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			FOREWORD

			The concept to bring the diverse words of The Hollows and The Drafter together was one that I initially considered with equal parts excitement and dread. I wondered if it could ever be done. After all, though taking place in modern America, The Hollows centers around everyday paranormals living among us, their timeline skewing from ours sometime around the discovery of DNA.

			Then there’s The Drafter, which takes place in a slightly futuristic world where Detroit has become a Mecca of green technology, the city again a showcase for innovation, music, and corporate espionage.

			Suffice it to say, bringing these two worlds together seemed impossible without breaking any rules in either universe. But then . . . just maybe, seeing as the magic in The Hollows is based on science, and the technology in The Drafter has its roots in the impossibility of magic . . . well . . . you tell me.

			Waylaid still reads like self-made fan fiction to me, as I dearly like keeping my universes in their separate little dreams, but I had fun with it, and I hope you do, too.

			Kim Harrison

			1/11/16

		

	
		
			1

			“You know what I’d like to do?” Jack leaned in to Peri, his hand curving suggestively about her waist, and she breathed in the faint scent of ozone and aftershave like a balm. Under it was a hint of gun oil, and Peri was hard-pressed to decide which one intrigued her more as they stood outside her apartment door with their carry-ons, glad they had the next week off.

			“Mmmm, I like games,” Peri said as she tapped her key card to her apartment door pad. It disengaged the lock with an almost unheard click, and she turned to him, seeing the bound heat behind his sandy hair and blue eyes as he leaned to nuzzle under her ear. The tips of her short black hair tickled her neck along with his lips, and she stifled a quiver.

			“I’d like to be there tomorrow when they find that ball of wax you left them,” Jack whispered. “That’s all. What did you think I meant?”

			Peri exhaled in annoyance, giving him a little shove as he pulled back and took up their bags. Eyes rolling, she pushed open the door, her faint smile widening as Carnac, their cat, came out to weave between their feet, threatening to trip them.

			“Hi, Carnac. Did you miss me more than Jack is going to tonight?” she said, scooping up the orange tabby and cuddling him as she followed Jack into the spacious apartment they shared. It was dark, and Detroit’s neon-draped skyline sparkled through the wide glass windows. The lighted mass-transit rail circled to touch upon the city’s hot spots to look like jewels on a necklace, and she let Carnac slide from her. It hadn’t been a strenuous job, but the timing had been meticulous, requiring several days and multiple dry runs. She was mind-weary and ready for some downtime.

			“Lights up,” she said, to shake the apartment out of extended leave, and the glow brightened to show the comfortable mix of her and Jack among the modern open-floor plan, everything angled to take advantage of the view of a glittering new Detroit.

			“Sure is a pretty thing,” Jack said as she dropped her coat and purse on a chair and went into the open kitchen to give Carnac some soft food.

			“The accelerator?” she asked, seeing that he’d taken it from his pocket and was holding it up to the spotlight over the gas fireplace. The walnut-size, meticulously engineered crystal was one-of-a-kind, and it caught the light like a disco ball, sending wavelengths too short to be seen ricocheting around the apartment to make her back teeth hurt. She’d held it briefly before giving it back for Jack to carry. It gave her the willies, the orb’s facets feeling warm and malleable even as they pricked her skin.

			Jack lowered the glittering crystal. “Hard to believe something this small is worth an entire city,” he said as he put it back in his pocket.

			Hard to believe you can hold it like that in your bare fingers, she thought as she ripped open a pouch of cat food. “When it’s plugged in, sure,” she muttered, watching Carnac weave between her feet as she set the bowl on the floor and fondled the cat’s ears. “Right now it’s giving me a headache.”

			The small orb was Event Horizon’s latest wonder, fracturing wavelengths to allow information to be sent out on a particle, instead of an entire wave. In layman’s terms, it was like having a single bandwidth hold a hundred thousand conversations instead of one, and it would revolutionize how information was handled. Whoever held it would own the world.

			And it’s in Jack’s pocket, she thought as she seriously considered sleeping with it under her pillow tonight. It would go to Opti in the morning, and from there, returned to Event Horizon, the company that had developed it. It bothered Peri how often corporations stole or patented technology just to shove it in a drawer so their older technology would remain viable.

			The pop of a wine bottle brought her head up, and she smiled at Jack, loving him. The accelerator had been in a research facility outside of Cincinnati, and they’d done well to get in and out with no one the wiser. Preparation and skill had meant there’d been no need for her to draft, transposing a small part of time and space a few seconds into the past in order to erase a mistake. Content, Peri gave Carnac a last fondle about the ears and went to join Jack in the living room. It had been months since she’d needed to draft to rub out what could have been a fatal error, and she enjoyed feeling normal.

			“Oh, please tell me you’re joking,” she said as Jack turned on the TV and settled back into the cushions, eyes riveted on the menu as he loaded his latest fix. “Ja-a-a-ack . . .” she moaned as opening credits flowed over the flashing images of an athletic girl and her sidekick parrot, doing a magic spell and catching the sexy vampire. “Can’t you fall in love with something remotely possible?”

			Jack’s ears reddened. “Stop making fun of my entertainment. Come sit with me. Have some wine. I got a white this time. We need to expand our palate.”

			Brow furrowed, she stood between him and the TV. “You just threaded a technological fence that rivals the Pentagon’s, and you want to watch Dungeons & Dragons?”

			Jack tugged her out of the way and down to sit beside him, his eyes never leaving the screen as the slim blonde with her long flowing hair chatted with her vampire girlfriend in a coffee bar. Behind them, two raggedy men with beards growled. Werewolves, apparently. “It’s not Dungeons & Dragons,” Jack said as he shifted closer to her. “This takes place in contemporary America. Cell phones and computers. You’d like it if you’d give it a chance.”

			“Computers and cell phones with witches and vampires?” she moaned. “It’s worse than snakes on planes or giant crocs in Lake Placid. That at least has some plausibility.”

			He flicked a cross look at her. “It’s not any more unbelievable than you being able to replay thirty seconds of time,” he said, letting her know she’d pushed enough and any more would hurt his tender male ego. “Besides, they aren’t really vampires and witches. They are metaphors for drug kingpins and cops. Everything you like. Sex on a vampire stake.”

			“I can draft forty-five seconds into the past. Don’t shortchange me,” she said, peeved as she reached for the wine and filled the waiting glasses. “What is this?” she asked, noticing it was a new label.

			The show went to commercials, and he let them run, turning the sound down instead of fast-forwarding through them. “It’s called Pentimento,” he said as he took up his glass and held the clear white to the light. “Which is a term for when a painted-over part of a picture begins to resurface and show itself. The guy said it packs a punch.”

			Peri eyed the glass, watching how the wine clung to the side as she swirled it. “Can’t be worse than absinthe,” she said, her gaze rising to Jack.

			He shrugged, downing half his glass. He eyed her for a moment, then shuddered. “Try it,” he said, voice husky. “Damn, that’s good. I think I found my newest best friend.”

			She didn’t like his long-running love affair with sensation, but he never drank when they were working, so she could overlook it. Breathing deeply, she took a sip, letting it linger for a moment before swallowing. “It tastes like any dry white wine, a bit smoky, though.”

			“Wait for it,” Jack warned, and her eyes widened as the flavor shifted, the faint hint of smoke blooming into a tartly acidic fire. It was like having swallowed a warm, glowing piece of amber.

			“Wow,” she said as vertigo hit her, the alcohol so smooth that she hadn’t even felt it going down. She took another sip, enjoying the mutation in her mouth. This could be addictive, she mused as she set her glass aside to take up the bottle. “Where did you get this?”

			“Cincinnati.” Jack settled in beside her, his glass in hand. “I picked it up while you were in that yarn shop. For an hour. God, Peri. An hour? It was in the local wine rack.”

			“You’re kidding.” She spun the bottle around to read the label, and Jack shrugged, turning the volume up as the program came back on. “Potent.” She set the bottle out of his reach, knowing he’d drink it all and fall asleep if she let him. Jack was warm against her, and she relaxed, feeling just those two sips take a grip on her as she tried to get into Jack’s show. But then her disbelief was plucked, and she stiffened.

			“No way!” she protested, wiggling to tickle his ribs and make him grunt, his hand rising to keep his wine from spilling. “Jack, they’re floating in a circle to summon a demon!”

			“It’s not that bad!” he said, laughing as he set his glass safely down. “Apart from the floating thing, it makes perfect, sympathetic, logical sense. See? They have a salt circle to contain the summoned. And candles to serve as a medium between the real and theoretical.”

			Peri tucked in closer, her fingers searching to try to get him to turn off the TV. “Lit for the first time while making love, I suppose, to make them even more powerful?” she questioned coyly, looking at her own candles scattered about.

			“And then . . .” He stood to get the bottle, pulling himself away from her and making her pout. “You have your wine.” He wove on his feet, tipsy. “Which is magic in itself. Wine and salt moved the ancient world, Peri,” he said, bottle in hand. “Wine and salt. You think that’s just coincidence?” he said, lurching and accidentally knocking his glass.

			“Whoops!” Jack exclaimed as he reached for it. The glass hit the table with a crack, wine spilling. His reflexes were better drunk than most people’s sober, but Jack hissed as he cut himself on the broken rim. “Ow,” he said flatly, looking at the blood seeping out his finger, smearing it on the chipped glass as he refilled it.

			Peri shook her head, dabbing up the spill with the cloth he’d wrapped around the wine bottle. “See what happens when you try to summon demons? You hurt yourself. I’m not going to draft to fix it,” she said as she leaned back into the cushions and took a sip of her own drink. “Not when I’m . . . this buzzed.” Blinking, she looked at her glass. “Wow, this stuff is strong.”

			“But I haven’t finished,” Jack said, still standing with his chipped wineglass in hand. “I haven’t said the words of power yet.”

			“Fine,” she said, laughing. “Impress me with your . . . summoning skills,” she said, having just heard the words on the TV.

			Jack pulled himself into a dramatic pose, raising his broken glass. “Hello darkness, my old friend. I’ve come to talk with you again,” he intoned.

			Peri snorted into her wineglass. “No fair, no fair!” she protested. “You can’t use old Simon and Garfunkel lyrics.” She kicked her boots off and drew her feet up onto the cushions as Carnac jumped onto the couch, wanting her lap. The cat was still licking the last of his dinner off his whiskers.

			Jack looked fantastic against the sparkling backdrop of Detroit, even if he was weaving somewhat. “As I settle with my alpha bitch,” he improvised, “who’s going to help me satisfy an itch?” he sang.

			Peri beamed. “At least it rhymes,” she said, encouraging him.

			“Who keeps making fun,” Jack sang, “of what I like. To watch. On TV?” He drooped his head and drew his chipped glass to his chest dramatically. “So cruel to me. I summon you in silence,” he finished.

			Arms spread wide, Jack looked up at the ceiling in expectation, and Peri laughed, holding Carnac on her lap. “Come back, Jack. I’ll watch your lame show, but you owe me.”

			“Wait! Wait. I forgot my magic stone,” he said as he dug in his pocket, and, giggling, the man capable of killing a person in three seconds dropped the crystal into his glass, the blood from his fingers staining the wine a faint pink. “Abracadabra!” Jack exclaimed, taking a sip and lurching backward, arms pinwheeling as he lost his balance. “Whoops!”

			Peri saluted him, choking on her drink when the lights went out. Eight feet away, the TV popped and went dark. Carnac leapt from her, claws digging deep. “Ow!” she shouted, her mind suddenly clear. “Stupid cat!” The apartment was dark, lit only by the ambient light from the city.

			“Very funny, Jack,” she said, waiting for his evil chuckle and possibly a nuzzle on her neck. He wouldn’t tease her forever.

			But Jack’s voice was concerned, not playful, when his shadow moved, setting his glass down on the nearby table. “We lost power. Looks like it’s just our building, though. Hold on. I’ll get the flashlight.”

			Peri settled back in the cushions, content to let him stumble about, wondering if she should light a candle. The lighter was right there.

			“Ow!” Jack exclaimed from the kitchen, and she cocked her head at his apparent affront. “Peri? Hey! What the fuck, woman?”

			Peri froze when an unfamiliar voice echoed in their apartment, feminine but hard. “No one summons me,” the voice said. “No one. And not when I’m out with Trent!”

			Peri sat up at a thud and crash. Jack groaned, and Peri slid to the floor so her silhouette wouldn’t show against the lighter windows. “Do you have any idea what it takes to get four hours alone with Trent?” the woman said, and Peri tensed when the shadow turned to her.

			The hazy lassitude of the wine soured in her gut. Someone is in our apartment. Someone followed us? “Jack?” she whispered, her thoughts going to the accelerator, just sitting in his wineglass on the table.

			“And you,” the intruding woman said, her shapely curves obvious against the glittering skyline as she moved forward. “You I’m going to pull inside out. How did you get my summoning name?”

			Emboldened, Peri stood, not liking that she had no shoes on. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m going to light a candle,” she said. “Don’t move.”

			The shadow gestured, hand going to her hip in impatience, and, fingers steady, Peri lit one of her candles, then another. Her eyes flicked to the chipped glass on the coffee table. It still held the accelerator, and, brow furrowed, Peri looked at the woman standing in front of her in a tight, glittery black-sequined clubbing dress. She had long red hair, frizzy and free about her shoulders, and was tall, looking like a Viking Wonder Woman in heels, her makeup tastefully applied to accent her cheekbones and wide eyes. A rival agent wouldn’t wear that to a task.

			“Who are you?” Peri said, feeling small with the coffee table between them. She must have been here before they got home, because she sure as hell hadn’t come in after.

			But the woman only shifted her weight to her other hip, big hoop earrings that went out of style in the eighties brushing the top of her wide shoulders. “My God,” the woman said condescendingly. “You didn’t even make a circle. How do you expect to stay alive?”

			Jack was on the floor, knocked out or simply passed out. She didn’t know which. He was breathing, though. She tensed, ready to go for the accelerator. “I hope they’re paying you overtime, because I’m not that drunk.”

			The woman’s eyes narrowed. “My bitchy trumps your ’tude, girl. I ought to give you to Al. A hundred years as his familiar will teach you something.”

			The woman strode forward and reached for Peri, not the accelerator. Submitting, Peri let her get a grip, grasping the woman’s arm and spinning to flip the larger woman over her back. But the woman was wise to this move, and she hooked her foot behind Peri’s and gave a tug.

			Whooping in surprise, Peri went down, landing on her back to look up at the woman bending over her beaming a bright, toothy smile. Hand splayed over her chest, Peri smiled back. “Oh, this is going to be messy,” Peri wheezed.

			“You’ve no idea.” The woman’s hand moved in some weird sign language. “Detrudo!” she exclaimed, her expression becoming shocked when nothing happened.

			Gut clenched, Peri rolled into her. The woman yelped, staggering to find her balance. But Peri was up, jumping onto her back and wrapping her arm around her neck.

			The woman’s fingers dug into her arm, and Peri hung on, legs wrapped tight around her as the woman dropped to the floor, slamming the breath out of Peri again. “What the Turn did you do to me?” the woman gasped, fingers prying at Peri’s grip around her neck.

			Back hurting, Peri hung on, knowing if she could last a few seconds more, she had the bitch. “It’s called a choke hold, lovey,” she rasped, wincing and tightening her grip when the woman thrashed wildly, knocking them into the table. The glass with the accelerator hit the floor, sending the crystal rolling under the couch. Carnac fled, his eyes wide and tail bristled.

			“Not that,” the woman rasped, then rolled, rising up with Peri still on her. “What. Did. You. Do to me!” she exclaimed, slamming Peri into the wall with her last words.

			Stunned, Peri let go, gasping for breath as she fell to the floor. I can’t let her get the accelerator, Peri thought. Knowing she was down, she reached her mind out, finding a still-point of motion five seconds in the past. Her mind would buffer itself by forgetting everything she’d changed the moment she caught up with the present, so she would change very little, and with a curious side step of mental gymnastics, she pushed a two-block area five seconds into the past.

			The woman stiffened as if feeling it, and Peri held her breath, watching the flames from her candles flash blue. The tint jumped from molecule to molecule, the room hazed blue . . . then cleared . . .

			And suddenly Peri wasn’t gasping for breath on the floor, but still on the woman’s back.

			“Let’s try this again,” Peri muttered, her memory of the next five seconds very clear—for the moment—and she dropped off before the woman could smash her into the wall. Teeth clenched, Peri grabbed the woman’s long red hair and spun her, flinging her into the wall.

			The woman hit with a thud and fell. “Ow . . .”

			Panting, Peri dove for the accelerator, ripping free the Glock she’d taped to the underside of the couch.

			God help me, Peri thought as time caught up and everything flashed an amazingly clear shade of red and settled.

			Time again ran smooth. Peri stood firm as a familiar disconnection raced through her. The last thing she remembered was clinging to the woman’s back. Obviously she had drafted to rub out a fatal mistake, and in the doing had forgotten how she’d broken her choke hold, or how the accelerator had gotten into her pocket, or why the woman was sitting on the floor, shaking her head and trying to focus. Peri could guess, though, seeing as she was standing beside the couch with the Glock she’d taped under it in her hand.

			“Move, and I’ll blow your head clean off,” Peri said, but the woman was staring at her from the floor, her green eyes wide and wondering.

			“Whoa,” she said, narrow hand raised in submission. “What just happened? Kind of like déjà vu, only I remember it different, not the same.”

			Peri hesitated, the Glock’s aim never faltering. “You felt that?” she said, shocked. Most people couldn’t sense it when she drafted. Jack could, which was why he was her partner. “Who are you? Is this some kind of Opti test? Bill? Are you listening? This isn’t funny.”

			The woman snorted, cautiously sitting up and untangling herself. “No, it isn’t. Al put you up to this?” she asked as she wound her hair into a makeshift, messy bun and sat there, tired and blowing a missed strand out of her eyes. “Who in hell are you, small, dark, and deadly?”

			“Peri Reed. I work for Opti.” She risked a glance at Jack. “Who sent you?”

			The woman gingerly felt her back. “You summoned me, remember?” and then she went pale. “Wait, wait, wait. Something is wrong.” Her gaze went to Jack as the man laughed in his drunken stupor, facedown on the floor, then back to Peri. “I can’t feel the ley lines. What did you do to me?”

			The woman scrambled to her feet, and Peri backed up, Glock aimed at the intruder’s chest. “I said, don’t move.”

			But the woman looked down at her black clubbing dress, anger shifting to disgust. “Crap on toast. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get blood out of sequins?”

			“I’ll give you the name of my cleaner,” Peri said, moving to stay between her and the door when the woman went to look out the windows, hands on her hips as she took in the skyline. Here Peri was with a weapon ready to blow the woman away, and she was crabbing about her dress? Damn. I think I’m starting to like her.

			“Where are we?” the tall woman asked, almost ignoring Peri.

			Peri’s jaw clenched as anger and sympathy warred in her, the feeling of having found a kindred spirit winning. How often had she stood at a window, asking the very same thing? Peri lowered the Glock. “You’re not here for the accelerator?”

			She turned. “How many times do I have to say it? You summoned me. Where am I?”

			Peri put the safety back on. “Detroit.”

			Fear crossed the woman’s features. It was the first moment of doubt Peri had seen in her, and it set Peri back. “No,” the woman said, touching the glass as she looked out. “Detroit? It’s so . . . sparkly. Alive.” She turned, her alarm almost hidden. “This is reality, right? Not the ever-after?”

			Peri eyed her from under a lowered brow. “I’ve never heard Detroit called that before.” She checked her safety and tucked the Glock in the back of her waistband. She hated putting it there as she couldn’t reach it if she was pinned to the floor, but she wasn’t going to entirely trust this yet. Something weird was going on, and Peri shifted to get between her and Jack. “Who are you? Who do you work for?”

			“Rachel. Rachel Morgan,” the woman said as she turned back to the window. “And I don’t work for anyone but myself. That can’t be Detroit. It was destroyed in the Turn.”

			She was an independent. Not good. Hired by whoever gave her the most money. “The what?” Peri went to nudge Jack awake, but he only groaned and pushed her away, his face flat against the floor. “You mean the exodus?” she said. “Not everyone left. Those who stayed fixed her.”

			“You’re from here?” Rachel spun, her eyes wide as she ran her gaze up and down Peri as if impressed. “Oh, my God,” she said suddenly, long hand to her mouth. “That shifting-of-time thing wasn’t a spell. You’re human.”

			Peri’s brow furrowed. “What else would I be?”

			Rachel suddenly looked vulnerable as she clasped her arms across her middle. “Ah . . .”

			Peri shoved Jack again. “Jack, wake up. It’s not funny anymore.”

			Rachel sat down on the front edge of a chair. She looked ill in the candlelight. “Son of a bastard,” she whispered. “You summoned me. And you don’t have a clue how you did it. Crap on toast. I can’t kill you now.”

			Peri toed Jack’s ribs. “Jack. Wake up!”

			Rachel’s head rose. “Was it him? Did he summon me?” she said, and Peri put up a warning hand when the woman stood, eyes alight.

			“Back off,” Peri warned her, and Rachel hesitated, recognizing Peri’s commitment.

			“Sorry,” Rachel said. “I didn’t think I hit him that hard.”

			“He’s kind of a wimp,” Peri said, surprised at the flash of a smile from Rachel. “But I don’t think it was you. The wine he brought home packs a wallop.” The accelerator was in her pocket, but she no longer thought the woman was after it. Rachel had felt her draft, and she’d gotten into her apartment somehow; maybe this was an Opti test to see how she and Jack were at finding and bringing in new drafters. Damn it, Bill. We’re nowhere near ready to retire.

			Rachel reached for the wine. “This is Trent’s label,” she said, lips parted. “His name isn’t on it, but it’s his label.” Her head rose. “This is what you were drinking? Where did you get it?”

			“Cincinnati.” Peri didn’t mean to be unhelpful, but that was all she knew.

			The woman raised one eyebrow. “Curious,” Rachel said, seeming to find her confidence the more convoluted and mixed-up Peri became. “Okay . . . It’s not Halloween, is it?”

			Peri shook her head. “No. It’s the middle of June.”

			“Equinox.” Rachel set the bottle down. “Let me guess. You were messing around, summoning a demon. Salt, candles, words of power?”

			Peri’s eyes narrowed. “Okay. Fun’s over, Jack,” she said loudly. “Wake up. Time to pay your actor and go to bed.” She stood over him, rolling him over with her foot. There was a red bump on his forehead. Suddenly concerned, she dropped to wedge his eyes open to see if they dilated right.

			“I gotta get out of here,” the woman said.

			“The door is right there.” Peri reached for her phone. This had gone on long enough, but Opti could pick her up off the street. Jack was fine. He was drunker than a skunk and no help at all, but fine.

			The woman strode to the door, hesitating as she opened it and looked out into a bland hallway. “Can I borrow bus fare?” Peri looked up in amazement, and Rachel shrugged. “This dress has absolutely no room for even a card. Besides, Trent won’t let me pay for anything.”

			Peri sat back on her heels. “You’re kidding,” she said flatly.

			Irritation flashed over Rachel, vanishing when Carnac, drawn by the sound of the door opening, came out from the back room. “Rex!” Rachel cried, scooping the orange tabby up. “Did you get caught up in the circle? Poor kitty.”

			Peri slowly rose from Jack, muscles tensing. “Ah, that’s my cat.”

			“It isn’t,” Rachel said, heading for the open door. “’Bye. Thanks for nothing.”

			Lunging after her, Peri grabbed her arm and swung her around. “That’s my cat!” she said, and Carnac leapt from Rachel, skittering out the door and into the hall.

			“Look what you did!” Rachel exclaimed, furious. “Jenks is going to kill me. That’s his cat! How am I supposed to find Rex now?”

			“I thought you said he was yours,” Peri barked back.

			Rachel stood in the hall, frustrated. “It’s complicated,” she said, clearly wanting to leave but not without her cat. “I’m in so much trouble,” she said suddenly as she leaned against the hallway wall, head in her hand. “I have no idea when or maybe where I am, and I can’t do anything. Not even light a stupid candle.”

			This woman is nuts, Peri thought, edging back toward her apartment. “Well, maybe there’s a magical door somewhere,” she said, thinking she was going to have to call Bill. He’d want to pick this woman up. See if she was an anchor. Rachel had not only noticed the draft but had realized there were two timelines. Even a crazy anchor had some worth. “Just go walk through it, okay?”

			Rachel’s head came up, the depth of her worry giving Peri pause. “I’m telling you, I can’t! It’s like there’re no ley lines.” She stiffened, eyes lighting up. “Hey! Ley lines. I didn’t study Detroit’s lines, because no one lives there. Map. You got a map?”

			Anything to get you out of my hallway, Peri thought, reaching for her phone. “Where do you want to go?”

			“To see a map,” Rachel said, and Peri held up a hand to stop her when she came closer.

			“Of Detroit, right?” Peri said, opening the app. “Here.”

			She handed her phone to Rachel, and the woman took it, her brief confusion vanishing. “Oh, cool,” she said, turning the clear glass phone over to see the picture of Carnac on one side, then flipping it back to marvel that she could see the map when looking the other way. “Ivy would love this. Is it made of glass? How does it work? It’s a spell, right? I can’t feel anything. Maybe it’s me. Did you hit me with one of those joke spells to cut off my access to the lines?”

			Absolutely bonkers, Peri thought, worried the woman was going to try to take her phone. “Anything look familiar?” she asked instead of answering, and Rachel shifted the map around with one thin finger, delighting in it.

			“No. But ley lines exert an unseen force. People usually put their important buildings over them. Museums and the like. The demons get a kick out of it. This looks like a good bet,” she said, extending the phone so Peri could look. “See how the roads kind of lead to it?”

			Demons? Peri rocked forward onto her toes, then away. “You’re serious?” she said. “All roads lead to it because it’s a mall.”

			“Is that what that says?” Rachel mused, then started when Peri used two fingers to zoom in on it. “My God. That is so cool,” she blurted, then added, “Yeah, demons like shopping as much as anyone else. Al says that’s where bell-bottoms and leisure suits came from. Some kind of joke that went wrong.”

			Peri itched to take her phone back, but she didn’t like crazy. Skilled, powerful, dangerously wealthy she could handle. Crazy was different.

			“There’s got to be a ley line there,” Rachel said, seemingly buoyed up. “If I can get into it, I can get out of here. Without Mr. Man there on the floor.” She bit her lip, then smiled at Peri. “Thanks for the map.”

			“Hey!” Peri cried when Rachel spun to the elevators, sequins glinting. “That’s my phone.”

			“Thank you!” Rachel sang out, and Peri’s jaw clenched.

			You can beat up my partner. You can try to steal my cat. But don’t you dare take my phone. Peri made a hop-skip and jogged after her. “You’re not leaving with my phone,” Peri said, jerking Rachel to a stop as she hit the elevator button. Backing up, Peri’s hands fisted. “Don’t test me. I’m small, but that doesn’t mean you can walk all over me.”

			Rachel hesitated when the doors slid open, and Peri wondered if she should pull her Glock just to hammer her point home. “Don’t I know it,” Rachel said tiredly, still in the hall as the door slid shut again. “So what do you propose, Peri Reed from Opti?”

			Peri thought for a second, then unfisted her hands. “You mind if we go back and get my jacket? And maybe my boots?” She hesitated, a smile quirking her lips. “Put Jack on the couch. He has a coat that might fit you, too. Unless you want to go traipsing around Detroit in that.” She could stash the accelerator in their apartment safe, too. She wasn’t going to risk taking it into the streets with this woman.

			Rachel’s expression eased, going from a calculating determination to a friendly acceptance. “That would be nice. Thanks.” She hesitated, then added, “I sure could use the help.”

			You got that right, Peri thought, deciding that if things went wrong, she could text Bill to come pick up the wack job. The Packard Mall would be as good a place as any, and better than most.
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			Peri’s grip on the wheel of her Mantis tightened as they drove sedately through Detroit’s night-slow streets to Packard Mall. Rachel wouldn’t stop fiddling with the vents, and it was getting on Peri’s nerves, the woman angling them just perfect to shift the stray strands of her red hair. It was far too long for a proper agent, and Peri was beginning to wonder who she had in her car. Rachel was an odd mix of confidence and curiosity. This is very bad for my asthma, Peri thought dryly, the inside joke having nothing to do with her health, and everything to do with her unease.

			“What did you mean when you said I’m human?” Peri asked, trying to get Rachel to stop touching her car.

			Rachel stiffened and sat back. “Nothing,” she said, flashing her an empty smile. “Forget it. This is a nice car. It’s electric? When did they start making them?”

			“Since forever.” Peri slipped off the interstate, and Rachel watched the passing mix of green space and old Detroit, carefully preserved and protected, glittering in the dark. “But they only became popular the last decade or so when the CO2 levels became an issue. When your choice is getting an electric car or losing half your population to a site-specific virus engineered by the United Nations, you take the car.”

			Again Peri’s grip tightened. She was glad she hadn’t been part of the team that had delivered the virus, decimating Asia’s population when an entire continent had thumbed their noses at the UN’s guidelines and therefore threatened the entire world. Bill’s claim that it was perfectly acceptable to reduce a population at random when they had randomly increased it had never sat well with her.

			“We don’t have electric,” Rachel said, oblivious to Peri’s mood. “But I don’t think we have the population you do, either.” Again she smiled. “Plague by way of GMO tomatoes. We call it the Turn, because everything turned around. Some things good, some things bad. My parents were in high school when it happened. I’m so-o-o-o glad I missed it. But there are days I think it had to have been easier hiding you’re dangerously different than trying to live with people who know you are.”

			Peri nodded noncommittally and focused on the road. The woman knew of Detroit, cars, cell phones, and seat belts—even how to work the elevator. She wasn’t shocked at traffic, and had been only mildly impressed at the neon down at Lloyd Square. Yet she was convinced there was a magical portal in the mall that might transport her home to Cincinnati. Something was very wrong with her. One too many drafts . . . Shit, is this what waits for me at retirement?

			“I like your Detroit,” Rachel said, leaning to look at the droneway, which was busy and lit up as all traffic was forced over the river at sundown. “It’s very green. But dead.”

			“Dead?” Peri slowed at a red light, hoping it changed before they had to stop.

			Rachel gestured at the green space they were passing, held down by one of Detroit’s restored and rebuilt older mansions, now surrounded by three other empty lots. “You’ve got nothing but squirrels and sparrows in your trees.”

			The light changed, and Peri hit the accelerator. Packard Mall was just ahead. “What do you want? Condors?”

			Rachel said nothing as they entered the complex, driving under the old Packard sign. “Is that it?” Rachel said, peering at the three-story building with its adjacent parking structure. The central tower was lit up and glowing, a beacon in the dark to draw the idle and bored. “Busy. You have lots of nightwalkers.”

			Peri had never heard late shoppers called that. Taking a chance, she turned into the VIP parking lot right in front, pleased when there was a spot open. “You should see it during the day,” Peri said as she pulled into it. “No, wait,” she said when Rachel reached for the door.

			Leaning, she watched the security drone hum overhead. It would register her car and charge her account, and while she usually hated leaving a record of where she was, giving Bill something to trace her by if there was trouble seemed prudent tonight. But even given that, there was no need for the drone to document Rachel getting out of her car. The video of her would be harder to get rid of than the woman herself in case there was . . . an issue later.

			Rachel settled back, eyes wide when Peri used her phone to change the color of her car, shifting it from black to a solar-absorbing white by adjusting the amount of energy running through the Detroit-only paint job. Even the lot’s security light would keep the charge up. “Okay. Now we can go,” Peri said, doing another visual before getting out of the car.

			Rachel followed, the thump of her door loud in the electric-lit night. “You have to make your magic,” she said softly as she watched the glow of the drone in the distance. “That is so sad.” Heels clicking, the tall woman started for the obvious entrance, Jack’s coat bumping about her calves. Peri hesitated, and Rachel turned, her eyebrows high in question. “You’re coming, right?”

			“To watch you step into a magic mirror and vanish? You bet.” Peri reluctantly leaned back into the car, sliding her Glock into the car’s safe and locking it. She’d never get anything so crass past the mall’s security. Feeling naked, she shut her door.

			Rachel eyed her cautiously as she waited for Peri to come even with her. “It’s not a magic mirror. Ley lines are bands of natural focused energy. You don’t think reality is perfectly homogenized, do you? You get that much free energy in one place, you can use it.”

			Peri didn’t answer, instead pushing them into a faster pace. She didn’t like feeling short as she strode along beside Rachel, her two-inch boots doing nothing to bring their heights even. She couldn’t help but notice how people were turning to look at them as they headed for the main doors, even if most of Rachel’s clubbing sparkles and spandex were hidden underneath Jack’s overcoat. Peri had never felt short beside Jack, but he didn’t accompany her to the mall wearing six-inch heels, either.

			“Where do you think we should look for your line?” Peri asked as they hit the double glass doors together, the wind from the equalizing pressure blowing their hair back.

			And then Peri stopped, realizing she’d left Rachel behind.

			She turned, seeing the woman gawking like a goober at the holographic, interactive mannequins outside the first store. It wasn’t busy, so their programming had lots of time to analyze the passing shoppers and change the outfits on the mannequins to something the approaching shopper might like. The more sophisticated ones would actually wave and lure you in with canned, flirtatious chatter. It was obvious that Rachel had never seen them before.

			A worried frown furrowed Peri’s brow. You couldn’t fake shock like this. How could the woman know about electric cars and cell phones, and not about shopping mules? “Rachel?” Peri called, trying to bring the woman back.

			Rachel licked her lips, clearly still amazed. “There are no vampires, witches, or even a Were here. No wonder you have to dress so extreme and be so loud. It’s the only way you can set yourself apart. Everyone is the same.”

			Peri quizzically looked over the loitering teenagers in their Goth black and glow-in-the-dark hair, her gaze rising to the fast-walking people in business suits with their phones to their ears, to the strolling upper-class retirement folks with little bags, the holographic logos on them screaming out their “BUY” message. This was “the same,” according to Rachel? “The line?” Peri prompted, and Rachel seemed to bring herself back, shaken but resolute.

			“I don’t know. Let’s try the center.”

			Wondering if she should just call Bill to pick the woman up, Peri angled them in the right direction. Immediately she slowed as Rachel insisted on lingering at every storefront, pausing at every mule trying to get her to buy a new coat or set of heels. But eventually they reached the center, the large open space five stories tall with a glass ceiling, now dark with night. There was an enormous oak tree in the middle, carefully tended and growing right out of the concrete left over from the exodus. The mall had been repurposed around the defunct Packard car manufacturer as a reminder of how quickly Detroit had been swallowed up when everyone had left. But Peri simply liked seeing a two-story oak tree growing out of a mall.

			“You have a tree growing in your mall,” Rachel said flatly, and Peri shrugged, sitting down at one of the café-like tables under it. The adjacent eatery wasn’t open, making it a somewhat private place even as people passed.

			“You want something to eat?” Peri said suddenly, thinking the pale woman looked even more white. “You don’t look so good.”

			Rachel didn’t sit down, turning in a slow circle with her head up and eyes vacant. Her focus was distant, as if seeing the mall as the derelict Packard factory it had started as. “There’s a line here,” she said, fingers spread wide at her side. “But it’s dead. Like the ones in Arizona.”

			Peri perked up. “Where?” she asked.

			“We’re standing in it,” Rachel said, hands fisting. “It’s right here!”

			She’d meant where in Arizona, but Peri glanced at the passing people, their attention drawn by Rachel’s rising panic. “Maybe you can turn it on?” she suggested, and Rachel’s focus sharpened on her.

			“Yeah. Right,” Rachel said sourly. “The entire demon collective couldn’t turn on their lines, and you think I can turn on Detroit’s?” She took a slow breath, and Peri watched as her panic was pushed out by a shaky determination. It was something Peri had practice with, but her growing feeling of kinship vanished when the woman sat down on the floor amid the empty tables, Jack’s overcoat falling open to show her sequined clubbing dress and black tights.

			“Maybe I can reach Al,” Rachel muttered, eyes fluttering shut.

			“Your partner?” Peri asked, still getting the vibe that the woman was a professional, but professional what?

			Rachel’s eyes cracked open as she snorted. “No. He’s the best frenemy I’ve got. Hang on. This is either going to work or it won’t. I’ll know which in like three seconds.”

			Again Rachel’s eyes shut. Uncomfortable, Peri toyed with the idea of turning her chair to watch her or pretending indifference. People were noticing Rachel, and if she didn’t get up off the floor soon, mall security would send a drone to harass them into moving. “Mall meditation,” Peri said to one curious onlooker. “She’s visualizing she has the money for the shoes she wants.”

			But then Rachel gasped, and Peri’s attention jerked back to her. Rachel’s eyes were open but unseeing, and a curious feeling of time displacement pulled through Peri. She wasn’t drafting, as time was moving as it was supposed to, but the same sensation of dislocated reality suffused her, making her breathless.

			“Al!” Rachel exclaimed to the empty space before her, and a passing man lingered, snapping a nicotine cap between his teeth, curious as Rachel leaned forward and stared intently at nothing. “Detroit,” Rachel said, voice hushed. “But not our Detroit, or the ever-after’s. There are no Inderlanders. Even in hiding. Al, the lines are dead. There’s not enough energy in them for me to get back.”

			The feeling of wrongness grew stronger in Peri, but she couldn’t move, fixated by the look of anguish on Rachel’s face. “Line jump?” Rachel said, her expression shifting to a bitter anger. “With earth magic? I’m going to need something to power it, and the lines are dead. Aren’t you listening? I can’t even light a candle.” She took a ragged breath. “How would I know if there are any mystics? Detecting minute particles of creation energy is not my forte.”

			Peri smiled as more people came to a halt, watching them from the far side of the open area. “Practicing for a play,” Peri explained, but it was clear they weren’t buying it as phones came out to take video. Shit, this is going online.

			“No, I can’t,” Rachel said as Peri dropped her head and tried to hide her face. “The line is just a skeleton.” She hesitated, then blurted, “Jenks? Maybe. He could at least tell me if there are mystics.”

			This is getting better and better, Peri thought as she stood, wanting to stop this. One of the managers of a nearby store was at the entrance to his shop, a phone to his ear as he called them in, probably. Mall security was tight and unforgiving, especially at night.

			Rachel was holding out her hands as if in supplication, and, embarrassed, Peri reached for her shoulder, fully intending to yank Rachel to her feet and out of here. A quick 911 to Bill, and someone would be out here in five minutes. Problem solved.

			But when her hand landed on Rachel’s shoulder, Peri froze, her vision wavering with a rainbow of red and blue. Hazed in the thick of it was a man sitting cross-legged opposite Rachel. He had wide shoulders and was wearing a vintage Victorian-green velvet suit, lace at his neck and wrists. Peri’s pulse raced as his eyes met hers and widened in surprise. They were red, the pupils slit like a goat’s. “Y-you’re . . .” Peri stammered, not sure if he was real or not. It felt as if she were rewriting time, but there was only one timeline playing out in her head. Only one.

			The man’s cupped hands were extended, Rachel’s hands wrapping around them. “Curious,” he said, his cultured British voice echoing in Peri’s head as his thin lips moved, and then he faded away.

			Peri let go and backed up, shocked when Rachel brought her cupped hands to her middle, her head down as she opened them up and whispered, “Jenks?”

			Leaning forward, Peri saw a crumpled mass of gauze and glimmer. And then it moved.

			“Holy pixy piss,” a tiny voice said as the glow faded into a four-inch man. “I feel worse than the time I tried to fly coach in a 747.”

			Peri dropped to her knees beside Rachel, unable to look away from his sharply angled, tiny face, his tousled yellow curly hair, and his perfectly proportioned body dressed in a multicolored, tight-fitting body stocking. But that was nothing to her shock at his dragonfly wings carefully folded against Rachel’s cupped hands. “How did you do that?” Peri whispered, and the small winged man stood, wobbly on Rachel’s hands.

			“I’m magic, babe,” he said, cocky as he stretched his wings. “I could fly through a keyhole backward, and that’s kind of what I feel like I did.” He cocked his head and frowned at Rachel’s huge smile. “I can’t smell anyone. You’re right. It’s all humans.”

			“You’re okay?” Rachel gushed, an odd hunch to her as if she were afraid she might hurt him, but was trying to protect him all the same. “How’s the mystic population? Jenks, can you fly?”

			Peri’s pulse was fast, as if she couldn’t seem to get enough air. Had someone hit her with a hallucinogenic dart? Maybe she’d finally snapped. This can’t be real.

			Jenks put his hands on his hips, wings clattering even as he didn’t move. “The mystic population here is low, really low, and scattered. I don’t think they even know they’re a collective.”

			“It’s a fairy!” Peri finally blurted, scrambling back as the winged man rose up into the air, trailing faint silver dust that pooled on Rachel’s hands.

			“I’m a pixy!” he said, threatening to poke her. “Or Jenks, to you. Get it straight, lunker, or wake up dead.”

			Peri stared, fascinated at the glimmer of silver that spilled from him like silk. But then he faltered, and Rachel reached out, giving him somewhere safe to fall to. “Whoa,” Jenks said as he picked himself up off Rachel’s palm. “It’s like there’s no oxygen. The mystic level is really low. These guys need to start talking to each other, or I’m never going to stay in the air.”

			The click of a phone pulled Peri’s attention away. Rachel, too, noticed the growing crowd around them, drawn by a glimmer of dust and Jenks’s sarcastic, high-pitched voice. Hands curving around Jenks, Rachel smoothly got to her feet. “We have to go,” she said softly, and Peri rose as well.

			“Where did you get it?” someone asked, and Peri grimaced at the video being taken. Opti would remove it, but she didn’t like it when they had to clean her image from the Web.

			“Ah, Cincinnati,” Peri said, and Rachel seemed to start. “It works through your glass phone, but you need version eight. It’s a 3-D holo. You should see the one that looks like a unicorn.”

			Rachel relaxed, but Peri could hear tiny complaints coming from her cupped and covered hands. Peri took Rachel’s shoulder, leading her out of the press of people and back into the foot traffic. Immediately Rachel opened her hands, and Jenks made a wobbly flight to the woman’s hoop earrings. He sat down on one of them as if on a swing, holding the band of gold for balance, and Peri’s lips parted. The earrings weren’t a retro fashion statement. They were there for the . . . pixy.

			“Unicorn?” Jenks said, meticulously cleaning a wing, and Rachel shrugged, even as their pace quickened.

			“Maybe they have them here,” Rachel said, pointing out the sim-mules. “Look at that. You ever see anything like that?”

			“No. How about food?” Jenks said, swinging on the earring. “You got peanut butter here? I’m starved.”

			“Ahhh . . .” Peri said, thinking about the busy food court. “We really should go. I’ve got food at my apartment.” Calling Bill was now out of the question. If she was hallucinating, she wanted to go home to sleep it off. If she wasn’t . . . well, if she wasn’t . . . My God, what if I’m not?

			“Anything but honey,” Rachel said, and the tiny man made an indignant huff. “The Turn take it, I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you, Jenks. Everything okay at home?”

			“Al says you were summoned, but we can’t pull you back,” Jenks said, and Peri led them to the exit. Security was following, but they wouldn’t bother them if they were clearly leaving. Wouldn’t even check the facial recognition.

			“And trust me, we’ve been trying,” Jenks added. “Trent would start World War Three if he knew who to blame. There’s not enough ley line on this end to hold your pattern during transition. But even a dead line means there used to be traffic back and forth once. I think it’s been like forever, though. The mystics are really flaky.” He hesitated, and Peri blanched when she realized the pixy was looking at her. “Did she summon you?” he asked, coming across as derisive.

			“No, her partner did. I knocked him out.” They’d reached the main doors, and Rachel pushed them open without hesitation, clearly having seen the security following them and knowing the wisdom of retreat.

			“Rache . . .” Jenks complained. “We’ve talked about this. You gotta stop hitting people until you know who they are.” He hesitated, then added, “Piss on my daisies, it’s cold. I’m about freezing my nubs off here.”

			“I panicked, okay?” Rachel grumbled, her pace slowing to allow Jenks to make the move to her hair. It sounded like an old conversation, confusing Peri even more. How could two such dissimilar people work together so well? Because obviously they did. Peri hadn’t missed Jenks pointing out the security to Rachel or that Rachel knew Jenks’s limitations better than her own. The commitment to each other was there, as strong and enduring as anything she’d ever seen, a bond that could only be forged under great pressure and trust. Like I have with Jack, she mused.

			“Well, you’d better hope he’s okay,” the pixy said, muffled in Rachel’s hair. “We have to duplicate what he did if we’re ever going to get home. If the line is dead on this side, it must have been a mix of earth and ley line magic that got you here.”

			“Demon,” Rachel said around a sigh, and Peri jerked herself back to reality. “Figures. How come it can never be easy?”

			“You’re real,” Peri said, and a burst of pixy dust briefly lit Rachel’s hair to fall about her shoulders and vanish.

			“As an STD, babe,” Jenks said as he poked his head out. “And I’m forever, too. How did you summon Rache with no functioning ley lines? Come on. Give. Was it an earth charm?”

			Earth charm? Ley line? Maybe Jack will know what he’s talking about. “There was wine,” Peri offered, hitting her fob to unlock the car doors. If Jack could see Jenks, too, then maybe she hadn’t gone completely nuts.

			“It’s Trent’s label,” Rachel offered as she got in. “But it’s not his name on it.”

			“No shit,” the pixy said, making Peri wonder if he swore so people would take him seriously. “Which one?”

			“Pentimento,” Rachel said, and the pixy whistled. The clear sound struck through Peri like a forgotten memory, and she froze for an instant before slipping inside the car and starting it.

			“Dude,” Jenks said, flying down to the vent and holding on to the direction fins as it blew him back. “Hey, the engine block is still warm.”

			“It’s electric,” Rachel murmured.

			“It’s got a warming engine, though,” Peri added, turning the heat up, as he obviously needed it.

			“Any blood involved in the charm?” Rachel asked reluctantly, and Peri recoiled. “It’s a carrier of intent,” she added. “Even a drop would make a difference.”

			Peri watched, fascinated as the silver dust being blown off Jenks shifted to gold. It was hitting the seat, collecting only to fade as more was added. “Ah, Jack cut his hand on the glass when it broke. He got blood on the accelerator before he dropped it into the wine.”

			“Let me guess,” Rachel said, hand to her forehead. “He drank it.”

			It sounded nasty in hindsight, but honestly, she and Jack had done so much worse that accidentally ingesting a lick of blood was like a drop of water in the ocean. She nodded, making Rachel groan. “He, ah, also recited some bad poetry based on a Simon and Garfunkel song,” Peri offered.

			Jenks let go of the vent fin, Rachel’s hand flashing out to catch him before he hit the seat. But the pixy must be feeling better because he caught the wind under his wings and rose, hovering at the center of the still-parked car. “Witches?” he guessed, and Rachel winced.

			“Ixnay on the itchesway,” Rachel muttered, and Jenks spun to her, hands on his hips.

			“She’s got a pixy in her car, Rache,” he said sarcastically. “You really think her knowing that witches are real in our world is going to freak her out?” He glanced at Peri. “Any more than she already is?” he added.

			Peri stopped rubbing her forehead when she realized Rachel was doing the same thing. I have to be hallucinating, Peri thought. She was going to wake up in Opti’s psychology wing with Jack bringing her cocoa and toast.

			“So we got blood and wine,” Jenks said, his tone apologetic. “And words of power. What’s an accelerator?”

			Peri’s head snapped up. “Classified.”

			The tiny man spun in a circle, a burst of dust lighting the car. “There it is!” he crowed. “I bet you ten jars of honey that’s what did it. Whatever an accelerator is.”

			“I’m sure Peri will tell us,” Rachel said, a new tone of warning in her voice. “I am not staying here.”

			Jenks landed on the top of the wheel, strutting back and forth as if they were halfway home already. “Yeah, you don’t want to see Rache homesick. Last time she got homesick, she blew up the St. Louis arch and burned down Margaritaville. Not to mention trashing San Francisco. Blamed it on an earthquake. We’re still not allowed in California. Or on a plane.”

			“I was not homesick. I was doing my job,” Rachel said sullenly, it clearly being a sore point.

			All the same place names, Peri thought, wondering if she was strapped to a chair in a rival company’s basement, hallucinating it all. But then she looked at Jenks’s wings, and marveled. She couldn’t invent anything that beautiful. Or snarky.

			“Peri,” Rachel said, pulling her attention from Jenks. “What is an accelerator? Some kind of ley line tool?”

			Peri started the car, the need to go home and see Jack almost an ache. “It’s new technology,” she said guardedly as she pulled out. “Really new. One-of-a-kind. It breaks down a communication wavelength into individual particles so it can carry more information.”

			“A lot more?” Rachel asked, and Jenks went to sit again on her earring.

			Peri shrugged, unable to bring herself to look at them. As weird as it was seeing a tiny man on Rachel’s earring, it somehow looked right. “Enough to code the universe, Bill says.”

			Rachel’s sigh was long and full of relief. “That’s probably how I was able to use the defunct line, then. Jenks, I think we can get home.” She hesitated, then asked, “You don’t think your partner would have drunk it all, do you? A lot of curses are wine-specific.”

			Peri nodded. Curses are wine-specific? Good to know. “If not, we can get more. Cincinnati isn’t that far from here. If we can’t get you home tonight, we have tomorrow.” Though she didn’t know how she was going to explain this to Jack.

			“No, we don’t,” Jenks said, suddenly sober. “The only reason we were able to get here at all was because it’s the equinox. Come sunup, we’re both stuck here.”
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			The pixy was sitting on Peri’s shoulder when they got out of her apartment building’s elevator. It made Peri nervous, as if she might break him or he might fall, but the little man seemed to be able to predict her movements and compensate for them with little bursts of wing motion. She was starting to like the faint tickle, and he smelled like a hot summer field, reminding her of her grandparents’ farm.

			“Oh, cool.” The pixy darted from her when Peri tapped her building card to her door pad. “Rache, it’s all electronic. Pixies could rule this world in three days if they wanted.”

			“Don’t listen to him,” Rachel muttered as Peri opened the door. “He exaggerates.”

			“Jack?” Peri called when Jenks darted in before them. “I’m back. I’ve got . . . friends.”

			Rachel flashed her a smile at the hesitation. But even though the lights were now back on, the apartment felt cold when Peri followed the woman in. The couch where they’d put Jack was empty, and the note she’d left him was on the kitchen counter. Irritation flashed through Peri when Jenks came out of her bedroom, zipping through the main room and into the den.

			“No one here,” the small man said as he went to the lighted shelf where Peri kept her mementos of past jobs, each and every one of them deposits of her memory with which to rebuild herself if she should ever forget again.

			“Hey, get away from my talismans,” Peri said as she took off her coat and dropped her purse by the door.

			“Rache. Look at these things!” Jenks said enthusiastically, darting over them like a kid in a candy store. “Peri has talismans. How come you don’t have talismans?”

			“Because I don’t need them,” Rachel said, making Peri wonder how much she’d guessed about drafting. “Jack is gone?” Rachel added, her brow furrowed. “Did he take the accelerator with him?”

			Peri took her phone out to call Jack. “Probably. It’s worth too much to leave alone.” The line clicked open, and Peri glared at Jenks to make him stop touching her talismans. “Jack?” she said urgently. “Where are you? Have you seen Carnac? He got out again.”

			“Your cat is here with me,” came Bill’s voice, not Jack’s. “I figured you didn’t want him roaming the halls. Jack is in observation sobering up with a lump on his head. Where are you, Peri? You weren’t at home when I came to pick up the accelerator.”

			Focus distant, Peri put her phone on speaker and went into the living room to sit down. Why did he come to pick up the accelerator? Peri wondered as Jenks finally settled on Rachel’s shoulder. He knew we were going to bring it in tomorrow morning.

			“Who’s Carnac?” Jenks asked, and Rachel waved him to silence, whispering that he was her cat and that he looked like Rex.

			“I’m sorry, Bill,” Peri said. “Jack got drunk and hit his head.” Stick to the truth when you can. “I went out to get him something. He was okay when I left.” And lie when you have to.

			“To the mall?” Bill asked, making Peri glad she’d asked Rachel to stay in the car until the drone had left.

			“Yes.” Peri didn’t like how Rachel was looking at her, as if she should be scared. “I left a note in case he woke up. I thought one of those wraparound ice bands you can get at the sports store would help. Why is he in Opti Health?”

			“Because you were gone and he’s got a lump on his head,” Bill said dryly, and Rachel flushed. “He’ll be fine, but I’d feel better if he stays here for observation tonight. You and Jack are my best team. I’m not taking any chances.” He hesitated, then added softly, “I’m looking at a rather interesting video from the mall. Are you compromised, kiddo?”

			Peri’s eyes flashed to Rachel, the woman looking ill in Jack’s coat and her clubbing dress as she sank down into one of the cushy chairs. If Peri said she was green, Bill would have Opti forces in her apartment in five minutes. If she said no, then he’d assume everything was okay. “No,” she said, eyes fixed on Rachel’s. “I’m more worried about Jack than a mall fruitcake. Honest, he was okay when I left. He gave you the accelerator, didn’t he?”

			“Mall fruitcake!” Jenks exclaimed, and Rachel stood, taking him into a distant corner of the living room, whispering for him to be quiet.

			“I’ve got it, yes,” Bill said, and Rachel went white. “Right in my pocket. I’ll deliver it to Event Horizon first thing tomorrow. No need to come in unless you want to check on Jack.”

			“Phew. Good.” Peri waved her hand to try to tell Rachel it was okay. “I’m glad to get that thing out of my responsibility. Event Horizon had it behind six locked doors and a CO2 detector. Soon as I get this spilled wine cleaned up, I’m coming in. You going to still be there?”

			“I will be if I know you’re coming,” Bill said, but Peri was distracted by the sight of a sexy redhead in a clubbing dress arguing with a flying man shedding green dust. “I’ll have them put a cot in for you.”

			“Thanks, Bill. You’re the best.”

			“See you soon, kiddo.”

			Peri hung up, jerking back when a ball of glowing dust short-stopped two inches in front of her face. “Son of a fairy fart. How are we going to get home now?” Jenks complained, and Peri rocked back, not liking him that close. “I hope that was just nice-nice talk to get us in there.”

			“It was.” Peri glanced at Rachel as she sat on the raised hearth, elbows on her knees, head in her hands. Jack’s coat hung open on her wide shoulders. “It isn’t going to be easy, though. We have to get the accelerator out of his pocket, send you home, then I have to get it back in his pocket without him knowing I had it. He won’t dare put it in his car safe, much less anywhere else off his person.”

			Jenks’s wings clattered, and Rachel’s head snapped up. “Ah, the accelerator comes with us,” Rachel said as Jenks swung a low path back to her. “I thought you knew that.”

			Peri’s lips parted. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. No one said anything about giving it to you. I thought you were just going to use it and I could put it back.”

			“We can make a fake one to switch them out. It’s not a big deal,” Rachel said tiredly. “And before you freak out, I’m not after your precious accelerator. If I was, I wouldn’t have left it here and gone to the mall looking for a ley line. I just want to go home.”

			Peri’s eyes narrowed as she thought about how Rachel had been in their apartment, waiting for them. But then there was Jenks . . . She’d seen him appear from nothing. And that man in the mall with goat-slitted eyes and wearing green velvet. She hadn’t imagined that. And she wasn’t drugged. She’d swear to it.

			“Hey, you owe Rache,” Jenks said, and Peri jerked back, surprised when he darted to her. “You pulled her out of her reality. It’s up to you to get her back. Sorry if it needs a super-special magic ball.”

			“Take it easy, Jenks.” Rachel stood, looking glum in her black sequins. “Peri will do the right thing.”

			The pixy lost altitude, his mood easy to read. But Peri had just spent two weeks prepping for the task, risked her life, her partner’s. Bill had it. It was safe. To negate that . . . How could she?

			“I can’t just give it to you,” Peri said, not liking her plaintive tone. “It belongs to Event Horizon. They invested billions developing it. That’s why Jack and I were contracted to steal it back for them.”

			Rachel turned from the window, arms around her middle. “And that’s why it’s in Bill’s pocket?”

			Peri stiffened. “You think Bill is corrupt?” she said hotly. “That we stole it so he could sell it to the highest bidder? That’s not how Opti works. That’s not how Jack and I work.”

			“It’s how the world works,” Jenks said, making Peri feel like a fool.

			“Look,” Rachel said, and Jenks darted into the kitchen.

			“Oh, God,” he muttered as he scanned the counters. “Here comes the list.”

			“I have a boyfriend,” Rachel said, clearly peeved. “And a job, and responsibilities, and I’m not going to stay here in this dead world you made by killing all the Inderlanders, or lines, or both. I’m not going to do it!”

			“Rache, relax,” Jenks said as he nibbled on a cracker half the size of himself. “Peri isn’t going to just leave us hanging. Are you.”

			It wasn’t a question, and Peri didn’t answer them. She couldn’t help but wonder how the woman stayed alive through her pressure-induced panic attacks, but as she watched Jenks calmly trying out the plastic drink sword, she thought she knew. That, and the woman wasn’t a slouch. She’d taken Jack down. Whether he was intoxicated or not, that wasn’t easy.

			“How about this?” Rachel said, calming. “We make a fake one. Change it out for the real accelerator. Jenks and I go home. Bill gives the fake one to the company he says invented it. It doesn’t work, they make a new one. If Event Horizon didn’t make it, the company who did makes a new accelerator. Nothing changes, no harm done.”

			Silent, Peri went into the kitchen and opened a jar of peanut butter. It made sense, but she didn’t like the subterfuge. Opti had given her everything, made her valuable, irreplaceable, strong, and important—even if no one outside a small circle of people knew it.

			“And you’ll know if this Bill guy is corrupt or not,” the pixy added. “Bonus!”

			Eyes narrowed, Peri slammed the silverware drawer shut. “Bill is not corrupt,” she said as she scooped out a spoonful and set it on the counter.

			“Then you know that for sure, too,” Rachel said, her mood softening as she came forward to lean on the kitchen bar. “Thanks for the peanut butter. He’s got a fast metabolism.”

			“Me, too,” Peri muttered as she put the jar away. Giving her a meek nod of thanks, Jenks began eating the peanut butter with a pair of tiny chopsticks he’d pulled from a back pocket.

			Steal from Bill? She didn’t know if she could do that. He’d been her handler since day one, giving her and her partner the high-profile jobs and all the perks.

			But knowing if Bill was selling their work to the highest bidder would be worth a few hours of her time. “You really think you can make something that looks like it? Bill is not stupid, and Jack knows what it looks like.”

			“Absolutely.” Rachel hiked herself up on the bar stool. “You probably have what I need to make it.”

			“Which is?” Peri asked, her doubts rising again.

			“She’s got copper pots, Rache,” Jenks said as he finished, cleaning his chopsticks with a drop of water and darting off to her shelf of talismans.

			Peri warily watched him. “Stay out of my stuff,” she demanded, though she was ignored.

			“Copper pots?” Rachel questioned. “You sure you’re not a witch?”

			“She’s got more candles than a teenage vampire,” Jenks said, flitting among her talismans. “You can melt one down. Make a mold of it. Holy crap, you still play with dolls, Peri?”

			Peri strode out of the kitchen. He was messing with the figurine she’d gotten from the aborigines in Australia. It had straw-blond hair and contained the memories of a wonderful night she’d spent with Jack under foreign constellations. “You. Pixy,” she demanded, to make Rachel laugh. “Sit your butt down and keep your dust off my things.”

			Spinning on the bar stool, Rachel said, “Candle wax is inert. We need something for the base that embodies energy.”

			“Make me,” Jenks said, flying a looping path within inches of Peri’s nose. “Like you could catch me, lunker.”

			Peri reached out to snatch him, and the pixy darted away, laughing at her.

			She’d had enough. Reaching out with her mind, Peri yanked time back two seconds. The world flashed blue, and she stared at Jenks, who was once more almost touching her nose.

			“Make me,” he said again, oblivious that they were replaying time. “Like you could catch me, lunker.”

			Again, Peri reached for him, aiming for where he was going to go. Jenks moved, wings clattering, and her fingers pinched his foot, catching him.

			“Hey! Le’go!” he shrilled, shocked.

			Peri stared at the frantic little man as she gripped his boot. From the kitchen’s bar, Rachel gasped. “You will sit your butt down and stay away from my talismans,” Peri intoned.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Jenks said, cowed.

			But then the world flashed red and settled, and she forgot everything she rewrote.

			Peri stared at Jenks, his foot pinched between her careful fingers. Bright red dust spilled from him, coating her hand in pinpricks. The last thing she remembered was him touching her doll. Clearly she’d drafted to stop him, and it bugged her she didn’t remember it.

			“You going to let go now?” Jenks said, clearly uncomfortable.

			“What did I tell you to do?” Peri prompted, hoping her intuition and his words would piece this together. She hated jumping without an anchor to fill in the blanks, but Jack was five miles away in Opti Health.

			Jenks’s dust shifted blue. “Keep my dust off your talismans and sit down.”

			“Then do it,” she said, letting him go.

			Jenks darted up to the ceiling, making a high flight to the window, where he sat on one of her plants and sulked.

			Peri primly fixed her doll, blowing the last of the dust off it and turning to find Rachel behind her. One of Peri’s small copper mixing bowls was in her hand. The woman was stealthy, she’d give her that.

			“I don’t know which is more impressive,” Rachel said softly. “That you caught Jenks, or that you tricked him into telling you what you forgot.”

			Warming, Peri glanced at Jenks and back again. “Was it that obvious?”

			Rachel shook her head, lips pressed. “No. Peri, you are the most powerful, vulnerable human I know outside of Ford. I’m glad this happened. You deserve to know the truth.”

			“I do know the truth,” Peri said indignantly.

			“Holy troll turds, Rache!” Jenks exclaimed, hovering before the window with his hands on his hips. “Those lights are flying machines. I thought they were fairies!”

			Rachel was looking at an orb of crystal Peri had picked up in Arizona. It held the memory of one of her earlier tasks, before she’d met Jack, even. “Can I use that?” Rachel asked.

			Crystals, Peri thought derisively as she nodded, but it was the tripod the crystal was sitting on that Rachel took, carefully setting the chunk of quartz down so it wouldn’t roll off the shelf.

			“And this?” Rachel asked, pointing at one of Peri’s candles on the coffee table as she took off Jack’s coat and set up the tripod and mixing bowl.

			“Sure.” Peri came closer, sitting across from her. “Don’t you need a spell book?”

			Rachel smiled with half her face. “Usually, but I’ve gotten good at adapting spells.” She sat down, arranging the candle under the cradled pot like a little campfire.

			“Yeah,” Jenks said as he came away from the window. “Remember that time you tried to adapt a charm to straighten your hair and it turned into wire?” The little man laughed, pushing himself backward in the air. “Al had to reset her to her filed DNA to fix it. She lost all her pack tattoos.”

			Rachel shot him a dark look. “My mom is better at it than me, but sympathetic magic is pretty forgiving, and that’s what we’ll be using here, since the ley lines are nonfunctioning.” She resettled herself, looking odd in her sequins and falling hair. “How are the mystics, Jenks?”

			He shrugged as he alighted on the table. “Collecting. Talking to each other now. Their energy is still pretty thin. It’s like trying to fly in the Rockies. They don’t like Peri much,” he said as he glanced at her. “She confuses them.”

			“She confuses me, too.” Rachel rubbed her forehead as if in concern. “The candle makes a great source of active energy, but we need something for the core. Peri, do you have anything that embodies great power, sort of like the sun? A battery, maybe?”

			“Have to be one big-ass battery,” Jenks muttered. “We want to make a magic rock, Rache, not a flashlight.”

			Peri’s brow rose. “I’ve got a stone from Bikini Beach,” she said, rising as a flash of memory came and went of her and Jack firebombing a mutated mold from the walls of a cave. “It’s where they tested some of the first nuclear bombs,” she added at Rache’s wondering expression. “The thing is still radioactive, which is why I have it in a box.”

			Peri rose, returning with the tiny lead tin set behind a vase of faded paper flowers she got in Mexico. “I set off about three different detectors trying to get it through customs until I wrapped it in wet towels and a lead bag.”

			Peri put it on the table, and Jenks walked over, his wings a blur of motion. “Trent told me about this,” the small man said, arms crossed his chest as he bent over it. “He said if they could figure it out, it would be like catching the power of the sun.”

			“Do yourself a favor,” Peri said as Rachel opened it up. “Don’t figure it out.”

			Rachel hesitated in her reach for the flat-black stone, and Peri took it from its foam-fitted, lead-lined box and dropped it into Rachel’s slim, pale hand. “It’s hot, but a small exposure won’t hurt you.”

			“Shit!” Rachel exclaimed, flushing as she dropped it and it hit the table with a thunk. “Jenks, come feel this,” she said, clearly embarrassed as she carefully picked it back up.

			“You can feel radiation?” Peri asked, but it was obvious by Jenks’s screwed-up face and bright coppery dust that they were sensing something.

			“We have our center of power,” Rachel said, shuddering as she put it back in the box and shut the lid with a snap. “Now all we need is something that embodies communication.”

			“Peri’s phone,” Jenks said, his feet a bare inch above the table as he spun to her.

			Peri reluctantly put it on the table. “And some magic words, I suppose?” she guessed, and Rachel started, looking at Peri as if she were stupid.

			“Not for earth magic,” Rachel said.

			Peri eased back into the chair, wishing Jack was here. He might be able to figure this out, she thought, then was glad he wasn’t. Maybe she was going crazy, the first signs of overdrafting.

			“Wax would be a good inert media.” Rachel carefully pried one of Peri’s tea lights out of its metal base and dropped it into the bowl.

			Am I really going along with this? Peri thought. But then she looked at Jenks and shut her mouth. It couldn’t be a dream, and she wasn’t hallucinating. No more impossible than being able to replay time.

			Rachel looked up from picking the wick out of the tea light. “Thank you for believing in this,” she said softly, as if she could read Peri’s thoughts.

			“I’m just curious how you’re going to take a radioactive stone and turn it into a crystal,” Peri said, and Jenks chuckled, rising up to look into the copper pot.

			“Me, too,” Rachel said, then smiled grimly at Jenks. “Well, what do you think?”

			He shrugged, still in flight. “Try it. There’re a lot more mystics than just an hour ago.”

			Confused, Peri watched as the woman settled the large candle under the bowl, pinching the wick between her thumb and finger. Peri’s lips parted as Rachel let go, a tiny flame growing in strength between them. “H-how . . .” Peri stammered, shocked at Rachel’s long, content sigh.

			“Damn,” the woman said as she perched herself on the edge of the seat. “That felt good.”

			“Nice job, Rache,” Jenks said, then laughed at Peri’s open mouth. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, babe.”

			“Magic?” Peri said, pulse fast. “I don’t believe it.”

			“Fortunately, you don’t have to,” Rachel said as she pushed the melting tea light around. “Wax is a great inert carrier of intent. The stone represents the power of the accelerator we’re trying to duplicate.”

			Peri jumped at the ting as Rachel dropped the stone in.

			“Your phone is sympathetic to how the accelerator carries information,” Rachel said, sliding it off the table and watching Peri closely as she set it in the pot and wax slowly engulfed it.

			“I’m not getting that back in working order, am I,” Peri said, and Jenks gleefully shook his head.

			“And a drop of blood to activate it,” Rachel said, taking a diabetic stick from her bracelet. It had been hanging there all the time, lost in the bangles and trinkets. Charms, Peri corrected herself, lip curling when Rachel pricked her finger and squeezed a drop in.

			Rachel smeared the remaining blood from her finger, her smile bland and without meaning. “Now all we need is your memory to give it substance,” she said.

			“Me!” Peri exclaimed, and Jenks darted into the air.

			Voice loud, he whispered, “Rache, this isn’t going to work. I thought you saw it.”

			“I did, but it’s not what it looks like. It’s what it feels like,” Rachel said, waving him away. “Peri can do this. She makes reality out of thought all the time. It’s her job.”

			“She does what?” Jenks shrilled, and Rachel calmly blew his dust away before it got into the pot.

			Peri had never thought of it like that before, and she sat before Rachel, the candle-warmed pot of wax between them. Oh, God. What if Bill calls? she thought, seeing her phone in a puddle of soon-to-be-radioactive wax. “What . . .” she began. “I don’t . . .”

			“That’s what you do, isn’t it?” Rachel asked, her eyes flicking to Peri’s talismans.

			It was, but Rachel was talking about changing form, not imprinting a memory trigger.

			“You touched it,” Rachel said. “Felt its energy. Put your hands around the bowl.”

			Peri didn’t move, and she jumped when Rachel took her hands, trapping them between her palms and the warm pot. “Remember what it was, and store the memory in the stone, like a talisman,” Rachel said. “Just do it, Peri.”

			Peri looked from Rachel, who clearly thought she could do this, to Jenks, who clearly thought she couldn’t. They’re absolutely nuts.

			“Or do nothing, and you’ll not only have a wax-covered radioactive stone and a busted phone, but two new roommates,” Jenks said.

			Immediately Peri closed her eyes, focusing on the memory of Jack stealing the accelerator from the lab’s safe, marveling at it in the faint light before he tossed it to her to put in her purse. The shock of it thumping into her palm rang through her, the scent of ozone from the massive servers, how the flat facets of the cut crystal seemed to prick against her palm with tiny shocks, the weight of it akin to the weight of an egg, and how she felt it held the promise of a new beginning, much as an egg did.

			“Peri?” Rachel whispered.

			But she was lost, remembering Jack, his laughing eyes as he saw her react to the stone and the fact that they’d done the impossible again: his pride in her, his confidence, his trust.

			“Peri.”

			And her soft, up to now forgotten, niggling question of why the accelerator had been locked in a lab safe alone. No prototypes. No notes. Nothing.

			“Peri. Open your eyes.”

			A soft, suffused gray pulled away from her, and as reality impinged once more, Peri opened her eyes. Rachel was waiting, her focus frighteningly intent as her hair draped about her face, making her appear ominous. “Look,” Rachel said, and Peri’s attention dropped.

			Gasping, Peri took her hands from the pot. The stone and phone were gone. In their place was an egg-size lump of wax. “You switched it,” Peri accused. “Give me my phone.”

			Jenks laughed as Rachel calmly picked the lump up and peeled the wax off like an eggshell. “What an ass,” the small man said. “She did it herself, and she still doesn’t believe.”

			“Give it a rest.” Rachel flicked the wax from under her nails. “She doesn’t have the background to believe.”

			Peri took a breath to tell them to get out, but it faltered when Rachel dropped the peeled wax into the bowl. In her hands was the accelerator. It was dull with wax smears, and dark, but it was unmistakable. “Close?” Rachel said as she set it into Peri’s grip.

			Peri jiggled it, reluctant to hold the prickly thing, but immediately she realized it was dead. It might look the same, but it didn’t feel the same, and somehow that was reassuring. It wasn’t the accelerator. “It doesn’t feel alive like the real one,” she said, and Jenks landed on her hand, his dust making it glow.

			“That’s because it isn’t the real one,” he said, kicking it once before looking up at Peri, his head cocked. “So, we doing this, or do we go down to the post office for some change-of-address forms?”

			Peri’s pulse quickened. They might be rival agents trying to get her to steal the stone back for them, but somehow she couldn’t force herself to believe that. “Yes. Let me get my keys.”
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			The three-lane road to the front gate of Opti Health was well maintained and brightly lit, the clandestine government agency hidden in plain sight in one of Detroit’s new tech industry parks set out among a mix of old and new trees. The regular rise and fall of the land showed where there had once been homes, and the largest trees were in regular rows where streets once ran. Nothing but the sewer and underground electric lines remained, having been repurposed to industry.

			The remaining road was heavy with cameras, and Peri drove through the wide, multilane, general entrance with an unusual quickness, appreciating that there was no traffic at this hour. The light was brightening at the horizon, but it was still dark, and fatigue tugged at Peri, pushed aside by practice and a lingering worry.

			Jenks had perched himself on the rearview mirror almost as soon as they had gotten in the car. He’d been silent most of the way, watching the droneway lights with an intent curiosity that begged Peri to ask what he was thinking. The fake accelerator was in her purse on the passenger’s seat. Rachel was in the trunk. Convincing her to get in it hadn’t been easy.

			Jenks’s wings hummed for balance as Peri took the soft right that led to Opti’s small cluster of buildings where an elementary school had once been. The small man was swinging his feet, which were wrapped up in a tissue to ward off the cold, and somehow managing to look like he was all that—with caramel sauce and sprinkles.

			“Rachel says you have a lot of kids,” she said, not comfortable with the silence as they wove through the trees and Opti’s technological, hidden fence. On average, it killed three deer every year, mostly in the winter.

			Jenks shrugged, his dust shifting to a pretty gold. “Used to. They’re on their own now.”

			“You don’t look old enough to have kids, much less any on their own.” Peri’s grip on the wheel tightened as the road shrank to one lane. It was heavily monitored, and if they couldn’t pull this off, the cameras would likely analyze her trip in, seeing her car was riding low.

			His attention coming back from the brightening skies, Jenks smiled. “I’m over twenty. Oldest pixy in existence.” His flash of pride vanished, replaced with a lingering sadness.

			He’s alone, even with his friendship with Rachel, Peri realized. “Well, I appreciate you convincing Rachel to get in the trunk. I know it wasn’t easy for her, but there’s no other way to get her past Opti’s gatehouse without alerting them. You they’ll overlook, but a tall redhead with attitude will be remembered, and once that breaks, I lose my job. Everything.”

			Her pulse quickened at the sight of the brightly lit guardhouse, Opti’s buildings beyond. Getting Rachel past the front desk without her being seen was going to be difficult as well, even with Rachel’s plan of distract-and-evade. Peri could draft to fix a mistake, but if he were awake, Jack would feel it and know something was wrong.

			Peri forced her grip on the wheel to relax. This was so stupid. Why was she helping them?

			“Hey, ah, thanks for this,” Jenks said, clearly knowing where her thoughts were. “Trust comes slow for Rachel, but a lot of people have screwed her over, so I don’t blame her. She likes you, though.”

			“Thanks,” Peri said softly.

			“It’s been better since she’s hooked up with Trent,” the small man was saying, feet swinging in his silver dust. “He has a lot of weight to swing around, protect her from the worst her mouth gets her into. I pick up the rest.”

			Peri eyed him, imagining what he could do if that plastic sword he’d taken from her kitchen were real. “We’re almost there. You might want to hide.”

			“Sure.” Wings clattering, he flitted to the visor and crawled between it and the car’s roof.

			She didn’t have to fake her worry as she pulled up to the guard shack, her skin prickling from the cameras and hidden defenses as she toggled her window down. “Hi, I’m Peri Reed,” she said as she handed the woman her ID. “I’m checking on my partner, Jack Twill. He came in earlier to Opti Health.”

			“Good evening, Ms. Reed,” the woman said as she hit a button and the bar went up. “I hope your partner is okay.”

			“Just a bump on the head.” Peri smiled as she took her ID back. A slip of dust was falling from the visor, and Peri blew it to nothing, disguising it with a wave to the attendant. She accelerated smoothly, exhaling as they left the first barrier behind.

			“See?” Jenks said as he unwedged himself and jumped to the rearview mirror. “Easy as finding troll turds under the Cincinnati Bridge.” He hummed happily as he checked his wings for tears. “Which building are we headed to? I’ll put the cameras on a five-minute loop. They won’t have a record of you getting out of the car, but they won’t see Rache, either.”

			Rachel had insisted he could do it, but Peri didn’t see how he could find all of them, even if the man said the electronic squeal they put out gave him a headache. “It’s the one with the blue stripe on it,” she said, chin rising to point it out, and Jenks’s wings hummed into motion.

			“Got it,” he said, pushed back by the new wind when Peri opened the passenger window. “I’ll dust blue at the light by the door when you’re clear.”

			He vaulted out the window, and Peri shivered, watching his faint trail of dust make a beeline to the building. She’d never have seen it if she hadn’t been looking for it, and Peri was starting to realize where Rachel’s confidence in him was coming from.

			The tires popped bits of gravel on the wet pavement as she slowly parked in the visitor lot. There were only a few cars, most at the outskirts. Her pulse quickened at Bill’s extravagant SUV. No sound came from the trunk, and when the light turned blue, she popped it, having to trust the pixy. “I hope you’re not making a mistake you can’t draft your way out of, Peri,” she whispered.

			The car shifted as Rachel shoved the trunk open, and, feeling as if she was treading on new, chancy ground, Peri grabbed her purse with the accelerator and got out. Rachel was already waiting beside the back of her car, one of Peri’s larger purses at her feet. The mouth of the wine bottle poked out of it, and Peri could hear the clink of a glass when she picked it up. “There’s more room in there than it looks,” Rachel said as she gentled the trunk lid down and the latch engaged. “It holds what, two bodies?”

			Peri’s flash of shock vanished. “Three, if they’re friendly.” Hands in her pockets, she nodded to the front door. “Jenks is good. I didn’t think Opti’s cameras could be altered.”

			Rachel was smiling as she came even with Peri. “It’s what pixies are second best at.”

			“What are they best at?”

			Rachel’s smile widened. “Making more pixies.”

			Peri was too worried to laugh. Adrenaline spilled through her as she saw Harry through the wide glass windows, the big, wide-shouldered man looking more security than receptionist, but then again, that’s what he was. There was a reason he was on the night shift, and it wasn’t because he was stupid. The man was an anchor, meaning he’d know if she drafted, remember it while she forgot. He’d have a weapon under the counter along with his reception data pad, and Peri eased Rachel to a stop in the shadows outside the door.

			“Okay,” Peri said as Jenks dropped down and settled on Rachel’s shoulder. “Just like we talked about. I keep him occupied as Jenks makes his computer wonky, and, Rachel, you slip in when he goes to fix it.”

			“No problem,” Rachel said, drawing deeper into the shadows. “It doesn’t even look like the door is locked.”

			“It’s not locked because he’s got a handgun under the counter and a gold star from his shooting coach. I mean it, Rachel,” Peri said, and the woman raised her eyebrows in question. “Don’t hurt anyone, and try not to be seen. It’s not just my job. I know these people, work with them. They trust me. I don’t have anything else to fall back on. This is my life.”

			Rachel grimaced, and Peri heard Jenks’s wings clatter. “Yeah, I got it,” the woman said sourly. “I won’t hit anyone. Though it’d be a hell of a lot easier if I did.”

			Isn’t that the truth. Peri started when Jenks shifted to her shoulder, his wings cold as they tickled her neck. “We’ve got this, Rache,” he said dryly. “Cool your jets and wait for the signal.”

			Satisfied, Peri went in. Harry looked up from his tablet at the sound of the door opening. “Hi, Peri,” the soft-spoken man said as he pushed back from his desk. “I saw Jack come through earlier and figured you weren’t far behind.”

			Arms swinging freely, Peri came forward to sign the visitors’ book, her expression freezing when she caught sight of Jenks flying low to the floor, swinging around behind the desk. “Bump on the head. I had to clean up the wine before it set. You don’t know where he is, do you?”

			An alarm began sounding softly behind Harry, and he turned away. “They moved Jack into one of the doctors’ apartments. B-2. Just down the hall to the right.” His frown deepened, and he tapped the array of video monitors set to the side. “Another one down. This is so weird.”

			“Thanks, Harry.” She signed her name with a flourish, catching sight of Rachel as the woman hustled into the nearby hallway.

			“If you see Bill, tell him I need to talk to him,” Harry said, eyes still down as he fiddled with a knob. “Something’s wrong with the electrical system. We might have mice in it again.”

			Or little winged men, Peri thought as she turned away, forcing her pace to slow when all she wanted to do was race down the hall.

			Rachel waited at a drink kiosk, looking out of place with Peri’s purse over her shoulder. “Your security is lousy,” she said as Peri joined her, and the two walked as one down the deserted hall.

			“That’s because there’s nothing here,” Peri said, miffed. “It’s an infirmary, not headquarters. That’s two buildings over. Getting in there is another story.” But this was still an Opti-only area, and unease began to rise in her.

			The clatter of Jenks’s wings gave her bare warning, but she still started when the pixy rejoined them. “Relax, Rache,” he said saucily as he landed on her big hoop earring. “The hard part is over.”

			“I don’t like the smell of hospitals,” Rachel muttered.

			Jenks launched himself from Rachel, landing on Peri’s shoulder. “She spent most of her early life in and out of them,” Jenks said in a loud, conspiratorial whisper.

			“No kidding.” Peri gave the uncomfortable woman a sidelong glance. “You’d never know it now.”

			“Shut up, Jenks,” Rachel warned, reading the small placards on the doors they passed.

			“I just think Peri ought to know who you are before it goes bad,” Jenks said, tone merry. “And it will go bad. Otherwise, why risk continuing to help us? You all think I’m just good at fixing stuff, but I’ve got eyes and I know people. Peri will do anything for the underdog. That’s us, Rache.”

			Flushing, Peri lifted her chin, not comfortable with how well he was reading her or that he wasn’t above manipulating her for their benefit. But if the truth be told, it had been Rachel standing before her balcony, wondering where she was, that had done it. That confusion couldn’t be faked. It was something Peri lived with. Identified with.

			“You’re not helping, Jenks,” Rachel said more firmly. Relief crossed her, then a tight tension. “B-2. We’re here.”

			Peri motioned Rachel back until she knew if Bill was in there as well. Nodding, Rachel held the bag with the wine and glass to her chest, Jenks again on her shoulder. The fake accelerator was in Peri’s purse. If they were lucky, Jack would know where the real one was. Taking it out, she dropped it in her pocket for faster access. She went to knock, hesitating as Rachel and Jenks whispered, and then Jenks flew off.

			“Where is he going? Someone might see him,” Peri all but hissed.

			“I doubt it.” Rachel looked up and down the deserted hall. “He’s looking for his cat.”

			Peri’s jaw clenched. “Carnac is my cat. Why else would I have him on the back of my phone?”

			Rachel knocked on the door and drew back. “Then he’s finding the best way out of here.”

			“Come in!” Jack’s voice rang out, muffled but strong, and Peri’s breath caught in consternation. Frowning at Rachel’s smug expression, she pushed open the door.

			Relief spilled through her as she saw Jack propped up on the low cot. He was in a pair of scrubs, his bare feet looking knobby poking out from under them. “Jack,” she said around a sigh, glad his eyes were bright and clear in the light of the small desk lamp on the otherwise empty bedside table. The room was tiny, almost a closet, but for a doctor looking to crash for a few hours, it would be heaven compared to an emergency-room cot.

			“About time you showed up,” he said, clearly not drunk anymore as he closed his phone out and the TV show he’d been watching went dark. “Did you really go to the mall?”

			“I can explain,” she began, and then Jack’s eyes flicked behind her, anger furrowing his brow.

			“What is she doing here?” he said as he swung his feet to the floor.

			Frowning, Rachel shut the door and set the bag on the tiny, empty desk.

			“Jack, it’s okay,” Peri pleaded. “She’s . . . a friend.”

			“Friend?” Jack exclaimed, perched on the edge of the bed. “She knocked me out. She was waiting for us in our apartment, and you bring her here?”

			Rachel chuckled. “From what I could tell, you knocked yourself out,” she said as she set the half-consumed bottle on the desk. “I’d say you’re a lightweight, but I know this label, and it’s like drinking fire from the sun.”

			“Relax,” Peri demanded, her hands raised for patience. “I’ll explain everything later. Did you tell Bill about her?”

			Jack’s eyes narrowed. “No,” he said sullenly, and Peri couldn’t tell if he was lying. “I figured if you left me a note, I should keep it to myself when Bill showed up.” He cocked his head quizzically. “The mall, Peri?”

			She frowned at the accusation in his voice, shifting to try to hide Rachel setting up her . . . spell. “Does Bill still have the accelerator?” she asked, heart sinking at Jack’s flash of doubt. “Jack, if you ever trusted me, trust me now. Does he have it?”

			Jack flicked a look at Rachel, then back to Peri. “Last I saw it, it was in Bill’s pocket. I doubt he’d courier it over to Opti at this hour. Why?”

			Behind her, Rachel harrumphed, her lips moving as she looked over the words of power she’d scribbled on a receipt she’d found in the Mantis’s console. Peri warmed at Rachel’s low opinion of Bill. Her handler wasn’t dirty, but still . . . here she was, running an elaborate plan to find out for sure, half done and vulnerable.

			Seeing her flustered and confused, Jack took her hand. “What is it, Peri?”

			Peri sat beside him, the soft mattress pushing them together. “I need to see it,” she lied. “I think it’s fake. That we’ve been duped.”

			Jack’s eyes widened. “No . . .” he breathed, his head jerking up when Rachel reached out, wanting his hand.

			“Can I have your finger, please?”

			Jack didn’t move, eyeing the finger stick in her other hand. “What for?”

			“Big strong man afraid of a little poke?” Rachel mocked, and Jack’s jaw clenched.

			But then his head snapped up and they all turned as Bill walked in, shoulders hunched and looking like a mobster’s thug even in his two-thousand-dollar suit and shiny dress shoes.

			“This sort of complicates things.” Rachel made a fist, hiding her finger stick and backing up to the poured wine on the desktop.

			Bill shut the door with his foot, never taking his eyes from them. “You look taller than the tapes suggest.” The door clicked shut. “What were you doing at the mall with Peri?”

			Peri lifted her chin, thinking fast. “She told me the accelerator was fake. Is it?”

			Bill’s thick hand touched his breast pocket. “No. It’s real. Where are you from?”

			He was talking to Rachel, and the woman sat on the desktop, arms over her chest. It made her look vulnerable, but Peri knew it was to free her feet to slam into someone. “Cincinnati,” she said shortly.

			“Really. Let’s find out for sure.” Bill reached for her, blind to Rachel’s foot coming up.

			It struck Bill’s arm, and he pulled back, hissing in anger. But Rachel had moved, spinning to the center of the room and landing a back kick square in his gut.

			Bellowing, Bill went crashing into the wall and slid to the floor.

			“What are you doing!” Jack exclaimed, standing aghast beside the bed.

			“You should have let me stick your finger,” Rachel said, then punched him.

			Silent but clearly shocked, Jack fell back onto the bed, his hands drenched in the blood streaming from his broken nose. The white sheets went crimson. “Jack!” Peri cried, reaching to help him, and Rachel spun, her entire weight focused on her knee as it landed on Bill before he could get up, knocking the breath out of him.

			“Excuse me,” Rachel sang lightly, Bill’s eyes going murderous as she plucked the accelerator from his pocket.

			“Bill, I can explain,” Peri gushed as Rachel smeared Jack’s blood on the accelerator and dropped it into the wineglass. White wine tinted pink, and Rachel turned, eyes alight.

			“I don’t think you can,” Bill said, and Peri gasped, seeing the Glock in Bill’s grip. It was pointed at her. “But you have three seconds to try.”

			“Bill.” Peri looked at Rachel, knowing she wouldn’t leave without Jenks.

			“One,” Bill intoned, the muzzle never wavering as he got to his feet, hunched like a bear.

			“It’s not what it looks like. She said the accelerator was fake. I didn’t—”

			“Two.” Bill checked the safety.

			Holy shit, I think he’s going to shoot me, Peri thought, panicking.

			“Bill, don’t!” Jack said, paralyzed by the bed, covered in blood from his broken nose. “She’ll never forget you shooting her. Even if she drafts.”

			“You’re probably right,” Bill said, voice soft, and Peri exhaled. “Three.”

			The bang of the Glock firing shocked through Peri, and she jumped, hand going to her chest. But he hadn’t shot her. He’d shot Rachel.

			No, Peri thought, anger and fear flooding her.

			“Oh, that hurts,” Rachel said softly, then started to collapse.

			Peri lurched to catch her, somehow keeping the wineglass in her hand upright. The shot had been high, away from Rachel’s heart but nicking her lung. It was filling even as she sat there. Shock had paled Rachel’s face, making her lips red and her eyes eerily bright. No . . .

			“I can’t believe you did that,” Jack said, wiping the blood from himself.

			Bill shrugged. “I didn’t shoot you or her. I shot a mall fruitcake she’s known for three hours.” His smile at Peri was predatory, and the beginnings of hatred trickled through her, muddling years of trust. “Now. The question is, how important is she to you, Peri? Is saving her life worth your memory of her?”

			“You sons of bitches,” Peri whispered, Rachel’s weight going heavy in her arms. She was nearing her forty-five-second ceiling. If she was going to draft to save Rachel’s life, she would have to do it now.

			So she did.

			The light spilling from the side lamp flashed blue, filling the room with a smoky haze that flashed to a sparkling clarity. No longer did Rachel hang in her arms. The woman straddled Bill, shock stiffening her shoulders. “I’ll take your gun this time, too,” Rachel said as she plucked first the orb from Bill’s pocket, then the Glock from his holster.

			“You remember the first timeline?” Bill stammered, truly surprised, and Rachel beamed a big smile before slamming her elbow into his jaw.

			“Rachel,” Peri prodded as she snatched up the glass of white wine. “We have to go.”

			“Right.” She got up, kicking the large man in the ribs. “No one shoots me!” she shouted, kicking him again. “No one!”

			“Here!” Peri said, warning Jack to stay where he was even as Rachel tossed her the accelerator and Peri rolled it in the bloody sheets. They had to get out of here. Right now, Peri remembered both timelines, but when they meshed, she’d forget—and there was a lot she was going to miss. Damn you, Bill, she thought, never having dreamed he’d shoot Rachel.

			“She’s compromised, Jack,” Bill moaned as he rolled to his hands and knees. “Take her back four hours.”

			“We’ll lose everything she knows,” Jack said, not moving. “You sure?”

			“Four hours!” Bill bellowed. “I’d rather have Peri without doubt than know who that woman is.” His eyes rose, murderously intent as he found Peri’s. “And Peri has a doubt. Don’t you, kiddo.”

			A chill raced through Peri as she dropped the bloodied crystal into the wineglass and ran to the hall, Rachel tight behind. The shock of the pop, pop, pop of the gun as Rachel blew the lock shook her.

			Four hours? Peri thought, numb as she breathed in the spent gunpowder. Were her extended memory losses engineered? By Jack?

			“Time for plan B,” Rachel said, taking her arm and pulling her into a run. “Grab the fish and run like hell.” She took a breath and shouted, “Jenks! Forget the cat. We gotta go!”

			Confused, Peri followed, wine in hand and ducking when a drone whizzed overhead, Jenks’s voice shrilling in a high-pitched thrill trailing out as he rode the head-size copter. Carnac bounded down the hall after it, head up and tail crooked.

			“Wall!” Rachel shouted, but the drone was going too fast and it missed the turn, smashing into the wall with a small crunch. It hit the floor, and Peri gasped when the cat leapt for it.

			But Jenks had bailed, and he flew at head-height back to them, grinning and trailing a bright silver dust. “I found my cat,” he said, darting up when Carnac jumped for him.

			“That’s my cat,” Peri protested as Rachel scooped the tail-swishing cat up and mule-kicked a locked door open. It was a storage closet, and Peri stared until Rachel shoved her in, wine almost spilling.

			“That busted lock on the doctor’s bunk won’t stop them for long,” Rachel said, struggling with the wiggling cat, which was pawing for Jenks as he tormented it, darting up and down like a demented yo-yo.

			“Wine,” Peri said as she proffered it, amazed there was still some in it. “You know the charm?”

			Rachel beamed. “I think she believes us, Jenks.”

			“Say the words!” Peri shouted. There was a sudden pounding on the door, and she shoved the wine at Rachel, moving to get between them and the door, should it open.

			“Hello darkness, my old friend. I’ve come to talk with you again,” Rachel said, cat in one hand, wine in the other, and Peri turned, seeing Jenks landing on her shoulder. Carnac’s eyes went black.

			“As I stand here with my trusted friend, who can replay time and make it bend,” Rachel added, and Peri blinked. It wasn’t the same words that Jack had used, but maybe this was better.

			“Who should know. Of the truth. That lies in her brain. Memories remain. Through her I spin, to my line.”

			Rachel raised her glass, pink with Jack’s blood. Saluting Peri, she took a sip. Nothing happened.

			Panic iced over Rachel’s eyes, the cat wiggling in her arms. “What did we do wrong?” she said, frantic. “I can’t stay here, Jenks. I can’t!”

			The pixy, too, looked scared. “I don’t know, Rache. There’s enough mystics in this room to choke a horse.” He hesitated. “I hope we haven’t changed something by being here.”

			“I don’t care!” Rachel wailed as Bill pounded on the door. “I just want to go home!”

			“You didn’t say the magic word,” Peri said suddenly, and Rachel’s fear hesitated.

			“Abracadabra?” Rachel said, her eyebrows high in disbelief.

			Peri gasped, letting go of the doorknob in shock as the draft ended and time meshed with a savage sureness. A flash of red light seemed to blind her, and a soft thump and angry cat yeowl was like fingernails on a chalkboard as she reached out for the memory of Rachel . . . and the mall . . . and a little man . . . There was a little man, wasn’t there?

			And then it was gone.

			Pain lanced through her head, and Peri fell to the door, barely conscious as Bill and Jack boiled in. She looked up, finding herself in a closet. Carnac crouched in a corner, scared and eyes black, as Jack and Bill stood in the doorway, shadows against the brighter light from the hall.

			I drafted, she thought, gathering up the confusion like a familiar blanket and shoving it aside, refusing to let it rule her. Why am I in a closet?

			“Peri?” Jack said, dried blood on his face as he knelt by her. “Are you okay?”

			“Holy crap, Jack,” she exclaimed, touching his face. “What happened to you?”

			Jack stood up, his eyes flicking up to Bill. “I ran into a wall.”

			She reached up, and he extended a hand, helping her rise. Her quick motion slowed as vertigo took her. An odd dust coated her arms, but when she brushed at it, it vanished. She breathed deep, thinking she smelled sun and wind. “Why am I in a closet? With Carnac?”

			Bill’s eyes roved over the interior of the small closet. “She’s not here.”

			“Who?” Peri asked, and Bill pressed his lips together. A man’s fast steps sounded in the hall, and he turned as one of the night security at Opti Health slid to a halt. Why are we at Opti Health? she wondered, no longer believing Jack’s story about walking into a wall.

			“Sir, we can’t find her,” Harry said, gaze flicking to Peri and back to Bill. “There’s no trace, and the camera’s aren’t working. They’re all stuck on a five-minute loop.”

			“A what?” Bill exclaimed. “How?” he added, quickly turning on a heel and stomping away, Harry hunched and apologetic at his elbow. Peri smiled, thinking Bill looked funny when he was pissed. But at least she knew where she was.

			“Jack, what are we doing in Opti Health with Carnac?”

			Jack put an arm over her shoulder and led her out of the closet. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

			“Wine,” she said, seeing the empty bottle in his hand, and then her hand went to her pocket, finding the lump of the accelerator. “Hey, while we’re here, we might as well give Bill the accelerator. Save ourselves a trip in tomorrow.” She squinted at the ceiling and the low-powered lights. “It kind of feels like tomorrow already. What time is it?”

			Jack’s eyes widened as he took the crystal from her. “You have it? Damn, woman. You are amazing. Bill is going to be so pleased. He thought you lost it.”

			“I never lose anything,” she said, curving her shoulder under his arm and tugging him close. “Except my memory.” She could smell the sour reek of metabolized alcohol on his breath. “Did we get drunk?”

			Jack laughed, his voice ringing down the empty halls. “Something like that.”
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			The room was a featureless eight-by-eight, the monotony relieved by a single chair and the door pad softly glowing in the recessed overhead lights. Pulling up from a stretch, Peri stifled a shudder as a feeling of electricity crawled over her skin, pooling where the training suit pinched.

			Concerned, she passed a hand over the spiderweb of white stress lines in the otherwise black leather, frown deepening when her hand turned to pinpricks as the electric field in the fabric phased. Seriously? The slick-suit ran from her neck to the tops of her boots, elevating her slight form to dangerous and sexy, but a wardrobe malfunction would slow her down.

			“Hey! Excuse me?” she called toward the ceiling, her high voice laced with demand. “I’m getting excessive feedback from my slick-suit.”

			A soft chime fell flat in the tiny room as the audio connection opened. “I’m sorry,” a man’s voice said, the hint of sarcasm telling her they knew it. “Possible suit malfunctions are acceptable under the parameters of the exercise. Begin.”

			Again the chime rang. Adrenaline surged with her quick intake of breath. She didn’t see the cameras, but people were watching, comparing every move to an unattainable perfection. Squandering a cocky three seconds, she stretched to show her confidence along with her lithe shape. Challenge one: technological fence, she thought, glancing at the locked door pad.

			In a swift motion, she grasped the back of the wooden chair, flinging it into the wall. It hit with a startling crack of wood, and she knelt before the pieces. Nimble fingers bare of the slick-suit’s gloves sifted through until she found a metal pin. Rising, she padded to the locked door and used it to wedge open the door pad.

			This task is mine, she thought, then walled it off, concentrating on the maze of wires until she found the one she wanted. Hand fisted, she tensed to yank one of the wires free, then hesitated. With her “malfunctioning” suit, she might end up on her ass, blowing out smoke as she tried to remember how to focus. Not worth the risk, she thought, following the wire back to the circuit board and shorting the door with the pin instead. The ceiling chimed her success. Peri saluted the unseen cameras, smug as the door slid open. Eleven seconds.

			Pin set between her fingers to gouge, she dove into the cooler air and into a spacious, spongy-floored room. The ceilings were higher, the light brighter, and at the far end, a closed door beckoned, the light on the lock already a steady green. Beyond it was everything she’d been working for, everything she’d been promised. She just had to get there.

			A faint whisper of air gave her warning. Peri ducked, lashing out with a back kick to send a man pinwheeling into the wall. Shit, he’s huge! she thought as his slick-suit flashed white. But it was fading to black even as she watched. He wasn’t out of it—yet.

			“Nothing personal, right?” she said, her eyes jerking from his holstered weapon to the two men sprinting toward her. Three against one wasn’t fair, but when was life ever?

			They attacked together. Peri dropped, rolling to take out the closest. He fell and she swarmed him, jabbing his throat with her elbow. There was the telltale thump of a pad, but she’d struck hard enough to make him gag. His slick-suit flashed white as she rolled to her feet. One down.

			The second grabbed her, a glass knife shadowed with electronics at her throat. Screaming in defiance, she stabbed his ear with the chair pin. He howled in real pain, and she threw him over her shoulder and into the first man, now recovered.

			Following them both down, she scrambled for his blade, running the glass training knife across both their throats. The glow of the technological blade against their skin flashed, indicating a kill, and their slick-suits turned white. Gasping, they went still, paralyzed. Real blood, looking alien on the training floor, dripped from the one man’s ear.

			Peri straightened, keeping the pin as she turned her back on the men and walked confidently to the distant door. No more lame excuses, she thought, the adrenaline high still spilling through her, though shifting to a more enduring burn of anticipation. She’d been working toward this for months. How many times did she need to prove she was ready?

			With a heavy thunk, the lights went up. At the door, the pad shifted to a locked red.

			Peri jerked to a halt. “Excuse me?” she directed at the ceiling, and the audio connection pinged open.

			“You failed to demonstrate proficiency with projection weapons,” the man said, but she could hear an argument in the background.

			Peri cocked her hip, knowing the time was still running, ruining her perfect score. “You mean a gun?” she asked with disdain. “Handguns are noisy and can be taken away, and then I have to do more damage to fix it.”

			“Your time is still running,” the man said, smug.

			“How can I prove my value if you keep changing the rules?” she muttered, stomping back to the three men, still paralyzed in their white slick-suits. Jaw clenched, she snatched the nearest man’s handgun. “I already killed you,” she said when the man’s eyes widened, and she spun, shooting out the cameras in the corners instead: one, two, three.

			“Reed!” the man shouted as his screens undoubtedly went black.

			Peri dropped the weapon and waited, shaking the pinpricks from her fingertips. The audio channel was still open, and a smile quirked her lips as she caught some argued phrases, “best we have” and “it’s that shitty attitude of hers that makes her perfect.”

			Glancing at her watch, Peri shifted her weight. “So am I going, or do you want me to try it again with feeling? I have stuff to do today.”

			There was silence, and then a younger voice took the mic. “You will report to medical tomorrow at nine. Congratulations, Agent Reed. It’s yours.”

			Her breath caught, the quick intake lighting a fire all the way to her groin, and then she steadied herself. “Friday,” she countered, ignoring the men behind her, groaning as their slick-suits returned to a black neutrality. “I want to say good-bye to my mother.”

			Again the silence, and Peri’s good mood tarnished as she caught a whispered “might not remember her when she gets back.”

			“Friday,” the young voice finally said, and Peri’s jaw clenched at the pity in it. Her mother didn’t deserve anyone’s pity, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to say good-bye.

			The lock shifted green, a solid thump echoing as the door opened onto an empty white hallway. Her thoughts already on a shower and what was in her closet that her mother might actually approve of, Peri paced forward into the light.
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			FIVE YEARS LATER

			Peri Reed reclined in the plush leather chair across from the CEO’s desk, her feet up on the coffee table, enjoying the adrenaline pooling as she waited in the dark for Jack to find what they had come for. His mood was bad, but that wasn’t her fault. Bored, she helped herself to a foil-wrapped, imported chocolate from a nearby dish.

			“Really, Peri?” Jack said at her mmm of appreciation.

			“So hurry up.” Licking her lips, she deftly folded the foil into a tiny hat, which she set jauntily on the statue of the naked woman holding the dish. “This guy knows his chocolate.”

			“I prepped for glass. Wave technology isn’t even on the shelves yet,” Jack complained, his tan face pale and distorted through the holographic monitor. The touch-screen projection hazed Jack’s athletic shape and black Gucci suit, and Peri wondered whose ass the CEO of Global Genetics was kissing to get the new holographic touch-screen technology.

			“My good heels are in the car. Waiting. Like me,” she prompted, and he hunched, his jabbing fingers opening and closing files faster than a texting fourteen-year-old.

			Impatient, Peri stood and ran a quick hand through her short black hair. Her mother would hate its length, insisting that a woman of quality kept long hair until she was forty, and only then allowed it to be cut shorter. Moving to the window, Peri smiled at her manicure in perverse satisfaction. Her mother would hate the color as well—which might be why Peri loved the vibrant maroon.

			Shaking her hem down to cover her low-heeled boots, she exhaled her tension and focused on the hazy night. The black Diane von Furstenberg silk jumpsuit wasn’t her favorite, even if it had been tailored to fit her precisely and was lined with silk to feel like ice against her skin when she moved. But add the pearls currently in the car with her heels, and it would get second and third glances at the upscale pool hall she’d picked out as a spot where she and Jack could decompress.

			If we ever get out of here, she thought, sighing dramatically to make Jack’s ears redden.

			The projected monitor was the only spot of light in the office suite with its heavy furniture and pictures of past CEOs. Surrounding buildings were lit by security lights dimmed to save power. Low clouds threw back the midnight haze of Charlotte, North Carolina. This high up, the stink of money had washed away the stink of the streets. The corruption, Peri thought, stretching to run a finger over the lintel to intentionally leave a fingerprint, is harder to hide.

			“One of these days, that’s going to bite you on the ass,” Jack said as she dropped back to her heels. Her print would come up as classified, but it would also tell Opti that they’d been successful—or at least that they’d come and gone. Success was beginning to look questionable. Five minutes in, and Jack was still searching for the encrypted master file of Global Genetics’ latest engineered virus, the hidden one that made it race-specific.

			The faint clunk and hum of the elevator iced through her. Her head tilted to the cracked door, and she shocked herself with the sweet candy still on her lips. She never would’ve heard it had the floor been busy, but in the silence of a quasi-legal, government-sanctioned break-in . . .

			“Don’t leave my sight,” Jack demanded as he hooked the rolling chair with his foot and pulled the leather throne toward him to sit. His fingers hesitated, jabbed the holomonitor, then waved the entire field to the trash. His brow was furrowed, and the glow of the projection made his face appear gaunt and his blue eyes almost black. Feeling sassy, Peri sashayed to the door, liking being paid to do what anyone else would be jailed for. Jack looked too sexy to be good at the computer stuff, but in all fairness, he was as proficient as she in evasion and offense. Which is why we’ve survived this long, she thought as she slipped the flexible, palm-size wafer of glass out of her pocket and powered it up. Her Opti-augmented phone was glass technology, and up until seeing the CEO’s wave, she’d thought it was the best out there. Hitting the app that tied into the building’s security, she brought up the motion sensors.

			The screen lit with a harsh glow. Dimming it, she crouched to peer into the secretary’s office. One wall of the outer office was open to allow for a view of the common office area beyond. Intel said the night guard was cursory, but intel had been wrong a lot lately.

			The app finished its scan and vibrated for her attention. No movement, she thought as she looked at the blank screen, not trusting it. “I can’t do my job from here,” she whispered, tensing when the elevator hummed to a halt and a beam of light lit the ceiling. Keys jingled. The translucent screen in her palm lit up with a bright dot. Shit.

			“I can’t do mine if you leave my sight,” Jack said. “Stay put, Peri. I mean it.”

			Arcs of harsh light played over the ceiling—closer, coming closer. Adrenaline coursed through Peri once more, and the soles of her feet began to ache. “Catch,” she said, rolling the phone into a tube and tossing it at him. He scrambled for it, his silhouette tight with anger against the city lights.

			“Let me know if we get more than one,” she said as she yanked on her pendant, jerking the tiny felt marker from its cap. “Otherwise, keep working.”

			“Don’t go out there without me,” he said, his sudden alarm at the click of the pen uncapping jerking through her.

			“Just find the files. I’ll be right back.” J IN OFFICE she wrote on her palm, avoiding him as she blew it dry, recapped the pen, and tucked it behind her top.

			“Peri . . .”

			“I wrote a note,” she said, nervous at his angst, and she slipped out, easing the door nearly closed behind her. Dropping to the flat carpet, she wiggled across the receptionist’s office and peered around the end of the desk, propping herself up on the flats of her arms to wait for a visual on the guard. Jack was right to be concerned. He had to witness a draft to anchor her. But to fail meant the deadly virus might reach an already decimated Asia.

			That’s why they were here, to find and remove the files concerning the virus before a second wave of death washed through what had once been nearly two-thirds of the world’s population. Opti had commissioned the first wave three years ago, when Asia’s political hierarchy thumbed their noses at the new CO2 levels set by the United Nations and therefore threatened the entire world with continued rising global temperatures. But this second wave of tactical bioengineered population reduction was illegal, funded by the Billion by Thirty club with the sole intent of broadening their financial interests in Europe. Peri thought it amusing that she and Jack had helped almost half of its members gain their admission.

			The light on the ceiling became focused. Warning prickled her skin as the jingling keys grew louder and a uniformed man came around the desks. Peri’s brow furrowed.

			It wasn’t the guard that Bill, their handler, had told them would be here. This man was younger and thinner, and wasn’t singing along with his phone. As Peri watched, he tucked his flashlight under his arm and used a card reader to go into one of the private offices ringing the floor. Lips pressed, she waited until the guard came out with a square bottle of something sloshy.

			Damn. He was a lifter: familiar with every office and comfortable with treating the building as his personal, no-card-required shopping mall. The best case would have him on the alert for anything out of the ordinary as he strove not to get caught. The worst case would have him in the CEO’s office sampling the chocolate.

			Breath held, Peri crept back to Jack. He looked up from her phone as she eased the door shut, frowning when the lock clicked on and a red light from the door pad glowed in the dark. “Don’t leave my sight!” he whispered, yelling at her in a soft hush.

			“We got a lifter,” she said, and Jack’s fingers hesitated.

			“He coming in here?”

			“Give me a second, I’ll go ask him.”

			Mood sour, he returned his attention to the crystalline projection. Peri padded over for her phone, breathing in the light scent of his sweat as she tucked it away. Her mind drifted to the sensation of his touch on her skin as his quick fingers searched folders and files. “Maybe the files have a biometric lock?” she suggested.

			“No. I simply think it’s not here. We might need to hit the labs downstairs,” Jack grumbled, doing a double take when he realized her lips were inches from his ear. “Peri, back up. I can’t work when you’re that close.”

			“The labs? Good God. I hope not.” Peri leaned to put her arms across his shoulders. Her bag—filled with all sorts of interesting things that needed an artist’s touch to get past TSA—rested on the desk, and she wondered if she should get something out of it, but everything was noisy. “Why don’t you shut it down. He’s just shopping, and we’ve got all night.”

			“It’s not here,” he muttered, and she pushed off his shoulders and went to listen at the door. Hearing a sliding clatter, she roughly gestured for Jack to cut the light. Grim, Jack stood, fingers still flicking files about the screen. “I thought wave technology had a sleep corner,” he whispered.

			Peri tensed. Footsteps. Coming closer. “Shut it off. Now!”

			Jack’s face was creased in the dim glow. “I’m trying.”

			The guard was in the secretary’s outer office, and she settled into a balanced readiness beside the door. He was coming through it—she knew by the prickling of her thumb and the itch in her feet. “Damn it, Jack. I haven’t drafted in six months. Don’t make me do it now.”

			“Got it!” he whispered, fingers waving across the monitor as he found the off switch.

			“Got it” wasn’t good enough, and with a tiny beep from the locking pad, the door clicked open and the security guard came in, flashlight searching.

			He was a cool customer, she’d give him that. Silent, he took in Jack, standing behind the desk like a guilty teen found looking at his dad’s porn. Expression twisting, the man dropped the bottle and reached for the pistol on his belt.

			Peri moved as the bottle clunked on the carpet. The man yelped, shocked when her crescent kick slammed out of the dark and into his wrist, knocking his handgun into the secretary’s office. Hand to his middle, the security guard dropped back. His shock turned to anger when he saw Peri’s slim figure cloaked in chic black. True, it looked suspicious, her in the dark and in an upper office where she had no right to be, but add some jewelry and Louboutins, and she was ready for a five-star restaurant. “You’re nothing but a little bitty girl,” he said, reaching for her.

			“I prefer the term fun-size.”

			Grinning, Peri let him grab her, spinning around and levering him up and over her shoulder. He’d either go where she sent him or he’d dislocate his arm. He went, hitting the carpet with a muffled thump.

			“Ahhhhoow!” the guard groaned as he pulled the unbroken whiskey bottle out from under him. The flashlight rolled, sending shiny glints across the black panes of glass.

			Jack frantically worked at the computer, his head low and blond hair hiding his eyes.

			Enjoying the chance to take the big man down, Peri gathered herself to fall on him. Eyes wide, the guard jerked away, and she changed her motion into a heel jab that never landed, then fell into a ready stance between him and the handgun. We have to get out of here, like now.

			The guard spun upright, fumbling for the radio on his belt. “Put a wiggle in it, Jack!” she exclaimed, lashing out with a crescent kick, a front kick, then a low strike to his knee as she drove the guard back—­anything to keep him from his radio. She loved the adrenaline, the excitement, the knowledge that she had what it took to beat the odds and walk away without reprisal.

			The man shook it off, and she lashed at his ear, lurching when she hit his jaw instead. A solid thump on her right shoulder sent her reeling. Peri stumbled, feeling the coming bruise. Anger fueled her smile. He was good and liked to cause pain. If he landed a clean strike, she’d be out—but beating those odds would only make her win more satisfying.

			“Quit playing with him!” Jack shouted.

			“I need to burn off some calories if I want cake tonight,” she said as the guard felt his lip, thoughts shifting behind his eyes when his fingers came away shiny with blood. Suddenly he ran for the door and his handgun.

			“We’re having pie, not cake, and stay where I can see you,” Jack called.

			She jumped the guard, snagging a foot before he reached the door. He went down, dragging her across the carpet. Chin burning and eyes shut, she let go when he kicked. Peri jerked away, gasping when the guard turned, looming over her with his fist pulled back.

			“No!” Jack shouted as the guard struck her full in the face and her head snapped backward. Dazed, Peri wavered where she sat.

			“Don’t move! Or I fucking shoot her!” the guard shouted.

			She couldn’t see straight. The gun pointed at her held no meaning as she tried to figure out what had happened. Dizzy, she felt her face, jerking when the pain exploded under her fingers. But it focused her, and she looked at Jack behind the desk. Eyes meeting, they silently weighed their options. Jack had a handgun and she had a blade in her boot. They’d never needed extraction from local authorities in their entire three years together. She wasn’t planning on starting now, and certainly not getting fingered by a dirty rent-a-cop.

			“You at the desk!” the guard barked, and Peri’s gaze on his handgun narrowed as she estimated the distance. “Come here where I can see you,” he said, one hand fumbling behind his back for his cuffs. “Hands up. You make a move to lower them, and I shoot her.”

			Hands in the air, Jack edged out from behind the desk. He coughed, and the barrel of the guard’s gun shifted to track him.

			“Bravo!” a clear, masculine voice exclaimed from the doorway.

			The guard turned, shocked. Peri lashed out in a spinning kick. Impact against the guard’s hand vibrated through her even as she followed through and rose into a crouch and from there to a stand, the flat of her still-swinging foot slamming into the guard’s head.

			Spittle and blood sprayed and the guard crashed into the coffee table. His handgun fell, and she kicked it to the far windows. Jack went for the man in the doorway. Knowing he had her back, Peri followed the guard down, fist clenched to hit him somewhere painful.

			But the guard was out, his face bloody and his eyes closed. Resisting the urge to hit him anyway, she looked up as Jack shoved an older man in a suit into the office at gunpoint.

			“Impressive,” the man said, nodding to the guard. “Is he dead?”

			“No.” Peri stood. What the hell? she thought, unable to read Jack’s tight expression. This couldn’t be a test. They’d already had their yearly “surprise” evaluation job.

			“Good. Keep it that way,” the man said as if he was in control, regardless of having no weapon, if Jack’s hasty but thorough pat-down was any indication. “I’ve been meaning to take him off the payroll, but I’d prefer unemployment over a death benefit to his wife.”

			This isn’t how we do things, Peri thought as Jack shoved the man into one of the cushy chairs, where he fixed his tie, affronted. Peri looked from the slightly overweight man to his photograph on the desk, posing with a stiff-looking woman in too much makeup. This was his office. Bloody toothpicks, Bill will have a cow if I off a CEO.

			“I have what you came for,” the manicured, graying man said, his soft fingers reaching behind his coat to an inner pocket.

			Peri lunged. Her knee landed between his legs and he gasped at the near miss. One hand forced his head back; the other pinned his reaching hand to the arm of the chair. “Don’t move,” she whispered, and irritation replaced his shocked pain.

			He wiggled, wincing when she shifted her knee a little tighter. “If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t be here myself,” the man said, his voice strained but angry. “Get off me.”

			“Nah-uh,” she said, fingers digging into his neck in warning, then louder, “Jack?”

			Jack eased close, the scent of his aftershave familiar as he reached behind the man’s coat to slip free an envelope. It had Jack’s name on it, and Peri went cold. He knew we’d be here?

			“Get off,” the older man said again, and this time, Peri eased back in uncertainty.

			Jack passed his handgun to her, and she retreated to where she could see both the CEO and the downed guard. The crackle of the envelope was loud, and the older man readjusted himself, giving Peri a dark look. “What is it?” she asked, and Jack unfolded the paper inside and shook a pinky-nail-size memory chip into his hand. “Is it the files?”

			Her attention shifted to the CEO when he palpated his privates as if estimating the damage. “No. I printed out the highlights to justify my request. You tell Bill that what I found warrants more than a paltry three percent,” he said, shaking his arms to fix the fall of his coat. “Three percent. I just saved his ass and he thinks I’m going to take three percent?”

			“Jack?” Peri whispered, disliking her uncertainty. He knows Bill? What’s going on?

			Face white, Jack angled the printed page to the faint light coming in the window. Fingers fumbling, he tipped the chip onto his glass phone. It lit up as the data downloaded, and Jack compared the two, going even more pale as he verified it.

			The man leaned toward the side table, his gaze lingering on the foil hat before he took a chocolate from the dish. “You’re very good, missy. Watching you . . . I’d believe you myself.” He smiled, white teeth gleaming in the ambient light.

			Jack looked more angry than confused. Peri’s gut knotted. The CEO knew Bill. Was he proposing a deal?

			“You made a mistake.” Jack folded the paper around the chip and tucked it away with his phone.

			The man snorted and put an ankle on a raised knee. “The only mistake is Bill thinking he can get something for nothing. He can do better. I only want a fair price for what I have.”

			Shit, Peri thought, her alarm mutating to anger. He was trying to buy them. They were Opti agents. Drafters and anchors had to be trustworthy to a fault or the government that trained them would literally kill them. Drafting time was too powerful a skill to hire out to the highest bidder, especially now.

			Fear settled in her like old winter ice, cracked and pitted, as Jack cocked his head at the angle he always had when he was thinking hard, and a weird light was in his eye.

			“Jack?” she said with sudden mistrust. “What’s that list?”

			His expression cleared. “Lies,” he said blandly. “All lies.”

			The CEO bit into a chocolate. “The truth is far more damning than anything I could invent. It’s a list, lovely woman, of corrupt Opti agents,” he said as he chewed. “Your name is on it.”
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			Peri’s finger tightened on the handgun, and she forced her finger away from the trigger. Shock filled her, doubt and anger close behind. “Liar!” she cried, jumping at him.

			“Don’t!” Jack shouted, and she landed on the man, pinning him to the chair and wedging the muzzle of the gun under his chin.

			“You made that list up!” she exclaimed, and the man’s head jerked as she shoved the gun harder against him. “Tell him! Tell him!”

			“Peri, get off!” Jack demanded, and Peri gasped at the echoing blast of a gun fired in close quarters. Pain was a stake of iron pounded into her chest, and she looked at the man under her, his eyes fixed on hers and his face unblemished. She hadn’t shot him.

			Peri took a breath, agony stabbing her again. Oh shit, she thought, and then she fell back as Jack pulled her to the carpet. The guard she’d downed had shot her. Damn it, she was dying, the bullet still in her as she choked, bloody froth gathering at her lips as pain made it hard to breathe.

			“What the hell are you doing!” Jack shouted at the CEO, Peri’s head cradled in his lap.

			The CEO stood, and she could do nothing, pinned by a thousand-pound weight. Oh God, it hurts. But Jack was here. She’d be okay if she could hold it together long enough . . . to draft.

			“She’s on that list,” the man said, pointing down at her like God’s avenging angel. “She can’t walk out of here knowing she’s been marked. I’m doing you a favor. Bill owes me. He owes me big.”

			“You cretin,” Jack snarled up at him. “She won’t remember any of this in about thirty seconds. You think we don’t know her past? Who she is? That doesn’t mean she’s not useful! She’s a goddamned drafter! You know how much she’s worth? How rare she is?”

			What . . . what is he saying? He thought she was . . . corrupt? Selling her skills to the highest bidder? Oh God. Her name was on the list?

			And then the pain grew too much. Adrenaline pooled, tripping her over the edge and jumping her brain into synaptic hyperactivity. She was going to draft. She couldn’t stop it—and it would save her life. Again.

			Eyes widening, she felt the tingle of sparkles gather at the edges of her sight, flooding her as she breathed them in, swirling through her mind until she breathed them out—and with a soft hush of gathered energy, she jumped into the blue haze of hindsight.

			Peri’s vision flashed blue and settled as her mind fell into knowing. Her breath came in without pain, and she knew it for the blessing it was. She was drafting, and she stood before the CEO, watching as he reached for a chocolate. Fear made her aim shake. Her name was on Jack’s list? But how? She knew who she was, and she wasn’t a dirty agent.

			Peri looked at Jack, his expression tight. He was frustrated and angry, but at the CEO, not her. As an anchor, he knew they were rewriting the last thirty seconds, unlike everyone else, who would never even notice the small blip apart from perhaps a faint sense of déjà vu. Until time meshed, she’d remember everything. Afterward, she’d remember nothing until Jack returned the final timeline to her—and now, she had a doubt.

			“Jack?” she whispered, terrified of what her gut was telling her. He was angry, not shocked—as if he’d already known. But how could she be something she knew she wasn’t?

			Jack turned away, and her fear redoubled.

			“The truth is far more damning than anything I could invent,” the older man said as he bit into a chocolate, oblivious to the new timeline forming. “It’s a list, lovely woman, of corrupt Opti agents. Your name is on it.”

			She was not corrupt. A fire lit in her. Screaming in anger, she pivoted to the guard crawling slowly toward the windows and his forgotten handgun.

			“Peri, wait!” Jack lunged to knock the gun spinning from her.

			Panicking, the guard scrambled for his weapon. Peri shoved Jack out of her way. The guard scooped up the Glock, and she kicked him into the window. Snarling, he brought his gun down on her and she snapped a front kick to his wrists. The gun went flying.

			Face ugly, the guard grabbed her around the neck and slammed her to the floor. Peri’s eyes bulged as she tried to breathe. One hand clawed at his grip, the other reached for the knife in her boot. Stars spotted her vision as she jammed it into him, angling it up under the ribs. If she died in a rewrite, she’d be dead. It was him or her.

			Gagging on his own blood, the guard rolled away, hands clenched to his chest.

			Free, Peri sat up, hands on her neck as she rasped for air. The strong scent of whiskey wafted from the guard. She coughed, bile-tainted chocolate blooming bitter at the back of her throat.

			“How am I supposed to explain this!” the CEO shouted, standing over the guard, who spilled bubbly blood from his mouth as he panicked and began to choke.

			Jack stomped back to the desk and scooped up Peri’s short-job bag. “Haven’t you ever heard of the chain of command? We know who she is. We always have. You really fucked this up.”

			“Me?” the man exclaimed, voice rising. “I’m not the one who killed him.”

			“I don’t kill anyone who doesn’t kill me first,” Peri wheezed. Beside her, the guard gurgled, not quite suffocated in his own blood yet—but close.

			The CEO spun to stare at her. “What?”

			“Get out,” Jack said, and Peri jerked away when he reached to help her stand. “Go hide under your secretary’s desk. I don’t want to have to explain you when she snaps out of it.”

			“Snaps out of what?” The CEO’s eyes widened. “Then it’s true? She can change the past? Are we in a draft? Right now? But it feels real.”

			“That’s because it is.” Pissed, Jack picked up the gun—the one that had killed her. “It’s the first draft that’s false—or will be, rather, after she finishes writing this one.”

			“You know who she is and you still trust her?” The man hunched over with his hands on his knees as he peered at her. She hated his wonder, his amazement—but if he knew about drafters, he was dead.

			“With my life.” Jack checked the pistol and snapped the cylinder closed. “In about ten seconds, she’s not going to remember anything but what I tell her. Now, will you go hide? I don’t want to have to explain you.”

			Peri sat on the floor, her fingers clenched in the flat carpet as she shook. She’d thought she was capable. She’d thought she was strong. But she was vulnerable. People were the sum of their memories, and apparently hers were whatever Jack told her. They hadn’t come here to find the virus files. They were here to secure a list of corrupt Opti agents—and Jack didn’t have a problem that her name was on it. Maybe she was corrupt. How long? How long had this been going on?

			“Who else has the list?” Jack said, glancing at his watch.

			“No one. I assumed Bill would be . . . reasonable,” the CEO said, voice faltering, and Peri’s eyes flicked up with knowledge of what was going to happen. He knew about drafters, and that was unacceptable. Jack would contain the information—whatever the cost.

			The CEO’s eyes widened as Jack aimed the guard’s pistol at him. Peri watched, numb, as the older man lurched for the door, almost making it. The sound of the gun firing jerked through her. She gasped, the burst of air clearing her thoughts and sending her hand to her middle. Legs askew, she leaned against the desk as her lungs ached. She’d been shot in the original timeline, but that’s not why her chest hurt. They thought she was corrupt? She’d given Opti everything!

			Jack vanished into the outer office. She could hear him dragging the suited man away, and still she sat. “Stupid deserves to die,” Jack said in anger, and then he was back, avoiding her eyes in the dim light as he wiped her print from the top of the lintel. The gun was next, set carefully in the guard’s outstretched hand after he wiped it clean.

			She looked up as Jack extended a hand for her to rise. Scared, she recoiled. She’d know if she was a dirty agent—wouldn’t she? “Jack,” she whispered, wanting to believe there was another explanation. “I’m not corrupt. He’s lying.”

			Jack dropped to kneel beside her, his arms enfolding her like a warm promise. “Of course you aren’t, babe. That’s why I killed him. You’re safe. No one will know. I can fix this.”

			Shocked, she stared into his eyes as she felt time overlap and begin to mesh. For an instant she saw herself on the floor as she choked to death in the original timeline. The guard was standing, and the man in the suit watched it all as Jack held her head in his lap.

			“This is very bad for my asthma,” both she and her shadow-self whispered, one dying of confusion, the other just dying confused.

			And then time mended and everything flashed the most beautiful red, scrubbing it away.

			Peri pushed back, her heart pounding as her shoulder thudded against the leg of a desk. Jack was kneeling before her, and she looked at a door and the green light blinking on the locking panel. She was on the floor of a midnight-dark corner office. Her chin hurt, but the rest of her face was in agony. A bloody knife lay beside her, and a man in a security uniform twitched not three feet away, his life’s blood soaking the carpet.

			“It’s okay, Peri,” Jack soothed, and she scrambled to her feet before the blood could reach her, slowing when she realized everything hurt. “It’s done.”

			I drafted, she thought, looking at her palm to see J IN OFFICE. She’d left him? Heart beating fast, she picked up her sticky knife, conscious of Jack’s sudden wariness. She’d left him but she’d made it back, obviously, and he would return her memory of the night’s events.

			A security guard was dead. Her knife thrust had killed him—she recognized the entry wound as one she knew. A handheld radio hissed, and a Glock lay in the guard’s grip. She smelled gunpowder. They were in a high-rise, the thirtieth floor at least. It was night. They were on task. She’d drafted to rub out a mistake, and in doing so, had forgotten everything. Charlotte? she wondered, spotting the crown building out the window.

			“Did I die again?” she whispered.

			“Pretty close. We gotta go,” he said, and she winced when he touched her elbow. Her short-job bag was under his arm and she took it, feeling unreal.

			“Did we get what we came for? How long did I draft?” Peri asked, numb as she looked at the dead man. She only killed someone when they killed her first. Damn it all to hell, she hated it when she drafted.

			“Not long, and it’s in my phone.” Eyes pinched, Jack stuck his head out the door and looked around. The office beyond was quiet. “What do you remember?”

			Less than I like. “Wait.” Peri knelt beside the dead guard, cutting a button from his uniform with the knife still bloody from his own death. It wasn’t a trophy, but re-­creating a memory would be easier with a talisman to focus it on: blood, the feel of the sticky blade, the scent of gunpowder, and the taste of . . . chocolate?

			“You made a reservation, right?” Jack asked, looking awkward in his concern. “Did you write it down? I don’t know why you insist on keeping our post-task date a secret.”

			“Because it’s fun to watch you squirm,” she said softly, still trying to find herself. He was overly anxious, wanting to move and keep moving, but as she glanced at the dead man, she didn’t wonder why. Pulse slow, she felt the new aches settle in, clueless as she looked out the huge windows at the dark city. “What day is it?” she said, and heartache marred Jack’s handsome face as he realized how deep the damage was.

			“We’ll check your phone. I bet you wrote it down,” Jack said, avoiding her question as he took her elbow and carefully helped her through the secretary’s office and into a maze of low-partitioned cubicles. “Do you remember where the elevators are? I have a lousy sense of direction.”

			“I don’t remember the friggin’ task, Jack. What day is it!” she snapped, and he stopped.

			Facing her, he gently turned her right hand up to show her a watch. She didn’t wear a watch. Ever. “February the seventh. I’m sorry, Peri. It was a bad one.”

			Peri stared at the watch. It looked like something Jack might have given her—all black and chrome, having more functions than a PTA mom with twins, but she didn’t remember it. “February?” The last she knew, it was late December. “I lost six weeks! How long did I draft?”

			Emotion flashed over Jack, relief and then distress. “Thirty seconds?” he said, putting a hand on the small of her back and getting her moving again. “But you created a massive potential displacement. You were going to die. The guard? He was the one who did it.”

			And now she was alive instead of him. That was a lot of change to absorb. She was lucky she’d lost only six weeks in those thirty seconds. She’d once drafted forty-five seconds, but the changes made had been so small that she’d lost only the time her draft had created. Conversely, a tiny mishap after her final drafting exam at Opti had resulted in forgetting her entire last year at Opti’s academy. There were rules, but so much impacted them that estimating time lost from time rewritten was chancy at best.

			“The car is outside,” Jack said as he led her through the dark to the elevators. Jack walked just a shade faster than she, falling into a well-practiced role of filling in the gaps in a way that wouldn’t make her feel stupid. If she didn’t move too fast, she could at least look as if she knew where they were going. There was an art to it, and they’d both had time to refine it. “We fixed the camera on the south elevator, right?” he asked as he hit the down button.

			His nervous chatter was starting to get to her, but it was because he was worried, so she bit back her sharp retort, not wanting to make Jack feel any worse. Her body ached from a beating she didn’t remember getting, and her face felt as if it was on fire. Dancing was out, but they could still play some pool, relax before they turned to the task of rebuilding her memory. It was a tradition that stretched back almost to their first meeting.

			They stepped into the elevator together, and she jerked when Jack was suddenly there, his arms around her and his lips beside her ear. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t your anchor. Seeing you get beaten up is hard enough, but being the only one to remember it is misery.”

			He pulled back, and they shared a weak smile. Peri steeled herself against the wave of emotion that washed over her. She could cry later. But she wouldn’t. Holding the world together while a new timeline formed was her job. Witnessing and rebuilding her memory was his job—and had been for the last three years.

			She took a slow breath as the elevator halted with a cheerful ding. She would have written down their reservation. The night was not entirely ruined, and she would appreciate a good wine and the release that flirting with Jack would bring. “What were we getting, anyway?”

			Immediately Jack relaxed. “Remember that virus that Opti used to reinforce the United Nations’ pollution limits three years ago? It had an ugly stepsister,” he said. “I’m sorry, Peri. At least you didn’t lose the summer.”

			A faint smile eased her worry, and she twined her fingers in his as they got out of the elevator. No, she hadn’t lost the summer, but if she had, she knew that she could’ve fallen in love with him all over again.
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