice breaks on the last word. “I’m trapped, Kin. And every day, you know what I do?”

      I just stare up at him, the giant from before ripping my bloody red heart in two.

      “I lie there, and I listen. I hear my mother crying. Day after day. I watch my family falling apart at home. My dad drinking. Them both ignoring my thirteen-year-old sister who wants to move on but feels too guilty to do that. I relive their grief day after day. No, it’s worse than that.”

      He shakes his head and stares into a faraway place.

      “It’s not even days and nights. There is no reprieve. It’s like being stuck in a constant loop full of the most unimaginable pain. I see the night I was hit. I see myself on the operating table. The look on my mother’s face when she arrived at the hospital. When my sister locked herself into a stall at school and swallowed a bunch of my father’s pain medication.”

      Tears pool in his eyes. “I have become nothing more than dead weight crushing the life out of everyone I love. I don’t want that!”

      The tears stream down his cheeks, and in that moment, I would do anything to take his pain away.

      “And I’m not waking up,” he continues. “They’re going broke, tapping into my sister’s college fund to hold on to the memory of their dead son.”

      His words hit me like a haymaker in the gut. I double over, and he reaches out and holds me up. He’s trying to give me strength. After everything I’ve done, he’s the stronger one.

      “And it’s just not science, Kin. I have the power of revival. I know a dead thing when I see it. For the past year, I’ve lived inside a dead thing. That body, laying there in the hospital, it isn’t me.” His jaw clenches, and he takes in a shaky breath. “Please tell me you understand that. Death would be a welcome blessing. It’s my only out. It’s the only way out for the people I love.”

      I swallow and stare up into his eyes. Eyes that have seen the worst in me and still managed to find love for all my endless flaws.

      “I don’t know if I’m brave enough, Kai.” Another rush of tears stream down my face.

      “If you weren’t, I wouldn’t love you.”

      “But I did this to you. I can’t give up on you.”

      He smiles and cups my face. “I don’t want you to think of it that way. You, Kinsley Lane, gave me the love of my life before I died. Before you, I’ve never felt anything like this. I came to you tonight fueled with hate, and now I’m full of love.” He shakes his head. “Now I’m ready, Kinsley. I can’t go back to that body, not after tonight. Not after the magic I shared with you.”

      I bite down on my lower lip hard enough to draw blood. After several moments, I say, “And what about me?”

      The smile vanishes from his face, and he sighs. Reaching out, he pulls me close and buries his face in my hair.

      “You are going to forgive yourself. Then you are going to enjoy being alive. When the memory of me gets to be too much, you’ll remember the touch. And one day, you will love again.”

      I shake my head. “Never.”

      “Of course you will.” He squeezes me closer. “Until then, I’ll be there for you. We both know better than anyone that death is not the end.”

      I shove my face into his chest and sob until there is nothing left. My body goes numb, and my thoughts are blank slates. Finally, when I’ve cried enough, I pull away and peer up at him.

      I nod weakly. “Okay, Kai.” The second nod is stronger, more sure. “I’ll do it.”
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      KAI TELEPORTS US into the room of spiritual attunement. The familiar sound of its rushing water and fairies buzzing through the air meets my ears.

      I stare at him, wide-eyed. “Are you crazy?”

      He winks. “Depends on who you ask.”

      I stare down at myself. I’m dressed in a long, silky white gown with sheer sleeves. It’s also backless. I reach up and touch my hair, pulling out a small, white flower. Lifting an eyebrow, my gaze shifts to him.

      He looks hotter than ever in a matching tuxedo with a silver vest. My mouth waters. Even his hair, that’s been tousled sexily across his head, is slicked back. He is so edible-looking, I’m momentarily distracted by the fact he teleported us to the most dangerous place in the city.

      For me, at least.

      “Why are we back here? You do remember Victoria going Norman Bates on me, right?”

      He laughs. “That’s a good one.”

      I plant my hands on my hips. “Kai, this isn’t funny.”

      He grins and places his finger against my lips. “Just wait for it.”

      Behind me, footsteps pad toward us. I spin around in a panic, holding up my fists, ready to beat Victoria off again.

      But it isn’t Victoria. It’s Mac, dressed in a long purple robe and a matching top hat. My heart clenches in my chest, and I jump between them.

      

      Holding my head toward Mac, I say, “Don’t hurt him!”

      Behind me, Kai laughs. I glance over my shoulder with a frown.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Lane.” Mac produces a heavy-looking book from inside his robes.

      “He’s here to perform the ceremony, Kin.”

      I scoff. “What?” I shake my head. “No. No fucking way.” I point a finger at Mac. “This asshat tried to give my life to a dead chick.” I glare at Kai. “Some husband.”

      The corner of Kai’s mouth turns down into a half-frown. “Well, his mother was really driving him to do it.”

      I stare at him.

      Kai sighs and reaches out toward me. Then he pulls me into a corner with tall ferns that stretch toward the glass ceiling.

      “Look, I know this isn’t ideal,” he says.

      I continue to stare.

      “But we need an officiant to make this legal. And he’s the only one I know.”

      I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Look, Kin. We don’t have much time. Please just do this. For me.” He leans forward to whisper in my ear. “If you want, I’ll create you a little hex to screw with him, but for right now…we need him.”

      I sigh and smooth down my dress. “Fine. We’re only doing this for legal reasons, anyway. Guess it doesn’t matter who joins us.”

      His face falls. “You think…you think I want to do this just for legal reasons?”

      I shrug.

      His nostrils flare. “I’m a witch, Kinsley. If I wanted you to simply pull the plug, I could spell you, and you’d walk in there and do it.”

      I wince.

      “We’re doing this because I love you. I take this quite seriously. And…and because I want the person that releases me to love me as much as I love them.”

      My heart flutters in my chest, but a sadness settles there too. I swallow and glance away so I don’t start crying again. I’ve cried enough for a week.

      “Okay.” I smile up at him. “Let’s do this.”

      He takes my hand, and we walk back over to Mac.

      “Everything settled?” Mac asks, taking out six pieces of red rope and handing them to us.

      I take one end of the ropes while Kai takes the other.

      “Let’s do this,” I say again, not taking my eyes off Kai.

      Mac clears his throat and starts the ceremony.

      “Know now that since your lives have crossed, you have formed ties between each other. The promises you make today and the ties that are bound here will cross the years and will greatly strengthen your union. With full awareness, know that you declare your intent to be handfasted before your friends and family. Do you still seek to enter this ceremony?”

      Somehow, after everything, as I stare up into Kai’s eyes, a lightness enters me. Like I was supposed to be here tonight, and I’m doing exactly what I’m supposed to be doing. I even know the words to utter.

      Together, Kai and I respond, “Yes, we seek to enter.”

      Our eyes never leave the other’s as Mac goes through the rest of the ceremony. The ropes bind our hands together. Mac blesses us in oils and cleanses us in smoke.

      The last words he speaks will forever be written on my heart.

      “The knots of this binding are not formed by these chords but rather by your vows. For as always, you hold in your own hands the making or breaking of this union.”

      It’s in our hands. I make the decision right then and there that our connection will never sever, and even if I do love again, I will know it’s because he taught me how.

      Kai lifts me into his arms and teleports us back to his magic room. He spins me around, and I giggle, baffled that I can still find some joy. He lays me down on the bed and settles in beside me.

      “I want to show you something.”

      I nod, wrapping the chords that represent our union in my hands.

      He waves his hand in the air, and a rectangle of light is projected on the opposite wall. There, a little boy, no more than seven or eight, swims into focus like something on a movie theater screen.

      White light shoots from his hands, and in the background, a comely woman claps.

      “That’s wonderful, Kai!” the woman says. “Mommy is so proud.”

      Tears burn in my eyes. The pictures run together like a fast-playing movie. It’s Kai. It’s his life. Him swinging a baseball bat. Him making a cake for his little sister’s birthday. Him taking a girl I’m immediately jealous of to the prom.

      It’s his life.

      Kai wipes my tears away. “I promised that you’d know me by the time the night was over.” He slips out of his jacket then reaches out and slides my dress off my shoulders. “Those are all my life’s memories. Everything that made me, me.”

      As he lays me down, I choke out, “I love you, Kai.”

      He kisses me slowly. The sensation of weightlessness enters my body.

      “I love you too, Kinsley. Forever.” He enters me, and I close my eyes, committing the feel of him to memory. “For the rest of my life.”

      We make love until the cruel sun rises high in the sky, bidding the night farewell.

      He starts to flicker in my arms.

      “It’s six twenty-five.”

      I’m not strong enough to bear the weight of this sadness, this coming emptiness that will be life without him. So I cling to him for the pathetic amount of time we have left.

      “I love you,” he says again.

      I nod through my tears and cling to him harder.

      “Thank you,” he whispers against my ear, his form coming into and out of focus like a bad connection.

      I bite down on my lip.

      There is nothing to say. Nothing to express my love. Or my fear. Or my sorrow.

      “Remember the touch.”

      They are his last words. I squeeze my eyes shut, afraid to open them. I can feel the lack of his presence in the room. Slowly and with my entire body shaking, I open my eyes.

      All that’s left of him are the handfasting chords and the quartz crystal rose that brought me to him earlier that night.

      When I snatch it up, a tingle races up my arm.

      It feels like his touch.

      I bury my face in the sheets and cry.
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      I DON’T KNOW how I get out of bed, but I do. I don’t know how I get my feet to move across the floor, to go outside, or even get behind the wheel of my car, but I do.

      The sun blares down through my windshield as I drive through the city. The sounds of it waking up bubble around me. Horns honk. Tires screech. People talk too loudly into their cellphones.

      I tune it all out and glance at the papers in my passenger seat. It’s eight o’clock. His entire family will be at the hospital, so that’s where I’m heading. I should probably go home and change first, but I know if I do, I won’t leave my apartment for days. Then I’ll put this off for weeks, and those weeks will bleed into months.

      And my cowardice will leave him trapped. I can’t do that.

      I park into the first space I find. The lot is already full of cars. People dash around, holding flowers and balloons. Curious eyes drift my way as I march past them all, my papers clutched in my hand and making ugly, after-crying noises.

      I go up to the fifth floor. Kai’s floor.

      Right away, I see them. Kai’s mother and sister. I recognize them from his memories. Sucking in a deep breath, I march over to them.

      His mother looks up at me with Kai’s blue eyes. They are wide with alarm.

      She looks around, like maybe I’ve mistaken her for someone else. When I don’t move, she clears her throat.

      “May I help you, dear?” Her eyes scan me up and down.

      I’m sure I look crazy as hell.

      Nurse Maria passes by and raises an eyebrow. “Hello, Miss Lane. You’re early.”

      I attempt a smile and give her a wave. She glances at the three of us then moves on down the hall.

      I clear my throat and focus on Mrs. Wilson. I decide there is no easy way to do this, so I rip the band aid off. I take in another breath then blurt out everything. Kai’s wishes, in his own words. I plead with her to do what I don’t even want done.

      Her eyes go wider and wider. Then she’s standing up. Then she’s in my face with flared nostrils and her hands balled at her sides.

      I don’t stop talking. I keep going. I shove the papers in her arms. I tell her if she doesn’t do it, gods help me, I will.

      She doesn’t say anything at first. She falls into her chair, and Lana, Kai’s little sister, places an arm around her. Mrs. Wilson ignores her, then Lana stares up at me.

      “So, you’re my…brother’s wife. And he married you…while in a coma?”

      I nod. “That’s right. It’s very nice to meet you.” I hold my hand out. “I guess we’re kind of sisters.”

      Lana stares at my hand like it’s a flesh-eating spider.

      I guess I do look and sound crazy as hell.

      Mrs. Wilson is yelling in the phone. I didn’t even notice her pull it out. Lana is trying to calm her down. Then Mrs. Wilson is yelling in my face and pacing the hall. Twenty minutes later, her husband and a team of lawyers show up.

      We all sit tensely around a conference table with the hospital administrator. She’s a squat, shaved-headed black woman with a no nonsense scowl. Unlike everyone at the table, she is very unemotional.

      Finally, she shakes her head at Mrs. Wilson. “I’m sorry. These papers are legal. You no longer have a say here.”

      She shoots out of her chair. “I’m his mother!”

      “Yes, and she…” The administrator gestures toward me. “Is his wife.”

      I nod, standing up as calmly as I can manage. “Good, I want to do this. Now. Like, right now.”

      The room goes silent. I feel Mrs. Wilson staring daggers.

      I meet her gaze, and my lip trembles. “I’m so sorry. But he’s not alive. You have to let him go.”

      She throws her purse, and I duck out of the way. The contents spill out.

      She rushes at me.  “Get out! Just get the hell out!”

      I nod. “I really am sorry.”

      Then I turn and head back down the hallway. I stop in front of Kai’s room, and for the first time since I hit him with my car, I enter.
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      I SIT AT his bedside and take his hand. He was right. This body, this shell of his spirit, isn’t him. Suddenly, the thought of him remaining like this a second longer is worse than losing him.

      Hours tick by. The doctors come and ask me if I’m ready. I keep telling them no.

      I do all the things I imagined doing when I was too scared to come in. I read to him. I play his playlist. I talk about our night together. Our magical night.

      The doors squeal open, and his sister walks in.

      I drop his hand and lean back in the chair. She stares at me for several seconds. She has Kai’s stare. Her eyes are a different color, a lighter blue, but the intensity is the same.

      “He shouldn’t have asked you to do this,” she says.

      I just stare back at her. I want to tell her how sorry I am, but it seems like such a small word. Nothing I can say will ever make this right.

      She clears her throat and kicks at the floor. “But I think you should.”

      That takes me by surprise. I nod and look up at him. His face is drawn and lifeless. The strong form I remember feeling against me is actually a tiny sack of human skin.

      This isn’t him.

      This isn’t my Kai.

      But my Kai is stuck inside of him.

      I take in a shuddering breath. “Your brother loves you.” I smile. “So much.”

      She slides a chair over to me. “So you’re telling the truth then.”

      I nod again.

      “He told you that?”

      “He told me it broke him apart when you took your father’s pills.”

      Her cheeks flush bright pink. She looks down, something like shame written on her face. “He saw that?”

      “Yeah.”

      The door opens again, and Kai’s parents shuffle in. Lana takes after her father while Kai is all his mother. Mrs. Wilson’s head is down, and her husband’s arm is wrapped around her shoulder, holding her up.

      “Kinsley.” His father walks up to me, and I stand up. He reaches out a hand. “Welcome to the family.”

      Tears well in my eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Mommy, you have to accept that this is happening,” Lana says.

      Mrs. Wilson remains silent. The door opens again. It’s the doctors. My heart almost stops at the sight of them.

      “Mrs. Lane. Are you ready?” the doctor asks.

      I look down at Kai one last time. Taking three of the chords from around my neck, I place them at my side.

      I nod, tears streaming down my face.

      The doctors start to unhook him. Tubes come out of his nose. Out of his throat. Out of his arms. Machines snap off. A long beep fills the air. Within minutes, he is gone.

      No, not gone.

      He is free.

      The rose clasped in my hand shoots a burst of energy through me the minute it happens. I close my eyes.

      “I’ll miss you, Kai.”

      Then I start to feel like that plastic bag is over my face again. I have to get out. I have to run. Have to run faster than this pain.

      Lana is saying something to me, but I don’t hear it. I dart between them and dash into the hall. I take the stairs. I run across the parking lot and throw myself in my car.

      Ten minutes later, I’m at Creeper’s.
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      I CRAWL IN through his window without knocking or even calling ahead. With a quick scan of the room, I notice he’s in bed still asleep. Without bothering to wake him, I start rifling through his drawers.

      I need pills.

      Anything.

      Anything to kill this pain.

      “Kinsley?” Creeper’s groggy voice barely registers in my ears. “What the hell are you doing?”

      I shake all his belongings on the floor. Nothing. I storm into his private bathroom and tear through the medicine cabinets. Nothing. Not even fucking cough medicine.

      When I reenter his bedroom, he’s sitting up, rubbing his eyes.

      “Um, good morning,” he says.

      “Where is it?” I hiss, grabbing him by the collar.

      He backs away. “Whoa! Where is what?”

      “The drugs, Creeper. I need them. Anything.”

      Understanding fills his face. He removes my hand from his collar.

      With a shrug, he says, “I flushed it all.”

      My eyes widen. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Fucking liar.” I pace the room. “Just give it to me!” I scream, on the verge of ditching what’s left of my sanity.

      “Calm down, okay?” He pulls his body into his wheelchair and sighs. “I’m serious, Ley. I flushed it.”

      With a sob, I drop to the floor. “Why? Why would you do that?”

      He buzzes over to me then waits for me to stop crying. When I’ve got nothing left, he sighs and reaches out and touches my shoulder.

      “So a dude came by…after you guys left. Told me if I gave you any more drugs, he’d fuck me sideways next Halloween.”

      A strange thing happens. I actually laugh. Maybe the fatigue and sense of loss mixed in my brain and shot out crazy, but I laugh until my body shakes and becomes exhausted. I slump against Creeper and sigh.

      “That’s my Kai,” I say. “Yeah, scary dude. Had a point though. Said I was hurting you. Guess I never thought of it that way.” Creeper shakes his head, and I can tell he’s sad even though he still wears the expression of someone that could gut you then go out to dinner. “I never meant to hurt you. I’m sorry, and I’m not doing it anymore.”

      I bite my lip then rest my head on his knee. “I don’t know how to live without it.”

      “We’ll get you some help. Get to some meetings. Me and Trixie, we got your back.”

      I nod. For a moment, I want to tell him about everything that happened. I want to share the best and worst night of my night with him.

      But I don’t.

      It’s for me and Kai. No one else can have it.

      The pain presses down on me like a giant hand, and it becomes hard to breathe.

      “You just have to take it one day at a time,” Creeper says.

      I nod again.

      One day at a time. I close my eyes and remember the touch. That gets me through the next ten seconds. Then pain wraps around me again.

      I open my palm and stare down at my rose.

      Engraved in the steam are Kinsley and Kai and the date of our night.

      I clutch it to my chest.

      “What is that?” Creeper asks.

      I smile up at him. “Proof that I’m going to be okay.”

      I lean my head back on his knee and remember.

      As long as I can remember the touch, I can remember to live.

      [image: ]

      Want more from N.R. Larry? Check out Silenced:

      https://www.facebook.com/silencedseries/
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      Newsletter:

      http://madmimi.com/signups/162647/join

      

      Like The Night on Facebook for updates on the characters and the possibility of a sequel:

      https://www.facebook.com/The-Night-1640462992891019/
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