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Chapter 1


Home


(Mason)


 


 


 


How is it possible that the fate of an
entire world is in my hands? I just agreed to leave what is supposed to be my
home and return to Earth, where I will be hunted by every Sentinel on the
planet. I look over at Olivia and my chest tightens. It’s not just me going
back. She’s coming too, willingly walking into the kind of danger that has
nearly claimed her life three times already. 


I stare out at the crowd of Aerlings, all
of whom are staring back at Olivia and me. Fear and anticipation bleed out of
them. Their world is collapsing. They believe I can fix it. 


Can I? 


Cedrick, the leader of the Aerlings, steps
forward and says, “Mason, I know this is a lot to take in, but there isn’t much
time. You and Olivia need to prepare to leave right away. We must hurry.” 


He starts trying to bustle us off
somewhere, but I yank my arm away roughly. “Wait…” I shake my head, dislodging
sticky thoughts and fear alike. “You said the bridge between the worlds wasn’t
going to collapse immediately.” 


“No, but we have no way of knowing how
long it will take you to reach the Mother and repair the damage to the bridge.”
Cedrick’s anxiety is evident in every harried movement, but I’m not leaving
without a few answers. 


Squaring up my shoulders, I’m surprised
when my power jumps immediately to my aide. I’m not the only one who notices
the sudden influx of air gathering around me, as if I’m readying myself for a
fight. The Aerlings surrounding us stare wide-eyed, some even taking a step
back. Olivia turns to look over at me, but she doesn’t seem scared, only
curious. 


I’m not entirely sure what to make of
this, so I try to ignore it for the time being. Answers first. Turning to
Cedrick, I say, “Before we leave, we need to know what we’re walking into. I
need a few answers before we go diving headfirst into a fight I have no idea
whether or not I can win.” 


“Mason, don’t you understand what you
are?” Cedrick asks. 


I stare at him, not sure what he’s talking
about. “An Aerling, uh…god?” When Cedrick’s eyebrows furrow in confusion, I
stumble over my next response. “That’s, uh, what the Caretakers called me,
anyway. They made up their own classes, so maybe…” My eyes dart around the
troubled eyes staring at me. “Were they wrong?” 


Cedrick shakes his head. “They have
forgotten so much,” he says, frustration and sadness tainting his words. He
looks back with a serious expression that worries me. “While you do hold
tremendous power, you are not a god. You are a Warden. Your purpose is to
protect our world from the Sentinels. You are one of the few able to kill them.
We have not seen a true Warden in centuries. Your birth was a beacon of hope to
every Aerling here that the war with the Sentinels would soon come to an end.” 


“Wait, what?” Olivia interrupts. “You all
expect Mason to take down the entire Sentinel army? By himself?” She turns,
taking in all the eager faces watching us. “Are you all crazy?” 


If any of them are offended, they
certainly don’t show it. Cedrick places a calming hand on Olivia’s shoulder.
“Mason doesn’t need to defeat every Sentinel. He only has to defeat their
creator, Tū. If he is defeated, the Sentinels will lose their power over
us.” 


“Tū,” I say, “as in Tūmatauenga
in the Māori myths?” 


Cedrick nods eagerly. “Yes, he must be
defeated. He holds the Mother on Earth and prevents her from rejoining the
Father.” 


“Whoa, hold up,” Olivia says. “How much of
the Māori story is actually true?” 


A woman steps up beside Cedrick, then, and
looks at Olivia kindly. Her wrinkled hands are clutched in front of her, but
she carries herself gracefully despite her age. “It is such a beautiful tale,
the Māori creation story. During my time on Earth, it was always my
favorite.” 


She smiles warmly, but Olivia and I look
at each other, wondering if she actually has something to say that will help
us, or if this is like talking to Robin’s grandmother. 


“My name is Alba. I serve as a historian
for the Aerlings.” She takes each of our hands briefly before continuing. “The
Māori story captured the basis of our history well. The Mother and Father
of the Aerlings are the gods of our world. Their first children were gifted
with special talents to aid in caring for our world, but some wished to extend
their dominion over the human world as well. Tū and Tāwhiri fought
against each other, but Tāwhiri could not conquer his brother. The most he
could do was banish him to Earth, but not before Tū captured the Mother
and caught her up in the banishment as well. By the time Tāwhiri realized
what had happened, it was too late to save the Mother.” 


Trying to process everything proves
challenging. I shake my head in confusion. “But, I thought you said we had to
go to the Mother to fix the barrier. How can she fix it if she’s been banished
as well?” 


“She can fix it,” Cedrick says, “because
she is the one who created it.” 


Seeing both Olivia’s and my confusion,
Alba says, “The Mother had begun constructing the barrier before she was taken.
After her abduction, the power sealed the worlds and prevented her rescue.” 


“I’m sorry,” Olivia says. “I’m completely
lost. If Tāwhiri couldn’t go back and get her, does that mean you’re all
stuck here, too? How do the Aerling infants go down to Earth, then, and why?” 


Before anyone can begin to answer Olivia’s
questions, a burst of movement stirs in the back of crowd. Olivia grips my hand
in fear. I’m on the verge of running as well, but I quickly notice that none of
the other Aerlings seem worried. In fact, the anxiety they’ve been shrinking
under since Robin’s appearance begins to mellow into excitement. The crowd
parts. Standing in the suddenly empty pathway is a man and a woman. My parents.



I stand, shocked…too taken aback to even
react. It’s not that I have my father’s eyes or my mother’s hair. It’s not the
joy lighting up their features at the sight of me. It’s the unfamiliar feeling
of belonging, of coming home, which wraps itself around me, pulling me forward
a step, then two. The second I move, my mother rushes forward. Her arms crush
me against her and my father presses us both to his chest as he weeps. 


“Mason,” my mother cries, “we’ve missed
you so much. We were so frightened, so terrified that we would never see you
again. I’m so glad you’re home.” 


Her words wash over me, thick and
welcoming. Home. I have only ever associated that word with one place. Olivia’s
house. No, with Olivia herself. She has always been the one person I truly
belonged with. That is still true, but my mother’s words sink into my soul and
I know that they are my home as well. I don’t remember the day they sent
me to Earth. I don’t remember if they cried or told me they loved me. I don’t
remember them at all, but I remember belonging to them. I remember their power
cradling me, filling me with their love. 


I look up at them slowly. Their faces are
foreign to me, but I know them all the same. “Mom, Dad,” I say, testing the
words on my tongue. 


Both sets of eyes fill with tears and they
fall on me with hugs again. It is a long moment before we are able to pull
back. When we do, there is a hint of fear in their eyes. At first, I suspect
they must already know about Robin and that I must leave them again, but then I
recognize the look as the same one I saw on Olivia’s parents’ faces when we
left this morning. 


“Molly’s safe,” I tell them. “She’s with
Olivia’s family and she has a whole contingent of Caretaker Officers guarding
her night and day. 


“What?” my father asks. His deep, rough
voice is oddly comforting, even when filled with fear and confusion. “You found
your sister? How?” 


“By chance, really.” 


My mother smiles, though her fear is still
very present. “That is a blessing we couldn’t have dreamed to see. Thank you
for protecting her, Mason. We knew you would if given the chance.” 


I don’t want to be parted from them, but
Olivia hovering just off to our side demands my attention. After extricating
myself from my parents’ grip, I reach out for her. She hesitates only a moment
before walking over and standing next to me. She glances between my parents and
me looking uncertain, but at the same time, filled with happiness for me. 


“Mom and Dad, this is Olivia.” 


My mother is the first to embrace Olivia.
She beams at her when she pulls back, too excited to even say anything. It’s my
father who all but yanks Olivia out of my mother’s grip and into his arms.
Olivia laughs as he crushes her against him. His own laugh rumbles deep in his
chest. “Olivia, you are forever welcome in our family. You have saved our son
and we can never repay such a debt.” 


When Olivia is finally released, she steps
back nervously. “I haven’t saved him just yet, I’m afraid. We have to go back
very soon to repair the barrier.” 


Both of my parents’ faces crumple in
sadness, but they seem to know this was coming. They nod slowly, trying to hold
off their fear. “But you will be with him,” my mother says. “You will protect
each other, fulfill your mission, and return to us safely.” She nods, as if
trying very hard to convince herself of this. 


My father looks down at Olivia with a look
of concern. “You will stay with Mason until the end, won’t you?” His shoulders
bunch nervously. “Most Escorts choose to remain with us, but they don’t have
to. None have ever been asked to face such dangers before, either.” 


“Of course I’ll stay with Mason,” Olivia
says softly. Her arm slips around my waist as she pulls in close to me. “I have
no intention of leaving him.” 


When Olivia looks up at me, the devotion
in her eyes holds me hostage. I know she means every word. Everything else
slips away for just that moment. We are about to face our deaths head on, yet
knowing we will be together gives me faith. I lean down, kissing her upturned
lips, and smiling as I pull back. I want to do more, but it’s neither the time
nor the place. 


Sighing, I look back to my parents and am
startled by the outraged expressions on their faces. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 2


Tragic


(Olivia)


 


 


 


I couldn’t be more shocked by the sudden
hostility directed at me, not only from Mason’s parents, but from every Aerling
in view. Five minutes ago they were practically cheering for me. Now they look
like they’re ready to toss me back to Earth, with or without Mason. What in the
world did I do? 


“What is going on?” Mason’s father
demands. 


Just as startled as I am, Mason doesn’t
let it hold him back. “What do you mean? Why is everyone suddenly glaring at us
like we’ve done something wrong?” 


“Did you just kiss your Escort?” his
mother asks. The disgust is pretty hard to miss. 


I feel myself shrinking back, but Mason’s
arm tightens around my shoulders, refusing to let me hide from their animosity.
His whole body tenses up, and once again, his power begins to sizzle. Hot,
heavy air crackles around his body. Everyone around us takes a step back except
Mason’s father. He stays planted firmly in front of us, as does his scowl, but
Mason speaks before he can say anything else against me. 


“I don’t know what problem you have with
Olivia,” Mason says, “but I will not let you treat her in any way that might be
even the slightest bit disrespectful. You have no idea what she has gone
through, what we have both gone through to get here.” Mason’s eyes sweep
the crowd before settling back on his parents. 


His father hesitates, but only for a
moment. “We have nothing against Olivia. She is an Escort, and she will be
shown all the respect her power demands.” His eyes leave Mason’s and pierce me.
“Our problem is with her attempting to lure you away from our world. We will
not allow one of our children to be stolen from us.” 


“Wait, what?” I demand, shaking my head at
all of this. “Who said I’m trying to take Mason anywhere? I nearly died getting
him here. More than once! All I’m trying to do is protect him.” 


“By seducing him?” Mason’s mother asks. 


My mouth falls open. Did she seriously
just ask me if I’m trying to seduce her son? I mean, I guess it’s not too far
from the truth given that I’d be more than happy to take our relationship to
the next level, but is it really any of her business? Why would that mean Mason
wouldn’t stay here with them, anyway? I look over at Mason, completely lost. He
doesn’t seem to be doing any better. 


“Look, whatever you seem to be assuming,
you’re wrong,” Mason says. “I love Olivia, and she loves me as well. We both
knew coming here might mean never leaving and we were prepared for that. Just
because we’re being sent back now doesn’t mean you’ll never see us again.” 


“How can you possibly claim to love her?”
his father asks. Hands clenched into fists, he’s clearly pissed. “You’ve know
her a few days at the most! I will not stand by and let her…” 


Mason steps forward, challenging his
father eye to eye. His anger sparks the tiny bursts of electricity I’ve come to
expect when Mason gets upset. His father’s eyes widen at the sight, but it
doesn’t make him back down. Mason glares at him and says, “I have known Olivia
almost my entire life. She saved me when my Caretakers were murdered by
Sentinels. She has protected me for nearly thirteen years. She knows me better
than anyone here, and if you dare doubt our devotion to each other, I won’t
return after I find the Mother and repair the bridge, and I won’t allow Molly
to stay here, either. Do you understand me?” 


Finally, the raging hostility pouring off
every Aerling in the area starts to fizzle out. As they all begin to comprehend
what Mason just said, his parents’ expressions go from angry to worried. They glance
at each other, and I swear they look scared, but I don’t think it has anything
to do with Mason’s threat. There is something else hiding behind their eyes. 


I step forward, out of Mason’s protective
hold, and look them both in the eyes. “What is going on? This can’t just be
about you all mistaking our relationship for some kind of fling. There’s
clearly more to it and I think we need to know what it is.” 


“Perhaps this is a discussion better left
for another time when there is not so much at risk,” Cedrick says as he steps
between Mason’s parents and me. 


“No,” we all say at once. 


Cedrick hesitates, but steps back. 


I want to demand they answer my question,
but suddenly, I’m afraid to actually hear their response. My hand tightens
around Mason’s. He looks down at me briefly, but turns to his parents a moment
later. “Mom, Dad,” he says in a much softer tone than before, “why are you so
afraid of me being in a relationship with Olivia?” 


This time, his mother steps forward. She
takes her son’s hand in hers, and I can’t help but notice she’s trembling.
“Mason, we have nothing against Olivia, but you cannot be with her.” 


“But, you said Escorts stay here all the
time. Why would Olivia be any different?” 


Her sad smile promises the answer isn’t
going to be one we want to hear. I pull in closer to Mason and hold my breath. 


“If you were happy to be only friends with
Olivia, then yes, you could be together here in this world and have a wonderful
friendship. I suspect that is not what you want?” She pauses, taking in our
expressions—which make it pretty clear that the “friend zone” is nowhere we
want to be stuck. She nods slowly. “That is what I expected.” 


“Mason, having a physical relationship
with a human has a high cost for our kind,” his father says. “We are not meant
to mix blood. Doing so has tragic consequences.” 


My breath catches as a conversation we had
only days ago ricochets around in my skull. Molly’s innocent words about a
baby—a child’s mistake born from trying to explain wind spirits—inspired Mason
and I to wonder what it would be like to have children of our own. My mind
spins as theories race through my thoughts. What could possibly scare them so
much? Would any children we might try to conceive be harmed? Would I? I can’t
bear the thought of trying to bring new life into this world only to see them
suffer. 


The way Mason’s whole body goes still
makes me think the same thoughts are running through his head. His voice is soft
when he finally speaks. “What will happen?” Neither of them seems keen on
explaining, but Mason begs. “Please, we need to know. If Olivia will be hurt…” 


Shaking her head, his mother lays her hand
on his arm. “Olivia will not be harmed, but you…” Her eyes glass over with
tears and she looks away. 


Mason? I pull away from him instinctively,
terrified of being the reason he is hurt, but Mason refuses to let me get far.
He turns to his father, pleading for a better explanation. 


Reluctantly, his father’s lips part.
“Physically, neither you nor Olivia would be harmed, nor any children that
might come from your union, but you would be giving up everything that you are.
We were created to live separate from the humans, to protect them at all costs.
If you walk away from your destiny, your power, your ability to remain here in
your true home with us, your future as an Aerling Warden will all be stripped
from you. I know these might not mean as much to you right now as they do to
us, but you will also lose Molly.” 


“What?” Mason demands. 


His mother finds her voice again and says,
“Mason, if you pursue a relationship with Olivia and choose to remain with her,
you won’t be able to come back here. When Molly turns eighteen and returns
home, you will never see her again. If nothing else gives you pause, please at
least consider what that would do to your sister.” 


The entire crowd is silent as her words
fall away. The grove of trees we are standing in carries no sound, as if even
the animals and birds have quieted in reverence of such a shocking admission.
In any other instance, I would be taking in the slender, white trunks and
silvery leaves, the velvety soft ferns filling the spaces between them, and the
cushion of silver-tinged moss beneath my feet. It is wondrously beautiful, but
all I can think about is how hard Molly cried when we left her with my family
this morning. I think of how the only thing that would convince Mason to let me
risk my life for his was his concern for his baby sister. I know Mason loves
me, but she is his blood, the one piece of real family he has ever been allowed
to hold and love. So much has been taken away from him. How could I possibly
ask him to give her up for me? 


Mason’s body is slack against mine. His
eyes close as reality sinks into his mind. He doesn’t even seem to notice when
Cedrick steps forward again and puts his hand on his shoulder. “Mason, I know
this is a lot to take in, but nothing needs to be decided right away. I don’t
mean to minimize the seriousness of what you are facing in regards to Olivia,
but we must deal with the bridge and defeating Tū first. Everything else
has to be put aside for now. I’m sorry, but that is how it must be.” 


Nodding, Mason acknowledges that he heard
Cedrick, but fails to really respond. I am shaken to the core by everything
we’ve just learned, but I know Cedrick is right. Everything else has to wait. I
have a million questions begging for answers, but one new, almost random
question creeps up to the forefront, and I realize it needs an answer more than
any other. 


“If Tū is on Earth hunting down
Aerlings, where is Tāwhiri?” 


The hush that was already blanketing the
crowd intensifies. Awed silence dampens even the smallest noise as all eyes focus
behind me. I turn to follow their gazes and find myself face to face with the
most stunning man I have ever seen. Power seeps out of his very pores, raw and
frightening, but at the same time, full of warmth. He takes my hand gently in
his and says, “I am right here, my dear girl.” 


 
















 


Chapter 3


All That Is Left


(Olivia)


 


 


 


His words don’t register right away,
because the power blanketing me is so distracting. Summer breezes full of
wildflower scents and popsicles drift lazily by me. Warmth wraps around me in
the strangest sensation I have ever felt. It’s like a hug from my dad when I
need it most, but full of laughter and fun, as well. It feels like…home. 


“You’re Tāwhiri?” I finally manage to
ask. 


He smiles gently. “I am.” 


He’s still holding my hand, but it doesn’t
strike me as odd. I turn to Mason, but he looks even more stunned than I feel.
Looking up at Tāwhiri again, I find him still focused intently on me. I
have more questions than I can even process, but only one comes spilling out.
“Can you help us?” 


“That depends on which problem you are
referring to,” he says, no hint of humor or mocking in his voice at all. “I can
do nothing about the consequences of a relationship between yourself and Mason,
but I can lead you in the right direction when it comes to finding the Mother.”



“You can?” Mason asks. His voice breaking
in startles me out of my fascination with the true Aerling god in front of me,
but Tāwhiri turns calmly to face Mason. When Tāwhiri lets go of my
hand, I feel the loss immediately. 


“Mason,” Tāwhiri says. The reverence
in his voice is so profound I can practically feel it settling around my
shoulders. “Do you remember me?” 


I’m certainly confused by his question,
but Mason isn’t. The haunted expression that has been plastered on his face for
the last several minutes melts away as he locks gazes with Tāwhiri for the
first time. The corners of his lips turn up slowly and peace takes up residence
in his eyes. 


“Yes,” Mason says, “I do.” 


“I thought you might,” Tāwhiri says,
smiling. “What do you remember of our first meeting?” 


Mason’s eyebrows bunch together, as if
remembering the details is difficult. “You… you gave me my name.” He looks up
at Tāwhiri. The confusion in his eyes falls away a moment later. “It
wasn’t my Caretakers who chose my name. It was you.” 


“Mason Fredrick Hardwin,” Tāwhiri
says slowly. “Yes, I did choose that name for you. I whispered it to you
seconds after your birth, before you were sent to live on Earth. Your tiny body
absorbed the words, releasing them only once you were placed in the hands of
your Caretakers. Each name was meant to guide you, and you have done well so
far. 


“You have been a strength to those around
you, as your first name promised, and you have grown in personal strength and
fortitude into a young man I am proud to call one of my children. Your refusal
to let others force you into a path, to make your own way, and guide others to
their true purpose as well, names you as the leader I hoped you would become
when I gave you your middle name.” 


Placing his hand on Mason’s shoulder,
Tāwhiri says, “The only name you still must live up to is your last name.
Hardwin. Do you know its meaning?” 


Frowning, Mason nods. “Brave friend.” He
looks down, as if ashamed by something, but I haven’t a clue what could make
him feel that way. I’m not sure what Tāwhiri is waiting to see, but by my
account, Mason has more than lived up to his last name. 


“The time is coming where you must show
your conviction to those you love,” Tāwhiri says. The words carry weight,
and Mason’s shoulders square up under the burden. 


Apparently, Mason followed that
conversation without any trouble. I’m pretty freaking lost, but Mason is ready
to move on. “You said you could help us find the Mother?” 


Tāwhiri nods, but a moment later, his
expression seems troubled. “I do not know her location, as we are no longer
connected to the Earth as we once were, but I can help Olivia find her.” 


“Me?” I ask. “Why would I be able to find
her?” 


For a long moment, Tāwhiri considers
both Mason and me. A certain amount of tension builds in his shoulders. In
response, the air around him becomes agitated, just like it did earlier when
Mason got upset. My mind sticks on that thought, but only for a moment.
Tāwhiri’s voice pulls my attention back to him a moment later. 


“Neither of you understand what you are, do
you?” 


I look over at Mason, hoping he knows what
he means, but am sadly disappointed. Mason stares at Tāwhiri in confusion.
“Cedrick explained that I’m a Warden…and Olivia being my Escort, well, I guess
I assumed that meant something important for her as well.” Mason shrugs
helplessly. I feel like our quest for answers is only turning up more
questions. 


Seeming suddenly sad, Tāwhiri says,
“I was not referring to you being a Warden, although that is a very important
role in our world, nor to Olivia being a Seeker.” He frowns and I have to bite back
the whole horde of new questions he just dumped on my lap. A Seeker? Oblivious
to my agitation, Tāwhiri continues. “Have you not noticed that the air
here jumps to your aid at even the slightest provocation? Have you not felt
this world welcoming you into its embrace? Have you not wondered why an army of
Aerlings is not ready to join you on your quest? You are not just another
Aerling, Mason, and you, Olivia, are not just another Escort. You were both
chosen.” 


“By who?” I ask. 


At the same time, Mason demands, “For
what?” 


Patient and kind, Tāwhiri says,
“Chosen by me. Chosen for the purpose of saving this world and everyone in it.”
He touches Mason’s shoulder lightly. “You have lost much of your early memories…”
Mason startles at his words, no doubt wondering how he could possibly know that,
but he keeps silent. “…but you remember receiving your name from me. If you
ponder that moment, I think you will also remember receiving something else
from me as well.” 


Mason’s face screws up in concentration,
or maybe doubt and irritation. That’s certainly what I’m feeling right now. 


“Power,” Mason says slowly. “You gave me
part of your power before I left. Part of who you are, your purpose, you gave
it to me so I could save the Aerlings.” 


“Yes,” Tāwhiri says, “and you will
need it before the end.” 


Mason’s mouth pops open, no doubt a dozen
questions on his lips, but Tāwhiri has already turned his attention back
to me. “You, dear Olivia, most likely do not remember our first interaction,
but some part of you does. Tell me, what did you experience when we met today?”



“I …” My eyes dart around nervously,
knowing the real answer will sound silly and childish. I don’t know what else
to say. My head drops as I mumble, “It felt like I was home.” 


Tāwhiri’s gentle fingers lift my chin
until I am looking directly at him. “That is exactly what you should have felt,
dear girl, because the moment I claimed you, this became your home. The human
world was no longer for you. You were given a piece of my power as well, and it
will forever pull you back to me, to your home.” 


Mason may have held back his questions,
but I can’t. “That doesn’t make any sense,” I say. My firm tone makes several
Aerlings around us cringe. Maybe it’s not polite to talk to a god like this,
but I’m beyond caring at this point. I’ve been through too much in the last few
weeks to play games. “You can’t leave the Aerling world. How can you claim to
have met me and given me some of your power?” 


“Today is the first time we have met, Olivia.”
When my mouth springs open again, Tāwhiri holds up a hand to quiet me.
Firm, but gentle, I have no choice but to listen. “Earlier, when I said we no
longer had contact with the human world, that does not mean we have no access
at all. The wind spirit Mason had to create before coming home stayed on the
human world. Each Aerling does the same. The spirits become our only access to
the world we are bound to protect. We can interact in very limited ways, but I
am more capable than most, because such a large part of my power was left
behind. 


“After Mason was chosen and sent to Earth,
I sent my wind spirit in search of someone suitable to protect him. I needed
someone who was kind and understanding, yet brave and strong enough to
withstand the terrible trials that would undoubtedly befall them.” Tāwhiri
smiles down at me. “When my wind spirit stumbled upon you, I knew right away
that I had found the right person. A portion of the wind spirit detached from
me and was given to you as a marker, and as a blessing.” 


Still more than a little confused, I
struggle to put together a coherent question. “Is that why you called me a
Seeker?” 


Tāwhiri shakes his head, surprising
me. “When a human child is marked as an Escort, it grants them the abilities
they will need to protect their Aerling. The small amount of power used to mark
them can either remain dormant until needed, or it can be cultivated into
additional talents. Your compassion for others and natural desire to help those
in need made your power blossom into that of a Seeker.” 


“What does that mean?” I ask. 


“It means, Mason is not the only person
you will be able to find when called upon to do so.” 


Immediately, Hayden jumps to the forefront
of my mind, but I swerve back to the original topic a fraction of a second
later. “If being a Seeker isn’t what you were talking about earlier, what is it
about me that has you so worked up? All that stuff with Mason, it sounds pretty
awesome, and it’s not hard to believe, but what on earth do you need me for?” 


Rather than directly answering my
question, Tāwhiri says, “It has been centuries since I stepped in and
personally named an Aerling child and bound them with my power. I only do so
when I feel we have a chance to destroy my brother and end this war.”


 He pauses, and suddenly I feel like I am
the only person standing in the grove of trees with him. Every speck of his
focus is squarely on me. One corner of his mouth turns up, though I have no
idea what he’s feeling humorous about. 


“Olivia, when do you think the last time
was that I personally found, marked, and bound an Escort with my power?” 


Shrugging, I stare up at him, frustrated
and more than a little annoyed. “I have no idea. The last time you picked an
Aerling?” 


His eyes crinkle. Certainly, that’s what
he expected me to say. “My dear Olivia, I have never before chosen an
Escort. You were the first.” 


“Why?” 


“Because we are out of time.” 


The crowd suddenly grows restless. I look
around, spotting a whole host of confused faces, but even without understanding
the full meaning, they are suddenly frightened. My own anxiety ratchets up a
notch. Slowly, I turn back to Tāwhiri. 


“Olivia, Mason,” he says, “this will be
our last attempt at defeating Tū. While he has grown more powerful, we
have grown weaker, locked away from our full power as we are. Tū was given
governance over Man and he has spent millennia corrupting them to his purposes
and gaining power from them. He will soon be powerful enough to destroy the
Mother and gain access to this world. Once he does, we will not be strong
enough to resist him.” 


Placing one hand on either of our
shoulders, Tāwhiri’s eyes close for just a moment before opening again and
looking upon us with determination. “The power I give you both now is not
small. It is everything I have left. I have chosen you as my heirs.” 


Gasps of surprise and fear ring out all
around us. Part of me begs to turn around and puzzle out their reaction, but
neither Mason nor I can look away from Tāwhiri. Only Mason is able to find
his voice enough to ask, “What does that mean?” 


“It means I have little time remaining.
The fate of the Aerlings rests in your hands now.” 


His words are so final. I jump when he
grabs Mason’s face between his hands and touches his forehead to Mason’s. Their
powers seem to collide in that moment. The burst makes everyone step back,
including me. I don’t realize until Tāwhiri pulls away that their powers
weren’t bashing into each other. Tāwhiri’s power was abandoning him. I’m
so shocked by the display, I nearly cry out when Tāwhiri is suddenly right
in front of me. Flinching when his hands cup my face gently, I try desperately
not to be afraid. He must see it in my eyes, because he smiles, and that sense
of home returns to calm my fears. 


He was almost rough with Mason, but with
me, his grip and tone of voice are soft, “Take care of my children,” he says
before pressing his lips to my forehead like my dad does when I am scared and
upset. There is no burst this time, just the soothing embrace of a loving
father’s power. I feel it sink into my core, mixing with the power I already
carry, changing me in a way I don’t understand even a little. I open my eyes,
hoping for answers, but when I look up, all that is left of Tāwhiri is a
summer-scented breeze as it drifts across my skin. 


 
















 


Chapter 4


Hang On


(Mason)


 


 


 


At first, everyone is too stunned to
react. The crowd stares mutely at the space Tāwhiri once occupied with
frightened expressions. It’s only when Cedrick steps forward and puts his hand
on my shoulder that time seems to restart. “Mason, we must prepare you to
return. There is even less time than I imagined.” His grip tightens as fear
threatens to overtake him. “First, we must retrieve the Caretaker traitor.” 


“Robin?” I ask. “Why? I thought you guys
were going to keep her here and punish her.” 


Cedrick’s jaw tightens, veins bulging in
his neck. “She will be punished, but it will not happen here. She must return
to the human world.” 


“What?” Olivia asks. “She could contact
the Sentinels again! You have to keep her here.” 


The look on Cedrick’s face shows clearly
how much he hates this, but his defeated posture says he has no choice.
“Repairing the bridge will require sacrifice. She is the one who instigated its
unraveling, so she must be the one to pay the price.” 


The dread emanating from Cedrick begins
seeping into me. “What is the price?” 


“Her life,” Cedrick says. 


Shocked, I don’t know what to say. Olivia
doesn’t have the same problem. She crosses her arms over her chest angrily.
“The irony would almost be laughable if she hadn’t already done so much harm.
I’m guessing she didn’t know that part of the deal.” 


“Even if the Sentinels had known,” Cedrick
says, “I doubt they would have told her. She thinks she is the one molding her
own destiny, but she is no more than a pathetic pawn in a plan much bigger than
she realizes.” He sighs deeply. “I will send the guards to retrieve her, and we
will bind her against speech or escape during the journey to Earth, but you
must both be very wary of her once you arrive.” 


“Trust me, we will be,” I say. Shame
blankets me for ever having trusted her. I let myself be pulled in by the excitement
of being seen. I wanted a friend so badly that I let it blind me. No more. She
will never have my trust or friendship again. The idea of dragging her around
with us as we search for the Mother sickens me, but there is little I can do
about it. 


“Now,” Cedrick begins, “as soon as you
return to the human world, you must begin your search for the Mother. You
cannot waste even a second. None of us know how long the bridge will last, and
if it falls, so will we. Tāwhiri was right that we are weak here. We will
fight as long as we can, but…” 


“We’re not going after the Mother first,”
Olivia interrupts. Cedrick and I both turn to look at her, startled by the
vehemence in her voice, as well as by her words. 


“You must!” Cedrick argues. 


Olivia plants both feet, as though she
expects an attack, and glares at Cedrick. “No.” Her eyes flit to mine, for
reassurance maybe? I’m not sure what her argument is about, so I can only raise
my eyebrows in question. She looks back to Cedrick and says, “First, we’re
going after Hayden and rescuing him from the Sentinels.” 


As I nod in understanding, Cedrick is
puzzled. “Who?” 


“Our friend, Hayden,” I tell him. “He
warned us about Robin and the Sentinels. He helped make it possible for us to
get away, but he was captured by them.” 


Cedrick stares at the both of us. He
clearly thinks we’re insane. “You cannot go after him. Not only can you not put
off finding the Mother, you can’t expose yourselves to the Sentinels like that!
I am sorry about your friend, but you must leave him to his fate.” 


Olivia bristles, her entire body coming
alive with anger. I have to step forward to intercept her when she starts
toward Cedrick. She tries to brush past me, but I hold her back. While I keep
her from strangling anyone, I turn to face Cedrick. “We know how important
finding the Mother is, but we won’t abandon our friend. Olivia can find him.
Tāwhiri said she could. Besides, he’s an Escort as well, and I know you
all wouldn’t want his life wasted.” 


“He’s an Escort?” my mother says, stepping
out of the crowd for the first time since before Tāwhiri arrived. “Who is
his Aerling? Why was he helping you and putting himself at risk when he had his
own charge?” 


She’s clearly angered by the idea, and I
rush to set things straight. “It wasn’t like that. His Aerling, Levi, he… he
was killed by the Sentinels when they were young. He had no one left to protect
but me. He gave everything he had to help save mine and Olivia’s lives. We
can’t abandon him.” 


Olivia’s hand wraps around mine in
solidarity. The grateful expression on her face is echoed in mine. I had been
so wrapped up in what Cedrick was saying, I lost sight of our friend. I start
to say something again, but a young woman bursts out of the crowd with an
expression that stops me. 


“Did you say Levi?” she demands. 


Olivia and I look at each other, unsure of
who this girl is or what she wants from us. “Yes,” I say slowly. “Why?” 


The girl’s eyes close momentarily. When
she opens them again, they are filled with tears. “Levi was my brother.” 


Olivia reaches out automatically and
touches the girl’s shoulder in comfort. “I’m so sorry.” 


“This guy you mentioned, Hayden? He was
his Escort?” 


“Yes,” I say, “he had only found Levi by
accident a few days before he was killed. They were only ten years old. His
death affected Hayden deeply. I know he would have saved him if he could.” 


The girl’s chin begins to quiver. “I want
to come with you.” 


Again, Olivia and I share a look. Neither
of us knows what to say. Olivia is the first to attempt an answer. “I…I don’t
know if that’s even possible, and I don’t want to put anyone else in danger.” 


“You brought that traitor here,” the girl says,
making Olivia flinch. “You must be able to take me back with you. Please, you
have to.” 


“Why?” I ask. 


The girl whips her eyes over to me. “How
can I not? This person, he tried to protect my brother. He is part of him. The
only piece remaining. I want to help you rescue him. Please.” 


Olivia shrugs helplessly. “I don’t know if
I can. I’m really not even completely sure how I got us here in the first
place.” 


Desperate, the girl turns to Cedrick. “She
can do it, right? She must be able to. She can take the babies down to Earth,
why not me?” 


“I can do what?” Olivia demands. 


“Please, Cedrick, tell her she can take me
with them. I have to go.” The girl is nearly in tears. I feel for her, grasping
for one last chance to connect with her lost brother, but I don’t know what to
say any more than Olivia. 


Finally, Cedrick places a calming hand on
her shoulder. “Sloane, do not rush into something like this. I know your
father’s death has caused you a great deal of pain, but running after this boy
will not change that.” 


“But, I can help save him,” she pleads.
“You know I can.” 


Sighing, Cedrick looks back to us. “It is
your decision whether or not to allow Sloane to travel with you.” 


“Can I actually do that?” Olivia asks.
“What did she mean about the babies?” 


Despite the anxiety apparent on Cedrick’s
face to see us off and on our way, he takes a deep breath and does his best to
explain. “Olivia, the reason we value Escorts so much more than the Caretakers do
is because we understand their full purpose. Most choose to remain here to
carry on their work as Escorts by transporting Aerling infants to the human
world to be raised in safety.” 


“That’s how Aerlings get to Earth? I’ve
been wondering about that for ages,” she says. 


So have I. Now that Cedrick has explained
it, I feel rather stupid for not figuring it out on my own. Even so, I still
question the reason behind the practice. “Why do you send Aerlings to Earth?
Wouldn’t they be safer here rather than in the middle of Sentinel territory?” 


My mother steps up next to me and places
her arm around my shoulder. “We have no choice, Mason. Aerlings were created to
protect the human world. We must be in contact with the winds we were born from
to develop our powers, to survive.” 


“What?” 


“Mason,” my father says, “an Aerling
infant will die if it remains here because it cannot contact the source of his
or her life force on Earth. Before Tū grew powerful enough to create the
Sentinels, it was not dangerous for the children to go to Earth. It was still
difficult to give them up, but they were able to grow and develop their powers
enough to create a wind spirit.” 


“Why the wind spirit?” Olivia asks. “Why
is that so important?” 


Cedrick tackles that question, seeming
eager to get this done with and see us heading back to Earth. “Because we are
cut off here without the wind spirit. The spirit remains on Earth, linking us
to your world and keeping us alive. Without it, we would die just like the
untrained infant.” 


A great sense of heaviness presses down on
me at his words. If I hadn’t managed to create my wind spirit, it wouldn’t have
mattered whether Olivia figured out how to get me home. I would have died as
soon as we got here. Conner, Shane, and Molly are facing the same hurdle.
Suddenly, the idea of returning to the Aerling world, not helping them or being
there to know how they are doing is an unbearable notion. 


“Then,” Olivia begins, “can I really take Sloane
with us? If I can, why wouldn’t I be able to take more? Certainly it would be
useful to have a few people more capable than we probably are to help us out.” 


Cedrick looks uncomfortable at her words.
“Normally, no. An Escort can bring their Aerling home, but not take them back
to Earth. They can take Aerling infants because they are not yet connected to a
particular Escort.” 


“Then, what makes you think I can take
her?” Olivia asks. 


“I don’t know for sure,” Cedrick admits,
“but you were able to bring Robin here and the barrier was breached. You are also
Tāwhiri’s heir. It may be possible.” 


Sloane stares at Olivia hopefully. Her
fingernails are digging into her hands as she clasps them together tightly,
pleading. Olivia looks over at me, and I can only shrug. The help would be
appreciated, though I’m a little concerned about Sloane’s intensity. Still,
this is going to be far from easy and I hesitate to turn her down. 


“Well, I guess I can try,” Olivia says. As
soon as the words leave her mouth, Sloane dives at her, wrapping her arms
around her and telling her thank you over and over again. It’s something of a
struggle to push the girl back enough to talk to her. “I don’t know if it will
work for sure.” 


“I know,” Sloane says eagerly. “It’s
enough that you’ll try.” 


Olivia doesn’t seem terribly confident in her
skills, but she tries to put on a positive expression for Sloane. It falters a
moment later when a commotion at the back of the crowd spins us all around to
find Robin being dragged into the circle. Still bound with cords of air, she
flails awkwardly against her captors. I can’t tell if she’s more furious or
frightened. Either way, she’s clearly not going to come with us willingly.
Cedrick picks up on that as well. 


“You’re going to need a few tricks to keep
her in line,” he says as he steps forward. In a quick demonstration, he shows
me how to make the cords of air that are binding Robin. I repeat the process
easily and look to him for more instruction. 


“If you can’t keep her bound all the time,
such as when you need her to walk on her own, you can use a tether instead.” He
then shows me how to take the cord of air and wrap one end around Robin’s neck while
keeping hold of the other end. “It’s just like a dog collar. If she struggles,
it will only cause her pain.” 


I nod in understanding. 


“The last thing…” Cedrick says as he
stalks right up to Robin. Her battle between fury and fear wins out in the face
of his menacing glare and she stops struggling. “…is for when you’re having
trouble controlling her and need something to quickly incapacitate her.” 


Olivia and I watch in fascination as he
places one hand in front of Robin’s mouth. She is trembling, clearly terrified,
but Cedrick doesn’t stop. I watch in amazement as he gathers his control of the
air, and in a flash, sucks every last bit of air from Robin’s body. She
collapses into a dead faint a moment later. No one moves to help her. Cedrick
releases the air soon after, but Robin doesn’t recover right away. 


“It’s a handy trick,” Cedrick says, “but
be careful with it.” 


Nodding again, I suddenly wish he was the
one who offered to come with us. I know he can’t, though. If Olivia and I fail,
or don’t reach the Mother in time, the Aerlings will need him here to defend
their world. 


As Robin regains consciousness, one of the
guards yanks her up from the ground and practically throws her at us. I catch
her, but with air, not my hands. I have no desire to touch her. She slumps
against the wall of air, barely able to move in her bonds. I’m half tempted to
bring down the wall and let her fall, but instead, I cinch a leash of air
around her neck, tightening it enough that she knows it’s there. Her hateful
glare has no effect on me. 


Then, everyone looks to Olivia. She pales
under their attention, but I have faith in her. My hand slips into hers, and
then calmly takes Sloane’s as well, knowing it helps Olivia to have physical
contact. Robin is connected to me through the leash, so she should be dragged
along behind us as well. She should be used to it since that’s how she got here
in the first place. 


Olivia breathes in slowly, but doesn’t
immediately take Sloane’s free hand. Instead, she closes her eyes. Her power
feels much different than an Aerling’s power, but I can feel it rise in her all
the same. I don’t know if anyone else can, since they all seem to be waiting
for something to happen, but it swells around her like an aura of sunshine. I’m
not sure what she’s doing when she brings her palm up in front of her face, but
she concentrates and blows on her hand. 


I’m not the only one who’s startled when
the imprint of my Aerling sign that was burned into her hand, begins to glow
silver. She opens her eyes and stares at it for a moment before smiling at what
she’s accomplished. “Hang on,” she says before reaching down and taking Sloane’s
hand. 


 
















 


Chapter 5


A Promise or A Threat


(Mason)


 


 


 


Everyone gasps for breath as soon as we
reach Earth again. Hands on my knees, I suck in as much air as I can get.
Traveling between worlds is not comfortable in the least. Once I feel like my
lungs aren’t going to burst, I look up to make sure everyone else is okay. 


Olivia is bent over, but grinning at her
accomplishment. Poor Sloane looks a bit freaked out, but otherwise okay. Fittingly,
Robin seems to have had the worst time. I don’t do anything to help her as she
rolls around on the ground struggling to breathe. Neither does anyone else. I
stare at her wondering how in the world we’re going to manage tracking down
Hayden and the Mother with her trailing behind us everywhere we go. 


“Where are we?” Sloane asks. 


Olivia straightens and takes in our
surroundings with a smile. “My backyard. We’re home.” 


“Not for long, though,” I remind everyone.
I was a little worried we’d end up coming back to Earth up on the cliff above
the reservoir where we fought the Sentinels, but somehow Olivia managed to
bring us straight home. I’m about to suggest we get out of the open, but a
crash from the porch yanks all our attention toward the noise. 


The screen door bangs back against the
frame behind an utterly shocked Evie. “What… where… Mason? Olivia?” She glances
at an awkward looking Robin, looking even more confused. A second later she
tosses it all away and bolts down the steps to throw herself into her sister’s
arms. “Olivia!” she cries with abandon. “I thought I’d never see you again!” 


Nobody says anything while Olivia holds
her sobbing sister. It’s only when I hear little feet pounding down the hall
that I turn away and open my arms to Molly flying out of the house and straight
into my arms. She’s too hysterical to say anything, so I pick her up and wiggle
her legs back and forth as I squeeze her in a massive hug. Olivia’s parents
appear somewhere in between all that, and the next thing I know, we’re all
being scooped up by them. 


“Who are all these people?” Sloane finally
asks, a panicked look on her face. 


Laughing, Olivia struggles away from her
family and begins the introductions. “Sloane, these are my parents and my
little sister Evie. Molly, over there with Mason, is his little sister.”
Gesturing to Sloane, now, she tells her family, “I know you guys can’t actually
see her, but we brought back someone to help us. This is Sloane, Levi’s sister.
She volunteered to help us save Hayden and find the Mother.” 


That simple sentence inspires a whole host
of questions. They all start shooting out of people’s mouths at once. Chief on
the list is what happened to Hayden. “His parents have been inconsolable,”
Olivia’s mom says. “We’ve tried to help them as much as we can, but not knowing
what happened to him has been tearing them apart.” 


“Wait,” I say. Something doesn’t seem
quite right about what they’re saying. We’ve only been gone a few hours at the
most, right? Suddenly the worn out, run down way everyone is carrying
themselves clicks. “How long have we been gone?” 


Olivia’s dad sounds nearing breaking as he
says, “Three days.” 


Looking over at Olivia, I don’t know why I
expect her to have an answer, but I can’t help hoping. When she only shrugs, I
feel lost. Traveling there and back was excruciating, but it only seemed to
last a few seconds. Could it really have taken so long? Or does time flow
differently in the Aerling world than it does here? 


I realize there might be someone more
knowledgeable to answer this question and turn to Sloane. “Do you understand
what happened? Why we’ve been gone so long when it only felt like a few hours?”



“I’m not sure,” she says, “I remember when
my Escort took me home, to the Aerlings, it was the day after my birthday when
I got there, even though I was transported early in the morning.” 


Olivia looks concerned. “I don’t know if
this will affect what we’re doing, but we might want to keep it in mind just in
case.” She shakes her head, putting aside that problem for the time being. “Mom
and Dad, I’m sorry, but we can’t stay. We have to figure out where the
Sentinels are holding Hayden and rescue him. I don’t know how long it will
take. Can you…” 


“We’ll keep Hayden’s parents updated. They
told the school he has mono and might be out for a few weeks.” 


“What did you tell them about me?” Olivia
asks. 


“That the stalker had shown up again and
we sent you and Mason out of town for your protection,” her dad says. 


Looking relieved that there won’t be any
more questions from the school, Olivia turns back to me. “We need to get going,
but my Jeep is still up on the reservoir cliff.” 


“Do you need us to go get it?” her mom
asks. 


Olivia and I both grimace. “Uh,” I say,
“it’s not really drivable at this point. Bullets will do that to a car.” 


Both her parents’ faces pale at the word bullets.
Olivia’s dad manages to keep it together a little better than his wife, who
looks ready to burst into tears. “Why don’t you take my car then?” he says.
“We’ll worry about the Jeep later.” 


“Thanks, Dad, but what do we do about the
Caretakers?” 


My eagerness to get moving dulls at that
thought. What do we do about them? They’re watching the house, keeping Molly
and Olivia’s family safe. I trust them enough to do that, but do I trust them
enough to let them protect us as we search for Hayden and the Mother? If Robin
was turned by the Sentinels, who’s to say there aren’t others? Can we trust any
of them to do more than stand guard? 


“I don’t want them following us,” Olivia
says adamantly. 


“Can we protect ourselves well enough
without them?” I ask. 


One hand on her hip, Sloane says, “You and
I are more than enough to stop a few Sentinels.” 


I appreciate the confidence, but I fear it
might be misplaced. “Uh, I obviously can’t speak for you, but I’ve only got a
couple weeks of training under my belt, and combat wasn’t really part of that.”



“You’re a Warden,” Sloane argues. “It’s
who you are. Didn’t you already fight the Sentinels to get back to the Aerling
world? You fought them more than once, right? I may not be a Warden, but I know
how to use my power to defend myself. Even your little sister does.” 


“How could you possibly know that about
Molly?” I demand. Granted, she’s right, but I never mentioned what Molly can do
back in the Aerling world. 


Sloane cocks one eyebrow at me, looking
rather smug. “Every Aerling has special skills. One of mine is seeing the
potential of other Aerlings and guiding them to reach that potential. Molly is
very strong, and her power has a destructive side that will do well when
channeled for defense. That little girl is a fighter.” 


“I am!” Molly says desperately. “I knocked
down two big Sentinels at the theater! I can help protect us, too. I promise
I’ll be super helpful. Just don’t leave me here without Mason again, please!” 


Panic lights up the expressions of almost
everyone in the group who is able to follow the conversation. Only Sloane looks
more like she is considering than worrying. She carefully eyes Molly from head
to toe. Sloane’s appraising gaze makes it pretty clear she’s about to tell
Molly she agrees with her. I have no choice but to step in and put my foot down.



“Sloane, we’re not taking her with us.”
The finality in my voice makes her frown, but she doesn’t argue. Molly,
however, has no problem voicing her complaints. 


“You can’t leave me here,” she wails. “You
just came back! You can’t leave me again. Please, Mason, don’t leave me here. I
want to go with you, please!” 


Hefting Molly back into my arms, I try to
console her, but my hugs aren’t nearly enough. “Molly, please. I can’t take you
with me. It won’t be safe, and I have no idea how long we’ll be gone. You need
to stay here with Evie so the Caretakers can protect you.” 


“Wait, what?” Evie demands. “I’m not
staying here either! You guys aren’t running off after Hayden and whoever this
Mother lady is while I just sit here and babysit!” She glances over at Molly
apologetically for the snub, but stands her ground. “I’m going with you guys.” 


Surprisingly, it’s Sloane who steps in and
faces down Evie. Even though Evie can’t see her, she seems to respond to Sloane’s
menacing presence. That only intensifies as Olivia relays her words to Evie. “You
were trusted with the task of caring for the little Aerling girl, correct?” Sloane
demands. 


I don’t know what Sloane does back in the
Aerling world, but even I have to admit she can be pretty intimidating. Evie
tries to hold her ground in the face of the question, but her hands twist
together, betraying her nerves. “Yeah, but my parents are here. They can take
care of her while we’re gone. I need to go with you guys! I can’t lose my
sister again.” 


“What training do you have that will make
you an asset and not a hindrance?” Sloane demands. When Olivia repeats the
question, Evie bristles. 


“Training?” Evie glances over at her
sister. “I’ve been helping Olivia and Mason figure all this stuff out since we
found out about Sentinels and Aerlings. I can…” 


“You can do what? Fight Sentinels? Guide
us to the Mother? Manage the traitorous captive?” Sloane asks, gesturing at
Robin, who has largely been forgotten on the ground for the time being. Evie
glances over at her as well when Olivia mentions her name, her eyes fiery with
hatred, but before she can say anything, Sloane says, “You can do none of these
things. What you can do is protect the little Aerling, Molly, as you have
promised to do.” 


“But…” 


Sloane shakes her head and Olivia now
looks just as determined as she plays messenger, clearly agreeing. “Evie, we
must move quickly and we will be facing many dangers. If you cannot fight, you
will be the one to end up hurt or killed. Think of what that would do to your
sister and to Mason.” 


Finally, Evie’s shoulders drop. I know
she’s still pissed that she won’t be coming with us, but her arguments seemed
to have died for now. She’s been here the last three days, watching her parents
and Hayden’s parents suffer over losing a child. It’s enough to make her back
down, though she takes her sister’s hand again and holds on tightly. 


“But, I can fight,” Molly says
again, this time more subdued. “I won’t let the Sentinels get me.” 


Olivia comes over next to me with Evie in
tow. She wraps one arm around Molly’s little frightened body and presses her
forehead to hers. “We know you can fight,” she says, “but that doesn’t mean you
need to. Last time, you helped protect Mason when he was hurt and couldn’t
protect himself. This time, it’s our turn to protect you, and all the other
Aerlings. I know you want to come with us, but Mason will be able to fight
better and beat all those stupid Sentinels if he knows you’re safe here with
Evie and Mom and Dad. He’ll call you every day so you know he’s okay, too.” 


“But I don’t want to be away from my
brother,” Molly says, sniffling as tears run down her cheeks. “I don’t even
have Hayden to be my Escort when Mason isn’t here like he promised he would.
They both left me here.” Fat crocodile tears begin rolling down her face and I
know we’re on the verge of a full meltdown. 


Turning Molly to face me, I say. “Where’s
my little lie detector when I need her?” 


Confused, Molly just looks at me for a
minute. When I don’t back down, she wakens her power and brings it up like a
net between us. I feel it fall into place and say, “I will come back to get you
once the Sentinels are defeated.” 


Her little eyebrows scrunch together as
she tries to judge the truth of my words. I’m talking about the future, so it’s
not as cut and dry as a simple yes or no, but after a few seconds, Molly nods.
“It’s as true as it can be,” she says. 


“Even if I have to go back to the Aerling
world,” I tell her, “I won’t leave until I come see you first. If I can stay
until it’s time for you to go back, I will. You’re more important to me than
anything else.” 


“What about Olivia?” she asks with a sly
smile. 


Chuckling, I say, “Okay, you and
Olivia are the two most important things in my life and I won’t leave either of
you behind.” 


Olivia, standing next to me still,
blanches at my words. Not because of Molly, but because of what my parents told
me. Almost as if on instinct, she starts to pull away from me, but I refuse to
let her go. I can guess what’s running through her mind right now, but she must
know I won’t walk away from her that easily. I don’t have all the answers.
Giving her up and losing Molly simply aren’t options I’m willing to accept. 


“Did you find them?” Molly asks quietly. 


Her anxious voice pulls me out of my own
thoughts and back to her. Smiling, I say, “Yes, I did. I met our parents and
they were so worried about you and missed you so much. They can’t wait to see
you again.” 


Joy and fear mix on her face, too much of
both to even process. I know how she feels. Looking over at Olivia’s parents,
sorting out my feelings isn’t easy either. I loved my Caretakers, but I’ve lost
the majority of my memories of my time with them. I never referred to Olivia’s
parents as my mom and dad, but they’re really the only parents I know. I love
them. Leaving them the first time was incredibly difficult. Leaving them again?
It hurts to think about it. 


The feeling of home I felt when I met my
real parents, it definitely forged a connection, but how can the other Aerlings
really expect all of us to just forget the families that raised us, that cared
for us and protected us for most of our lives. My real parents are foreign to
me. Even though I desperately want to know them and understand where I came from,
giving up what I already have seems impossible. 


“Not that I’m unsympathetic to what
everyone is going through right now,” Sloane says, “but we really do need to
get moving. We have very little time left. The Sentinels have had Hayden for
three days already. Leaving him in their hands much longer is risking his life,
if he’s not already…” She doesn’t finish her sentence, not with Molly staring
at her with wide, frightened eyes, but we all know what she means. 


Olivia suddenly wraps her arms around her
body. Fear creeps into her expression and she bites her bottom lip. “How do I
find him?” she asks. “Tāwhiri said I could, but he didn’t explain how
before he disappeared.” 


I have seen many sides of Sloane just in
the short time I’ve known her. When she asked to come with us, she was tearful,
desperate for a chance to save the last connection she has to her lost brother.
In dealing with Evie and Molly, she has been tough and immovable. Now, as she
turns toward Olivia, her expression is filled with compassion and
understanding, though I have no clue what inspired the shift. 


“I can help you,” Sloane says softly. 


“Really? How?” Olivia asks. 


“Just as all Aerlings have different
gifts, we all were born to different roles. Mason serves our people as a
Warden, and I serve as a Guide.” She reaches out for Olivia’s hand and seems to
take stock of her power as she holds it in hers. “My role is to help Aerlings
and Escorts develop their powers once they come home.” 


“So, you’ll help me figure out how to find
Hayden?” Olivia asks with hope. 


Sloane nods. The solemnity in her motion
is slightly unnerving. “I will help you find Hayden,” she says. “I will not let
you fail.” 


Olivia and I both look at each other,
wondering if that was a promise or a threat. 


 
















 


Chapter 6


Make Them Pay


(Hayden)


 


 


 


I swear I recognize the Sentinel that just
walked by my cell. From where, though? It’s been driving me crazy for the last
three days. Maybe I’m only focusing on it because if I think about being a
captive of the Sentinels, I might lose it. Trying to figure out where I’ve seen
that Sentinel before is the only thing keeping me together. 


Shifting, I wince as my battered body
complains. The cot groans under my weight. I contemplate for the millionth time
how I’m going to get myself out of this mess. Escaping would require being able
to stand, and that isn’t happening right now. 


All I can think about is Olivia. I was
barely coherent when I saw her literally vanish with Mason. When I first came
to and was faced with Olivia looking like a misty specter, it was enough to
jolt me back to semi-consciousness. In my haze, I was convinced I was seeing
her ghost. Olivia leaving with Mason, I can handle. Olivia dead? Not even in
the realm of what I can face. 


Seeing Olivia and Mason vanish together in
the middle of a rain of bullets convinced me they weren’t dead, but seeing
Robin reach out at the last second and grab Olivia’s hair took all the fight
out of me. I still have no idea why Robin wanted to go with them. If just
knowing it was Robin behind the plan wasn’t enough to convince me it was bad,
the general chaotic hum of excitement running through the Sentinel base makes
it pretty apparent. 


That and their questions and their
favorite way of trying to get answers out of me. They assume I’m just hiding
things from them. I am, of course, but half the questions they’re asking, I
have no clue what the answer is anyway. Yeah, I’m an Escort, but a failure. I
didn’t protect Levi. I didn’t save him. I didn’t take him home. I have no
freaking idea how Olivia was finally able to cross over to Mason’s world. 


She wouldn’t have kept it from me if she
had figured it out. I can only assume that when the time was right, she
understood what it took and did whatever she had to in order to get Mason home.
Left behind, I can only hope that didn’t mean giving up her life. I keep
telling myself she went with Mason when they both disappeared, but I don’t know
if I’ll ever actually know that for certain. 


When I’m not worrying about my friend,
thoughts of my family wrap around me, sometimes in comfort, sometimes like a
noose. Thinking about them comforts me. What are they thinking, though? I left
the house that morning to follow Robin, telling my parents I’d be home when
Mason was on his way. That was the last they saw of me. Do they think I’m dead?
Is anyone looking for me? 


“Time for a few more questions!” a
Sentinel I’m all too familiar with yells through the slit in the cell door. 


I groan, but I don’t get up. If they want
me, they can come get me. I’m not expending any energy I don’t have to for
them. Everything hurts as the Sentinel I can’t quite remember yanks me up from
the cot. He stops pulling once I’m on my feet, and starts to let go, but grabs
me again when my knees buckle. Huffing, the other Sentinel grabs my upper arm
and they both start dragging me out of the cell. 


Closing my eyes, I concentrate on not
throwing up. I don’t need to try and remember the turns anymore, because I have
those memorized. Not that it will do me any good, unless I plan to escape my
cell and run straight for the interrogation room. That’s the only place they’ve
taken me since being dumped here. 


When I’m thrown roughly into a hard
plastic chair, I take a few shallow breaths and refuse to look at them. It
doesn’t do a lot of good. The Sentinel who usually takes the lead yanks my head
up and glares at me. Before he can say anything, though, I ask, “What are your
names?” 


The man pauses, seeming uncertain of
whether or not I’m trying to pull something. 


“I’d just like to be able to refer to you
in my head as something other than the guy who seems to be in charge and the
guy I can’t quite remember,” I say. 


The second guy smirks at me. “I knew you
did not remember me.” 


He seems to find that fact extremely
funny, which only irritates me even more. Grinding my teeth, I glare at him,
trying furiously to figure out why he looks so familiar. “I didn’t say I don’t
remember you,” I growl, “just that I can’t place you.” 


“I can place you.” He grins and steps
closer to me, clearly enjoying this. “The exact moment I took notice of you was
quite memorable for me, and really, it should be for you as well, since it was
the very second you revealed your Aerling to me.” 


All the fight I had left in me suddenly
evaporates. Not jumping up or running or just throwing up is almost impossible
as what he just said sinks in. I kept trying to remember every moment with
Olivia, find that split second where I must have seen this guy. My mouth goes
dry as I realize my recognition had nothing to do with Olivia. Closing my eyes,
I bring back the day at the skate park… the day I met Levi. 


“I had already begun to suspect there was
an Aerling in the area,” he says. His tone is mocking, relishing the pain he’s
causing me. “There had been a few strange occurrences at the skate park, and I
just happened to be watching that day. The second you bumped into what seemed
like nothing, I knew.” He laughs. He laughs at me for unknowingly putting Levi
in his sights. “Then, you made it even worse by talking to him, and all those
little Caretaker kids ran over looking so excited, babbling over each other. I
couldn’t believe my luck.” 


He laughs again, a sick, twisted sound.
Even the other Sentinel is smiling as he enjoys watching me sink in on myself. How
many times did people try to tell me it wasn’t my fault? The Sentinels just
found Levi. There was nothing I could have done to stop it from happening. No
one blamed me for what happened, but they should have. 


My stomach turns, and I have no doubt I’m
about to lose everything I ate a few hours ago. I probably would have if not
for the other Sentinel stepping up and saying, “If you want to stop any more
Aerlings from dying, all you have to do is answer our questions.” 


I know I shouldn’t trust them, but Levi’s
dead eyes stare up at me from my memories, haunting me, blaming me. Slowly, I
lift my head and look at the Sentinel. “What do you mean?” 


He knows he has my attention now. Crossing
his arms over his chest, he holds my gaze. “The Aerlings don’t belong here on
Earth, and neither do we. All we want is to go back home.” 


“But,” I say slowly, “your creator, he…he
wanted to come here, right? He wanted to get away from his parents and the, uh,
darkness they had to live in.” 


“The darkness?” Levi’s killer asks. 


The other guy nods, but at me, not his
companion. “Tū wanted to escape, not a literal darkness, but the
confinement of being under absolute control by his parents. They watched over
the Earth, protecting it from a distance, but denied their children any chance of
interacting with humans or leaving the Aerling home. They were prisoners in
their own world.” 


This guy obviously wants me to feel bad
for Tū and all the Sentinels, but all I can say is, “Most people don’t get
to go hopping between worlds. He chose to leave his world and come down here.
Why is he trying to get back now?” 


“Tū did not choose to banish himself
here,” the one Sentinel snaps. “He escaped his parents to have freedom! Instead
of being free to make his own choices, he was imprisoned here on Earth, locked
away from his home and family. Cast out for wanting more than a life of
slavery.” 


I just stare at him. Part of me knows I
have very little knowledge about what’s actually going on with the Aerlings and
Sentinels, but this guy is really tough to just believe straight out. The
basics of this story isn’t unique to the Māori. It’s in every culture and
religion around the world. Good and Evil, God and the devil. Tū seems to
want to be cast in this righteous light, but I’m not buying it. 


“He rebelled. What did he think was going
to happen?” I ask. 


“Rebellion,” Levi’s killer scoffs. “That
word is a matter of whose side you’re on. You, little Aerling Escort, have no
idea what’s really going on, no clue who is right or wrong or which side you
should be on.” 


Tensing up at the mere sound of his voice,
I force myself to face him. “I know precious little about the war between you guys
and the Aerlings, and you’re right that I have no clue who’s in the right,
though I don’t think you’ll ever be able to justify killing innocent children.
What I do know, is whose side I should be on.” 


Levi’s killer twists his mouth into a vile
grin. “You would choose the Aerlings just because you were born to serve
them? Are you truly as sheep-like as we’ve been told so many times?” 


“I’m not choosing the Aerlings,” I growl,
hating him more and more with every word that slithers out of his mouth. “I’m
choosing my friends. I choose to protect their lives over my own. No one is
forcing me, no compulsion or duty is choosing for me.” 


The other Sentinel laughs. The harsh,
abrasive sound of it makes me want to turn away from his poisonous self, but I
turn to face him instead. His laughter mellows into a condescending smile. “You
only think you are making the choices. That is how the Mother and Father work.
The let you believe you have free will. They are clever enough to give you just
enough freedom to make it believable, yet the leash only gets tighter the more
you fight for independence.” He grabs my chin, yanks me forward until we are
inches away from each other, and then shoves me away in disgust. “Humans are
weak and foolish, but the Aerlings and their toys are even more pitiful because
they willingly subject themselves to a life of slavery and dependence.” 


“Sheep,” Levi’s murderer spits. 


Struggling away from my captors, I force
my aching body to stand, to face them head on. “You want to talk about sheep?
Look at your own reflections, you delusional lemmings. You’ve never even set
foot in the Aerling world, none of you! The Sentinels were created on Earth.
You don’t know the truth of what happened between Tū and his parents any
more than I do! All you have is what your master has told you, and you follow
it because you’re his creations and you have no other choice, no other purpose
in life. Tū never wanted freedom, he wanted control, and he has it over
you. All of you. But it isn’t enough. No, now he has to gain control over
everyone else, too. Over humans, over Aerlings, over whatever he touches. You
all were just the first stepping stones to his empire of subjugation, and
you’re all too stupid to see that.” 


Knuckles meet skull before I can even
process the sight of the main Sentinel’s punch winding up. My legs turn to
jelly immediately and I crumple to the ground. I can feel the pain, but after
three days of being tortured, this is hardly the worst I’ve endured. Suffering
through it, I stare wide-eyed and slack-jawed at my captor’s scuffed tennis
shoes. For some reason, it seems off to me that he’s wearing tennis shoes, but
my thoughts are too fuzzy to think of why. 


Another pair of shoes joins the first.
Then two pairs of knees appear just above me. All I can do is stare, blink, and
suck in labored breaths that seem to hurt more than the Sentinel’s blow. I
don’t resist when hands grab beneath my shoulders and lug me back into the
chair. Throbbing begins the second I’m upright, forcing my hands to my head to
cradle it, though it does no good. 


Hayden. 


My head jerks up at the sound of her
voice. The movement sends me reeling, but my eyes search as my vision swims. I
don’t understand when all I see is the gray block walls of the interrogation
room filled with two Sentinels, myself, and the chair I’m sitting on. Where is
she? 


Hayden, her voice
whispers again. My heart is racing now, verging on full blown panic. 


Hayden, she says, her
voice stronger than before, we’re coming. 


It makes no sense, but if there is one
person in this world, or any other, that I have complete faith in, it’s Olivia.
The pain and fear all slip away as her words settle over me. Whatever the
Sentinels do to me, Olivia is coming, and I have no doubt she will make them
pay for the last three days. Both Sentinels stop talking when my bleeding mouth
turns up in a wicked, vindictive grin. 


 
















 


Chapter 7


Stolen


(Olivia)


 


 


 


“That has got to be the craziest thing I
have ever felt,” Sloane says as she lets go of me. “It worked, though, right?”
She looks at me anxiously, begging for an answer. 


I have to shake off the weird feeling of
being connected to someone other than Mason. It’s harder than you might expect.
With Mason, I feel his presence like a comforting blanket wrapped around me.
I’ve felt it all my life, though I only realized what it was when I started
developing my powers. My link to Mason is constant. With Hayden, it’s
different. I only feel him when we’re together. Searching him out this time was
bizarre. Purposely reaching out, though… it felt good. Right. 


Mason kneels down next to me and studies
my expression. “Are you okay?” 


“Yeah,” I finally say. Looking over at Sloane,
I answer her question as well. “It worked. He heard me. Hayden knows we’re
coming for him.” 


Sloane’s shoulders drop in relief, but
everyone else still seems rather anxious. Evie is the one to actually ask what
they’re all thinking. “That’s fabulous, but do you actually know where he’s
at?” 


All eyes are on me as I nod. “I know where
we need to go.” Rubbing my temples, I try to sort out the information I gained
while connected to Hayden. “It’s not like it was with Mason. I can’t feel where
Hayden is unless I’m connected to him, but I know what direction we need to go
and a general idea of where he’s at. I’ll have to connect again as we go to get
more specifics, but I think I have enough right now to go after him.” 


Mason nods, looking relieved. There seems
to be something else in his expression as well, but I’m still a little foggy,
and deciphering it isn’t happening. When he reaches out a hand to help me up, I
take it gratefully. By the time we’re both standing, everyone is huddled around
us looking more than a little anxious. Again, Evie is the first to speak. 


“So, when do we leave?” 


Mason sighs next to me. She’s my sister,
though, so I put a hand on his arm and take the lead. “Evie, you’re not coming
with us. And neither are you, Molly,” I add before she can start pleading her
case. 


Both girls’ eyes tear up automatically,
but it’s my parents that really get to me. Mom already has tears running down
her cheeks and Dad’s hands are fisted so tightly his knuckles are white. I just
reappeared after three days of them thinking they’d never see me again…or that
I was dead. I’ve come home, and now I’m about to run off again, back to the
people who have already tried to kill me multiple times. How many more times
can I escape them? 


“Mom, Dad, it’ll be okay,” I say. 


Half a second later, I’m wrapped up in my
dad’s arms as he squeezes me half to death. “I can’t lose you, Olivia.” He
presses his face to my hair so I won’t see him crying. “When you didn’t come
back and your mom told me you never would, I…Olivia, I couldn’t, please. You
can’t do that to me again.” 


“Dad, I’m so sorry,” I cry against his
chest. “I should have told you before I left what was going to happen, but I
just couldn’t bear to do it. It was selfish. I’m so sorry.” 


“Just…just don’t do it again,” he begs.
“Come home this time. Stay in contact. Don’t make me wonder if I’ve lost my
little girl ever again.” 


“I won’t, Dad, I promise.” 


He presses me against him a little tighter
before letting up and releasing me. He turns away immediately to wipe away his
last few tears, and I find myself doing the same. It’s Mom’s turn then. She
wraps me up in a hug that promises everything she doesn’t say, that she
understands why we’re leaving, that she hates to let us go, that she has faith
we’ll make it home in one piece. No words pass her lips, but she said plenty. I
pull back and turn to find Molly sobbing in Mason’s arms. 


Everyone else is quiet as he tries to
comfort her and promises to call every day. She keeps begging and clinging
until Mason finally says, “Molly, remember what you asked me and Olivia to do
before we left?” 


She rubs her fists over her eyes then
looks at him, lip still quivering. “To find our parents and come back.” 


“Well,” Mason says, “we did both.” 


She nods slowly. 


“I keep my promises, Molly. We have to go,
and you have to stay here, but we will come back. Hayden with us.” He hugs her
one more time then says, “I need you to do something for me while we’re gone.” 


Not one to be fooled easily, Molly rolls
her eyes. “What? Like make sure Evie doesn’t get into trouble?” 


Evie smirks at the insinuation that she
needs looking after, but I just laugh. Truth is, Molly wouldn’t stop Evie from
doing something crazy. She’d be right there with her. Mason laughs at Molly and
shakes his head. “No, I know there’s no hope of keeping Evie out of trouble. I
had something else in mind.” 


“What?” Molly asks. 


“I need you to help us find the Mother.” 


“Huh?” she asks. “How am I supposed to do
that?” 


“You’re going to help Evie and her parents
learn everything they can about the Mother. And before you ask, I’m trusting
you with this, because you know more about Aerling lore than any of us here.
The Montgomery’s will help, I’m sure, but you’re the only one who’ll know
what’s true and what’s not.” 


“Because I’m a lie detector?” Molly asks. 


Mason frowns. “That and because you’re an
Aerling. Next time you get to talk to Conner and Shane, ask them what they felt
when Olivia told them the Māori creation story. Trust me, Mollywog, you’ll
know if what you’re hearing is true.” 


Chewing on her bottom lip, Molly looks up
at Mason. “Why can’t I do all of that with you?” 


“Because the Sentinels know who you are,”
Mason says. The gravity in his voice cools any attempt Molly was planning to
make at an argument. “They know why I’m back, and they know they can stop me by
hurting you. I’m not going to give them that option.” 


Molly’s whole body sags as she realizes
she can’t argue with that. Tears well up in her eyes as she throws herself back
into her brother’s arm. Knowing their goodbye won’t be easy, I nod for Sloane
to follow me. When we’re both off to the side I say, “I’m going to need your
help to connect with Hayden again.” 


She nods eagerly. “I can help you whenever
you want. I’ve never helped an Escort locate someone before, but it was…” 


“Actually, that’s something I wanted to
ask you about.” I stare at her, wondering at her eagerness. “How did you know
how to help me find Hayden? I could feel you, I don’t know, nudging my power
along or something.” 


“It’s hard to explain,” Sloane says. “It’s
my only gift, so I don’t really have anything to compare it to. When I touch
another Aerling or Escort with my power, it’s like I can instantly sense its
potential and where it needs to go or what it needs to do.” 


Her eyes are shining as she says this.
Something about the way she’s almost hovering over me, anxious to try helping
me again puts me on edge. It’s almost like she needs to help me again. “What
else,” I demand. 


I half expect her to stare at me like I’m
talking crazy, but instead she ducks her head as if she’s ashamed of something.
That only makes me more curious and I cross my arms over my chest and glare at
her. “Start talking.” 


Sloane opens her mouth, but closes it
again immediately. Her eyes flick over to Mason briefly before coming back to
me. “When I combine my power with someone else’s, I can, uh, kinda access the
person’s, um…thoughts and emotions.” 


My eyes widen to the point I think they
might fall right out of my head. “You were digging around in my thoughts and
emotions the whole time you were helping me locate and speak to Hayden?” I
shriek. My parents’ eyes skip over to me, as do Evie’s, but they keep their
distance for now. 


“No,” Sloane says quickly, “I didn’t do it
on purpose! I try to stop it from happening, but it’s not easy. Things just, I
don’t know, kind of filter in as I’m helping someone. I didn’t mean to see
everything, but you were thinking about him the whole time.” 


“Thinking about who?” I snap. 


Wrapping her arms around her body, Sloane
looks away. Her expression is pained and a tear escapes down her cheek.
“Hayden.” 


It feels like being stabbed in the heart.
I reach out and press my hand against the wall to steady myself. She saw my
memories of Hayden? She felt what I felt while we were desperately
searching for him? How could she do that to me? How could she invade my privacy
like that? Those moments…the basketball park, that day on the front porch, his
kiss goodbye…she saw all of that? I’m not even sure why it hurts so bad to
think she witnessed all of those, except that they were mine. They were my
memories of Hayden, my moments of happiness and comfort and pain. They were
mine, but now she’s stolen that from me. 


“I’m sorry,” Sloane whispers. “I tried not
to feel or see anything, but I couldn’t.” 


Snapping my fiery gaze up to her, I say,
“You had no right…” 


Mason puts a hand on my shoulder. It’s not
forceful, but it’s enough to restrain me. “She said she couldn’t help it, and
Molly says she telling the truth.” 


Somehow, that makes it even worse. My
bottom lip begins quivering as I realize we’ll have to do this again and again.
Every time I need to get more information on where Hayden is, she’ll be right
there, siphoning off my memories and emotions. 


“I knew why I wanted to come help
you find Hayden,” Sloane says softly, “but I didn’t understand why you would be
willing to put off finding the Mother to save this one person, but I do now.”
She looks up at me with understanding in her eyes that tears at my soul. “I
didn’t understand how much you love him.” 


“Of course I love him,” I snap. “He’s my
best friend aside from Mason and Evie.” 


Sloane looks away, unwilling to meet my
gaze. “It’s so much more than that.” She shakes her head and turns away, not
watching the fallout of her words. 


I feel like I can’t breathe as I fight
against what she said. I know my own heart, but Mason’s hand slips off my
shoulder and I panic. Spinning to face him, my breath catches at the way his
sad smile is twitching at the corner. I know he doesn’t doubt how much I love
him. Even if I loved Hayden as more than a friend, I chose Mason. I would never
choose differently. Mason knows that, but everything his parents told us comes
rushing back in and my heart squeezes in agony as I guess at his thoughts. 


“No,” I say firmly. “Don’t you even start
thinking like that, Mason.” 


“Olivia…” 


I shake my head furiously. “Don’t, just
don’t. If you say one single word about what your parents said to anyone else,
I will punch you right in the mouth. And don’t think I won’t,” I hiss. “We are
not discussing this, now or ever. We’re staying together. Subject closed.” 


I spin away, livid, terrified, and so
confused I can barely think. My body feels halfway numb as I say another
tearful round of goodbyes to my family, promising we’ll call all the time. Dad
is nearing full time panic mode as we begin to leave, but Mom senses that
something is up. She doesn’t ask, but before we leave, she says, “Olivia, when
you have a few minutes alone, call me. Don’t put everything on your shoulders
if you don’t have to.” 


In that moment, I remember the day Mom
stopped me from going to school, after Hayden had kissed me and I was such an
emotional mess about everything that I could barely think straight. She
listened to every word I babbled, took it all in, and somehow set everything
right. Right enough that I could focus, anyway. Knowing that her quiet strength
can overpower so much more than you’d ever think, I give her one last hug and
promise to call as soon as I can. 


Soon, we’re miles away, the car quiet with
everyone deep in their own thoughts. I know I should be thinking about how to
rescue Hayden and find the Mother. The fate of an entire world is depending on
us to come through. I have no intention of failing the Aerlings, but as we
drive, the only thing I can think about is how much I never want to have Sloane
in my head again. 


 
















 


Chapter 8


Truth


(Mason)


 


 


 


Watching Olivia and Sloane work to locate
Hayden’s exact position within the compound is troubling. It’s the third time
since leaving Olivia’s house yesterday that this has happen. Each time it’s
worse. Olivia despises having to ask Sloane for help, but she doesn’t have
enough control over her power to do it on her own just yet. Sloane, however, is
more than happy to dive back into Olivia’s mind and feelings despite what she
said back at Olivia’s house. 


I don’t think Sloane was lying or being
deceptive when she said she was sorry and didn’t mean to invade Olivia’s
privacy. She seemed honestly affected by the pain Olivia carries over
everything that has happened with Hayden. Clearly, something about being in
Olivia’s memories and emotions gives Sloane pleasure. I’m not sure exactly what
it is, but the expression on her face is verging on blissful. 


Not so, for Olivia. The grimace she sports
every time they’ve done this gets worse each time, as if she’s fighting off Sloane’s
invasion while expending everything she has left to find Hayden. I don’t get Sloane
at all, but she’s not really my concern right now. If she gets some kind of
weird joy out of spying into other people’s heads, well, we’ll deal with that
later. It’s Olivia that has me worried. 


I get that having someone sift through
your thoughts would be disturbing, but why is she so determined to protect her
memories of Hayden? Is she worried Sloane will see something she doesn’t want her
to see? That Sloane might tell me something I don’t already know? I shake my
head at that, but I can’t help wondering. I saw Hayden kiss Olivia that last
time, but Olivia told me about the other two times they kissed, once the night
the Sentinel attacked the house, and once while I was gone when Hayden was
trying to convince her I wasn’t her only option. That was before he found out I
was an Aerling, and I feel no anger against Hayden for any of those. So, why is
Olivia so upset? 


I’m left wondering when Olivia’s eyes snap
open and she yanks her hands out of Sloane’s. She stands and brushes the dirt
off her pants without looking in Sloane’s direction. She turns to me, still
agitated, and says, “He’s on the third sublevel in the west prison block, cell
fourteen. I think he’s…” Olivia’s hard expression falters. “Hayden is hurt. We
need to hurry.” 


Her eyes are pleading, forcing me to push
away my other concerns and take her hand. “We’ll get him back. Sloane and I
will be in and out with him before you know it.” 


“Wait, what?” Olivia demands. For a split
second, I almost laugh, because she looks just like Evie did when we told her
she couldn’t come. I think better of it, luckily. 


“Olivia, how would you ever be able to
sneak in there? There are Sentinels crawling all over this compound. Whatever
Hayden has gone through, it will be so much worse for you.” I doubt I’m telling
her anything she doesn’t already know, but the pain etched in her features cuts
at me all the same. “We’ll get him out, I promise.” 


Biting at her bottom lip, Olivia nods as a
tear rolls down her cheek. “I know you will. I’m just so worried.” 


“I know you are. It’s going to be okay,
though.” 


Olivia throws her arms around me, but
pulls away just as quickly and begins pacing. She still won’t look at Sloane.
Whatever is going on between them doesn’t stop Sloane from walking over to me
and saying, “I’ll follow your lead. I’ve been in the Aerling world for a year,
so I might be a little rusty at being, you know, invisible.” 


“I’m sure it will all come back to you as
soon as we’re surrounded by Sentinels on every side.” I say it with as much
confidence as I can, but her confession worries me. “Getting in shouldn’t be
too much of a problem. It’ll be getting Hayden back out. Even if the Sentinels
can’t see or sense us, we have no way of hiding Hayden.” 


Sloane’s eyes narrow. She reaches toward
me, but I can’t help flinching away. Hurt by my mistrust, she pulls her hand
back, but says, “I wouldn’t be so quick to limit your powers, Mason. You’re the
heir of Tāwhiri. One of them, anyway. That counts for a lot in our world.”



Not entirely sure what she means by that,
I don’t really have time to puzzle out her cryptic words. I turn back to Olivia
and wrap her up tightly. “Stay out of sight until we get back. If there’s any
hint of Sentinel activity, get in the car and drive away. They can’t sense you,
but they can track you like they would any other prey. I don’t want you to risk
yourself for Robin, but we need her to repair the barrier. I don’t know if
Tū knows we need her to fix things. Even if he doesn’t, Robin knows enough
to cause more trouble.” 


“I won’t let them find either of us,”
Olivia says. The heat in her voice makes me wary, and gives me hope at the same
time. She turns her chin up and kisses me fiercely. “Be careful, and bring
Hayden back to me.” 


“I…will.” I’ll do everything I can to
rescue Hayden, but her phrasing gives me pause. Again, I don’t have time to
ponder it, so I shake it off and return my focus to Sloane. She’s ready and
waiting. A few seconds later, we’re both trotting toward the Sentinel compound.



It looks like a prison, like the kind
you’d see on some kind of prison break movie. Razor wire tops a ten foot fence.
Armed guards are positioned in watchtowers that surround the compound. Every
gate has secured locking mechanisms. It’s completely locked down, and I’m sure
any human would have a tough time getting in here. Luckily for us, we’re not
human. Sloane and I both call the air to us, using it to lift ourselves over
the razor wire and set us back down in the barren courtyard. 


Sloane seems unsure of what to do next
when we get to a door sealed shut by a key card access lock. I’d be lying if I
said I wasn’t pleased with how fast I was able to call up a bit of lightning,
short out the lock, and use Molly’s lock picking tricks to get us both inside.
Deep into the early morning hours, we only encounter a few Sentinels patrolling
the halls. No one sees the elevator door open on its own, and no one sees it
open on the third sublevel, either. Making our way to the correct cell block
and locating Hayden is easy. That’s where things start getting difficult. 


“What do we do now?” Sloane asks as we
stare at a bruised and bloodied Hayden out cold on an old cot while a Sentinel
guard stands watch right in front of the cell door. The intensity this guy is
carrying around pretty much guarantees us there’s no chance of him falling
asleep in the near future. 


It takes me a few minutes to answer,
mainly because I’m trying to think up a plan. I feel completely stumped until I
remember Cedrick’s last bit of advice on controlling Robin. It should work, but
I need to make sure it won’t end up giving us away, first. Turning to Sloane, I
say, “Check the surrounding area and let me know if there’s anyone close enough
to stumble on a body and raise an alarm.” 


Sloane’s eyes widen by a small degree, but
she nods and scurries off. She’s back a few minutes later, shaking her head.
“Hayden’s the only prisoner in this block. There likely won’t be anyone coming
down this way until the next shift.” 


“Good.” Sloane’s whole body tenses up as I
walk over to stand directly in front of the guard, as close as I can manage
without him sensing me immediately. I can tell by Sloane’s stillness that she’s
holding her breath, which seems oddly appropriate given what I’m about to do.
It’s times like these that I’m thankful to have the memory of an Aerling. Aside
from the memories lost from the trauma of seeing my Caretaker family murdered
in front of me, I remember nearly everything. Any memory having to do with
power, it’s like it’s stored inside my mind in full HD. 


I bring back Cedrick’s instructions, the
memory of it filling me to the point that it’s as though I’m there. I remember
his every move, following it as I call up my power and bring the air in the
guard’s body under my full command. I know instinctively how much I need to
take for him to pass out, and with a flick of my power, I suck it right out of
him. His eyes roll up before he can even process a single thought, and a few
seconds later he’s lying on the ground. 


Sloane seems stunned at my display, but I
don’t have time to calm her down. “Stand guard. It may take me a few minutes to
wake Hayden up.” 


Nodding, she takes up position dutifully.
The whole getting inside Olivia’s head thing is still bugging me, but I have no
problem trusting Sloane when it comes to rescuing Hayden. That’s the whole
reason she volunteered for this insane mission in the first place. Putting my
faith in her to do her job well, I make myself visible and approach Hayden’s
unconscious form. He doesn’t react at all when I put my hand on his shoulder. 


“Hayden,” I whisper. You need to wake up.”
He groans when I shake him gently, but still seems determined to avoid the
waking world. “Hayden, please, we need to get you out of here.” He groans again
and pulls away from me. Sighing, I say the one thing I know will work. “Olivia
is waiting for you, but you have to wake up.” 


Immediately, Hayden’ eyes flutter halfway
open. “Olivia?” He looks like he’s either been drugged or simply exhausted, but
he finally begins to struggle up to sitting. He only makes it halfway before I
reach in to help him. He winces when I grab his arm to help keep him steady. 


“Where are you hurt?” I ask. 


“Pretty much everywhere. Don’t worry about
it. Let’s just get the hell outta here.” 


I couldn’t agree more. Hayden leans on me
heavily once I get him up to his feet and my worries about how we’re going to
escape deepen. “Any grand ideas on how to get you out of here without getting
caught by the Sentinels?” 


Hayden laughs, or tries to anyway. It’s
too painful. “Would’ve thought you’d have figured that out before jumping in
here to rescue me.” 


“Yeah, well, you know how our last
brilliant plan worked out. We figured winging it couldn’t possibly go any
worse.” 


A grin spreads across Hayden’s mouth.
“That last plan sucked.” 


“No kidding. Let’s hope this one goes a
little better.” 


Hayden starts to nod, but suddenly he digs
up a bit of strength and grabs my arm, pointing over my shoulder. I whip
around, sure a Sentinel has somehow managed to sneak up on us, but all I see is
Sloane standing guard. “Hayden, what’s…?” 


“Shh!” he whispers. “There’s someone
outside the cell. A woman.” 


I couldn’t have been more stunned than if
someone dropped a bucket of ice water on my head. “You can see her?” I demand. 


“Of course I can! She’s standing right in
front of us!” 


At that, Sloane turns around, looking
equally caught off guard. “You can see me?” 


“Why does everyone keep asking me that?”
Hayden asks. He tries to move away from Sloane, but his legs give out and I
have to catch him. His eyes stay pinned on Sloane the entire time. “Who are
you?” 


Knowing we can’t sit around chatting all night,
I give Hayden the short version. “She’s an Aerling, Levi’s sister, to be
specific. She came to help rescue you. Everything else is going to have to wait
until we get out of here.” 


Even what little I just told him is enough
to shut Hayden up for a good long while. He stares at Sloane in shock as I drag
his barely functional body out of the cell. Sloane isn’t much better, but she
has enough presence of mind to rush over to Hayden’s side and make dragging him
around a little easier on me. Only the sound of our shuffling feet follows us
through the empty hallways. The going is fairly easy until we near the end of
the cell block. 


“Can you get to him through the glass?” Sloane
asks in reference to the guard sitting inside the glass booth that monitors the
exit. On our way in it wasn’t that difficult to short the lock and wait until
he turned his back to slip through. That’s not going to happen while we’re
towing Hayden along with us. 


Shaking my head in answer to her question,
I know I won’t be able to maneuver my power through the small opening under the
door with enough strength to suck the breath out of his body. My mouth turns up
in a vicious smile as I realize I can certainly do the reverse, though. I can’t
remember where I learned about oxygen toxicity, but the information was filed
away in my brain somewhere and I dredge it back up now. Concentrating, I
separate the bits of molecular oxygen from the surrounding air and start
funneling it into the guard booth under the door. 


Oxygen poisoning can kill a human, but I
know I won’t be so lucky with a Sentinel. It should be enough to incapacitate
him for a while, though. Sloane watches raptly as the guard first seems to
experience a high. As I shove more and more oxygen into his booth, things start
to change. The guard stands, noticeably disoriented. We all watch as he
stumbles about for a minute before dropping to the ground as a seizure overtakes
him. We all look away then and slip out the door. I don’t feel any remorse for
damage done to Sentinels, but that doesn’t mean I want to sit around and watch
it either. Unfortunately, he’ll be fine once the seizure ends and the oxygen
levels even back out. 


“Mason, two Sentinels, ahead to the
right.” 


We all stop immediately, though we can’t
see anyone yet. The elevators are down the same hall, and we have to get to
them if we have any hope of escaping. This area is too conspicuous to leave a
couple of bodies, though. I scan the hallway ahead of the intersection and spot
what looks like a janitorial closet. Shoving Hayden into Sloane’s arms, I say,
“Wait here.” 


Sloane fumbles, trying to get a good grip
on Hayden, but she has him in hand by the time I step out into the hallway
fully visible. It takes the two Sentinels a moment to process what they’re
seeing. One reaches for a walkie talkie on his belt, but I zap it before he
gets a chance to raise the alarm. The other guy doesn’t bother with an alert. 


He whips out a gun and has it pointed at
me before I can blink. The muzzle flash lights up the dim hallway and I panic.
The shield I used to protect Olivia that night on the river bank springs to
life as an automatic response. The gale of wind I slam into the bullet drives
it into a wall, instead of my head. Instinct takes over, then, and my anger
sucks the heat out of the room. Crystals form on their lips before they realize
what’s happening. Both fall stiffly to the floor, frozen from the inside out. 


Sloane must hear them fall, because she
barrels around the corner to help me drag them away before they’re fully
settled. She’s shaking her head as she reaches out to touch one of the
Sentinels. “Are they…dead?” she asks. 


“No, but it’ll take them a while to
recover from this.” 


Wordlessly, she helps me drag them both to
the janitorial closet. I wonder how Tū managed to create humans that were
indestructible to Aerlings, all but Wardens, anyway. What is it about them that
makes it so hard for us to kill them? Other humans can kill them. Caretaker
Officers don’t manage to take down one of their twisted counterparts very
often, but Robin’s parents confirmed it was possible. I can only guess it’s Tū’s
intimate knowledge of Aerling power that allowed him to create a being
impervious to everything we can do but the weird dagger Olivia said I created
to kill Alex, the Sentinel who attacked us at the house. 


I still can’t remember what I did that
night, or what I did the night I gave the scarred Sentinel the mark he’s so
easily identified by now. Tāwhiri brought back some of my early memories.
It was just a few, the day I was born, the day he named me and claimed me as
his heir. What he did is a mystery to me, but it was his power that repaired
that broken part of my mind. I hold part of his power now, and as we haul
Hayden into the elevator, I wonder if that means I can do what he did. 


“How do we know there won’t be Sentinels
waiting for us as soon as the doors open?” Sloane asks worriedly. 


“We don’t,” I say, “but we’ll be
prepared.” 


Sloane positions Hayden behind her and to
the side of the door. I feel it immediately when she calls her power. For a
moment, I’m surprised by the feel of it. Molly’s power feels like a buzzing
bumblebee, which suits her perfectly. I’m still trying to get a handle on Sloane,
but the soothing hum of her power is tough to reconcile with what I know of her
so far. 


Before I have a chance to think on it any
longer, the elevator chimes and the doors begin to slide open. Sloane’s gasp is
the first alert. Hammers clicking back as the Sentinels begin to fire is the
second. I don’t waste a second blasting my power out and away from my body.
Bullets ping off metal and dig into drywall in a furious cacophony of sound.
Anger fuels my next attack, lightning zapping out at every Sentinel within
range. My shield zips back into place as another round of bullets fly. 


I feel strangely calm as I send another
devastating blast of air out to one side to clear a path for Sloane. “Get
Hayden out of here,” I command. She’s on her way before I finish my sentence. A
couple of Sentinels try to break off after her, but she dispatches them with
baseball-sized pieces of hail pulled together from the ambient moisture so
quickly even I am impressed. The Sentinels don’t have time to be impressed,
thanks to the hail crashing into their skulls. 


Feeling confident in Sloane’s ability to
get Hayden back to Olivia, I turn my full attention back to the rest of my enemies.
For a second, I can’t figure out why they aren’t attacking me. It’s not until I
recognize the familiar feeling of ants crawling under my skin that I spot him
approaching from the back of the group. His scarred face is twisted in a smirk
as he stops at the front of the pack and crosses his arms over his chest. 


“Like a fly to honey,” he says. 


It was always a possibility that Hayden’s
being captured was a lure to get us onto their turf, but I don’t fully
understand. “How did you know we’d come back to Earth?” I ask from behind my
shield. 


“How could you not?” The smugness in his
voice is infuriating, but I keep a careful hold on my emotions. 


“You knew,” I say as realization dawns. 


The scarred Sentinel laughs at me. “I
knew? Of course I knew, little Aerling, little pathetic Aerling. It was my
plan, and it worked perfectly. Robin got dragged along, right through the
Aerling barrier, breaking it with no chance of repair except the Mother.” 


It takes all my effort not to show my fear
in that moment. He knows why we’re here. He expected it from the beginning,
planned for it even. “You won’t stop us,” I say. 


He laughs again, this time with a heavy
layer of bitterness. “Who says I’ll need to stop you? Finding the Mother, it
won’t be easy. Learning enough to find wherever that backstabbing woman is
hiding will require finding the truth. When you do that, I won’t need to stop
you from doing anything. You’ll do that all on your own.” 


Fears and doubts swim around in my mind.
The fact that we know only a tiny portion of the true Aerling history hasn’t
escaped me. Everything I thought I knew has been turned on its head so many
times since that first run-in with Robin, it’s almost impossible to trust
anything. This guy, though, everything that comes out of his mouth is poison.
He killed my Caretaker family. If he thinks I’m ever going to trust him, he’s
delusional. 


“I guess we’ll just have to see about
that,” I tell him as I back away toward the exit. 


“Leaving so soon?” the scarred Sentinel
mocks. 


I brace myself for another attack, but it
doesn’t come. He just stands there staring at me, like he’s waiting for me to
figure something out. “Why aren’t you trying to kill me? Your goons certainly
gave it their best shot a few minutes ago.” 


The scarred Sentinel shrugs. “Just testing
your powers.” He takes a step forward, but makes no move to attack. “I’m
impressed you’ve come so far in such a short time, but you’re still miles away
from where you need to be if you plan on rebuilding the barrier.” 


My eyebrows twitch together in confusion.
The Mother is going to fix the barrier, not me. What does my power have to do
with anything? “This is your chance to stop me from making sure you’re locked
out of the Aerling world forever. Why not take it?” I don’t say it, but I know
my power isn’t strong enough to stop him. It wasn’t the night he came for me at
the Parker’s, and although I’ve improved since then, I know it still won’t be
enough. 


“Because I want you to learn the truth
before I kill you, little confused Aerling.” 


“The truth about what?” 


His expression narrows into one so
menacing it’s nearly impossible not to cringe away. “About everything.” 


“You killed my family. Sentinels have
killed countless innocent Aerling children. Even if the truth is different than
what I believe, what makes you think I’d ever see you as something other than a
pack of ruthless killers who deserve to be wiped off the face of this world?” 


He chuckles, like he thinks I’m being
intentionally funny. “Do you honestly think I care what you think about me?” He
shakes his head. “Your opinion means nothing. All that matters is the truth.
Once you have it, then you’ll understand what truly needs fixing.” 


“You’re just going to let me leave then?” 


“I have no reason to keep you,” the
scarred Sentinel says. His lips twist into a vicious smile, putting me on edge.
“That doesn’t mean I’ll make it easy on you.” One flick of his wrist sends his
goons back on the attack. He doesn’t stick around to watch it all play out. I
take shot after shot at his back as I fend off everyone else and make a run for
the exit, but nothing touches him. He knew it wouldn’t.


Sentinels lay unconscious all over the
hallway as I bolt from the doors a few minutes later, heaving in breath after
breath, stumbling away from the fear and confusion I am suddenly drowning in. I
run like mad, but as my feet pound against pavement and my power works to
defend me, I know things have once again been turned on their head. Cedrick all
but threw us out of the Aerling world on a mission to find the Mother and
repair the barrier, but now I begin to wonder if pushing us out so quickly
didn’t have more to do with us finding out the real reason behind the barrier
than it did with saving lives. 


 
















 


Chapter 9


Reliable Sources


(Olivia)


 


 


 


I stumble out of the car and start running
before my brain catches up with me. As I trip over rocks and clumps of desert
grass I tell myself I shouldn’t have revealed myself before getting a good look
at who’s coming, but I know it’s Hayden. I felt his power. I know it’s
him and I know he’s in agony. I only come to a stop and focus when I realize
there’s only two people. 


Staring at Sloane and Hayden, it’s
impossible to tamp down my rising panic. “Where’s Mason?” I demand as I rush
over to Hayden and slip my arm around his waist to support him. 


“He’s coming,” Sloane says, but I can hear
the fear in her voice. 


“What happened?” I demand. The bite in my
voice makes her flinch. 


“Sentinels, they were waiting for us when
we got back to the main floor. Mason held them off while I got Hayden out.” She
glances back over her shoulder quickly before turning back to Hayden. “He’ll be
here soon. They can’t stop him.” 


I have firsthand knowledge of how deadly
Mason’s power can be, but he has his limits. One in particular. “Was there a
Sentinel there with a big nasty scar on his face?” 


“I’m not sure,” Sloane says. “I was trying
to fight off Sentinels and drag Hayden out. I didn’t really get a very good
look at anyone.” 


I turn to look back, hoping for some sign
of Mason, but Hayden’s voice claims my attention. “At the end,” he croaks. “He
showed up right before we escaped.” 


My arms tighten around Hayden, because
it’s all I can do. If I don’t hold on to him as tightly as I can, I won’t be
able to stop myself from running to find Mason. “Are you okay?” I ask Hayden.
Silently, I plead for Mason to make it out soon. 


“Great,” Hayden says with a smile made
crooked thanks to bruises and a split lip. “Took your time getting here,
though.” 


I know he’s joking, but as I look down at
him I can’t stop the tears from forming. The awkward way we’re carrying him has
his ruined t-shirt pulled off to one side. There isn’t a speck of his skin not
covered in mottled purples and browns. His split lip isn’t the only source of
blood. His right sleeve is caked in it. “Oh, Hayden,” I whisper. 


“I’m fine,” he insists. “Just need to sit
down.” 


“We’re almost to the car,” Sloane says. 


True to her words, we reach my dad’s car
less than a minute later. When Sloane tries to step in and help Hayden into the
car, my glare is enough to push her back a step. It clearly pains her to back
off, but I don’t care. Skimming my memories doesn’t mean she knows him. It
doesn’t mean she has any real connection to him. After getting Hayden settled,
he tries to buckle himself in, but that proves impossible when he realizes
several of his fingers are broken. 


“Hayden, I’m so sorry,” I cry as tears
spill down my cheeks. This is my fault. I dragged him into this. My hands shake
as I carefully pull the belt across him and clip it into place. 


“Hey, don’t cry,” he says softly, lisping
a bit. “I’ll be fine. I’ll heal, I promise.” 


Shaking my head, I reach out for him, but
I can’t find anywhere to touch him that won’t cause him more pain. “This never
would have happened if…” 


“This isn’t your fault,” Hayden says. “I
made my choice to be a part of this and nothing you could have said would’ve
changed my mind.” 


I start to argue with him, but Sloane
grabs the back of my jacket and yanks me away from Hayden. I almost snap at her
for interrupting, but a second later I spot a dark shape sprinting toward us.
When I start running, Sloane calls after me to stop, to stay back, but I have
no fear of being attacked. Seconds later, I crash into Mason’s arms. 


“Are you okay?” I demand. “Hayden said the
scarred Sentinel was there. “Did he attack you? Are you hurt?” 


“I’m fine,” Mason says, looking somewhat
perplexed by that. He shakes his head. “He let his goons attack me, but only to
test my power. He wasn’t trying to kill me.” 


“What? Why not?” I mean, I’m glad it
didn’t turn into a full-scale war between them, but that makes no sense. 


Mason was there, but he seems as confused
as I feel. “I have no idea, but he said things…I know he’s the last person we
should believe, but…” 


“But what?” 


“I don’t think Cedrick was being
completely honest with us before we left. There’s more going on than we
realize. A lot more.” 


A sick feeling stirs in the pit of my
stomach. “Well, it’s not like we aren’t used to that by now. We’ll figure it
out, Mason, but right now we need to get Hayden out of here. He’s in pretty bad
shape.” 


Nodding, Mason takes my hand and we rush
back to the car where Sloane is waiting for us. Poor Hayden looks like he’s
passed out in the backseat, but Sloane is eager to get going. After a quick nod
from Mason, she starts toward the opposite side of the car, but I stop her
before she gets more than a few steps away. 


“Olivia,” Mason says softly, “she’s just
going to keep an eye on him.” 


I can hear the hurt in his voice, and I
understand it, I really do, but this has less to do with Sloane’s weaseling her
way into Hayden’s life than it does with practicality. “I need to try
something…with Hayden.” Mason quirks up an eyebrow at me, definitely expecting
more of an explanation. I swallow hard. “What if…what if I can heal him like I
did you?” 


Mason glances over at Sloane for some
input, but she only shrugs. “I’ve never seen it before, but all bets are off
when it comes to you two. Even with Olivia being a Seeker, she never should
have found Hayden so easily. Tāwhiri’s power is nearly unstoppable. It’s
worth a try.” 


Finally, Mason nods his agreement. He
presses his lips to my cheek before gesturing for me to join Hayden. It annoys
me to see Sloane slipping into the front seat next to Mason, but I need to try
to help Hayden. I realize he’s not asleep or unconscious as I previously
thought when he attempts smiling at me. I don’t know if he heard our
conversation outside, or if he just needs to be near someone, but he reaches
out for my hand once I’m sitting and I don’t hesitate to take it. 


“Try to relax,” I say. 


As soon as the words leave my mouth, the
back of our seat lurches again and again as Mason begins driving. My reaction
is to punch the seat, hoping she feels the impact. Mason’s reaction has a bit
more finesse. All it takes is a flick of his wrist to make his power do his
bidding. The kicking halts immediately, though a muffled scream of frustration
follows the stalled hissy fit. 


“Uh,” Hayden says, “is there another
passenger you guys failed to mention.” 


“It’s Robin,” I say, her name tasting foul
on my lips. 


“What?” 


Shaking my head, I promise to explain
everything as soon as we find somewhere safe to stop for the night. Hayden’s
too exhausted to argue. All he says is, “So are we holding hands just for the
fun of it, or are you going to try to heal me up?” 


I can’t help smiling at him. I don’t know
how he keeps so much optimism packed away for times like these, but the tension
in the car seems to lessen at his words. “If you’ll stop asking questions about
people in the trunk and little things like that, I’ll give it a try.” 


Hayden nudges me playfully, but grimaces
at the movement. Being reminded of his pain, I settle in and focus. With Mason,
my power started healing him immediately, just like when I tried to find him.
The difference in my Seeking abilities holds true with healing as well. Just
touching Hayden isn’t enough. I have to consciously focus my thoughts and power
on repairing the damage the Sentinels did to him. It’s overwhelming to be faced
with so much trauma and I nearly lose it as the sheer enormity of his pain hits
me. 


“How are you still conscious?” I whisper
tearfully. Four of his fingers are broken, along with two ribs, several little
bones in his left foot, and a crack in his femur. Deep tissues bruises dot his
entire body. The lingering swelling of a concussion is putting pressure on his
brain and he’s one more hit away from a fractured vertebrae. 


My free hand comes up to press against his
chest, begging the healing to move faster. I don’t realize I’m crying again
until Hayden lifts a shaky hand to wipe away my tears. “I’m conscious because
you said you were coming for me and I couldn’t give in before I saw you again.
I had to know you were okay.” 


A sob wracks my body as this beautiful boy
smiles up at me through his pain. My power works more slowly on Hayden than it
did on Mason, but it does enough that his eyes close slowly and he drifts into
the darkness free of pain. The car is silent as I cling to Hayden and cry. 


I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here
holding onto Hayden before Mason finally speaks, but his voice startles me out
of a deep sleep. “How’s he doing?” 


Rubbing my eyes, I lift myself from
Hayden’s shoulder. I instantly feel guilty for having leaned against him,
because it probably only made his pain worse, but as I look down at him, I’m
amazed at the change. The bruises along his jaw have already faded to a muddy
brownish yellow and his split lip is now only a thin red line of dried blood
and new scar tissue. Shocked, I pick up his hand to inspect his fingers and see
them straightened, though still heavily bruised. I gently push up his filthy,
blood stained shirt and almost burst into tears again at the sight of less than
half his torso covered in bruises. One of his ribs still seems out of place
beneath his skin, but Hayden seems to be breathing more easily at least. 


“It’s working,” I say excitedly. “He still
looks like he’s been put through a meat grinder, but it’s definitely working.” 


Mason reaches a hand back to me and
squeezes my knee. “I had no doubt that it would.” 


“How long have I been out?” 


“Three hours,” Mason says. 


Surprised by that number, I realize it’s
still going to take me a long time to finish healing Hayden. I yawn just
thinking about it and realize how exhausted I feel. Healing Mason took nothing
from me, but I can tell it won’t be the same with Hayden. It doesn’t matter,
though, because he’s only in this condition because of me. I’ll give him
whatever he needs in order to recover. 


Settling back against the seat so I’m
contacting Hayden as much as I can, I ask, “Where are we going?” 


“Just driving, for now. Your dad’s trying
to find us somewhere to stay that will be safe. He said he’ll call when he
books something.” 


“My parents!” Shaking my head, I realize I
completely forgot to let them know we made it out of the compound all right. 


“Already called them,” Mason says with a
laugh. “And Hayden’s family. They wanted to talk to him, but you were both out
cold. I promised to have him call when he was more alert.” 


Taking my hand away from Hayden for a
moment, I take Mason’s and squeeze it gently. “Thanks for doing all of that.” 


When I release his hand and put it back on
Hayden, Mason turns back to the road. He doesn’t say anything, but I don’t
think I’m imagining the tightness in his features. “Is everything okay?” I ask,
worried he found out something troubling when he called home. 


Mason doesn’t answer right away, but his
frown deepens. “Can I ask you something?” Mason finally says. 


Shrugging, I’m confused why he’s even
asking permission. “Of course.” 


“What’s going on with Sloane?” 


I glance over at her and realize she’s
asleep before taking a minute to think about his question. The more I think
about it, the more uncertain I am about what he’s really asking me. “I already
told you I hate how she’s able to dig through my memories when she’s helping
me. Wouldn’t that bug you?” 


“Yeah,” Hayden says slowly, “but there
seems to be more to it than that.” 


“More to it than what?” I argue. “Those
memories are mine. The relationship I have with Hayden, Sloane doesn’t get to
just swoop in and absorb it like she’s been through everything with us. She
says she can’t help doing it, but she enjoys it, Mason. I know she does.” 


His expression twists into something that
looks like chagrin mixed with agreement. “Maybe that’s just because of Hayden’s
connection to Levi.” He shrugs, but doesn’t put much backing behind it. “She
was pretty desperate to come save him just based on that. It could be that she
thinks getting to know Hayden through you will somehow make up for losing her brother.”



“She can do that without stealing my
memories,” I snap. I say that, but the thought of her cozying up to Hayden in
any way makes me want to put her in the trunk with Robin. I know I’m being
unfair and selfish, and maybe even a little petty, but I can’t help it right
now. Maybe once everything calms back down I won’t be such a lunatic about
this…maybe. I look back up at Mason, hoping he’ll say something that doesn’t
make me feel like a huge witch, but instead, all I see is hurt. 


“Is there something…” He pauses, dropping
his eyes. “Is there a memory you don’t want her to see, something you’re
worried I might find out about?” 


Now it’s my turn to be hurt, though I’m
sure that’s probably not fair. “What?” I ask. “No, of course not. I’ve told you
everything that happened between me and Hayden. There’s nothing for me to
hide.” 


“Are you sure?” 


Hurt morphs into anger. I’m probably being
irrational, but I don’t care. “What exactly are you asking me, Mason?” 


“Did something more happen between you and
Hayden that you haven’t told me about?” he asks, his voice harder than it was
before. 


“By more, you mean more than the couple of
times he kissed me?” I stare at him, shocked he’s really asking me this. “More
as in, did I sleep with him? Are you really freakin’ asking me that?” 


Mason shushes me, glancing over at Hayden
and Sloane both, which only serves to piss me off even more. I am positively
livid as I look up at him. “If you really think I would sleep with Hayden while
I was worried sick about you being away from me, I…I don’t even know what to
say about that!” I hiss. “Even when I was furious at you for pulling that stunt
with fake dating Robin, could you really picture me running off to
Hayden, who I barely knew at the time, and jumping in bed with him? Could you
picture Hayden doing that either?” 


Mason’s head drops, but he doesn’t give
up. “I don’t get it, okay? Yeah, I understand that having a stranger in your
head would be freaky, but it clearly pisses you off and I have no clue why.” 


“Because Hayden is mine, not Sloane’s,” I
snap. “She can’t just waltz in here get all emotionally connected to him when
she hasn’t had to suffer through everything I have. It’s just not right, okay?
I earned those memories. She shouldn’t get to feel what I did after I saw you
with Robin, or how it felt to have Hayden put all my broken pieces back
together when I didn’t think anyone could. She shouldn’t get to know what it
felt like to be kissed by someone she doesn’t even know. Those are my
memories, Mason, not hers.” 


The next few seconds feel like years as
Mason stares straight ahead in silence. I can see his white knuckles on the
steering wheel, and I know everything I just said must be killing him, but I
won’t take it back. I just won’t. 


“Are you in love with him like Sloane
said?” Mason asks quietly. The agony hovering around those words finally pricks
my hardened soul and my shoulders fall under the weight of it. 


“Not like you think,” I say. 


“Then explain it to me, Olivia, because
it’s killing me to watch you fight so hard to hold onto him, especially
after…my parents said we can’t be together, so maybe I should feel differently,
but I can’t just sit back and feel like I’m losing you.” 


Sighing, I scoot as far forward in my seat
as I can and lean my head against Mason’s shoulder. “You’re not losing me,” I
say, “but this stuff with Sloane, it’s not easy for me. I love Hayden, and
yeah, part of me is in love with him in a way, but that will never change how I
feel about you. With Hayden, it’s more than just having a best friend. It’s
like he’s part of me. Not in the same way I feel connected to you. It’s
different, but he’s part of me all the same.” 


“Why?” Mason begs. 


I consider my words carefully, trying to
puzzle out what my relationship with Hayden is to me. Finally, it seems to
click together. “You know how you felt when Robin first showed up, before we
realized she was a psycho? Do you remember how it felt to have someone else
finally see you, to realize you existed outside the bubble of our family?” 


Mason nods slowly, though I’m not sure he
understands what I’m getting at. 


“That’s part of why I feel so connected to
Hayden. I love you, Mason, and I made you my entire world. When that world
crashed down around me, not only was I heartbroken, I didn’t know who I was
without you. I didn’t think I could survive not being by your side all the
time.” I reach my free hand up and curl it around Mason’s arm. “Then Hayden
showed up. I know part of how he made me feel was the bond of us both being
Escorts, but it wasn’t all of it. He took the time to cheer me up when no one
else outside our family would have. I was the center of his attention, not
because he owed me anything or he needed me, but just because he wanted to
make me his whole focus. I’d never had that before, and it’s not something I
can just forget or share with Sloane.” 


A whole host of emotions flash across
Mason’s face. I can feel his body tense the longer he sits there thinking. “Do
I not make you feel like you’re as important to me as Hayden does?” 


“Of course you do,” I say, “but our
relationship started out so differently. We were just kids when I found you.
You became my best friend, but we became friends because of our circumstances.
Growing up, there were times I wondered if you only thought of me as your
protector. I know you don’t think of me like that now, but we grew to love each
other in such an unusual circumstance. It was just different with Hayden. Not
better or worse. Not something I want more than what I have with you. It was
important, though, and sharing it with her feels like betraying Hayden somehow,
like it’s less special now because she’s shared it.” 


Reaching up, Mason presses my head into
his shoulder more tightly. “I still don’t know that I totally understand this,
but I’m sorry I accused you of lying to me about Hayden.” 


“It’s okay,” I say. In all honestly, I
probably deserved it after the way I’ve been acting. 


“This whole thing has been freaking me
out,” Mason admits, “but I meant what I said earlier, that maybe it’s not a bad
thing.” 


My head starts shaking immediately.
“Mason, forget what your parents said about us. Maybe having a physical
relationship will cancel out your powers or whatever, and maybe it won’t.
Honestly, I don’t think we should trust them that much. It sounds like they
lied about a few things.” 


“Sloane confirmed what they said,” Mason
argues. 


“Fine, then we’ll make it work.” I shrug.
That should be the end of it. 


Mason is shaking his head. “You can’t give
up that much for me.” 


“What am I giving up? I get you. That’s my
prize for surviving all this insanity. Seems like a pretty good deal to me.” 


“You deserve better, Ollie,” Mason says
quietly. “You deserve the chance to get married, to have kids, to finally have
a normal life. I can’t give you any of that.” 


“What, but Hayden can? Is that what you’re
saying? Five minutes ago you were flipping out at the very idea of me and him
being, uh, together like that. Now you’ve changed your mind?” I snap. 


“I’m being realistic,” Mason argues. 


“No, you’re being stupid.” I pull away
from him and slump back against the seat. He doesn’t continue the argument, but
it’s still raging inside my head. So his parents and Sloane say we can’t
be together. Well, who says either of them are reliable sources? We’ve been
lied to and kept in the dark since the day Robin showed up. Why would it be any
different now? 


 
















 


 Chapter 10


In The Balance


(Hayden)


 


 


 


My eyes roll open only to be faced with
darkness. It takes me a few seconds to realize I’m not lying on a cot in my
cell, but on an actual bed. That one realization makes me pretty dang happy.
Reaching up to adjust my pillow, I realize I’m not alone. I honestly can’t
figure out why Olivia is in bed with me, but I figure I might as well take
advantage of it. Once I’ve gotten my pillow back under my head, I pull her in a
little closer and close my eyes. 


Somewhere in the back of my mind memories
of last night hover, but I purposely keep them at bay for a little while
longer. Rustling somewhere in the room alerts me to the fact that we’re not alone.
I almost get worried, but I know Olivia wouldn’t be here without Mason.
Thinking of Mason sets me to wondering why Olivia is next to me instead of him.
My thoughts are still a bit muddled. It’s the lack of pain I’m feeling that
finally clues me in. 


The dim pre-dawn light makes everything
look gray, so checking for injuries doesn’t work out so well, but I feel a
million times better. My arm tightens around Olivia as I realize it was her
doing. She doesn’t respond. When I look over at her, I can see well enough by
now to spot the dark circles under her eyes. She didn’t look like this last
night. 


Given that I never had the chance to really
use my powers as an Escort, the only experience I have with using it is when I
helped Olivia a few times. She taught me enough that I can recognize the feel
of her power. The slow but strong hum of her power is familiar, but its usual
hearty thrumming seems lethargic against mine, like she’s bone tired. 


I remember the night we rescued Mason all
too well. He was so close to dying, neither of us were sure he’d make it.
Olivia saved him, but she walked away from healing him just as strong as ever.
Clearly, healing another Escort doesn’t work that way. Part of me wants to push
her away out of fear of taking anything else from her, but after taking a quick
stock of my injuries and realizing there’s nothing left for her to heal I relax
and just hold her. 


I must fall back asleep at some point,
because the next time I open my eyes the room is filled with soft light
filtering in through the partially opened curtains. Turning to Olivia, I find
her still happily unconscious. Hushed voices draw my attention to the other
side of the room where two figures sit at a little table. I have to blink a few
times to clear my vision enough to recognize Mason and the girl from last
night. 


Either I made enough noise trying to look
around to spot them, or they’ve been watching for me to wake up. Regardless,
they both turn to look at me with expectant expressions. “How are you feeling?”
Mason asks. 


“Uh, fine, actually. Olivia must have
taken care of everything during the night.” 


Mason stands and walks over to the bed. I
half expect him to say something about the way I’ve still got my arm around
her, but he only sits down on the edge of the bed and draws her hair back from
her face. “Actually, it’s been a full twenty-four hours since we rescued you. How
is she doing?” 


“Exhausted. I don’t think she’ll be
getting up for a while.” 


Mason doesn’t seem surprised by this, but
then again, the big black circles under Olivia’s eyes are hard to miss. I start
to get up, feeling just a bit uncomfortable, but Mason shakes his head. “No,
stay with her for now. It seems to help.” He says it calmly, but I can tell it
hurts him to say it. Mason shakes it off quickly, though, and says, “Sloane and
I will come over here so we can start filling you in on everything that’s
happened.” 


When he motions for Sloane to join us, she
gets up and glares at the floor for some reason. I don’t understand why until I
hear muffled grumbling from behind the bed and remember Robin. Yeah, it’s
definitely time for some answers. A few seconds later, Sloane and Mason are
parked next to the bed. I struggle up to sitting, but keep my left hand on
Olivia’s shoulder. When I face my friend, he sighs and runs a hand through his
hair. 


“Well, let me just start from when we last
saw each other.” 


So he does. I listen as Mason explains how
Robin was able to hitch a ride with them back to the Aerling world by grabbing
Olivia’s hair and the damage that simple act caused. That all seems basic
enough, but things really get weird after that. I’m not sure I’m understanding
everything as he tells me about meeting Tāwhiri, or about his and Olivia’s
connection to him and being named as his heirs. It doesn’t make a lot of sense
to my muddled brain, but I listen closely and file it all away for later. 


When Mason finally finishes explaining
everything that happened in the Aerling world and at the Sentinel compound, he
looks worn out. I have about a billion questions, but I figure he deserves a
break and turn to Sloane instead. “So, how’d you get sucked into all of this?” 


“I volunteered,” she says. 


“Really? Why?” 


Sloane’s head cocks to one side. “Because
you’re Levi’s Escort.” 


“Was,” I say tightly. “I was his Escort,
and I failed to protect him. Why would you want to come here and help me?” 


“There was nothing you could have done to
protect him,” Sloane argues. “Olivia showed me what happened.” 


Showed her? 


“Levi’s death wasn’t your fault,” she
continues. 


“You don’t know anything about it,” I
snap. Mason eyes me curiously, but I keep a tight hold on my thoughts and
memories alike. The Sentinel’s words swim through my mind, taunting me, blaming
me. Pushing his voice aside only fires up my anger even more. 


“Regardless,” Sloane says, “you’re a part
of my brother. The only piece left. I knew I needed to come here and help you.”



Feeling oddly angry at this girl’s desire
to help me, I turn back to Mason. “So, do we have a plan for finding the
Mother?” 


“The plan depends on Olivia.” Mason
glances over at her worriedly. “Tāwhiri said she could find her. Right
now, all we can do is wait for her to wake up. Once she’s ready, she’ll do the
same thing she did to find you and we’ll go wherever she tells us to go.” 


Rubbing my hand across my face, I shake my
head. “Not much of a plan.” 


“No,” Mason says, “but it’s all we’ve
got.” 


I shrug. “Us and plans don’t seem to be a
great mix anyway.” 


“No they don’t, unless we’re talking about
breakfast,” Mason says with a laugh. “Sloane went down and got muffins and
bagels from the lobby breakfast bar if you’re hungry.” 


“I’m not hungry quite yet,” I admit. My
stomach still feels a bit unsteady after all that healing. Mason leans back in
his chair looking beat. I don’t imagine he got much sleep since my rescue,
considering I looked like I’d been run over by a truck and Olivia was consumed
with healing me. Even with him and Sloane keeping watch, that’s not much time
left for catching any shuteye. 


Mason seems about to doze off when a thought
occurs to me. I feel bad disturbing him, but I have to ask. “Mason, how is
Olivia planning on finding the Mother when she’s never met her?” 


Shaking off his mounting weariness, Mason
shrugs. “I’m not sure what you mean. Won’t she be able to just do what she did
to find me and you?” 


I know I’m not anywhere near as
experienced at being an Escort as Olivia is, but I shake my head. “She has to
know who she’s looking for.” 


“How do you know that?” Sloane asks. 


“Because I was with her when she tracked down
Mason, and because I could feel her searching for me.” When they both just
stare at me in confusion, I try to explain a little better. “When she went
after Mason, she had to focus her power on him, on how much she missed him and
needed to be with him and protect him. Once she got the hang of it, finding him
felt natural. I know it was a little different with me, but the same basic
principles apply. She had to be focusing on me in order to find me, using her
memories and our connection as Escorts to strengthen her power.” 


Sloane and Mason glance at each other,
sharing a look I don’t really understand. Sloane drops her eyes while Mason
turns back to face me. “I get how you know about finding me. You were with her,
and she explained it in more depth later, though clearly you understood it
better than I did. But, how do you know what she was doing when she tried to
find you?” 


“I already told you, I felt it.” 


Mason looks at me skeptically. Sighing, I
shake my head. It’s too early in the morning to be this serious. “She sent me
the message first, right? Telling me you guys were coming to get me.” I wait
for Mason to nod before continuing. “Then she had to stop and search again
three times before you guys made your rescue attempt, right?” Mason and Sloane
nod this time. 


“Look, I don’t totally understand it, but
Escorts are able to connect, emotionally. It’s mainly been a comfort thing so
far, but when she was searching, it almost felt like she was drawing on me,
strengthening our connection or something so she could find her way to me.
Every time I felt her make contact, I’d start thinking about the time we’ve
spent together and I figured it was because she was doing the same thing.” 


Sloane’s voice is small as she says,
“That’s exactly what Olivia was doing.” Her words seem to carry more weight
than what I can understand right now. 


Mason sighs heavily and scrubs a hand
through his already messed up hair. “What does this all mean for finding the
Mother?” 


I feel like the answer should be obvious
by now, but I just got over a concussion and various other head injuries. “It
means Olivia has to have something to connect her to the Mother in order to
find her. Without that, we’ll just be wandering around blind.” 


Usually I’m the last person to be accused
of being a killjoy, but Sloane and Mason both seem to deflate at that news. Mason
eventually stands and says, “I’m going to step out for a few minute to get some
air and clear my head.” 


He’d probably be better off going back to
bed, but I don’t say anything. Mason doesn’t leave right away, though. He
reaches across the bed, but hesitates before squeezing Olivia’s hand. His
expression is pained as he turns away and escapes the heavy atmosphere of the
room. I know I’ve missed a lot over the last couple days, but that seemed a
little weird. 


“Two questions,” I say to Sloane once
Mason is gone. “Question one. Any idea why I can see you?”


“Not a single one.” 


That’s what I figured. Add that to the
list, I guess. “Second question. Is something going on between Mason and Olivia
that nobody’s bothered to mention?”


Sloane’s face twists uncertainly, which is
a clear yes, but not enough to actually explain anything. My insistent glare
eventually gets her talking. “Before we left the Aerling world, Mason’s
parents, they, uh, told Mason that he can’t be with Olivia unless he’s willing
to forfeit being an Aerling.” 


“What?” 


“Aerlings and humans aren’t supposed to
have physical relationships,” Sloane says quietly. “If an Aerling does, it will
strip them of their power and leave them stranded here on Earth, lost from
their Aerling families, completely devoid of purpose.” Sloane looks away. “For
Mason, it would mean losing Molly when she goes home. For the Aerlings, it
would be even worse. Mason and Olivia are Tāwhiri’s heirs. If they abandon
us, all of Tāwhiri’s power will be lost to us. He’s protected our world
from the Sentinels for centuries. Without that protection, fixing the barrier
might not be enough.” 


For a moment, all I can do is stare at Sloane.
“You’ve got to be joking, right? After everything they’ve been through, after
everything they’ve survived, some Aerling god tells them they can’t be together
and that’s it? That doesn’t make any sense! Why would having sex with a human
girl take away Mason’s powers?” 


Sloane shrugs, looking uncomfortable. I
don’t particularly care about that right now. I want answers and I refuse to
back down until she starts talking. “I don’t know how it works,” Sloane says, “but
it’s happened before. I just know that we’re expected to put our brothers and
sisters above our own needs. Choosing the human world over our own is
treasonous. Protecting ourselves from the Sentinels is our top priority.” 


“Why?” I demand. “Why are the Aerlings so
important?” 


Cocking her head to one side, Sloane
considers me thoughtfully. “Because without us, you would all die.” 


Honestly it takes a few seconds for that
to sink in. “What?” 


“Hayden, what makes your planet different
from the others in this solar system?” 


“Water,” I say with a shrug. That’s what
NASA is always looking for on other planets, right? 


“And?” Sloane hints. 


At first, I don’t know what she’s
expecting me to say. Then it hits me. “An atmosphere. Air.” She nods slowly,
but I’m still not sure I get it. “So, what? Are you claiming that the Aerlings
created Earth?” 


“No,” Sloane says, “but we were charged
with protecting the life on this planet since before its creation. If we’re
destroyed, life on Earth will fail because there will be no one left to protect
its life-sustaining structure. The Aerlings keep your world in balance, though
with our dwindling numbers, it’s been more difficult over the last century.” 


My head shakes back and forth slowly. “So,
we’re not just trying to save the Aerlings.” 


“We’re trying to save both worlds,” Sloane
says. 


Sitting back against the headboard, I feel
sick as I let everything sink in. The fate of not one world, but two are
hanging in the balance. On the shoulders of four teenagers. I can’t even comprehend
how many lives will be lost if we fail. What is one relationship between an
Aerling and human in comparison to that? It should seem so miniscule in that
light, but strangely, it doesn’t. I can’t explain why, but the longer I think
about it, the more important it seems that Mason and Olivia shouldn’t be kept
apart. Maybe the fate of two worlds doesn’t rest on the four of us. Maybe it’s
just Mason and Olivia that will determined the future of the Aerling and human
worlds. It rings true as soon as the thought forms in my head. Somehow, they
will determine everyone’s fates. 


 
















 


Chapter 11


Standstill


(Olivia)


 


 


 


I feel like I’ve been stomped on. Like a
hundred times. Groaning, I try to lift my head, but I don’t get very far. Hands
move to help me. They’re not Mason’s, though, a realization that snaps my eyes
open. “Hayden?” I blink several times, taking in the fact that I am way cozier
with him right now than I have ever been before. Removing my arm from across
his chest quickly, I glance around the room in confusion. “Where are we?” 


“I’m not sure, actually,” Hayden says. “I
guess I never bothered to ask. Getting caught up on everything kinda distracted
me.” He shrugs lightheartedly and helps me up to sitting. 


“How long have I been asleep?” On top
of you, no less, I add to myself. 


Hayden runs a hair through his perpetually
perfect hair. How does it stay so nice all the time? “Well, when I woke up this
morning,” Hayden says, “Mason told me it’d been about twenty-four hours since
you guys broke me out. It’s six in the evening now. You’ve been out all day.”
His eyebrows scrunch together as he looks at me. “You look like you still need
another two days of sleep.” 


I feel like I need a week of sleep.
“We don’t really have time for that,” I say. 


“Apparently not,” Hayden agrees. 


“So, Mason and Sloane filled you in on
everything?” 


Hayden ducks his eyes. “Uh, yeah.” 


Groaning, I realize they filled him in on everything.
“Mason told you about what his parents said, didn’t he?” I shake my head,
wanting to slap him. 


“It was Sloane, actually, and she told me
a bit more than what you or Mason know.” 


I’m kind of surprised Sloane volunteered
to tell Hayden about mine and Mason’s problem, since clueing in Hayden only
puts him more out of her reach, but I’m even more disturbed by the idea that
there’s more to it that she didn’t bother to share with us. I listen as Hayden
explains the connection between the human and Aerling worlds and what failing
will really mean. Falling back against the headboard, I struggle to take it all
in. 


“About finding the Mother…” Hayden begins.
I can tell by the hesitant tone to his voice that he’s figured out what I
realized soon after we got back and I had two second to process everything. 


“Yeah, I know. I can’t find her without
knowing her and being connected to her.” 


Hayden actually looks a little relieved.
“You already pieced that together, then?” 


Nodding, I run my hands through my tangled
hair. I realize I must look like a mess by this point, but I’m too tired to
care much. “I need help, Hayden, but I have no idea who to trust at this
point.” 


“Have you asked Sloane?” 


My nose wrinkles in distaste, which makes
Hayden laugh. 


“I kinda picked up on the hostility
between you two after the rescue. Care to explain?” 


“I couldn’t find you without her help.” 


“And that didn’t go well?” Hayden asks. 


Huffing, I cross my arms and glare at
nothing in particular. “If you count her getting inside my head and stealing my
memories of you, then no, it didn’t go well.” 


“She did help you find me, though, right?”
Hayden asks slowly. 


When I look up at him with a nasty
expression, it falters in the face of his grin. 


“What are you so worried about?” Hayden
asks, trying to contain his laughter. “Her seeing our time together doesn’t
mean anything. She can see it all she wants. It doesn’t mean she actually lived
it. It doesn’t change that fact that those were our experiences. She can talk
about it like she knows what happened, but she wasn’t there with me. You were.”



“She could feel everything, too,” I say. 


Hayden frowns. “That’s kinda creepy, but
it still doesn’t change anything between us.” 


Sighing, I’m annoyed at him for not
getting more upset about Sloane’s invasion. “Just, be careful around her, okay?
I think she’s got some kind of weird fixation on you, either from the memories
or because of Levi.” 


I don’t miss how Hayden instantly tenses
up at the mention of Levi’s name. I know Levi’s death still haunts him, but
he’s never done that before. Before I can question him about it, though, Hayden
moves on. “Anyway, we need to figure out how to get you connected to the Mother
or this whole plan is going to fall apart.” 


“Do we actually have a plan?” 


“I was using the term loosely,” Hayden
says. 


Glad to be talking about something else, I
say, “Where do we start?” 


“I doubt you’re going like this, but you
need to ask people for help. Sloane, the Montgomery’s maybe, the Parkers if we
can get in touch with them, anyone you can possibly think of that will be able
to shed some light on the Mother. If we can’t actually manufacture you knowing
her, we have to get you familiar enough with who she is that we have a chance
at making a connection,” Hayden says. 


My first choice would be going to the
Parkers for help. After the attack on their home, the Caretakers Officers put
them into hiding. We can’t contact them. They call when they’re able, but it’s
dangerous for them right now. My view of the Montgomery’s has changed
drastically since discovering all of Robin’s lies, but trusting them is still
hard to swallow. That leaves me with Sloane, who I really don’t want to ask for
anything. Speaking of my least favorite new friend….


“Where is everyone?” 


Startled out of his thoughts, Hayden looks
around for a moment. “Robin’s trussed up on the floor by the window. Sloane’s
standing guard outside and Mason went to grab everyone some dinner. Pizza, I
think.” 


Surely Mason will be back soon, but
there’s no time to waste. Sighing, I shake off my insecurities and make a
request. “Would you mind trading places with Sloane for a bit so I can ask her
some questions?” 


Hayden nods and stands up, but before he
walks away, he points a finger at me. “Play nice, okay?” When I roll my eyes at
him, he says, “If you don’t, I’ll call in all the basketball time you owe me.
You’ve got to be up to like a week straight by now.” 


That draws a smile to my lips. I love
Hayden, but basketball sucks. Okay, I suck at basketball, but still. “How about
you teach me to skateboard instead?” 


Grinning, Hayden says, “Deal.” 


I shake my head at him. How does he go
from serious grownup to ten-year-old boy so quickly? I don’t think I would have
survived all of this without him. As soon as he disappears, I miss him, but I
really feel the loss when Sloane shuffles into the room and sits down across
from me on the bed, legs tucked up beneath her nervously. 


“Hayden said you have some questions?” 


“Yeah,” I say, “about the Mother. I need
to get to know her.” 


Sloane nods, as though she’s been
expecting the request. “I’ve only been back home for a year, but the Aerlings really
hammer home the history of our people when new Aerlings return. I’ll tell you
everything I can.” 


“Great. Let’s start with what kind of
person she is. What’s she like?” 


Settling in a little more comfortably now
that she realizes I’m not going to bite her head off, Sloane takes a deep
breath and begins. “Well, the Mother is a nurturer. She and the Father each
played different roles. They created the Aerlings together, but while the
Father focused on making us strong and capable, the Mother made sure we were
filled with kindness and compassion. She understood that surviving wasn’t the
end goal. There was no point in protecting a civilization that wasn’t willing
to care for its own and those less fortunate. She governed the morals of the
Aerlings while the Father governed the structure and protection of the
society.” 


“So, who’s been doing all the nurturing
and morals and stuff since she’s been gone? It’s been millennia, right?” 


“Sure,” Sloane says, “but all the basics
were put in place a long time ago. Having her there to answer moral questions
and guide everyone toward kindness and compassion would be great, but it’s not
like the Aerlings need to be led around by the hand. It’s more like she set up
the rules and laws and the people were expected to follow them. Tāwhiri
took over a lot of her responsibilities when he came back, but it’s not the
same.” 


Thinking about what she’s said, I can
easily accept the roles of each supreme parent. That’s how every society is
ran, really. One group governs day to day life and the other governs law and
morality. Something about the comparison doesn’t quite sit right with me,
though. Maybe it has more to do with what Mason told me outside the compound. 


“Tell me about the barrier. The Mother
created it, right?” 


Sloane nods. “Yes, after the war between
the brothers, when they realized Tāwhiri couldn’t defeat Tū.” 


“Wait,” I interrupt, “why couldn’t
Tāwhiri defeat Tū? Is Tū stronger?” 


“No, of course not,” Sloane says as if
I’ve asked a stupid question. “They’re evenly matched. Neither one can defeat
the other.” 


“But Tāwhiri defeated his other
brothers. Why not Tū?” 


For a minute, Sloane just stares at me.
After a few seconds she shakes off her apparent confusion and says, “Sorry,
Olivia, all of this has been crammed into me for the last year. I forget how
little the Caretakers know, or how little they teach the Aerlings in their
care.” She shakes her head again. “Tū and Tāwhiri can’t defeat each
other because they’re not just brothers, but twins. The first children born to
the Mother and Father. They share each other’s power, and so they can never use
it to defeat the other.” 


“Hold up,” I say as what she just said
immediately hits me as wrong, or mistaken, or something. “Before we left,
Cedrick said we didn’t have to defeat all the Sentinels, we just had to defeat
Tū and then everything would be fine once we fix the barrier.” 


“Yes,” Sloane says slowly, clearly not
getting what I’m saying. 


“But we have Tāwhiri’s power!” I
exclaim. “How the hell are we supposed to beat him with Tāwhiri’s power if
Tāwhiri himself couldn’t do it?” 


Sloane’s shoulders drop, clearly confused.
“I…I don’t understand.” 


“Join the club, sister.” 


About that time, Mason and Hayden both
come striding back into the room, arms full of pizza and sodas. Mason is
immediately on alert just seeing Sloane and me sitting together without me
glaring at her and ready for a cat fight. Hayden glances between the both of
us. “Everything okay?” he asks. 


“No,” Sloane and I both say. 


Mason sets down the pizzas and gets even
more serious. “What’s going on?” 


“What did the scarred Sentinel say to you
at the compound? Specifically,” I ask. 


My question does nothing to put Mason at
ease. “He said he wouldn’t need to stop us from fixing the barrier because once
we learned the truth we wouldn’t want to fix it.” 


“He didn’t say anything about how we
wouldn’t be able to hurt him?” I demand. “Did he know we have Tāwhiri’s
power?” 


Caught off guard by my questions, Mason
sits down on the edge of the bed. “No. He didn’t mention either. Why?” 


“Because Tū and Tāwhiri can’t
defeat each other. At least, that’s what the Aerlings have told everyone.
That’s why they had to create the barrier, because Tāwhiri couldn’t defeat
Tū since they’re twins and share the same power or something like that.
Mason, we can’t beat him if that’s true.” 


“If that’s true,” Hayden says
darkly. 


Sloane looks up at him in confusion. “What
do you mean, if that’s true? Why wouldn’t it be true?” 


Hayden scoffs. “Ninety percent of what
we’ve been told by Caretakers, Sentinels, and Aerlings has all been a load of
crap. All three groups have twisted their history to however it best suits
them.” 


“How does this story benefit the
Aerlings?” Mason asks him. I want to know the same thing. 


Leaning against the dresser behind him,
Hayden frowns. “If the barrier was put in place for a reason other than what
you were told, this story gives the barrier a believable backstory, one the
Aerlings won’t question. It’s for their protection. The big bad rotten apple of
the family is out to get them, but locking them all up tight in the Aerling
world keeps him out, right?” 


“Right,” I say, beginning to see where
Hayden is going with this. “They don’t want to leave the Aerling world once
they get there, because leaving means being exposed to Tū. They’re happy
being locked up like cattle.” 


Sloane starts shaking her head. “But…I
don’t understand…I mean, why would they want to close off the worlds if it
wasn’t to protect us from Tū?” 


“I’m sure part of it is to protect the
Aerlings from Tū,” Mason says. “None of us can deny the fact that he’s
going around killing Aerlings and Caretakers. There’s another reason they want
to keep him out, though.” 


“Like what?” Sloane asks quietly. 


Nobody has an answer to that. Whatever it
is, it’s the real reason behind this war. Tū knows what it is, but he’s
not telling. Not that we’d trust anything he’d tell us…which is exactly why he
wants us to find it out for ourselves. Tricky, psychotic, murdering devil. He
knows everything, except maybe where the Mother is, but he’s happy to watch us
stumble around in the dark while the barrier keeps crumbling to pieces. Either
way he thinks he’ll win. If we find out the truth and realize the barrier isn’t
what we think it is, we’ll prevent it from being repaired. If we’re too slow at
figuring everything out, it’ll fall to pieces anyway. 


He doesn’t have to stop us. He doesn’t
have to kill us, either, I realize. My heart sinks as that thought really hits
me. “Tū already knows we have Tāwhiri’s power.” 


Everyone turns to look at me, Mason
especially. “How do you know?” 


“It’s why he didn’t try to kill you,” I
say. 


The other three people in the room with me
stare at me like I’m speaking gibberish. Mason is the only one to voice his
concerns. “What do you mean he didn’t try to kill me? We haven’t even
met Tū yet. All we know is that he’s leading the Sentinels.” 


“We have met him,” I say, “several times.”
Now they’re all really confused. “The scarred Sentinel, he’s not just
following orders. He’s the one giving them. He’s Tū. He’s the one we’re
supposed to defeat, and we can’t do it.” 


Mason’s head starts shaking back and forth
in panic. “No. Really? That can’t be right. He can’t be Tū.” 


“You said yourself that you couldn’t even
affect him the night he came for you at the Parker’s house,” Hayden reminds
him. Mason’s head falls into his hands.


“That’s why he didn’t kill you at the
compound,” I say. “He only wanted to see how much control you have over his
brother’s power, but fighting you directly would have revealed that he can’t
hurt you either.” 


“You think it’s true, then?” Hayden asks. 


I nod, even though I want to have any
other answer than this one. “If it wasn’t, he would have just killed all of us
at the compound. We all know he’s powerful enough to do it.” 


“But,” Mason says, “what about his scar?” 


Sloane peers up at him, confused. “What
about it?” 


“I gave it to him,” Mason snaps. “The
night he killed my Caretakers, I gave him that scar. I could hurt him then, but
not now?” 


Hayden puts his hands up and drags them
down his face. “None of this makes any sense. Why would Tāwhiri give you
his power and ask you to defeat his brother if he knew giving you his power
would keep you from doing exactly that?” 


“Something’s missing,” Mason says
adamantly. “I can hurt Tū, somehow. He’s strong, yes, but I gave
him that scar and I can do it again. There does seem to be something protecting
him now, because every attack I threw at him back at the compound seemed to
just bounce off him like it did that night at the Parker’s, but I can hurt him.
I just have to figure out what I did when I was five.” 


“You don’t remember?” Sloane asks in
surprise. 


Mason shakes his head. “My memories from
back then, they’re damaged, but I’ll figure it out.” 


The room is quiet for a long time as
everyone thinks and tries to unravel this confusing mess. No one seems to be
making any progress. As I sit there feeling more worn out than I have ever felt
in my life, a strange, nagging thought begins to pull at me. “How did Tū
manage to kidnap the Mother?” 


“Before the barrier was put in place,
there was nothing stopping him from traveling back to the human world,” Sloane
says. “There were guards, but he managed to slip past them, I guess. He snuck
in and grabbed her once she had already set the barrier creation into motion.” 


“But why?” Mason asks. “What did stealing
the Mother gain him, and why doesn’t he know where she is now? If he kidnapped
her, why not hold onto her, try to get her to take down the barrier or something?”



Another impossible question. I just want
to go back to bed at this point and hope everything makes sense when I wake up.
My brain hurts from thinking about all of this so much. 


“What if that’s not what happened?” Hayden
asks. When everyone has their attention pinned on him, his conviction seems to
grow. “Well, wouldn’t it make more sense that if the Mother can fix the barrier
on this side of it, she had to have created it on this side as well?” 


“So, she left voluntarily, to create a
barrier that would lock the Aerlings in and Tū out?” I ask. Hayden only
shrugs, but the rest of us are nodding. That certainly makes more sense than
the story we were told, and it explains why Tū doesn’t know where the
Mother is right now. He never did. 


“So,” Sloane says, “the big question is, why
did the Mother really need to lock Tū out of the Aerling world when
he and Tāwhiri were already at a standstill?” 


That sick feeling in the pit of my stomach
returns. “No, the big question is, why did she need to lock the rest of the
Aerlings in?”  


 
















 


Chapter 12


Waiting


(Mason)


 


 


 


I wish I could trust that Tū isn’t
trying to kill me. The more we learn about the Aerlings’ true history, the more
I’m starting to believe there might be something to what he said at the
compound. That doesn’t mean I trust him. He could tell me the exact, hole-proof
truth and I still would never completely believe him. 


Olivia shifts in her sleep in the seat
next to me. I glance over at her to make sure she’s all right, but she’s
sleeping soundly. She claimed she was feeling much better when we left the
hotel this morning, but she crashed ten minutes after getting in the car.
Hayden didn’t last much longer. It’s only Sloane and I who are still awake,
watching the scenery fly by as we roam aimlessly, waiting for Olivia’s dad to
call with the address to a safe house. 


“Hey, Sloane.” 


“Hmm?” She doesn’t look up from the new
burner phone I picked up after rescuing Hayden. Internet out here is
inconsistent as we drive, but whenever we have data she’s been diligently
searching the web for information we might be able to do something with. So far
the pickings have been slim. 


“Why can Olivia see you?” I ask. It’s
something I hadn’t bothered to really consider until recently. Olivia saw
everyone in the Aerling world, and when she kept seeing Sloane here, I guess it
just seemed normal. Only when Hayden also saw her did I start to wonder. It
doesn’t seem to be an ability, like what Molly and I can do, but there’s
something going on. 


Sloane cocks her head to one side and
looks at me with a funny expression. “It’s because she’s been to the Aerling
world, of course. How else would she be able to deliver Aerling babies to
Caretakers if she couldn’t see them all?” 


“I thought that was because Aerling
infants aren’t attached to an Escort yet,” I say, confused. 


“No, that’s why they’re able to take any
Aerling infant across the barrier. Once they’re assigned an Escort, only their
Escort can bring them back,” she says as she drops the phone into her lap.
“When an Escort comes to the Aerling world, the barrier changes them just
enough that they can see the other Aerlings.” 


“What do you mean it changes them?” 


Sloane scrunches her face as she thinks.
“You know how we’re different than humans, right? Our molecular bonds are unique.
Well, the barrier changes the Escorts’ bonds when they cross it. They don’t
become Aerlings, obviously, but they become less human, in a way. More
Aerling. They’re something in between, I guess you could say. It’s the same
thing that happens when an Escort is bound to an Aerling, just with a wider
scope.” 


I take in a long breath as I think about
that. Olivia is less human than she was before? But more Aerling? Can
she become even more Aerling than she is now? Could that somehow have an
effect on the whole no sex issue? I feel like shaking my head. This is
all so bizarre. Why couldn’t I find out I was just an X-men or something simple
like that? Why did I have to turn out to be some kind of otherworld being
chosen to save the world? Not really the kind of secret identity I was hoping
for. 


By the time I pull out of my musings, Sloane
has already gone back to prowling the internet for answers. She only looks up
when Hayden shifts in his sleep. The smile she gives him seems a little out of
place, but I don’t even want to get into that whole mess again. I’m spared from
having to consider it further when my phone starts buzzing in Sloane’s hands
and she passes it up to me. 


“This is Mason,” I say. 


“Mason, we found a place,” Olivia’s dad
says. “The Parkers called earlier. I gave them yours and Olivia’s new cell
numbers so they can call you if they’re able to. They gave us the address of a
cabin up in Wyoming that is completely clean and won’t be found by Sentinels or
other Caretakers. You’ll all be safe there until you can figure out where the
Mother is.” 


“Thank you for doing all of this,” I say. 


“I’m not losing either of you again,” he
says quietly. “I’m just so glad you’re both okay. I’m having a little bit of a
hard time with the idea that I’m sending four teenagers off to a cabin in the
middle of the mountains with no adult supervision, but I guess I’m just going
to have to trust you all to…be careful.” 


If the situation were different, I’d
laugh. Unfortunately, his reminder of what won’t be happening at the
cabin only brings me down. “You don’t have to worry about that,” I say
seriously. “When we were in the Aerling world, my parents told us that physical
relationships aren’t allowed between Aerlings and humans. All of my power and
abilities will be stripped away and I’ll be trapped here if I don’t listen to
them.” 


“Trapped here,” he says slowly, “does that
mean you’re going back after all of this is over?” 


Sighing, I rub my forehead. “I don’t know.
I can’t leave Molly, but I don’t want to hold Olivia back, either.” I want to
tell him that I’ll stay, that I’ll never leave Olivia’s side, that I’ll marry
his daughter and give them grandkids and have the life I’ve always wanted. I
don’t say any of that. “There’s no point in even thinking too much about it until
all of this is over, anyway. I need my powers to find the Mother and do
whatever needs to be done, so nothing’s going to happen before then.” 


Olivia’s dad doesn’t respond right away.
When he does, I’m surprised by what he has to say. “Why would the Aerlings fear
one of their own mixing with humans so much that they would create a rule like
that?” 


“I don’t know,” I say slowly. 


“Well, it’s something else to think about,
I guess,” he says with a sigh. “Like you said, though, nothing has to be
decided right now. For the time being, just hold onto her and keep her safe,
Mason.” 


“I will.” 


After getting the address and GPS
coordinates to the cabin and storing it in my phone, I say goodbye and pass the
phone back to Sloane so she can keep researching. The rest of the drive is
quiet as I change directions and head for Wyoming. It’s well into the early
morning hours before I finally pull up to a small cabin tucked away discretely
in the absolute middle of nowhere. The trees surrounding it very nearly swallows
up the cabin. I would have missed it if not for the GPS. 


Shifting into park rouses Hayden in the
backseat, who nudges Sloane awake. Sloane drags herself out of the car while Hayden
wrestles a half conscious Robin out of the trunk. I go around to get Olivia.
After sleeping the majority of the day, I’m hoping she’ll have more energy
tomorrow. There are a few things we need to start working on together. Namely,
figuring out what in the world we’re supposed to do with Tāwhiri’s power. 


“Hey, Sleeping Beauty, we’re here.” 


“Hmm?” Olivia mumbles as I gently shake
her. Her eyes blink open slowly, then squint as she stares at the dark cabin.
“I feel like I’m about to walk onto a horror movie set.” 


Laughing, I help her out of the car and
immediately scoop her into my arms. She doesn’t protest and lays her head
against my shoulder. “I don’t think we have to worry about chainsaw wielding
psychos or demons out here. The Parkers swore even the Sentinels and Caretakers
will have a tough time finding this place.” 


Olivia just shakes her head. That’s pretty
much how I’m feeling about their claim as well. I’m sure it’s as find-proof as
it can be, but we’re talking about masters of finding—and in the Sentinels’
case, destroying. I don’t think any of us are going to sit back and relax. When
we make it into the cabin, Hayden has already gotten a few things figured out. 


“The Parkers left instructions for getting
the generator going, where to find the food, and basically how to survive out
here on our own,” Hayden says. “There’s one bedroom off the main room we’re
standing in, and a small loft up those stairs.” He points to a thin staircase
disappearing off to our left. “Not sure how we wanted to split up…” 


Olivia takes one glance at Sloane and
says, “I’m with Mason. You two can do whatever you want.” 


I feel bad for Hayden as his eyes dart
over to a couch that has no hope of accommodating his six foot frame. Sloane is
considerably shorter, but I seriously doubt Hayden would ask her to take the
couch. Poor guy looks completely stalled. 


Finally, Sloane rolls her eyes and says,
“I won’t bite. Promise. Can we just go to bed now? I’m exhausted.” She stalks
off to the bedroom and we all hear the old springs squeak as she drops onto the
mattress and doesn’t move again. Olivia huffs, drops my hand, and makes for the
stairs. 


I clap Hayden on the back and say, “Good
luck, man.” 


Hayden shakes his head. “Yeah, you too.” 


We’re both shaking our heads as we go our
separate ways. I’m pretty sure everyone else is out within minutes of their heads
hitting the pillows. The cabin is eerily silent as I close my eyes and wait for
sleep to claim me. It doesn’t come as easily as I would like. Question after
question rumbles through my mind until they become an avalanche, drowning me
under an oppressing need for answers. 


 


***


 


It feels good to be outside after being
cooped up in hotels and cars for the last few days. Despite my doubts that our
hopes of staying undiscovered forever are fairly slim, we all needed to get
outdoors for a while. Hayden and Sloane are on the other side of the cabin
working on getting Hayden in touch with his Escort abilities. Robin is locked
up in the cabin while Olivia and I sit across from each other with no idea
where to start. 


“The only thing I can think of is to try
something I did with Hayden once,” Olivia says. She still looks like she could
use a nap, but she’s miles better than yesterday. 


Remembering the time she tried to feel
Hayden’s power and makeup in order to compare it to mine isn’t hard. That was
the day I went in to find her and saw Hayden kiss her. A strange mixture of
emotions surge as I remember that moment. If I can’t stay here, if I can’t be
with Olivia, I know Hayden will love her and care for her for the rest of her
life. It kills me to picture them together, but if the other option is tying
Olivia down to a life of being my shadow in the Aerling world and never having
a real relationship, I can walk away knowing she’ll be happy. 


“What do you need me to do?” I ask as I
shake off thoughts of the future. 


Olivia holds her hands out with a grin,
making me laugh. There was more than one session before we left for the Aerling
world where our efforts to figure out Olivia’s power led to us ending up on her
bed making out rather enthusiastically. The dead pine needles and crunchy grass
wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable to roll around in, but it would totally be
worth it. 


I place my hands in hers and squeeze.
Despite her teasing, she puts on a serious expression immediately. Her eyes
close as she concentrates. It startles me as her power begins flowing through
me. She’s already so much faster at this than she was only a few days ago. It
starts in my hands and runs slowly up my arms, her power reminding me of warm
honey, sweet and enticing. Just the feel of it makes me relax. My eyes close
automatically and I lose myself in the feel of it. I don’t know what it feels
like for Olivia when she sends her power into my body, but for me it is pure
pleasure. 


Her warmth runs up my neck, through my
hair, and back down. I could only feel more alive if it was her fingers running
over my skin, though it would be a close call as to which was more tantalizing.
When she moves down my chest, my heart rate skyrockets. My hands tighten around
hers and she moves lower, down through my legs and back up to my chest where
her power seems to hover. 


“Your heart’s beating like a runaway
train,” she says. 


“Can’t imagine why.” 


Olivia’s power starts to pull back.
“Sorry,” she whispers. 


Panicked by the thought of losing this, I
pull her in closer. “Don’t you dare,” I murmur. “I’m not ready to let go of you
just yet.” 


Expecting her to echo my sentiments, I’m
caught off guard when she pulls away both her hands and her power. My eyes pop
open to find her frowning at me. “You can’t keep doing this to me,” Olivia says
seriously. 


“Doing what?” 


“Changing your mind,” she says with an
edge to her voice. “One minute you’re acting like this and talking about how
you’ll never let go of me. The next, you’re practically trying to throw me at
Hayden.” 


“I’m not…” 


Olivia huffs. Her irritation bunches her
shoulders, but she shakes her head. “Either you’re going to fight for me, or
you’re going to hand me off to Hayden like it’s your choice who I end up with
if you bail on me. It doesn’t work that way. Either you’re going to stay by my
side no matter what that means, or you’re going to run away. Until you decide,
we’re staying purely focused on work and nothing else. Got it?” 


Forming an answer is practically
impossible. Is she serious? One look at her expression makes it pretty clear
that she is. I want to argue that she’s being ridiculous, but how can I when
she’s making perfect sense? “Fine,” I say slowly. 


Her nod is curt as she grabs my hands
again and sends her power crashing back through me. I nearly groan at the
sensation, but bite it back before I really piss her off. My hands are
strangling hers as she pushes her power around trying to find whatever she’s
looking for. Finally, Olivia blows out a frustrated breath. “You can’t just sit
there doing nothing,” she complains. 


“What?” 


“You’ve got to help me out, Mason. I can’t
feel the difference between your inborn power and Tāwhiri’s if you’re not
using either one. It’s all muddled together right now.” 


My head shakes slowly. “I have no idea how
to use Tāwhiri’s power.” 


“You’ve got to be able to,” Olivia
complains. “You’ve had some part of his power your whole life. It’s in there
somewhere. You have to find it and use it.” 


“You have his power, too. Can you use it?”



More frustrated than ever, Olivia says, “I
can’t feel that there’s something there now that wasn’t before, but I don’t
know how to access it.” 


“You can feel Tāwhiri’s power?” I
ask. “What does it feel like?” 


Olivia’s expression changes from annoyed
to contemplative in a millisecond. “It feels like I’m carrying something around
inside of me that doesn’t quite belong there. It’s just sitting there, waiting
to be opened or something.” 


“But what does it feel like?” I
demand. If she can describe it to me, maybe that will help me recognize it in myself.



The confusion in Olivia’s eyes halts my
eagerness. “I just told you what it felt like.” 


“Yeah, but you just described what it
feels like to have his power inside of you. I need to know what his power feels
like.” 


“I’m not sure what you mean,” Olivia says.



Surprised she doesn’t understand this, I
say, “Everyone’s power feels different. Molly’s is like a happy bumblebee
buzzing around you. Shane’s is jumpy and energetic while Conner’s is deep and
mellow, like a good bass beat. Sloane’s is oddly soothing, like chamomile tea.
Yours feels like warm honey being poured over my skin.” 


“Warm honey?” Olivia asks. Her eyes seem
to lose focus for a second. “That’s what it feels like when I use my power on
you?” 


“It’s the second best feeling I’ve ever
experienced,” I admit. 


Olivia swallows hard. “What’s the first?” 


“Your lips on mine.”


It’s hard not to notice how her fingers
tighten where they’re resting on her knees. “I didn’t realize. I guess that’s
why our practice sessions ended so…” 


“Abruptly?” I say with a laugh. 


The corner of Olivia’s mouth crooks up
despite her speech from a few minutes ago. She takes in several long, deep
breaths before forcing herself to refocus. “Maybe if you use your power while
I’m, uh, exploring, I’ll feel what you’re talking about, or maybe at least feel
what part isn’t doing anything.” 


Olivia reaches for my hands again, but
hesitates, biting her bottom lip. I hate that she feels like she has to hold
back around me now, but I can’t give her the answer she wants to hear right
now. My buzz from her power sufficiently dimmed, I reach forward and take her
hands as seriously as I can manage. When she pushes her power into me again, I
put all my focus into ignoring the way it makes me feel and doing something
useful. 


Calling up my power takes little thought.
Warming the air to take away the pink flush from Olivia’s cheeks due to the
cold temperature take only slightly more focus. It’s easy to maintain, though,
and will hopefully give Olivia what she needs. I feel her power sweep through
me several times before she stops abruptly. 


“It’s right there,” she says excitedly. 


Focusing on where her power stopped, I’m
confused. “It’s in my head?” 


Olivia shrugs. “It’s there, I swear. The
power you’re using right now is coming from all over your body like it usually
does, but I can feel this dense core of energy hovering around your mind. It
feels the same way mine does, like it’s sitting there waiting for something to
open it.” 


“How are we supposed to unlock it?” I ask.



Shaking her head, Olivia says, “I have no
idea, but if we don’t figure it out, finding the Mother won’t matter because we
won’t have enough power to stop her or help her.” 


 
















 


Chapter 13


Lifeline


(Hayden)


 


 


 


Knowing the cost of having Sloane coach me
in understanding my power makes me hesitant to accept her help. Sitting down on
a fallen log, I cross my arms and watch her. She moves confidently as she walks
over to me and takes a seat on the pine needle-strewn ground. Her confidence
only lasts until she looks up at me and sees my wary stance. 


“I just want to help,” she says quietly. 


“But you’ll poke around in my memories
while you do, right?” 


Sighing Sloane says, “It doesn’t work like
that. I only see what you’re actively thinking about. With Olivia, she was
searching for you, so of course she was thinking about you. If she had been
searching for her sister, that’s what I would have seen.” 


That makes me feel a little better at
least. “So, while you try to show me how to use whatever power I’ve got, what
will you see? What will I need to think about?” 


Sloane is contemplative as she wraps her
arms around her middle. “Honestly, I’m not sure. Usually, by the time I start
working with an Escort, they’ve already learned how to access their powers.
They just need help developing them, finding their gifts and such. Like Olivia
being a Seeker. Of course, she got a head start on her gift since she found
Mason so early.” 


“But I found Levi…” I stop when Sloane’s
body goes rigid. “Sorry.” 


“No, it’s okay,” Sloane says. “You can
talk about him. I wasn’t upset, I just…I wish I’d had the chance to meet him.” 


Bristling at her words, even though I know
they aren’t an accusation, I change topics immediately. “Well, we might as well
get started. I don’t know that I’ll be any help in all of this, but power is
power, right?” 


Sloane looks startled by my abruptness,
but shakes it off and moves on. “Right. So we need to get you trained and see
what your gift is in case we need it.” 


“How do we do that?” 


Olivia explained to me this morning what she
had to do to get Mason back to the Aerling world. It makes sense that she would
have to be willing to sacrifice herself for him, but Levi is already gone. How
am I supposed to replicate that? 


“Why don’t we just start off simple?” Sloane
says. Her hesitant voice matches the gun shy way she extends her hands to me.
“I can at least show you where your power is and what it feels like.” 


“Olivia tried to do that once. It just
felt really weird,” I say. Not in a bad way, but definitely not what I was
expecting. 


Sloane shakes her head. “No, what Olivia
did was feel the difference between your power and makeup and Mason’s. All
Escorts can do that. She wasn’t able to reveal anything to you.” 


“But you can?” 


Smiling, Sloane gestures for me to take
her hands again. “I can show you more than you realize.” She’s grinning now,
clearly excited to put her gift to work on me. It’s hard not to be pulled in by
her enthusiasm. I don’t like the idea of letting her into my head, but what
choice do I have? 


Reaching out, I take her hands and breathe
out slowly. I’m not totally sure what to expect, since she said what she does
is different than working with Olivia. All I can do is close my eyes and wait.
It takes a few minutes before I feel it. While Olivia’s power slipping over me
felt like an odd electric buzzing of some kind, Sloane’s feels more like
feathers drifting across my skin…but under my skin rather than on top of it.
It’s on the verge of tickling, but as she pushes more of her power into my body,
everything else vanishes. 


Sloane’s power envelopes me slowly.
Everywhere it touches me comes completely under her power and I find myself
wanting her touch instinctively, craving it. As soon as her power enters my
mind, I stop worrying about what she might see. I stop worrying about anything
at all. Every care I have, every fear, every concern…they melt away under her
influence. Her power soothes my mind in a way I have never experienced. Being
near Olivia softens the sting of Levi’s death. Sloane’s power…it makes me whole
again. 


“Hang in there with me for a few more
seconds,” Sloane whispers. 


My voice sounds strange as I say, “No problem.”
Secretly, I wish she’d never stop. 


As Sloane’s power moves down from my head,
I panic, not wanting to lose the peace she gave me. My hands tighten around
hers, but as I feel her power moving toward my center, the feeling doesn’t
disappear. It intensifies. I don’t know how I manage to keep hold of her as I
feel my consciousness slipping away from me on a haze of utter contentment. I
can barely breathe as her power condenses at the core of my being, pulsing,
repairing, holding. 


The second I feel her power pulling back,
I can’t stop myself from saying, “No, wait.” 


“We need to talk,” Sloane says. Her voice
is firm, but I swear I can hear the smile in it. 


I feel strangely empty when her power is
firmly back in her own body. Opening my eyes to face the world feels like a
chore, but when I finally wrench my eyes back open, Sloane’s brilliant smile
dulls the ache of losing contact. “Was that…” she begins. 


“The most amazing thing I’ve ever
experienced?” I finish for her. “Uh, yeah.” 


Sloane laughs. “I’m glad it wasn’t just
me. That was like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It was…beautiful.” 


“So you don’t make everyone feel like that
when you scan them, or whatever you were doing?” I ask, hoping the answer is
no. 


“What did it feel like?” Sloane asks. 


Suddenly, I’m not so keen on discussing
it. Heat creeps up my neck as I contemplate telling her what I just
experienced. Her expression is so eager, so open, I know I can’t deny her. “It
felt like everything I’ve ever been missing in my life was suddenly there
inside me.” 


Sloane takes in a sharp breath. “Really?” 


I nod, because it’s the only thing I can
do at this point. 


“Well,” Sloane says quietly, “I guess I
should explain what I just did.” 


A little caught off guard that she’s moved
on, I struggle to catch up. 


“What you said about me scanning you, you
were pretty much right. What I did was send my power through your entire body
so I could map it out, find the source of your power, the well where it’s kept,
and see whether or not it’s been unlocked.” Sloane narrows her eyes in thought.
It’s a few seconds before she continues. “Your power is not only unlocked, as
it should have been when you met Levi, but it’s active. It’s there for you to
use, but something is holding it back.” 


“But I don’t feel any power. How do I use
it?” I ask. 


Now Sloane looks stumped. “I’m not really
sure. Like I said, I’ve never had to help an Escort who hadn’t already made it
back to the Aerling world. Normally, saving your Aerling activates your power.”
She shakes her head in confusion. “Yours is already active, which doesn’t make
sense, but it is. You’re using it to a small degree, probably without even
realizing, but there’s so much more potential hiding in your power. Figuring
out how to access it is the problem.


“You’re wrong about me using it. I don’t
think you’re meant to use your power if you can’t save your Aerling,” I say
sourly. 


“Hayden,” Sloane begins. 


My hand snaps up to stop her right away. “I
revealed him.” My tone is harsh, making Sloane pull back. “Not only did I not
stop the Sentinels from killing him, I stumbled into him that day, talked to
him, alerted the Sentinels to his presence. If I hadn’t been so bored and
begged my granddad to take me to the skate park, Levi never would have been
killed!” 


For the longest second, Sloane just stares
at me. Her power extends before her hand does. It brushes against me,
attempting to soothe me, but this time I pull back. Pain blossoms on her
features, but it isn’t for herself. “Please, Hayden,” she says as she extends
just her hand this time. 


“Why?” 


“Because your guilt is undeserved,” Sloane
says, “and because I think it’s stopping you from finding and using your power.”



Shaking my head, I say, “And how do you
expect to fix that? Keep your power connected to me forever?” 


“If that’s what it takes,” Sloane says
stubbornly. She extends her hands again, this time more forcefully. The look on
her face makes it clear she’s not about to back down from this. When I don’t
give in to her insistence, Sloane growls at me and snatches my hands off my lap
before I can protest. I start to say something, but her power slams into me too
quickly, stealing away my thoughts and breaking down my resistance. 


As soon as I stop trying to yank my hands
back, Sloane’s grip relaxes as well. “I need you to trust me, Hayden,” she
begs. 


How can I not trust her when she makes me
feel like this? The last of the tension I was holding onto fades from my body
and Sloane feels it. Breathing out a sigh of relief, Sloane says, “I got
glimpses of Levi when he popped into your thoughts earlier, but now I need you
to really focus on him.” 


“What?” I try to pull back, but the effort
is short lived as Sloane pushes more of her power into me, healing old wounds
and making me feel protected. 


“Your fear of facing Levi’s death and the
guilt you’re holding onto are keeping you from accessing your power,” she says
softly. “If there’s anyone you’re afraid to share that pain with, it’s me, but
I’m the only one who can help you right now. Let go, Hayden. Give me your
burden and I’ll share the weight.” 


Her touch, her voice, her power, they
slowly draw out my fears and lay them bare. Am I afraid to let Sloane see what
happened to her brother? I’m terrified. Am I afraid to face my power and
actually use it? I don’t know if I can handle having it in my hands and not
being able to save the people I want to protect most. Losing Levi almost killed
me. Being to blame for the deaths of my friends? It won’t just break me, it
will crush me beyond what anyone can repair. 


“Hayden, please,” Sloane begs. “I need
this as much as you do. I couldn’t save my brother either, but I can save you
if you’ll just let me.” 


Her deepest need laid bare shatters my
resistance. I know what it feels like to need something so badly. First it was
making up for Levi’s death. Then it was protecting Olivia from a similar fate.
Now it’s saving the Aerlings and my own world. I’m not strong enough to fall short
again and let someone I care about die. I have to protect them, and to do that,
I have to face my most carefully held secrets. 


“Please don’t hate me for this,” I whisper
before giving in and dragging Sloane back to that day. 


 


“Hey,” Levi says, “let’s go out
back and play catch, Hayden. The adults are going to be talking for hours while
they figure things out and I’m bored to tears in there.” 


Shrugging, I gesture for him to
lead the way. “Where’s all your other siblings?” 


“They’re downstairs in the den. Amy
and Alan are in the middle of a video game marathon and Alexander has homework
he has to finish before tomorrow,” Levi says. 


“Homework?” I question as we push
through the back door. “It’s summer.” 


Levi grabs a couple of mitts and
one of the many baseballs lying in a bucket on the porch. He tosses me a mitt
as if he fully expects me to catch it. I do, but it makes me smile that he’s so
comfortable around me, like we’ve known each other all our lives. 


“We’re all homeschooled,” Levi
explains. “We take breaks here and there, but only a couple weeks at a time.
Mrs. Burton thinks we’ll forget everything if we stop working for longer than
that.” He laughs and shakes his head like she’s crazy, but I can tell he really
loves his Caretaker family. 


Levi tosses me the ball and I catch
it easily. My dad and I play catch all the time. Playing with Levi is so easy,
so familiar. It doesn’t really make sense, but I’m having too much fun to care.



“It’s crazy you found me like you
did,” Levi says. “Usually Aerlings don’t find their Escorts until right before
they have to go home.” 


“Go home?” I ask. I toss the ball
back and it slides right into his glove. Neither one of us has missed a ball
yet. It’s like we’re so in sync with each other that missing would just be a
completely ridiculous thing to happen. 


Levi tosses it back to me just as
effortlessly. “Yeah, when I turn eighteen, I’ll go back to the Aerling world,
and you’ll take me there.” 


“How will I do that?” I don’t even
question that this is what will happen. I know it will. The how is the only
part that’s a bit of a puzzle to me. I toss the ball back. 


Holding the ball for a moment, Levi
shrugs. “Not sure. Mrs. Burton said it’s different for everyone. You have to
give something up to get me home, but she said you’ll know what to do when the
time comes. Then off we go.” 


“We’ll both go to your world?”
Visions of grand adventures on some distant world light up my face. I’ll be
like a space traveler! Hopping between worlds with my super powers, or whatever
they are. I can’t imagine a cooler fate. 


“Yeah,” Levi says, “I guess we’ll
both go. Escorts don’t come back after they take Aerlings home, so it must be
pretty neat there, right? I’ll bet there’s like a ton of awesome places to
explore! We’ll have even more fun than we’re gonna have here.” 


Shaking my head, I toss the ball
again. “It’s weird to think we’re gonna move here just like that. I thought we
were just coming to visit my grandparents, then I bump into you and suddenly
we’re making plans to move here. It’s like I got sucked into some crazy comic
book!” 


“Pretty cool, right?” Levi is
grinning as he tosses the ball back. “Hey, you wanna…” 


His words trail off unexpectedly. A
second later, he turns to squint at the fence. I hold the ball in my hand,
waiting, not sure what caught his attention. I try to ask him, but he shushes
me and takes a step forward. I can feel the air around me stirring. I’ve never
seen Levi use the power to control the air he told me about yesterday, but I
recognize it for what it is immediately. The anxiety holding his body rigid
keeps me from being too excited over it right now. 


“Do you hear that?” Levi finally
asks. 


I listen as closely as I can, but I
shake my head when I don’t hear anything other than the leaves rustling above
us. 


“Maybe we should go in,” Levi says.
He tries to shake off his worry, but he only takes one step before pausing and
looking over his shoulder. 


I still don’t hear anything, but
something definitely feels wrong. I reach forward and put my hand on Levi’s
shoulder. “Maybe you’re right. How about we go watch Amy and Alan try to beat
each other in that game they were playing.” 


Levi nods. He pulls his mitt off
his hand and turns toward the house. Happy to follow his lead, I’m a few steps
behind him. I stoop to pick up the baseball I dropped at some point. The second
my hand touches the ball, I double over in pain. I hear Levi scream, but
fighting past the agony rushing through me slows me just enough that it takes
me two tries to get back to my feet. As soon as I plant my second foot, the
pain vanishes and I straighten, ready to bolt for Levi…but I’m already too
late. 


A man I have never seen before
holds Levi in a stranglehold, a knife pressed to his throat while his vicious
eyes dare me to do something, anything. My eyes dart to Levi. Terrified out of
his mind, his expression begs me to help him. I want to. I want to save him so
badly it’s the sole thought in my mind, but the second I take a step forward,
the man pulls the blade back and away. Blood flicks from the end of the knife
as I start screaming. 


Everything moves too slowly in that
moment. The man pulls his other hand away from Levi’s body and lets him fall.
The acidic laugh that drips from his lips echoes in my head as I sprint for
Levi. All I can see is the blood. The blood dripping from the knife. The blood
spilling down Levi’s shirt as he collapses to the ground. The blood covering my
hands as I desperately try to stop it from flowing. 


Hope tears at me as I see the wound
trying to close itself. I press my hands in closer, screaming for help, my
tears mixing with his blood as I beg for someone to stop this from happening.
Bodies erupt from the house at my screaming, but the wound stops healing and
Levi’s body goes limp long before anyone reaches us. I know it the second his
life ends. I try to follow him. My soul burns in agony at his loss, crippling
me, tearing a whole in me that I know in that moment will never be filled
again. Collapsing beside his lifeless body, I cry and beg for forgiveness until
the darkness finally claims me. 


 


Sloane’s hands press to my face the moment
I come back to myself. Tears burn hot trails over her fingers, but she only
pulls me in closer, wrapping her arms around me so tightly it feels like the
pressure alone might be enough to put me back together. Her own tears splash
down on my shoulders as she holds me. 


“If I hadn’t...touched him, they wouldn’t
have…known where he was,” I splutter. “If I had been faster, maybe…” 


Shaking her head back and forth, Sloane
whispers, “It wasn’t your fault. You did everything you could.” 


“If I’d been stronger, the pain, I could
have gotten to him faster.” My voice is pleading, almost begging for her to
agree, to blame me, to punish me, maybe. I failed. I deserve her hatred. I need
someone to make me pay for failing him. I can’t move forward until I make up
for what I’ve done. 


The pain I’ve been carrying for eight long
years spills out of me, bashing into Sloane like a torrent, but she refuses to
be washed away by it. Her compassion and kindness swallows up everything I
shove at her. The beautiful comfort of her power wraps around me, consumes me.
I try to push it away, but she is relentless. No matter how hard I fight it and
beg for her to spurn me, she only pushes even harder, filling me with her power
until I have no strength left to oppose her. 


“You didn’t fail Levi,” Sloane says
softly. “No, you couldn’t save him, but you didn’t let him die alone. The last
thing he saw was your face instead of the coward who killed him. The last thing
he felt was your power desperately trying to save him. You gave him everything
you could in that moment, a sacrifice worthy of an Escort.” 


Forcing myself to meet her eyes, I blink away
tears in confusion. “What?” 


“That’s why your power is active, Hayden,”
Sloane says. Emotion makes her eyes glassy and it’s clear she’s having a tough
time keeping control of her feelings right now. “There was no way for you to
save Levi, but you tried, you proved yourself by giving everything you could.
You could still go to the Aerling world if you wanted to. You could help take
the Aerling infants to Caretakers, protect them, protect all of us as you were
meant to. Your power is there inside of you. You are the only thing
holding it back, your guilt over losing Levi. There’s no reason for it, Hayden.
You’ve already been judged, and no one in your world or mine could ever find
you lacking.” 


“I don’t…” I shake my head, feeling
suddenly lightheaded. “I’m not sure I understand. I can’t feel my power. I have
no idea how to use it. This doesn’t make sense.” 


Gently, Sloane presses her hand to my
face, urging me to look at her. When I finally meet her gaze, there is no hate
in her eyes. Only joy and compassion stare back at me. “You’ve been using your
power since the day you met my brother, Hayden. You just never realized it
because it’s such a natural extension of your personality.” 


“What?” 


“Just like Olivia’s natural desire to help
those in need led to her developing into a Seeker, your natural ability to
accept others for who they are developed into you becoming a Judge,” Sloane
says with an air of reverence. “You can see the truth of a person’s heart. You
accepted what Levi told you because you could see into his heart and judge him
as being honest. With Olivia, you knew how selfless she is, how willing she is
to give up her own desires to help someone else. It’s why you were drawn to
protect her so fiercely. Those who are willing to give up so much are often at
the most risk of being hurt.” 


Everything she says sinks in slowly. Reliving
the memory of Levi’s death, I remember how odd it seemed that I trusted him and
his Caretakers so much, but it seemed natural to do so. Somehow, I knew they
weren’t lying to me. Everything Sloane said about Olivia…it’s impossible to
argue with any of it. “And you,” I say slowly, “I know your heart as well.” 


Sloane’s eyes widen, but she doesn’t seem
scared. Her palms turn up as if waiting for my judgment, like what I say will
define something within her. 


“Your gift may be to sense potential in
people, but you are so emotionally connected to others that you can’t help but
want to heal their emotional scars and wounds. I know Olivia was freaked out by
you sharing her memories, but I get that it wasn’t to steal her experiences.
You were so drawn to everything we’ve both suffered and you were desperate to
fix it. The more you learned from her, the more convinced you were you could
help us both.” 


The tension in Sloane’s body slips away as
I speak. “I knew from what Olivia showed me that Levi’s death wasn’t your
fault. I overheard Mason saying that it looked like I enjoyed getting into
Olivia’s head, but it wasn’t that at all. It gave me peace to learn more about
you, because it convinced me that I could help you.” 


“Thank you for wanting to help me,” I say
quietly. “Most people wouldn’t have done that.” 


“Most people wouldn’t still be in the
middle of all of this when they could have easily walked away,” Sloane says.
“But here you are, doing everything you can to protect Mason and Olivia. Why?” 


Shrugging, I give the only answer I can.
“Because they’re the only ones with enough courage and strength to save the
rest of us. And because they’re my friends. If the whole saving the world thing
wasn’t enough, that is.” 


Sloane’s hand reaches over and takes mine.
“I wish my brother had gotten to know you for longer, because I know you would
have taught him so much, but I’m glad he knew you for as long as he did. That
gives me more comfort than you can probably imagine.” 


Smiling, I put my arm around Sloane’s
shoulders and we sit together like that for a long time. The slim connection
that brought our paths together has turned into a lifeline somehow. It’s not
just what her power does to me, it’s having shared my worst memory with her and
found only comfort instead of condemnation. That’s something I never thought I
would find. While this experience with Sloane has removed so much of the guilt
I’ve felt over Levi’s death, there’s one thing she couldn’t take away. I
couldn’t remember the face of Levi’s killer until I met him again at the
compound. Seeing him then stirred my hatred. Reliving the memory with Sloane
has cemented it. Mason can have all the other Sentinels, but that one is mine. 


 
















 


Chapter 14


Hardly The Worst Thing


(Mason)


 


 


 


“When are you coming home?” Molly begs. 


The ache in her little voice tears at me.
I wish I had a different answer for her, but I don’t. “I’m not sure Mollywog.
It’s going to be a while still. We’re trying as hard as we can to find the
Mother so we can all come home.” 


“Me too,” Molly says emphatically. “Evie
and I are searching all over the place and I try to tell her which bits are
true. Sometimes it’s easy, but sometimes I can’t tell. It’s harder to do it
this way than just listening to people’s words when they talk.” 


“I know it’s hard. You’re doing awesome by
helping Evie, though.” My reassurance makes her sigh. I wish she was here. It’s
not just the constant fear I carry around that the Sentinels will get to her.
Mostly, I just miss her. Even when she’s scared, she’s like a little ball of
sunshine. 


Mumbling in the background filters over
the line and Molly grumbles something in response. “Evie wants to talk to you
for a minute,” Molly says. The pout in her voice makes me picture her with her
bottom lip sticking out, an adorable scowl on her face as she thrusts the phone
at Evie. 


“Mason?” 


“Hey, Evie. What have you guys found?” 


Frustration bubbles out of her in a harsh
sigh. “Not much, unfortunately. This Māori stuff isn’t easy to come by.
I’m pretending to be a cultural anthropology student in order to get some
professor in New Zealand to help me out with a few things.” 


“Way to take some initiative,” I say with
a laugh. 


Evie’s voice lowers as she says, “It’s not
the first time I’ve pretended to be someone else to get info out of someone.” 


“I’m not even going to ask.” 


“Probably better that way,” she says with
a laugh. “Anyway, this guy in New Zealand told me some different versions of
the Māori creation story that might be helpful. One of them said that the
Māori usually were drawn toward coastal settlements, so the Mother could
be on a coast somewhere if that’s really true.” 


It’s something, but there are a lot of
coasts in the world. “And the other stories?” 


“Well,” Evie says, “it was really just one
other that Molly thought was important. It talks about how when the Mother and
Father were separated, the Mother’s blood was spilled and it stained the Earth
red. It’s a sacred color to the Māori. I know there are lots of places in
the world that have that chalky red dirt like what was up at Red Rocks in
Colorado, but that might narrow down the search area. It could even mean she
might be here in the U.S., close enough to keep an eye on you both.” 


“It might,” I say. 


I wish there was more, but I know Evie’s
doing everything she can to find more information. The thing is, the Māori
stories aren’t the history of the Aerlings. They’re stories passed down from
generation to generation that echo what really happened, but they’re sacred
beliefs of one specific religion and culture formed out of real events. The
coasts and red dirt may have something to do with where the Mother is, but they
also may have zero actual meaning. 


“I’ll keep looking,” Evie promises. 


“I know you will.” 


Evie sounds reluctant to let me go, but
eventually she says, “Molly wants to say goodbye. I’ll call as soon as I have
something new for you guys.” 


After telling her goodbye, Molly regains
control of the phone. We talk for a few more minutes about nothing in
particular until Evie calls her away to dinner. I feel drained when I finally
hang up and toss the phone aside. 


“You guys are so pathetic,” Robin says as
she struggles to eat her dinner with her hands still bound together. Her
awkward situation doesn’t stop her from scowling at me like I’m beneath her.
When I ignore her comment, she laughs. The bitterness in her voice makes my
skin crawl. “I feel like I’ve been watching you two flounder around for answers
for years! It’s actually pretty hilarious when I’m not having to worry about
keeping my head on my shoulders. The Aerlings seriously couldn’t have picked to
more idiotic people to save their world.” 


“And I suppose you have all the answers?”
I snap. “How about the fact that fixing the bridge has a cost? Did Tū
bother to tell you that the person who broke the barrier has to be the one to
fix it?” 


“Why would I care what happens to Olivia?”
Robin says as she rolls her eyes and takes another bite of her sandwich. 


Standing, I stalk over to her and squat
down in front of her bound body. “Not Olivia,” I say slowly. “You. You’re the
one who broke the barrier, Robin. Fixing it requires blood. Your blood. And not
just a little. All of it, in fact. You took vows to protect the Aerlings, and
it looks like that’s exactly what you’ll be doing, whether you want to or not.
How’s that for an answer?” 


Frozen with her sandwich halfway to her
mouth, Robin’s mind seems to be racing. “It won’t come to that,” she says. 


“I’m half tempted to use you to fix the
barrier regardless of what it might mean just to see you pay for everything
you’ve done,” I hiss. 


Robin’s not the only one to stare at me
warily. Hayden and Olivia pause in what they were doing in the little kitchen
and look over at me with concern. Ignoring them, I focus in on Robin. “Clearly,
you’re a much better actress than I ever gave you credit for, but you’re not
fooling anyone anymore. Neither is Tū. We’ll find the truth behind this
war, and we’ll decide what to do about it and who to punish. Even if
fixing the barrier isn’t the right thing to do, there’s no way I’m letting you
off scot-free, Robin. You put my family through hell and I fully intend to
return the favor.” 


Bristling at the threat, Robin drops her
sandwich back on her plate and glares at me. “You’re such a lost little puppy,
Mason. It was stupidly easy to manipulate you. Poor invisible boy with no
friends,” she mocks. “Make you feel like you’re special, like you’re seen, and
you were eating out of my hand. You didn’t even bother to question how
strangely coincidental it was that of all the places I could move to, I ended
up in the same town as Tāwhiri’s special boy.” 


Her head shakes as if it’s all just too
much to believe. “Olivia was no better,” Robin snaps. “Sure, maybe her jealousy
made her dislike me, but when Evie realized Tū was the guy who repaired
your dishwasher, how stupid could she have really been to not even wonder how a
Sentinel ended up in her house doing appliance repair? Didn’t even a single one
of you stop to consider that the Sentinels might have bugged your house,
rerouted your phone lines?” 


Now everyone in the room is listening in.
Olivia looks ready to kill her, but I can see the regret in her eyes that we
really didn’t catch on to the full extent of Robin’s deception. Looking back
now, of course we should have realized what was going on, but when we were knee
deep in fear, struggling to find answers and save our necks, it wasn’t so
easily seen. 


Disgust is etched on Robin’s features as
she turns to glare at Olivia. “It was laughable watching you all try to fool me
those last few days when everything you said was recorded anyway. I seriously
almost started laughing a couple of times that last night. The only thing that
kept me on edge was that Olivia was still too stupid to figure out how to take
you home. If she had only figured that out earlier, we could have avoided the
whole dramatic scene on the cliff.” 


“Oh, I’m sure you would have found a way
to make it as splashy and bullet-ridden as possible,” Olivia says with mock
sweetness as she crosses the floor to stand in front of Robin. “You love a good
show, don’t you? It’s just too bad you’re sweet little Sentinel bestie got
taken down in the process. I wonder how she’s doing, don’t you? Even if Mason
didn’t manage to kill her, Sentinels don’t heal like Aerlings do. Strange that
nobody saw any sign of her at the Sentinel compound.” 


Olivia takes a few more steps, crossing in
front of Robin and squatting down next to her. “You think you’re so clever for
pulling one over on us when we were scared and confused? Not much of an
accomplishment, if you ask me. How about trying it again when we know how you
got your little school friend to kill Eliana, or how you hurt yourself to try
and get a little kid in trouble? You think it’ll be easy to fool us now, when
your life is in our hands?” 


Olivia stares at her expectantly, waiting
for some kind of snippy response. When Robin doesn’t mutter a word, Olivia
smirks at her. “That’s what I thought.” She shakes her head and stands,
towering over our captive. “Dying isn’t an easy thing to face. Trust me,”
Olivia says, “I’ve been there. Dying is hardly the worst thing that can happen
to a person, Robin. Try to remember that the next time you open your mouth.” 


Olivia walks away then, but her threat
lingers long after she goes back to setting out dinner for everyone else. It
takes a few minutes before Robin picks her sandwich back up and takes another
bite. When she tries to swallow, the food seems to stick on its way down. Her
already pale skin is ghostly against the flickering firelight in the corner.
Olivia is one of the most caring people I know, but I don’t doubt that she will
make Robin pay for what she’s done if given the chance. I’m not the only one
who believes it, either. Robin wraps her arms around her body and curls in on
herself, wary eyes watching Olivia as she tries to contain her fear. 


 
















 


Chapter 15


Just Power


(Olivia)


 


 


 


Nothing is working. I’ve tried everything
I can think of over the last two days to make some kind of connection to the
Mother. All I’ve accomplished is giving myself a massive headache. I know my
pacing has got to be driving Mason nuts, but I can’t help it. There has to be
some way to make contact with her. I’m just not seeing it. 


“Hey, why don’t we go for a walk?” Mason
says as he comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. 


“We don’t have time for a walk.” I don’t
mean to snap at him, but the stress is really beginning to affect me. Robin
glaring at me from the corner isn’t helping. Neither is Hayden and Sloane
brainstorming over at the table. They’ve been awfully chummy lately. “Fine,” I
finally say, “let’s go before my brain melts.” 


We make it as far as the cabin door before
Hayden calls us back. “You guys have got to see this,” he says when we reach
them. He turns his phone toward us, the screen lit up with images that makes my
heart stop. 


“What happened?” The smoke and mangled
buildings immediately make my mind jump to some kind of terrorist attack. 


“It was an earthquake,” Sloane says.
“South of San Francisco.” 


I lean in closer to see the pictures
better as Hayden clicks through them. Homes and businesses are completely
destroyed. Those who still have homes are without power. More pictures show
fires that broke out, ruined streets. At the bottom of the article, the writer
mentions the need for volunteers to help with displaced families and in
cleaning up some of the rubble where things are stabilized. 


“We should go,” I say. The other three
people at the table all look at me with curious expressions. I know it seems
like a random thing to say, but the thought process that lead to it starts
spilling out of my mouth. “The Mother is supposed to be a nurturer, right? And
possibly stay by the coast. I doubt she has the same travel restrictions as the
rest of us, either. If she’s really who and what the Aerlings believe her to
be, she would be there, right? She would want to help during a natural disaster
like this.” 


Even though I’m still skeptical about Sloane,
I turn to her for her thoughts. She knows more about this stuff than the rest
of us. Sloane’s lips press together as she thinks. “It’s a good idea. If the
Mother is there, even if we don’t find her, I think Olivia would be able to
feel her presence. It might be the best chance we have to come into contact
with her.” 


She looks to Hayden, but he only shrugs.
“Sounds better than sitting around here, but what do we do with Robin? Driving
to San Francisco from here will take us a while. Flying would be a better
option, but we can’t really fly anywhere with her trussed up like a pig.” 


“Just leave her here,” Sloane grumbles.
She despises Robin and has no qualms about making sure she knows it. She’s only
been living back in the Aerling world for a year, but her sense of loyalty to
them is pretty firmly in place. 


Mason frowns. “I wouldn’t be against that
if we knew how long we’d be gone. If it was only going to be a day or to, fine,
we could set her up so she’d be okay. Any longer, though, and we risk her
escaping. Not to mention it wouldn’t be humane.” 


Sloane and I both sport a sour expression
at that. Glancing away from her, I look back to Mason. “Could you possibly keep
her secure through the airport and during a flight without anyone realizing
there’s something wrong?” 


I can see the wheels turning in Mason’s
mind. He considers my question for a few minutes before nodding. “I can do it.
We need to get there fast if we’re going to have any chance of contacting the
Mother. I’ll take care of Robin.” 


With that decided, everyone bursts into
motion. We’re packed and ready to go fifteen minute later, on the road while my
dad scrambles to buy us all airline tickets. The expense has got to be nearly
giving him a heart attack. I would feel more regret about that, but I know he
has money stashed away for emergencies. This probably wasn’t even close to what
he originally envisioned using the money for, but it definitely fits the bill
given that the world might end if we can’t stop the Aerlings from getting
massacred by Tū. 


An hour later, we’re standing in line at
the Casper airport to claim our boarding tickets. Thankfully, the process is
wrapped up quickly. I think everyone in our group keeps a wary eye on Robin. I
can’t see her bonds any more than any other regular person, but Mason explained
what he did. The ball of air shoved into her mouth is pretty effective as a
gag, especially with an additional band of air wrapped around her mouth and the
back of her head. With her hair up in a ponytail, only the most observant would
notice the indentation where the air is pressing her hair flat to her skull. 


The most impressive set of bonds are those
keeping her from making a run for it. A central band of air at her waist
connects bands of air that are statically charged to each of her hands and
feet. If she tries to run, the friction will increase and zap her. I almost
hope she tries it, even though that would mean explaining what happened. 


Mason’s threats and the bonds keep Robin
perfectly in line all the way through boarding. As soon as we’re seated, Mason
pulls out Cedrick’s handy little trick and drops Robin into a carefully
monitored sleep. We don’t hear a peep out of her until we land and Mason wakes
her up. Even then, she’s too groggy and disoriented from her forced nap to
offer much resistance. 


It’s late in the evening by the time we
finally make it to the volunteer center where some of the earthquake victims
are being housed and treated for minor cuts and scrapes. The volunteer
coordinator sitting at the welcome desk is having trouble staying awake as we
walk up. The second she catches sight of us, though, she takes us in warily. 


“Hello, can I help you?” 


Hayden steps forward with a warm, charming
smile that almost makes me laugh. “Yes, we’d like to see about volunteering.” 


“You would?” the woman asks. No doubt a
group of random teens aren’t the usual fare. 


“Of course,” Hayden reassures her. “We
heard about what happened and wanted to lend a hand, plus, we have a bunch of
community service hours we need to do for one of our college classes.” 


I never would have thought to say
something so seemingly superficial, but Hayden’s pretend reasoning actually
makes the woman relax. “Of course. We can sign whatever documentation you need
us to before you head back home. We’re always happy to help encourage young
people to volunteer, even if it is a requirement.” 


“Great,” Hayden says, grinning. “What do
we need to do to get started?” 


Suddenly, the lady looks tired again. Grabbing
a stack of packets, she hands three of them over, one for each visible person.
“Inside you’ll find all the necessary paperwork to become an official
volunteer. Read through everything, sign and date, and then bring it back to me
in the morning.” 


I half expect her to shoo us away after
that so she can go back to trying to not fall asleep, but she surprises me by
standing. “I can give you a tour now while it’s quiet, so when you get here in
the morning you won’t be wandering around lost.” She gestures for us to follow
her, and continues talking as we walk behind her. 


Hopefully the others are listening,
because I have no clue what she’s saying. I’m too focused in on pushing my
power out from me and splashing it around the halls. Every step we take, I push
out more power, nudging it along, begging it to find something. The tiniest
breeze sends a shiver through me. I stop and turn abruptly more than once as I
try to search out what I’m so desperate to find. The tour is over before I’m
finally forced to admit defeat. 


“Anything?” Mason asks as we all pile into
a cab. 


They all look so hopeful, but a shake of
my head lets everyone down. “Not a single hint of Aerling power anywhere in
there.” 


“We’ll try again tomorrow,” Hayden says.
His unfailing positivity makes me smile, but I fear tomorrow won’t hold
anything more for us than the realization that we wasted a huge amount of time.



 


***


 


By early evening, we’re all losing steam
and hope. The shelter took in twelve more families just this morning, and finding
room for them isn’t easy. I was put in charge of helping the women and children
get cleaned up and settled, with Sloane helping me silently all day. I’ve
barely seen Mason or Hayden all day. One of them was sent off first thing to
help unload relief supplies and the other was recruited to help with
distributing water to those still in their homes, but without electricity or
water to cook and wash with. I can’t remember which one is doing what, but they
look exhausted as they wander back into the main room. 


“Did you guys finally get a break?” I ask
as I approach them. Mason wraps me up as soon as I’m within reach. I can’t help
notice that Hayden heads straight for Sloane, though he keeps his hands to
himself. 


“Just finished unloading the last supply
truck, so we’re done for the day,” Mason says. I guess he was on unloading
duty. Pushing him to sit down on a nearby chair, I begin to rub his tight
shoulders. 


Hayden hops up on the table where Sloane
and I were organizing care packets full of personal hygiene items and leans his
head against the wall. “Man, riding through the streets to deliver supplies to
people was nuts. Even the houses that weren’t damaged that much, the utilities
are all jacked up. It’s a mess. People have no idea how long they’ll be without
water and electricity. A lot of the families had kids, too. They were all
pretty freaked out.” 


Even though Sloane and I still have our
issues, working with her all day has made it pretty obvious that she is a
deeply emotional person. I saw her nearly break down more than once when
families came in after having lost everything. She’s a natural caregiver, and
even I have to admit, a good person. I find myself being less irritated than
usual when she gravitates toward Hayden and rests her head against his
shoulder. 


“We haven’t had any indication at all that
the Mother was here,” Sloane says. The fear and confusion in her voice draws
everyone’s attention. “I don’t understand why she wouldn’t be here. There’s so
much suffering. This is the biggest shelter in the area for earthquake victims.
Short of being out there searching for survivors, I don’t know where else to
look. She should be here. She should want to help these people.” 


I’m caught off guard when tears start
rolling down her cheeks. Hayden reacts immediately, pulling her into an
off-kilter hug. I’ve been in that position with Hayden more times than I care
to admit. For once, instead of being jealous or angry, I’m glad. Knowing Hayden
will take good care of Sloane, I turn to Mason and say, “Sloane’s right. The
Mother isn’t here.” 


“What does that mean?” he asks. 


I wish I had a different answer, but I
don’t. “It means she’s not the kindhearted Mother Theresa the Aerlings pretend
she is. She’s not here to protect humans. Maybe Aerlings, sure, but not the
rest of us. She’s protecting herself. Wherever she is, it’s somewhere she won’t
draw attention.” 


“Somewhere Tū would never think to
look for her.” 


I wish I knew. 


Abandoning Mason’s shoulders for now, I
take a seat on his lap and lean my head against his chest. For just a moment I
block out everything and simply listen to his heart beating. It’s so comforting,
I begin to doze off. Why can’t it just be like this? Calm, easy, simple. Whose
idea was it to scramble up two whole worlds and dump the problems off on a
couple of teenagers? Then again, if they hadn’t, I would have spent my life
without Mason. The tradeoff just isn’t worth it. It never is. I’ll take two
messed up worlds over not having him in my life. 


“Olivia,” a voice calls out. 


My head jerks up from Mason’s chest with a
start. I look around, finding an equally exhausted Lindsay, the woman in charge
of the group I was assigned to. “Yeah?” 


“I know your shift is just about over, but
we just had a woman and her two sons come in. I’m getting them checked in, but
most of the others have already gone home. Would you mind making up a spot for
them?” 


“Sure, no problem,” I say. I’m dog tired,
but I really am happy to help. Lindsay rushes away to get back to what she was
doing and I pull out of Mason’s arms. 


“I’ll help you,” Mason says. 


Pushing him back down into his chair, I
shake my head. “You’re ready to drop. I can handle this. I know where
everything is, so it’ll just take me a few minutes. Be right back, promise.” 


He lets me go more out of being too tired
to stop me than anything else. I completely understand. I’m about ready to fall
asleep on my feet too, but I hurry toward the supply bins lining the hallways
and gather up everything I need for three cots. I’ve got two done in a matter
of minutes, and am almost done with the third when a noise draws my attention.
There are a few people sleeping in adjacent cots, but when I look around,
everything seems peaceful. 


As I reach for the blanket I was laying
out, a form moves to my right. Jumping, I spin around and very nearly scream.
The scar running down his face sends a shot of terror through me like nothing
else can. I stumble back and nearly fall over the cot. My body weight shoves it
sideways until it crashes into the next one and I bang my elbow on the edge. 


“Olivia, please,” Tū says with a
condescending laugh. “You have no reason to fear me.” 


“Like I’m really going to believe that,” I
snap. “The memory of you attacking me in the park is still a little too fresh.”



Tū shrugs, as if my concerns are of
little importance to him. “At the time, it was necessary. Mason seemed to have
no hope of mastering his power by his birthday. Killing him was seeming like
the more likely option, but getting to him was more difficult than expected. We
needed you.” 


As bait, I realize. The goal that night
was never to kill me. He probably could have done that quite easily if that’s
what he’d been after. They wanted me alive, to draw Mason out so they could
capture him, see if he was capable of taking Robin back and breaking the
barrier, and if he wasn’t, they’d kill him. That one bit of understanding pulls
me back up to my feet, fists clenched. 


“Get away from me, Tū.” 


He smiles in a way that makes goose bumps
pop up all over my skin. “So you did figure out that one bit.” He
laughs, though it’s no more pleasant than his smile. “I had wondered if you two
would be bright enough to realize who I am.” 


“You gave us some pretty big clues.” 


“Who says I was ever trying to hide my
true identity?” Tū asks. 


I don’t respond to that. What would I even
say? 


“Have you figured out the rest?” Tū
asks, this time more earnestly. 


“The rest of what?” I ask. 


He moves faster than I can react to, his
hand clamping down on my shoulder. Light flashes in front of my eyes.
Terrified, I blink rapidly to clear my vision and almost faint when I open my
eyes again and find myself nowhere near the shelter. The only thing keeping me
from passing out is the absolutely overwhelming beauty of this place. Crisp
green grass brushes at my ankles, soft and luxurious. Dancing in a soft breeze,
millions of wildflowers dot the open expanse, growing right up to the edge of a
velvety forest. The evergreens look soft, like I could bury myself in their
boughs and never feel a single prick. Brilliant emerald leaves of deciduous
trees mix with the rest of the forest to create something both exotic and
familiar. It’s breathtaking. 


“Where are we?” 


“This,” Tū says, “is the place we
created for our mother. We could not live in the perpetual shadow of our
parents’ control, but we still cared for them both, in the beginning. Tane and
I prepared this place for her, full of beauty where she could care for the life
on this planet, but she spurned it. She ran.” 


Trying to shake off the mesmerizing
quality of this place, I put my fear aside and look at Tū squarely. “Can
you blame her for running? Her own children tried to kill her, and then
banished her here. Why would she stick around where you could find her again?” 


For once, Tū looks truly weary. “You
never answered my question. Have you figured out the rest of the lies?” 


“The lies about what? The Mother?” I ask
carefully. 


“The lies about everything,” he growls.
“Everything has been twisted to fit their will, to convince others of their
righteousness while condemning anyone who dared oppose them. This war is their
doing! They caused it with their selfishness and greed!” 


My eyes widen as the air around me grows
agitated. Sparks of electricity burst all around me as the temperature
plummets. “Why don’t you…” My lips are frosting over, but I force them to work.
“Tell me your side, then. Then me what they did.” 


He opens his mouth to speak, but nothing
comes out. Fury rises in his eyes and I fear he’s about to take his anger out
on me, but he turns his head up and screams. Torment pours out of him.
Lightning flashes everywhere at once, rocking the ground beneath our feet,
tearing up this wondrous place. Gale force winds crash against the forest. Huge
trees are uprooted as he continues to howl out his fury. If I weren’t petrified
into stillness, I would have collapsed. 


Finally, his raging ends and he turns his
fiery gaze back to me. “Tell you?” he demands. “Tell you?” His hands crash
against his head, fingers tangling in his hair as if tearing it out would solve
everything. “Do you think I would play these games if the solution were that
simple, stupid little human child? Do you think I would let them
continue to tear apart my home and family if I could simply set it all right
with words?” His frigid hands grab my face. I’m so terrified I can’t even
react. He crowds in close, his icy breath washing over my skin, causing it to
frost over. “She bound me before she ran. I can’t speak a word about what she’s
done, no matter how hard I try. This is the best I can do, Olivia. You must discover
the rest on your own. You must uncover what she has hidden and save what is
left of both worlds.” 


“But…you…but the Aerling children. You’ve
been killing them,” I say. He wants me to understand, but nothing is making
sense. “How you claim to have done all of this for altruistic reasons while
killing the Aerling children?” 


“They are just power!” Tū says in
exasperation. “Their lives matter little in the face of this war. You must…”
His eyes bulge as he tries to continue speaking. Another frustrated growl bursts
out of him, but all he can say is, “What I do now, I do to end the war.
Tāwhiri believed he could solve it by staying in our home and controlling
the Father, but he was wrong. He was too limited, too weak to do anything more
than hold off the inevitable. We have both run out of time. If you do not stop
her, the Mother will sacrifice your world to save hers.” 


I feel like the breath has been knocked
out of me. “What?” 


“I can tell you no more!” Tū nearly
screams. His hand clamps down on my shoulder again, rough and frightening, and
then the destroyed valley vanishes from sight, consumed by the darkness. 


 
















 


Chapter 16


Rebellious


(Mason)


 


 


 


A sound from somewhere to my left startles
me about of my half-sleep. Heart racing, I look around for the source. Hayden
and Sloane are still talking over by the work table, but Olivia is nowhere in
sight. Not sure how long I’ve been out, I glance at my phone. Half an hour? 


“Shouldn’t Olivia have been back by now?”
I ask. “She said it’d only take her a few minutes to get those cots set up.” 


Hayden checks the time as well and frowns.
“Maybe Lindsay needed her help with something else?” 


“We should go look for her,” Sloane says.
The worry on her face amps up my own concern. 


Without another word, we all file out of
the little work room and start scanning the rooms and halls for any sign of
Olivia. Fifteen minutes later, we all come up empty. Where could she have gone?
I can’t think of a reasonable excuse for her taking off without telling anyone.
Even if she had stumbled upon the Mother somehow, wouldn’t she have called? 


I spot Lindsay heading down the hall with
a stack of clean sheets and run over to her. “Have you seen Olivia? We can’t
find her anywhere.” 


Despite her clear exhaustion, Lindsay
stops and thinks. “I saw her in the gym about half an hour ago. She was talking
to a man, but everything seemed fine. I just assumed it was one of the
residents.” 


“What did the man look like?” I demand. 


“Well,” Lindsay begins, her expression
more worried by my intensity, “he was tall, muscular, well kept. I didn’t see
his whole face, but aside from his scar, he didn’t give me any reason to be
concerned.” 


Everyone’s faces drain of color. “Scar?”
Hayden chokes out. 


“Yeah.” Lindsay is looking even more
freaked out, but she draws a line down her face with her finger, mimicking
Tū’s scar exactly. “Is everything okay? Really, they were just talking
normally. I didn’t think twice about it.” 


“Uh, everything’s fine,” I lie. “Maybe
they just stepped outside for a few minutes. If you see Olivia again, tell her
to call, okay?” 


Lindsay blinks several times before responding.
“Sure, okay.” 


No doubt we only take her worry up a notch
when we all bolt away from her, but I don’t have time to deal with that right
now. We all burst out of the shelter and stare at the street uncertainly.
“Should we split up?” Sloane asks, 


“No.” I shake my head, dismissing the idea
immediately. “If Tū is out there, we can’t risk it. We’ll stay together
and find her.” 


“Where would Tū take her?” Hayden
asks. “And why?” 


Not to hurt her, I tell myself. That can’t
be the reason. He said he wanted us to discover the truth. He’s not trying to
kill us right now. We’re doing what he asked. He’s not going to hurt her.
“Maybe he wanted to show her something, some hint.” 


“Why not just tell all of us?” Sloane asks
as we run, searching the streets and alleys. 


I have no answer for that. Maybe because
he didn’t want to risk us attacking him? Perhaps she was the only one he was
able to catch alone. I have no idea. Focusing on anything other than the fact
that he has Olivia is next to impossible. Before I realize how far we’ve gone,
we’re edging up to the disaster area. Rubble from partially damaged buildings
clutters the sidewalks, spilling into the street further down where crews have
yet to clear a path. 


Is there a clue somewhere in this
destruction? Did he bring her here for a reason? Did he bring her here at all?
I just don’t know. The expressions on the others’ faces says they’re stuck as
well. “Stay close, but spread out a little. Listen for any sounds. Maybe he’s
holding her in one of the ruined buildings for some reason.” 


Sloane and Hayden nod. They fan out far
enough that we can cover a bit more ground, but still within seeing and hearing
distance. The winter light is fading fast. The rescue and cleanup crews have
all either gone home or moved to a different area. No one is around to see us
creeping through broken buildings. There’s no way we can leave her out her with
Tū all night. We’re staying until we find her. 


“Mason!” Sloane cries out suddenly. “I
hear something over here!” 


Hayden and I nearly crash into each other
trying to get to her. Our feet scuffling against the asphalt and broken cement
drown out any noise. Even my breathing seems incredibly loud at first. Hayden’s
chest is heaving as well, but everyone’s eyes are glued to a collapsed section
of a small shop. “It sounded like a voice,” Sloane whispers. 


I can’t see anything. The interior of the
shop is bathed in dark shadows. Huge chunks of the block wall has collapsed.
The aged look of our surroundings says these buildings were built long before
earthquake building codes were enforced. I can’t imagine anyone still in there,
not alive anyway, but before I give up, a quiet murmuring catches my ear. 


“Did you hear it?” Sloane whispers. I nod
while Hayden shrugs in confusion. 


As quiet as it was, it’s no surprise his
human ears can’t pick it up. The sound comes again, barely louder than before.
Someone is definitely in there, but it can’t be Olivia. Turning to Sloane, I
see the same realization in her eyes. Staying to help this man means delaying
our search for Olivia. What will that mean? Neither of us knows, but we both
nod and step forward. Olivia would never forgive us for leaving this person
behind. 


Hayden doesn’t seem to get what’s going on
completely, but as Sloane and I start forward, he follows. Once we get into the
building, I realize the damage is worse than what I originally thought. Old,
massive ceiling beams have fallen onto the rubble-strewn floor. The floor is
partially collapsed as well. It hasn’t fallen into the basement below, but it’s
on the verge. When it does, it will take everything and everyone with it. 


Sloane stays back a little while Hayden
and I pick our way through the mess and attempt to find a safe route to
approach the source of the voice. By the time we’re right on top of the pile of
blocks and wood, Hayden finally hears the small voice moaning in pain. He
reaches for one of the beams lying across the blocks, but he can’t get enough
leverage to lift it more than a few inches. He tries several times, the impact
of it falling back down causing the blocks to shift dangerously. 


“Plan B?” Hayden says. 


“And that would be?” I ask. 


He points to me and Sloane. “You two are
the ones with super powers. How about putting them to use on this stuff. We’re
not getting him out otherwise.” 


I feel stupid for not having thought of that
on my own. Nodding, I gesture for him to move out and for Sloane to join me.
Other than giant pieces of hail, I don’t know how skilled she is with her power,
but she’s all I’ve got. “On three, wedge some air beneath this beam here.” I
point to indicate the beam trapped beneath another heavy piece of wood. “I’ll
try to lift the top one, but if that bottom one shifts it could send everything
crashing.” 


Sloane nods and begins to focus. It seems
to take her longer than I would have expected, but a few second later she has
invisible bands of air wrapped around the lower beam to keep it from shifting
when I make my move. Getting my own carefully controlled stream of air
positioned isn’t hard, but the second I start lifting it, the pile shifts and
the slap of rubble crashing to the basement freezes us both. 


“We need to be able to shore up the
floor,” Sloane says. 


I agree with her, but when I try to hold
one portion of my power and the air I’m controlling steady in one place while
moving it in another, I nearly lose control of everything and send this poor
guy under the rocks down to his death. I could never do the whole pat your head
and rub your stomach thing, and this is proving just as impossible. 


I look to Sloane, but she shakes her head
immediately. “There’s no way I can do that. My control isn’t anywhere close to
yours. I’m more likely to accidentally kill him.” 


Not sure where that leaves us, I wish for
the millionth time since leaving the Aerling world that they hadn’t heaped the
fate of the world, of both worlds, solely on our shoulders. Breathing in
slowly, I hold the breath, taking comfort in the feel of it filling me. As I
finally let it out, I say more to myself than anyone else, “I need help.” 


Those three words, uttered in
near-hopelessness, do something completely unexpected. 


My breath condenses as if it were a cold
morning back home, but it doesn’t dissipate. It expands. The hazy white of the
foggy breath blossoms into a burst of air, water, electricity, and purpose. My
eyes are fixed and wide as I stare in recognition. How did my wind spirit
manage to get here? I reach out to…touch it? I don’t even know. It responds to
me right away. In a flash, it’s at my hand, waiting. For what, I’m not entirely
sure. Hoping for some help, I turn to Sloane for answers. 


“You have to command it,” she whispers.
The awe in her voice is echoed in my head. All Hayden can do is stare at the
wispy white creature. 


“How do I command it?” I ask. 


Sloane blinks slowly. “The same way you
called it.” 


I almost tell her that I haven’t got a
clue how I called it, but the memory of holding that breath, of the plea I pushed
out along with it, crowds to the front of my head. Pulling in a deep breath, I
put my desire into my words and say, “Support the floor from below.” 


The spirit whips away and disappears
through a miniscule hole in the rubble. I can’t see it any longer, but I seem
to know exactly when it’s in place and ready to go. Sloane and I go back to our
original plan of lifting the beams one at a time. We get a little further than
before, but the cracking and snapping of the floor and rubble calls us both to
a halt. 


“We need more help,” I grumble under the
strain of holding the beams. “Call yours,” I demand. 


Sloane bites at her bottom lip. I can see
the fear that she won’t be strong enough to do what I’m asking, but I urge her on.
She has to be strong enough. There’s no choice anymore. 


“Breathe in deeply,” I say with as much
patience as I can muster. “Form the plea for help in your mind, breath it out
with the air and speak. Command it to come to you.” 


Following my instructions exactly, Sloane
jumps in shock a few seconds later when her wind spirit materializes in front of
her. Slipping under the effort of holding the beam with just my power, I grunt
in impatience. Sloane snaps out of her amazement and ushers her spirit over to
help mine. For a moment, I think it’s working. The two beings stop the creaking
a groaning of the floor, but before I can even make another move, the back
corner of the floor collapses and sends up a crash and bang as it hits the
basement. 


“Help each other!” I beg in desperation. 


It was really just a crazy, frantic thing
to yell, but it works. I can’t see the spirits melding together, but I can feel
it. Judging by the look on Sloane’s face, she can feel it, too. There is a
strange squelching feeling as our wind spirits push together, but I’m more
focused on what happens next. Not only does combining give them the ability to
work as one, it does something to the power they contain. Joined, they drawn on
the air and power around them, becoming stronger and more able. Their power
flattens out, stretching firmly across the damaged section of floor. 


 I don’t know how long it will last, but I
hope it’s enough to get the job done. “Hayden, be ready,” I beg. Turning to Sloane,
I say, “All at once. Beams, bricks, blocks, everything.” 


She shifts and we both maneuver our power
to encompass more than just the beams. Her body is shaking as we lock eyes. One
nod and everything moves. Dust flies as we lurch and yank, pulling the ruined
materials off the person buried beneath them and tossing them carelessly to the
side. Choking on the dust, I send a small blast of air out from my body to
clear it. When it does, Hayden has the victim and is dragging him to a safer
section of the floor. 


“Did you see a woman?” Hayden asks the
man. “Blonde, thin, short. Or a man with a big ugly scar?” 


The poor guy is barely coherent. He stares
at Hayden pleadingly, begging for help, but he shakes his head back and forth
slowly. He’s completely out seconds later, having spent what little energy he
had left to catch our attention. Hayden sighs and pulls the unconscious man
into his arms. Sloane and I follow behind, my thoughts racing even more than
before. What just happened? 


“How did we do that?” Sloane asks as we
walk. 


My shoulders bob up and down helplessly.
“They just did what I asked, but I have no idea why it worked, or why they were
more powerful together than separated.” 


“It was like the more air and purpose they
had, the more powerful they became.” 


“Yet…” My brow wrinkles as I consider.
“They’re separated from the Aerlings who made them because of the barrier. This
can only happen when we have access to our wind spirits. Direct access. Leaving
them behind limits them so much.” 


“But, we have to leave them here or we’ll
die without a connection to the human world,” Sloane argues. 


I know she’s right, but something about
this experience has me on edge. We’re nearing the shelter again by the time I
puzzle it out. “Leaving the wind spirits here saves our lives when we go back,
but it limits us, controls us. It keeps us from ever having the
amount of power it would take to do anything truly useful.” 


“Or rebellious,” Sloane finishes in a
whisper. 


Nodding, I realize she’s hit it exactly on
the head. “The barrier keeps Aerlings from being able to resist the will of the
Mother and Father. It’s a barrier of protection, yes, but it’s a prison as
well.”


 Is that what Tū wanted us to see?
Did he take Olivia to put us in a situation like this? It seems like something
he might do, but if that’s true, where’s Olivia? 


 
















 


Chapter 17


Tactics


(Hayden)


 


 


 


The look on Lindsay’s face when we burst
through the doors carrying the guy we rescued from the ruined building is only
trumped by her shaky voice saying, “Olivia?” 


Mason hurriedly explains, rushing ahead of
me. Sloane stays off to the side since Lindsay has no idea she’s even here, but
has her arms crossed over her small frame in worry. The guy in my arms is small
and thin, but my arms are burning. I can’t remember where the triage center is
and I have to break into the explanation to ask. Lindsay must decide news on
Olivia has to wait, because she hurries away from Mason and starts leading me
in the right direction. My arms feel like jelly by the time I lay the man down
on a cot and he’s swarmed by two volunteer nurses. 


I hear them discussing the need for an
ambulance and step away knowing the man is in good hands. As I step back over
to Mason and Sloane, it’s apparent the same thought is running through all of
our minds. Where is Olivia? 


“Did you find her?” Lindsay asks when she
scurries over to us. Mason shakes his head and her frown deepens. “Where could
she have gone?” 


None of us has an answer. Lindsay shakes
her head, but puts aside her questions to do what she does best. Thoughts on
organizing our search, suggestions on where to look, mention of contacting the
police if we don’t locate her within the next hour all start tumbling out of
her mouth. A strange mix of exhaustion and adrenaline makes me hyper alert.
Even so, when Lindsay yelps, I still bump into the back of her. 


Mason is racing around the cots we were
passing before I realize what caused the commotion. Then I’m running as well.
Mason has Olivia’s limp body propped up in his lap by the time I reach them. Sloane
stumbles up behind us and peers down worriedly. 


“She wasn’t there a minute ago,” Lindsay
says. The disbelief and confusion in her voice makes it quaver. “Where did she
come from?” 


No one answers her. All our focus is on
Olivia. I don’t think any of us even dares to breathe as Mason gently pats her
cheek and begs her to wake up. It seems like an eternity before her eyes
finally flutter open. As soon as they do, her arms fly out from her body as she
gasps in a frantic breath. Mason has to tighten his hold on her to keep her
from falling. 


“Ollie, Ollie, I’m here. You’re okay.
You’re safe,” Mason says. 


The sound of his voice does wonders to
calm her down, but she’s still terrified. “Tū took me…he took me to this
place…they made it for the Mother, but she wouldn’t go. He tried to tell me the
truth, but the Mother…she did something to him. He can’t talk about it. They
were selfish and greedy…something about the power. He said Tāwhiri stayed
in the Aerling world to stop the Father and Tū came here, but it’s not
working. The Mother will sacrifice our world to save hers. We have to stop her.
Oh, Mason, we can’t let it happen. We just can’t.” 


Olivia breaks down in tears after the last
word leaves her mouth and Mason immediately pulls her to his chest, cradling
her like he would a frightened child. He focuses on calming her down, but I
look back at Sloane to see her reaction to everything that just spilled out of
Olivia’s mouth. I’m not prepared for the brokenhearted expression on her face.
I reach out, linking my fingers with hers behind me where Lindsay won’t notice.
She flinches a moment before leaning her head against the back of my shoulder. 


“I’ve spent the last year pouring myself
into becoming an Aerling,” she whispers tearfully. “I missed my family…my
Caretakers so much. I got to meet my real dad, but he was already fading when I
came back and he told me Levi would never be coming home. Leaving behind who I
was and really becoming an Aerling, becoming what my dad wanted me to be, what
my Caretakers had spent my whole life preparing me for…it was all I had left.”
Her expression crumbles to pieces. “It was all a lie. Everything I’ve been
taught and everything I’ve worked to become, it was all a lie.” 


Turning away from Lindsay, I want nothing
more than to pull Sloane into my arms, but I have to settle for squeezing her
hand tightly. “Hey. No matter what the Aerlings lied about, it doesn’t change
who you are or all the work you’ve done to build your power and use it to help
people. Nothing can take that away. You helped Mason save that guy, everything
you’ve done for me and Olivia…that’s all that matters.” 


Her expression is still tortured, but she
lowers her head to my shoulder and doesn’t say anything else. I almost reach up
to stroke her hair, but a voice cuts in and stops me. 


“Would someone care to explain this to
me?” Lindsay demands. 


Knowing she’s due an explanation, I look
back at her feeling repentant. “We’re not college students,” I say slowly. “We
didn’t come here for a class. We came here to find someone.” 


“The guy with the scar?” Lindsay asks. I
can tell by the way she’s pressing her fingers to her temples that she is
beyond tired and frustrated. 


“No, the guy with the scar is actually
following us,” I say slowly. Best not to bring up all the times he’s tried to
capture or kill one of us. “The person we’re looking for, she wasn’t here, but
the guy with the scar found us and took Olivia…somewhere. He wants us to find
the other person and stop her from doing something bad, but we can’t find her.”



Lindsay looks like she’s about ready to
check out of this conversation. “Why did you think this person you’re searching
for would be here?” 


“She’s supposed to help and protect
people,” Olivia says, “but it was all a lie.” The edge to her voice is
unmistakable. Sloane tenses behind me, echoing Olivia’s bitterness. 


Spearing her hands into her hair, Lindsay
shakes her head slowly. “Look, the people here, they’ve already been through so
much. If you’re bringing dangerous people here…” 


“We’re not putting anyone in danger,”
Mason says with authority, “but we’ll be leaving tonight. The person we were
looking for isn’t here. As much as we’d like to stay and help out more, this
really can’t be put off.”


Her hands drop from her hair and hang at
her sides like dead weight. “I don’t understand any of this, but you all seem
like nice kids. I’m going to forget any of this happened. Thank you for your
help today, but I think it’s probably best if you head back to your hotel.
Whatever you’ve got going on, I can’t risk it bringing more trouble here.” 


Mason stands and helps Olivia to her feet
slowly. His nod to me says he agrees and I take the lead. Stepping forward, I
offer Lindsay my hand. She hesitates, but takes it. “Thank you for allowing us
to help. Good luck with everything.” 


“You too,” she says with a sigh. “It
sounds like you’re going to need it.” 


Yes we will. 


No one says anything as we gather our
things and head out of the shelter. It’s not until Mason manages to hail a cab
that Sloane seems to come out of her fog. She slips in front of me to scoot in
next to Olivia, taking her hand in support as soon as she’s seated. I expect
Olivia to pull away, but Sloane’s calming influence seems to affect her too
quickly for Olivia to balk. I slide in next to Sloane with my thoughts racing. 


The car is quiet, though, as the cabbie
drives us back to our hotel. The whole way I’m trying to remember everything
that tumbled out of Olivia’s mouth when she woke up, but I know I only caught a
portion of it. The one thought that sticks in my mind the most is what she said
about the Father. There’s been all this talk about finding the Mother, learning
her secrets, stopping her, but she’s only half the puzzle. Where is the Father,
and what was his role in all of this? 


By the time we make it back up to our
hotel room and make sure Robin hasn’t escaped somehow, my weariness has been
buried by the buzzing questions in my mind. I barely give Olivia a moment to
sit down before my first question bursts out of me. “What did you say about the
Father?” 


Sighing deeply, Olivia tucks her feet
beneath her and gathers her waning strength. “Tū told me that Tāwhiri
stayed in the Aerling world to try and control the Father in order to end the
war, but being there made him too weak. He was limited by the barrier.” 


“So, the Father is still in the Aerling
world,” Mason says, his tone considering. 


“Yeah, but where, and what’s he doing?”
That’s what I really want to know. “Did you guys see him when you were there?” 


Mason and Olivia glance at each other, and
it’s clear they’re both perplexed. Must be a no. If he didn’t show up to
welcome home the two people Tāwhiri chose to save their entire race, where
was he? Seems like something you’d want to take notice of and, well, show up for.



Turning to Sloane, I ask, “You were in the
Aerling world for a year. Did you ever see the Father?” 


Sloane’s head shakes back and forth
slowly, her lips pressed together tightly. The anger I see slipping onto her
features tells me she knows something about this. She doesn’t make me drag it
out of her. “I asked about the Father, not long after I learned of his
existence,” she says with a bite to every word. “What I was told was that after
he and the Mother were separated, he was so overwrought with grief at losing
her that he secluded himself in a distance part of the Aerling world. He saw no
one, and never came out to greet newly returned Aerlings. Tāwhiri took
over all his duties out of respect for the Father’s grief.” 


“Clearly, that isn’t true,” Olivia says
softly. “From what Tū said, it sounds more like he was imprisoned to stop
him from making things worse.” 


“Is he still imprisoned?” I ask. My eyes
dart from Mason to Olivia. “Tāwhiri is gone…or dispersed between the two
of you or whatever actually happened with that. If his power put the Father
under house arrest, did it stick when he gave himself up to you two?” 


Olivia’s nose crinkles while Mason’s face
scrunches in thought. Olivia is the first to speak. “I don’t think Tāwhiri
would have done what he did if it meant setting the Father free. He must have
been able to imprison him without the use of his power, or kept some of his power
there to hold him. I think he’s still locked up.” 


Dropping onto the bed, I run one of my
hands through my hair. “Well, there’s really only one way to find out, isn’t
there?” 


The fear and shock in Olivia’s features
pulls me up a bit. “Go back?” she squeaks. “But, that will be three days gone,
at least. We can’t lose that much time.” 


“What choice do we have?” I argue. “We
have no way to track the Mother, no clue where she’s at or going to be, either.
Tū apparently can’t help us even if he wanted to, and we’re running out of
time. Going back and getting some answers from the Father is the only option.” 


Everyone is quiet for a few minutes as our
brains soak up all the new information we’ve gathered today. Even once
everything seems to settle into place for Mason, he doesn’t speak right away.
His eyes meet mine and a silent conversation passes between us. I nod,
suspecting I know exactly what he’s about to say, promising I’ll take care of
Olivia. 


“Time isn’t something we can waste,” Mason
says calmly, “but we need answers. Olivia and Hayden need to go to the Aerling
world while Sloane and I stay here to search for the Mother and track down a
few other answers.” 


Olivia’s mouth drops open. The outrage on
her face is almost laughable. Nothing is really humorous in this situation.
Olivia isn’t sharing in my musings, however, because she’s too busy glaring
daggers at Mason. “I’m not leaving you. That was the deal. We’re not being
separated again, ever.” 


“I can’t go back,” Mason says softly.
Olivia starts to argue, tears in her eyes, but Mason shakes his head. “I can’t
risk going back and getting trapped there. If the Mother somehow manages to fix
the barrier on her own, our chance to end this will die. I may not be able to
come back. You and Hayden can cross regardless, but Sloane and I…Olivia, it’s
just too big of a risk. We can’t go back.” 


I half expect Sloane to make some kind of
argument as well, but she only sits down next to me on the bed and leans
against my shoulder. Feeling her weariness and fear, I put my arm around her.
I’m not looking forward to leaving her behind any more than I am Mason. They’ll
be at risk without Escorts here to hide them. Mason is right that it’s a risk
we can’t afford not to take. There have been so many lies, we have no
way of knowing what’s true and what is rhetoric at this point. 


Cedrick told them they had to sacrifice
Robin to repair the barrier, but the Mother created the barrier. She wants it
in place to keep the Aerlings weak and under control. She wants it put back together.
I highly doubt she’s sitting around waiting for us to hand over Robin in order
to fix things. Maybe Cedrick truly believes the only way to repair the barrier
is with Robin’s life. Maybe he’s lying through his teeth to get us to do what
he wants and dispose of a traitor. 


Trust no one. That’s pretty much become my
new motto. With the exception of the three people in the room with me who
aren’t hogtied with bonds of air, we’re on our own in this. The only answers
we’re going to get are the ones we drag out of people by force. It’s time to
change tactics. No more chasing hints and clues. No more trusting the answers
that come easily. Mason and I glance at each other again, coming to an
agreement. Tū wants us to find the truth, and that’s exactly what we’re
going to do, no matter what it takes. 


 
















 


Chapter 18


Nothing Good


(Olivia)


 


 


 


“I don’t want to go,” I whisper as I lay
next to Mason. I don’t know if Sloane and Hayden are asleep or not, but I don’t
care. Pulling closer to Mason, I press my face against his chest and close my
eyes as his arm tightens around my shoulder. 


“I know.” That’s all he says. I know there
must be more burning on his lips, but he won’t let himself say it. Telling me
to stay…we both know that would be a mistake. The answers we need aren’t here.
Only the Father can sort this out. 


Mason turns just enough to press his lips
to my forehead. I want to be strong and brave and put on a good face, but I
can’t. I’m too worn out from this war to pretend anymore. All I want is to be
with Mason, to be safe again. What really breaks my heart is that I don’t know
if I’ll have that even if I do everything right. If we figure out this mess and
save both worlds, will Mason just be pulled away from me again? Forever this
time? This seems to be a battle of wills, the Father and Mother against the
rest of the Aerlings, but I’m terrified that Mason and I will be the ones
stripped of choice. 


“Stop thinking about it,” Mason whispers.
“Rest. You’ll need it for tomorrow.” 


“I can’t. There’s nothing else in my head
right now.” 


Mason rubs his hand up and down my arm
slowly. “I’m not thinking about tomorrow,” Mason says. “I’m thinking about a
thousand tomorrows from now, of what we’ll be doing in five years.” 


“Neither of us has any idea what will
happen over the next week, let alone five years from now,” I say with an edge
to my voice I can’t contain. “They’ve taken that away from us.” 


“They’ve taken nothing,” Mason argues. He
doesn’t say anything else for a while, and I don’t respond, because if I do I
know the only thing to come out of my mouth will be negative. Mason kisses my
head again. “What you said back at the cabin, about me having to decide…” 


Another pause from him. This time I’m not
so patient. The cloying anxiety of waiting for his answer refuses to let me
wait. “And?” 


“When I thought Tū had taken you away
today…even though I didn’t think he’d hurt you, I knew right then that a life
without you just wasn’t possible for me.” Mason rolls onto his side so he is
facing me. “Even though it might be the right thing to do, Ollie, I just
can’t.” His breath hitches and he swipes at his eyes. “Holding you back is a
horrible thing to do. I know that. I should be stronger, or better, or more
selfless, but I’m just not. I need you. I need you more than the air
that makes me who I am, that gives me my power and my life. Maybe I need all of
that right now, to save both our worlds, but I don’t need it to be happy. I
just need you.” 


His lips brush against mine, and in the
dark I don’t need to see his tears. I can feel them being pressed between our
faces, mingling as the fear and hope pour out of us in the face of so many
unknowns. In the face of another parting that will put us both in danger. A
million thoughts are racing through my mind, even more emotions all trying to
get out at once, but Mason pulls back and speaks before I can say a word. 


“I don’t know what’s going to happen. I
haven’t got a clue what we’re going to find out and how what we learn might
change things,” he whispers, “but if I get stuck in the Aerling world in the
end and I can’t give up my power for you without dying, it will mean never
being physically closer than this. I just…I need to know if that will be enough
for you. I can’t ask you to give up on the dream of having a family. You have
to tell me right now if you can live with that. If not, I’ll understand, Ollie.
I will. I would rather spend the rest of my life missing you than knowing I
took something like that away from you.” 


Holding his breath when his words run out,
Mason waits. My heart is breaking and leaping at the same time. Breaking
because I know he what he’s suggesting is a very real possibility. Leaping
because I know he’s choosing our love over everything else. Speaking over the
emotion choking me is not easy. 


“Having you…in my life…will always be enough,”
I say haltingly. My heart hurts at the thought of not being with him. It’s more
than the Aerling-Escort bond. This goes beyond teenage lust driven by hormones.
I stood on the brink of death, willing to give my life for his. That’s not
something you can ever take back. He is my heart and soul and I will never
choose anything other than spending my life with him. 


“You have to be sure,” Mason pleads. 


Kissing his lips lightly, I whisper, “I’ve
been sure since the moment we met. Before I understood how deep my feelings for
you were, I never planned on leaving you behind or going my own way. Even if we
were never more than friends, it was going to be you and me until the end in my
mind. You seem to think this is something new for me to consider, but it’s not.
I made my choice almost thirteen years ago. I’m not changing my mind now.” 


“But things have changed since then,”
Mason says 


“Yeah, they have.” I pull him closer so
there is barely any space left between us. “Before, life was repetition and
pranks and goofing off. I couldn’t even decide on a major because it didn’t
really seem to matter. Now, I’m not burying my head in the sand anymore. Life
matters. Love matters. Caring about something bigger than myself matters. 


“Mason, this is what I want. I want to
spend my life with you, not only because I love you so much it kills me to
think of leaving tomorrow and not having any promise that you’ll be protected,
but because this is what I want to do with my life. I don’t want to drift
through life anymore. I want what I do to matter. With you, I can do that. It
might cost me my life. It might mean never having the perfect life I’ve
pictured. I might mean losing everything. I might mean all of that, I don’t
know, but I do know it will mean making a difference in a lot of people’s
lives. Ours included. I can’t walk away from that any more than I can walk away
from you.” 


The expression on Mason’s face is
impossible to describe. I don’t think he’s ever looked at me with so much love
and pride before. His hand slips behind my neck as he pulls me in, closing the
last of the space between us. I know he’s done arguing with me about this when
his lips touch mine. The hesitation and fear is gone. The wondering and
uncertainty no longer make him hold back. This kiss is one of resolution. A
promise. We’re in this together until the very end, no matter how soon that may
come. 


“Not that I don’t appreciate that you two
have worked things out,” Hayden drawls, “but I can hear you.” 


Mason pulls back, but we’re both grinning.
“Sorry, man. Didn’t mean to wake you,” Mason says. 


“Oh, you didn’t,” he grumbles. “Not much
chance of me sleeping tonight. Not when I’m going to be sucked into a vortex of
death in the morning.” 


“It’s not that bad,” I argue. 


Hayden sits up halfway to glare at me in
the dark. “That’s not what Mason and Sloane said. No air while we’re traveling
between worlds? What’s up with that?” 


“It’s the barrier,” I say. “It’s meant as
a test for Aerlings. If they aren’t connected to a wind spirit on Earth, they
don’t survive the trip. Their power kind of, well, rubberbands back to Earth,
taking out the Caretakers who failed them. Escorts can get through because of
the mark we’re given as babies. Our power is linked to both the human world and
the Aerling world. I have more than others, so it protected Robin without me
realizing what I was doing.” 


“So I couldn’t do the same thing?” Hayden
asks. 


Shaking my head, I say, “No, only
Tāwhiri’s power allowed it. It’s almost as if…” 


I sit up as a thought hits me for the
first time. The rest of what I just explained, it wasn’t something I learned
from Sloane or anyone else. The first time I crossed the barrier, desperation
and instinct made my powers kick in subconsciously, leading me. The second
time, I remembered what I had done before and everything was clearer. I could
take the same steps consciously, controlling them more finely. It was like the
Montgomery’s and Parker’s said all along. I would know what to do when the time
came. The power was given with the exact code written into it for getting
Aerlings home. The only thing the Escort really had to do was be willing to
make the sacrifice. 


Pondering the way my power works, how
having power given to me directly from Tāwhiri changed what I could do
just enough to bring Robin across…understanding slaps me across the face in
that moment and I want to kick myself for not having seen it earlier. 


“So, did you just zone out, or are you
going to share what’s got you looking like a mackerel?” Hayden asks drily. 


Turning to Mason so abruptly I startled
him, I demand quietly, “Did Tāwhiri seem at all freaked out about Robin
when he showed up?” 


Mason’s face scrunches in thought. “No,”
he says slowly. “He never even mentioned it, actually. He just started talking
about us and what we needed to do.” 


“Like he was prepared for it, right?” I’m
nearly bouncing up and down, energy buzzing through me like a lightning bug on
crack. “Like he expected this to happen and he was just telling us the next
step in his plan.” 


I’m trying not to yell and wake up Sloane,
but my agitation is hard to control. Hayden must sense it too, because he gets
out of his bed and comes over to ours. His glance over at Mason says he’s lost,
but Mason is nodding. 


“He knew what giving you his power would
allow you to do.” He says it almost like he’s relieved to have figured it out.
I’m right there with him. 


“Exactly.” 


Hayden drags his hands down his face.
“What?” 


Turning to Hayden, I try to contain my
excitement long enough to explain coherently. “Tāwhiri knew I’d be able to
bring someone non-Aerling across the barrier if he gave me his power. He’d
tried everything else to stop the war, but nothing else had worked. The
Aerlings are too weak to fight anymore. They’ve been stripped of their full
power for so long, they can’t do even a fraction of what they once could. All
his other plans failed, so I was his last resort.”


I stare excitedly at Hayden, but he’s
still just looking at me, waiting for more. “Tū killing the Aerlings was
never the biggest threat. Yeah, he wants us to stop his brother, but even more,
he wanted us to find the Mother.” 


“But, he told you that you have to repair
the barrier, right?” Hayden’s whole face scrunches as if thinking this late at
night is a painful process. 


“He told us to stop Tū from
destroying the Mother. Cedrick is the one who told us we have to fix the
barrier, not Tāwhiri. I think Tāwhiri wanted the barrier to be
broken. That was his last chance at a plan, to destroy the barrier and send his
two chosen heirs to set everything right,” I say in a rush. 


Now Mason seems puzzled. “But if the
Mother and Father are the ones who screwed everything up, why wouldn’t he want
Tū to destroy the Mother? Wouldn’t that fix everything?” 


I have to think about that for a moment.
The answer is buzzing around in my head somewhere. I just have to dig it back
up! What is it? Think, Olivia. It’s there somewhere. I scour every last speck
of information I’ve accumulated since all of this started, replaying it in my
head as I search for the clue I know is hiding just out of reach. Oddly, my
thoughts are pulled back to that strangely beautiful valley Tū took me to.
That’s when it hits me. 


“It’s the power,” I say softly. 


Hayden and Mason look at each other, then
back at me. Neither one says anything. 


“When Tū took me, he made a comment
that really bothered me, but now, I understand what he meant by it…at least partially.”
Sitting up more straightly, as if that will help me form my thoughts better, I
look at both guys waiting for an answer. “When I asked Tū how he could
excuse himself for killing Aerlings, he said they were just power, like
their lives didn’t matter. Only the power mattered.” 


“It’s physics,” Mason says in
astonishment. 


Hayden nods, equally amazed. “Energy can
neither be destroyed nor created. The law of conservation of energy.” 


I’ve never been particularly good with the
sciences, which is possibly why I’m just realizing this now, but I nod in
agreement. “I think the power of the Aerlings in finite. There’s only so much
to go around…and the Mother and Father hold the biggest portion of it.
Tāwhiri held a lot too, but he was weak when we met compared to what he
once was. Tū, on the other hand, has been gaining strength this whole time
by killing Aerlings.”


Mason looks like he’s going to be sick—so
does Hayden, actually—but they both keep it together. “So, killing another
Aerling…the power…it goes to the person who killed them,” Mason says. 


“If Tū defeats the Mother, he’ll take
all her power.” Hayden runs his hands through his hair. “He’ll be unstoppable.”



Nodding slowly, I carry my thoughts out to
the finish. “Tāwhiri didn’t ask us to fix the barrier. He asked us to stop
Tū from destroying the Mother so we could do it instead.” 


Neither of them says a word. Mason’s face
has gone pale in the already haunting moonlight filtering in through the edges
of the curtains. The slight shake of Hayden’s head tells me he’s having a hard
time wrapping his head around this too. Maybe I should be struggling with this
more than I am. A life is a life, no matter what the person or Aerling has
done. Destroying a life is a serious thing, but I don’t feel anxiety about this
mission. I just feel peace. 


“This is the only way to save both
worlds,” I say calmly. 


“I know,” Mason whispers, “but it’s
still…why did she create the Caretakers if she didn’t really care about
anything other than feeding her own greed?” 


Saddened by the answer, I swallow a lump
of hurt before saying, “She was just protecting her own interests. The Aerlings
who come to Earth and return home on their birthdays successfully leave a
portion of their power behind. I think she can harness that. It might even
sustain her.” 


Fists balling up in anger, Mason’s eyes
snap up. “How could a mother do that to her own children?” 


“They aren’t her children,” Hayden says.
“They’re Tāwhiri’s. She never would have shared her power like that. He
was the one who tried to keep their purpose alive by creating more Aerlings to
help protect this world, but it was his power he put into them…until he nearly ran
out. To the Mother, the Aerlings are just vessels. Their lives mean as little
to her as they do to Tū.” 


I wish that wasn’t true, but we all know
it is. Suddenly, the fanatical loyalty to purpose in most Caretakers
makes sense. She instilled it in them to ensure her own survival on an alien
world. Faced with losing her power to her children, she ran to the world she
was supposed to protect and slowly began to kill it. Sloane mentioned how much
harder it’s been to keep control of the human world with their dwindling numbers
and power. The Mother has been here all along, soaking it up, biding her time
until she could take back her place as queen bee. 


“She’s only half the problem,” I say.
Suddenly, I’m not afraid of going back to the Aerling world or leaving Mason.
I’m too angry to be scared. “If the Mother has spent millennia scheming here on
Earth, what has the Father been up to?” 


Nothing good, I’m sure. 


 
















 


Chapter 19


Bloodline


(Mason)


 


 


 


We said our goodbyes a few minutes ago,
but I still want to grab hold of Olivia and stop her from leaving. The Aerling
world seemed like a safe place a few days ago. Now, I’m not so sure. What will
be waiting for her there with Tāwhiri not around to protect her? Whatever
he did to protect the other Aerlings from the Father, did that disappear when
he did? Are Olivia and Hayden walking into danger? There’s just no way for me
to know. 


A few minutes ago, Olivia’s body was
trembling, but now she sits with Hayden in a state of complete peace. Hayden
looks considerably less peaceful. His faith in Olivia outweighs his fear of
being dragged along to an alien world. The irony isn’t lost on me that I used
to be insanely jealous of him, yet now I have no problem trusting him to
protect the most precious person in my life. 


I don’t know exactly what’s happening between
them as Olivia whispers, quietly directing Hayden to access his power. Hayden
is concentrating very hard while Olivia smiles patiently. As scared as she is,
I recognize the expression on her face. She’s going home. Tāwhiri told her
that once he claimed her, the human world was no longer meant for her, and I
can see that he was right. It’s comforting to know that if we end up back there
for good, she’ll be happy, but I still fear being locked behind a barrier where
I’ll lose contact with the people I’ve grown to love and care about. 


Sloane gasps next to me as Hayden and
Olivia begin to fade. We both stand watching as they are pulled out of this
world and into the Aerling prison. Just before they disappear, Olivia turns to
me and smiles. It’s only then that I feel like I can breathe again. My breath
flows out of me long and slow, filled with nervous energy. 


“What do we do now?” Sloane asks. “Just
wait around for them to come back?” 


I start to say something, but my phone
buzzes at me from the nightstand and I put my comment on hold. The jumble of
nonsense numbers and symbols that pops up on the screen causes me to snatch it
up quickly and press it to my ear. “Hello?” 


“Mason,” Mr. Parker says in relief, “I’m
so glad to hear your voice. We’ve all been so worried. How are you doing?” 


“I’m fine, I guess. There’s so much that
doesn’t make sense anymore. Too many unanswered questions. I need help.” My
shoulders drop as the last word crosses my lips. Three days until Olivia comes
back, hopefully with answers. I can’t just sit around waiting that whole time.
“Mr. Parker, do you think we could meet?” 


There’s hesitation—the kind I understand,
given that he has a family to protect—but eventually he says, “Yes, I think
that would be best. It’ll just be me and the boys since it’s too risky to bring
everyone, but we already spoke about meeting you and we agree it’s worth
bringing Conner and Shane out of seclusion. This is bigger than any one
Aerling.” 


“Much bigger,” I agree quietly. 


“Conner has something to show you, too,”
Mr. Parker says. The excited, eager quality to his voice makes me smile. 


Shuffling crackles over the line and the
next voice I hear isn’t Mr. Parker’s. “I did it, Mason!” Conner exclaims. “The
wind spirit, I made one a few days ago. I’m going home when the time comes.
I’ll be able to cross the barrier…if there still is a barrier, I guess.”
Subdued, his voice trails off. 


I hate that his good news is clouded with
uncertainty and fear. “Hey,” I say, “that’s great, Conner. Barrier or no,
you’ll be safe now. Congrats, man. I’m really proud of you.” 


“Thanks, Mason,” he says, some of his
excitement returning. “Let me give you back to Dad. He had some other stuff he
wanted to talk to you about.” 


Mr. Parker gets back on the line and we
spend the next ten minutes working out a meeting place and all the details of
getting there safely. It’s actually the safest time to bring the two boys out
of seclusion since Tū seems to have declared something of a cease-fire on
Aerlings until this business with the Mother and the barrier can be resolved.
Still, that’s not terribly reassuring. When we hang up, I’m still consumed with
anxiety thinking about Conner and Shane being so exposed, but I bury it under a
frenzy of activity. 


It’s not long before Sloane and I are in a
car and driving, Robin bound and strapped in behind us in the backseat. The
hours pass quietly. Our thoughts are on our friends. It’s still difficult for
me to understand how it only feels like seconds when we cross the barrier, but
in reality takes a full day. Where are they right now? Are they stuck somewhere
in the ether between the worlds, or does time just work differently? It’s a
puzzle I’ll likely never solve, but it occupies my mind as we drive. 


By the time we pull into an abandoned park
filled with dead weeds and cluttered with bits of trash, all thoughts of Olivia
and Hayden are carefully stowed away. I recognize the Parker’s SUV, but I still
hesitate getting out of the car until I see Mr. Parker step out. Only then do I
sigh in relief and go out to meet him. Sloane follows my lead, but Robin stays
securely bound in the car.


Crushing me with his embrace, Mr. Parker
says, “It’s such a relief to see you again. You have no idea how much pain
Caretakers go through sending their children off to an unknown fate, only
having hope and faith that they’re fine and happy left to comfort us.” He hugs
me even more tightly, one hand resting on the back of my head as he pulls me in
closer. “You’ve done the impossible, Mason. Not just coming back, but letting
us know, once and for all that we aren’t letting go of these souls we raised
and loved just to send them off into oblivion. Thank you.” 


I’m too overwhelmed with emotion to
respond, so I just stay in his arms until he finally releases me. When he pulls
back, there are tears in his eyes. I have to choke back my own emotions to
finally say something. “They’re all okay. When they cross over, they’re safe
and happy. You don’t have to worry about that anymore.” 


Mr. Parker doesn’t say anything in
response. He just claps me on the back and squeezes my shoulder in thanks. Once
he’s gotten his emotions under control a little better, he turns to the two
boys he loves as much as any of his biological children. Suddenly, he’s
struggling to control a grin. Curious, I turn to face the boys and have to
stifle a laugh when I see Shane standing next to Sloane staring up at her in
adoration. Sloane only shrugs when I look at her holding his ten-year-old,
gloved hand. 


“Found a new friend, huh?” I ask Shane. 


He practically has to force his gaze away
from Sloane. “Where did she come from?” 


“She came back with us from the Aerling
world.” It’s almost impossible not to laugh when Shane’s eyes widen even more
and his gaze is pulled back to Sloane. Conner, who’s standing behind the pair,
is dying. One hand over his mouth, he’s laughing as silently as he can manage.
Luckily, Shane seems oblivious to the noise. 


“Boys, how about we sit down and see what
news Mason has for us?” Mr. Parker says as he tries to contain his own
amusement. He gestures to an old wooden picnic table off to the side. Conner
starts moving immediately, whacking Shane on the shoulder as he passes. Shane
barely notices. 


Sloane starts toward the picnic table with
Shane in tow, looking a bit uncertain about this boy clinging to her. When she
passes by I give her a reassuring grin and shake my head. To Shane, I grip his
shoulder playfully, lean down, and whisper, “Dude, you’re gonna make Molly
jealous when she hears about this.” 


Instantly, red floods Shane’s entire face.
“Molly doesn’t even like me,” he mumbles. The red spreads to his ears, making
it tough not to chuckle at him. 


“Come on, you know she adores you,” I say
with a smile, “and we both know the feeling’s mutual.” 


Shane’s eyes flick up to mine, maybe to
make sure I’m telling him the truth, then drop back down to his toes. I shake
my head and pat him on the back one more time before taking a seat across from
Mr. Parker. The focus turns away from Shane’s sudden infatuation and lands
securely on why we’re here. 


It’s takes a long time to explain
everything we’ve learned since landing in the Aerling world. I don’t leave
anything out. It kills me to follow up Conner’s excitement about being able to
return to the Aerling world safely with news that it’s no longer a protected
place to be. I’m not sure Shane understands everything I’m telling them, but he
sits patiently and tries to take it all in. The whole time I’m talking, I watch
the boys’ reactions carefully, knowing this affects them more than anyone else.
It’s not until I’ve run out of world shattering news to dump on everyone that I
glance over at Mr. Parker and am caught off guard by his distraught expression.



“The barrier…you’re not going to fix it?” 


Not entirely sure why this has him so
messed up, I consider my answer carefully. “We’re not completely sure yet. As
far as we can tell, the barrier is weakening the Aerlings, preventing them from
protecting their own world and Earth like they’re supposed to. The barrier
benefits the Mother and Father somehow, but we’re not sure about the details
yet.” 


“If we can stop Tū from killing
Aerlings and prevent the Mother and Father from hurting the Aerlings,” Sloane
says, “we won’t need the barrier anymore.” 


“But,” Mr. Parker says, his voice thick
with emotion, “that will mean, there won’t be any need to send Aerlings to
Earth. The Caretakers, we’ll be obsolete. We’ll never raise another Aerling
child again.” 


The weight of what he’s saying sinks in.
Caretakers look like average humans, but they’re not. The Mother created them
to serve a purpose. I’ve just taken all of that away. Reaching across the
table, I squeeze Mr. Parker’s fisted up hand. “Getting rid of the barrier also
means the Aerlings will be able to come and go freely.” 


He looks up at me, white-faced and frightened.
“What does that mean for Conner and Shane? Will their parents come here? Will
they take our boys away from us?” 


Clearly, neither of the boys had
considered that. Both their faces drain of color. The Parkers may not be their
biological family, but they’re the only family they know. They love them.
They’ve spent their whole lives with them. Being ripped away by strangers? The
memory of meeting my own parents crowds in and the same conflicting feelings
stir in my chest. 


Yes, I knew they were my parents as soon
as I was in their presence. There was a connection there, a sense of having
found something, but when I think of my real family, it’s not them that
comes to mind. It’s Olivia’s parents, her and Evie. They’re the ones who raised
me and accepted me when they didn’t have to. That’s stronger than blood. 


“I won’t let that happen,” I say firmly. I
know I may not have the right to make such a declaration. I’m just one kid
among thousands of Aerlings. Do I really have the power to decide such a thing?
I don’t know, but being Tāwhiri’s heir and having his power has to count
for something, right? Meeting the eyes of the three people looking at me right
now, I say, “We’ll work it out after everything is settled. We don’t know for
sure whether the barrier will come down or not, but I refuse to let hundreds of
children be ripped out of the only homes they’ve ever known. That’s not right.”



“Can you really stop them?” Shane asks
with tears in his eyes. 


Pulling him to my side, I ruffle his hair
playfully. “I’ve got the power of an Aerling god rolling around in my head. You
think I’m gonna let anyone take you away? Not happening, dude. You’re stuck
with Conner and Parkers for a while yet.” 


He doesn’t look completely convinced, but
he smiles up at me and goes back to leaning against Sloane’s shoulder. Conner
is the next to speak, though I’m not expecting his offer. “What can we do to
help?” he says. 


Glancing over at Sloane, I wait for her
nod. One of the few things we discussed on the way here was our need to figure
out more about what happened when we rescued that guy from the earthquake
rubble. There didn’t seem to be a way to do that until hearing that Conner has
made his own wind spirit. Now, we can try a few things. 


“Conner, I need you to call your wind
spirit. We need a few answers, and we think you can help us.” 


Conner perks up from his melancholy
immediately while Mr. Parker sits up straighter. Both are curious, but Mr.
Parker is certainly the more cautious of the two. “What are you planning to
do?” he asks. 


“We needed to help someone,” I explain,
“but our individual powers working together wasn’t enough. Even both wind
spirits coming to help couldn’t do it. We had to combine them.” 


“Combine them?” Mr. Parker’s expression
turns thoughtful. “I’ve never heard of that before.” 


Conner leans forward eagerly. “What
happened when you did?” 


Shifting so she can see everyone around
Shane’s head—which is still leaning against her shoulder—Sloane says, “The
power increased, more than just adding two wind spirits together.” 


Mr. Parker frowns. “Seems like that goes
against some laws of physics or whatever governs your power.” 


“But it worked,” I say, excitement
creeping into my voice. “I think there’s something to this. Something we don’t
understand.” 


“Tū’s comments about the Aerlings
just being power made us realize that our power in finite, and it can be
transferred. When we combine the wind spirits, it’s almost like it’s absorbing
more power, but we don’t know where it’s coming from,” Sloane says. “If an
Aerling dies, whoever killed them gets their power. There are other ways an
Aerling can lose their power, but I have no idea where it goes. From what I was
told in the Aerling world, if Mason were to give up his power and stay here on
Earth, that power would simply be lost. That would be a lot of power, and
neither world can afford to lose that much power.” 


“Wait,” Conner interjects, “why would
Mason give up his power? I can see wanting to stay here, but you could do that
without giving up your power, right? Especially if the barrier comes down and
you stop the Mother and Tū.” The confusion begs for an answer, but I
hesitate to give one. 


I had purposely skimmed over this topic in
my earlier explanation. Conner is fifteen, and even though he didn’t have loud
mouthed friends in public school to fill him in on all the details like most
boys his age, I’m sure he knows enough. Shane, though, is still pretty young.
Still, they need to know, especially if they choose to stay here when and if
the barrier falls. 


“Aerlings and humans aren’t allowed to…uh,
have families together. I’ll lose all my power if I do.” I spit it out quickly,
glancing up at Mr. Parker, hoping he’ll handle any of the more technical
questions. 


His deflated expression tears at me.
“Mason, I’m so sorry.” 


I shrug, because that’s all I can do at
this point. Olivia and I, we’ll figure it out later. Something will work out.
It has to. Conner seems as dejected as his adoptive father, but Shane is still
trying to put it together. “So, if you and Olivia have a baby, you’ll stop
being an Aerling?” 


“They can’t have sex, stupid,” Conner
snaps. Mr. Parker gives him a warning glance, but he just shakes it off.
Conner’s jaw clenches and a look of anger I wasn’t expecting flashes across his
face. “I get it, I guess, but it’s still not right. Why do they get to decide
who we end up with?” 


I’m not the only one who seems shocked by
Conner’s outburst. Everyone but Shane is eyeing him curiously. Leaning over to
the youngest person at the table, I ask, “What’s going on?” 


Shane’s never been very good at
whispering, so everyone hears him when he says, “Our new neighbor, Serena, he’s
totally in love with her.” 


The corner of my mouth turns up at the
idea. Unless Serena is more than just a human, she has no idea Conner even
exists. He’s invisible to her, but apparently that hasn’t done anything to
dampen his interest in her. Reaching across the table, I clap Conner on the
shoulder. “Don’t get discouraged yet. We have no idea how things will be when
this is all over.” 


Mr. Parker seems to have mixed feelings
about my advice, but he puts it aside for now and moves on. “Where does the
power go if an Aerling loses it without being killed and having it absorbed? I
think that’s important. If it’s just out here waiting to be used, tapping into
that could make all the difference in a fight.” 


“You’re exactly right,” Sloane says.
“That’s why we want to run a few tests with Conner’s wind spirit.” 


Looking over at Conner, I ask, “What do
you think? Want to give it a try?” 


He nods, his jaw still set in frustration.
He stands and the rest of us follow. “So, how do I call my wind spirit back? It
just shot off after I made it.” 


“Just focus, breathe in, form your
request, and when you breathe back out, call to it,” I explain. 


Sloane disentangles herself from
Shane—much to his disappointment—and goes over to Conner to walk him through
the process. It only takes a few minutes before Conner’s wind spirit comes
zipping up to him, ready and waiting for a command. Sloane and I call ours as
well, but we quickly realize we don’t really have a task for them. 


Shane’s hand shoots up into the air right
away. “Make them lift me up! As high and they can!” 


Not keen on watching his youngest Aerling
plummet to the earth while we’re all watching, Mr. Parker says, “Not too high,
and make sure someone’s ready to catch him if something goes wrong.” 


I promise that we will and guide Shane to
the center of our little circle. In all actuality, Shane would be able to save
himself. I doubt Mr. Parker knows about Conner and Shane’s favorite game. They
only got the chance to play it a few times while I was staying with them, but
watching them jump from the highest points in their backyard only to stop
themselves from breaking a leg or arm by sending out a blast of air below them
in order to stop made it clear it was not something either of the Parkers would
have approved of. 


Conner must know exactly what I’m thinking
because he grins and winks at Shane before we get started. Mr. Parker stands
back, but keeps a keen eye on everyone as we start pushing our wind spirits
together for a common goal. Sloane and I are prepared for the sudden influx of
power, but Conner’s and Shane’s eyes bulge. Even Mr. Parker, who I know can’t
feel everything we can, seems to be able to sense something unusual is
happening. 


“Dude, you guys are sucking up all the air
around us,” Shane says, his grin nearly splitting his face in half. 


“What do you mean?” Sloane asks. 


Her question seems odd, since we’re able
to call air to us any time we use our power, but something in her expression
tells me that’s not what we’re doing. Splitting my focus from the floating
Shane, I take a small portion of my power and spread it out around us. Right
away, I notice what Sloane did. 


Shane said we’re sucking up all the air,
but we aren’t. The air around us is as still as it ever was. A few light
breezes are whipping around, but it’s not moving toward us like when I pull air
in to make it work for me. We’re not pulling in air. We’re pulling in power. 


“Where’s it coming from?” I ask Shane, my
eyes on Sloane for confirmation of what I just realized. She’s in total
agreement. Shane, on the other hand, is having too much fun to answer. Forming
up a bit of water from the ambient moisture in the air, I dump it on his face
to get him to focus. 


“What?” he squawks. 


I don’t signal the others to put him down
because I want him to be able to keep observing. “Where is the power coming
from that we’re sucking up? Can you tell?” 


It’s not something anyone else seems to be
aware of, including me. The Montgomery’s once told me that seeing Aerling power
as a physical manifestation is a fairly common talent for Aerlings. I’m
beginning to think Shane has it, and has for a while. He said air, but his
failure to react to me mentioning power says he knew what was really happening.
He was always suspiciously good at the Aerling games we played while I was at
the Parkers house. 


“It’s not coming from anywhere in
particular,” Shane finally admits. “It’s everywhere, like it’s just sitting
around waiting for someone to use it.” 


Wondering about something, I say, “We’re
going to put you back down, but I want you to keep watching and see what
happens to the extra power when we stop using it.” 


Shane sighs in disappointment, knowing
he’s been caught. “Fine.” He grumbles a few more things, but I’m already
focused on working with Sloane and Conner to bring Shane back down softly. As
soon as he’s safe on the ground and our wind spirits have been sent away,
Conner cuffs Shane on the head and frowns at him. 


“You’ve been cheating at games this whole
time?” He’s glowering at him, but there’s a hint of pride underlying it. Even I
have to admit it was a pretty good con. 


Mr. Parker just shakes his head. “Why
didn’t you tell anyone you had this talent?” 


“’Cause I’m not stupid,” Shane grumbles.
“The games were part of school. Mom would have made me do other work if she
knew I could win all the games so easily.” 


I can’t help it. I start laughing. It
doesn’t matter that I probably shouldn’t condone this sort of thing, but Shane
is pretty brilliant. He rarely ever won the games we played, but he always came
in a close second to whoever did win. Good enough to get “passing” grades in
his Aerling studies, but not enough to let everyone know he was cheating the
whole time. Genius. 


Pulling him in for a side hug, I laugh and
ask, “What happened to the power?” 


Looking glad for a change in topics, Shane
says, “I just went back to floating around. It’s everywhere, all the time.
Always has been. I didn’t realize you guys didn’t know that. I’ve pretty much
always been able to see it.” 


“Can you use it?” I ask. 


Shane shrugs. “Sometimes. It’s not easy to
call it. If I’m doing something I really have to concentrate on, I can get a
little bit to help me, but it came right away to the wind spirits, like it
belonged with them.” 


I’m not completely sure what that means,
but knowing there is latent power around us constantly is reassuring. “I think
I just figured out your extra homework assignments now that you’re probably out
of the games.” 


Shane groans. “Fine. What do I have to
do?” 


“Watch the power. Try to get it to help
you. Tell me what happens. Conner can help. Have him call his wind spirit and
you two see what you can do with the two, okay?” 


Perking up a bit, Shane nods eagerly.
“We’ll figure it out, Mason.” 


“I know you will,” I say with a grin. 


“Mason,” Mr. Parker says, “I hate to do
it, but we need to get going soon. I don’t like leaving the rest of the family
alone at night. Even with Tū holding off for now, it’s still dangerous.” 


Reaching out, I shake his hand. “I know. I
don’t want them in danger either. Be careful going home.” 


He pulls me into another hug and says, “We
will.” 


I move on to telling Shane and Conner
goodbye for now, but Sloane reaches out and touches Mr. Parker’s shoulder. He
stops and looks at her expectantly, but she hesitates for a minute. Finally,
she gets up enough courage to ask, “Do you know why Hayden can see me?” 


During my long explanation, I sped past
Hayden and Sloane for the sake of getting everything out as quickly as
possible. I don’t remember if Mr. Parker reacted to the news of Hayden being
able to see Sloane at the time, but he does now. 


“Sloane, where is your Escort?” he asks. 


“He’s gone,” Sloane says, her mouth
pulling down into a frown. “He went on a mission to deliver an Aerling child
shortly after he brought me home. He never came back.” 


Mr. Parker nods as if he expected this
answer. “We’ve only seen it happen a few times, but when circumstances are just
right, an Escort’s calling of protection can be transferred. The only way for
that to happen is when the Escort’s Aerling has died through no fault of his or
her own and an Aerling of the same bloodline has lost his or her Escort.” 


Sloane’s mouth falls open. I’m pretty sure
everyone else’s does as well. 


“Marking an Escort, we don’t really know
how it’s done, but we can only assume it’s not easy, and as Mason told us,
requires giving up a portion of power. It sounds like they don’t have a lot to
spare, so this all makes more sense now. They’re just trying to conserve the
resources they have,” Mr. Parkers says, “but I believe Hayden can see you
because he’s your Escort now.” 


I don’t say anything as Sloane asks a few
more questions. I’m too busy trying to wrangle the thoughts skittering through
my mind suddenly. Aerling power somehow recognizes blood. It’s capable of
realigning an Escort’s purpose to protect someone based on their bloodline.
Could that possibly be used to our advantage? 


 
















 


Chapter 20


Born Of Power


(Hayden)


 


Gasping for breath, I stumble when I
finally feel solid ground beneath my feet. Olivia handles the arrival better
than I do and grabs my arm to keep me from falling on my face. It takes me a
few seconds to find my balance and look at where we landed. When I do, I’m left
reeling again. 


I remember that last conversation I had
with Levi. There was such excitement in his voice when he talked about coming
here together, having adventures. I’m suddenly choked up thinking about how
much he would have loved this place. 


The circle of woods we’ve appeared in is
staggeringly beautiful. The silvery trees are massive, stretching so far above
my head I can barely see the tops. Vines that creep up the trunks of the huge
trees rustle, creating a gentle hum that somehow seems to be welcoming us home.
Every spec of life in the grove is vibrant. Some small animals chitter in the
distance and artful birds flit back and forth through the trees, their songs
hypnotizing. 


“Pretty amazing, huh?” Olivia says
quietly. 


When I turn to look at her, she’s smiling,
though it seems sad. “Yeah,” I agree. “This place is incredible.” 


“Not such a bad place to spend the rest of
your life, if that’s the way it has to be,” she says. 


I know she’s talking about remaining here
in order to be with Mason, should it come to that, but it does make me wonder.
“Escorts come and go, but as far as the Caretakers know, they never come back.
A lot of Escorts are Caretakers. Don’t they ever want to go back and visit
their families?” I ask. 


Olivia’s lips press together, creating a
thin line that says her thoughts as clearly as words might. “With the way
Escorts are treated by the Caretakers…and after you learn what’s really going
on and what your role is,” Olivia says, “it would be hard for Caretaker Escorts
to ever go back. For the ones like us, maybe they do go back…secretly. It’s not
like the Caretakers would know since they turn their backs on Escorts and their
families once the Aerling is gone.” 


“So we could still go home when we want
to, see our parents and siblings?” I ask, holding my breath for the answer. 


Only half of Olivia’s attention seemed to
be on our conversation before, but now she turns to me with a fully-focused
look in her eyes. “You’re staying when this is all over?” The surprise on her
face is plain as day. 


“If they still need Escorts,” I say with a
shrug. We may very well be obsolete if things work out the way we’re
hoping…maybe. I’m not totally sure. Will Aerlings still need us to cross
between worlds once the barrier is down? I have no idea. 


Without warning, Olivia throws her arms
around me, squeezing me so tightly it almost hurts. Then, in a complete
reversal, she pulls back and stares at me hard. “Why?” 


“Why? Because they need us. I thought I
was useless after Levi died, but this is another chance to do something
important. I want to help. I think I need to be here doing whatever I
can.” I know that might sound weird, but being here feels right…just like being
with Levi did. Just like…the memory of Sloane helping me fills my mind and all
those bizarre sensations return. Yeah, it feels like that, just a little less
intense. Shaking off those kinds of thoughts, I say, “Plus, you’re my best
friend, Olivia. I can’t just walk off and let you fend for yourself. I still
have to teach you how to skateboard, too.” 


The corners of her mouth turn up in a
barely contained smile and she hugs me again. Quietly, she says, “I was afraid
you were only doing it for me. I’m glad you’re not.” 


“I’d do it just for you, too,” I say
sincerely, “but maybe not for the same reasons I once would have.” 


Olivia cocks her head to one side. “What
do you mean?” 


Shoving my hands in my pockets, I say,
“You know I’ll always love you, but I’ve made peace with how things are. I
understood before that there was something between you and Mason that I could
never compete with. I didn’t really know what that was until recently. Now, it
really makes me happy to see you two together, and I’ll fight for you both to
keep it that way. I don’t know if this taboo between mixing is genetic or
something the Mother came up with, but it’s wrong. Nothing should stop the two
of you from being together. I get that now.” 


“Because of Sloane?” Olivia asks. 


I shrug. “Kind of, I guess.” I look back
up at Olivia. I want to make sure she understands this. “It’s not like I’ve
moved on because I’m interested in Sloane instead of you now.” 


“Are you interested in Sloane?” Olivia
asks. “I know me and her didn’t get off to a great start, but she’s grown on
me.” 


“I don’t know what’s going on with Sloane,”
I admit. I like her a lot. The way she makes me feel when she uses her power on
me is addictive, but just being with her is comforting, and right now that’s
even more of a draw. “You know how I told you that being near you helped me
deal with Levi?” 


Olivia nods. 


“Well, it’s like that, but on a whole
different level. She’s seen into the darkest parts of me and accepted
everything, somehow repairing the damage I never thought I’d escape. It’s not
just a temporary fix, either. Meeting her gave me a new purpose, makes me feel
whole again.” 


Nodding, Olivia truly seems to understand.
“I’m glad for you, Hayden. You of all people really deserve that.” She looks up
at me and smiles. “Plus, she’s pretty cute, too. I’m sure that helps.” 


Rolling my eyes, I sling my arm around her
shoulder. “Where’s this change of heart coming from?” 


“Watching you with her the last few days,”
she says. “I’ve seen the difference she makes in you, and that can’t be a bad
thing. She really is a nice person, too. I just let my fear get the better of
me in the beginning. You were right that her seeing our memories didn’t change
anything between us, but it did help her understand you better and know what
you needed. I’m grateful for that.” 


Relieved that the tension between the two
of them won’t be a problem anymore, I squeeze Olivia’s shoulders and force
myself to address the reason we’re here. As beautiful as this place is, I’m
kind of freaking out about confronting the Father. Maybe Olivia knew that,
though, because she didn’t push me when we first arrived, but is now completely
focused as well. 


“Are you ready for this?” she asks. 


“Probably not.” 


Olivia smiles. “Just stay with me. I was a
little worried there’d be a whole crowd here again, but I guess they only do
that when they’re expecting an Aerling home. I’m not sure where Cedrick is, but
he’s the one we need to talk to.” 


I just nod, because I have no clue what to
do otherwise. I’m just along for the ride right now. Pulling out from under my
arm, Olivia takes my hand. I can feel it shaking. Giving her a reassuring
squeeze, I let her know I’m here for whatever she needs. I don’t know how much
help I’ll be going up against trained Aerlings, but I’ll protect her. I
promised Mason I would. 


It doesn’t take long to start attracting
attention. Nobody has a clue who I am, but everyone we meet seems to recognize
Olivia. The first few Aerlings we encounter simply stop and stare. A few run off
looking panicked. We’ve made it to some kind of centralized hub by the time a
man carrying the weight of authority steps in front of us. 


“Olivia, what are you doing here?” he
demands. 


Bolstered by her rising anger, Olivia
drops my hand. Her fingers curl into fists as she steps forward to face who I
can only assume is the guy we were looking for. “I’m here for answers, Cedrick.
The ones you so conveniently left out the first time we were here. Answers
about how this war really started and where the Father is.” Every word
snaps off her tongue, making Cedrick’s stalwart shoulders droop incrementally. 


“I…there’s…how?” 


“How did we find out the Father has been
trapped here since the beginning of the war?” Olivia snaps. “Tū. That’s
how we found out. The guy you sent us to destroy seems to be the only one
telling the truth around here. Why is that? Why doesn’t every Aerling know that
the Mother didn’t get stolen away by Tū,  that she and the Father were
consumed by their greed for more power, that they’re the ones who started this
war and she ran away to save herself and hoard as much power as possible.
You’re all sending your children down to Caretakers created by the woman who
imprisoned you all here. This war isn’t about stopping Tū. It’s about
saving the Aerlings from a slow death locked up in a world that’s dying.” 


Olivia stays focused on Cedrick, but my
eyes travel to the crowd of gathered Aerlings. Most faces are white with shock,
but a few heads have dropped in shame. So not everyone was in the dark, I
realize. A few knew the truth and kept perpetuating the lies. Part of me wants
to condemn them, but I also realize they had no idea what else to do. Without
Mason, they had no hope of stopping Tū’s never ending cycle of murders and
not even a shot in the dark at getting rid of the Mother. 


The still stunned Cedrick has yet to say a
word. I put my hand on Olivia’s bunched up shoulder to bring her back down from
her high of outrage. “What else could they do?” I ask her. “You and Mason were
their only hope at survival. There wasn’t any point in terrifying everyone.” 


“But he should have told us!”
Olivia snaps. Her eyes narrow in on Cedrick. “You sent us down there to destroy
Tū, but we can’t, can we? We’re holding Tāwhiri’s power. Their power
is the same, completely unable to damage the other one.” 


“They can’t kill each other through
violence,” Cedrick finally says, “but you can still defeat him.” 


“How?” I ask before Olivia can snap at him
again. 


Cedrick’s whole body deflates. “I don’t
know, but there’s a way. The Mother did it to their other children before
Tū and Tāwhiri managed to stop them in the end. They shouldn’t have
been able to kill their own children. Aerlings cannot kill each other.
Tū only manages what he does through the Sentinels. The Mother found a
way, though.” 


Olivia’s body goes rigid beneath my hand.
“What?” she demands. “What do you mean? Tāwhiri, I thought he was the one
who defeated the other siblings.” 


The slow shake of Cedrick’s head sets my stomach
to twisting uncomfortably, though I suppose we should have expected something
like this. 


“The stories you’ve heard,” Cedrick says,
“they paint a prettier picture than what really happened. Yes, some of the
children of the first parents did plot to separate and imprison them so they
could escape their controlling grasp. They never got the chance, though. The
parents discovered their plans and retaliated. Tū and Tāwhiri didn’t
start the war, the Mother and Father did. She defeated the other children and
absorbed their energy. It was only the combined power of the twins, Tū and
Tāwhiri, that they were able to stop them and do as much as they could.” 


Cedrick shakes his head wearily. “Tū
thought he could bribe the Mother into submission with a beautiful place on
Earth to rule, but she refused it and ran. Tāwhiri believed he could keep
control of the Father here and save the Aerling world from losing power, but he
could no more stop us from weakening than kill his parents. Power does what it
will no matter who wields it.” 


“Tū has the Sentinels kill Aerlings
to gain their power and stop either of the parents from gaining it,” Olivia
says, “but he’s killing this world at the same time.” 


“He is harming us greatly,” Cedrick says,
“but this would have happened naturally even if he hadn’t interfered. An
Aerling’s power is absorbed if they are killed—a design of the first parents in
order to benefit themselves and maintain control—but when an Aerling dies
naturally their power is released to the world, this world. At least, that’s
how it was meant to work. The barrier stops any power trapped on Earth from
returning. It does stop the Mother from using that power as well, which is a
small comfort, but the loss of power has hurt us more than anything.” 


Olivia and I glance at each other, and I’m
glad I’m not the only one who seems confused. “But, you guys can still access
some of your power through the wind spirits, right? Why is all the power
trapped on Earth hurting you guys so much?” 


Sighing, Cedrick runs a hand through his
hair. “Aerlings are born of power…literally. We are running out of power. Soon
there will be no other Aerling children. Those of us left will die off and no
one will be here to contain the Father or stop the Mother. When that happens,
the Mother will bring down the barrier, collect all the power on Earth, and
return to the Aerling world. She’ll be so powerful at that point, she won’t stop
at just collecting the stray power, she’ll suck the life right out of your
world, ensuring its death, and then she’ll abandon everyone who’s left.” 


Well, we already knew we had to save both
worlds. Now we just understand things a little more clearly. We still need a
few answers, though. “Where’s the Father?” I ask Cedrick. 


Now Cedrick really looks worn out. “I’ll
take you to him, but I doubt it will do you any good.” 


He doesn’t elaborate. Turning around, he
turns his back on the people who rely on him for answers and motions for us to
follow him. I feel bad for all the Aerlings standing around looking like their
feet have just been cut out from under them, but I don’t envy Cedrick the job
of repairing the damage the truth will cause. He’s done the best he could. The
lies wouldn’t stick forever. I’m sure he knew that, especially when he sent
Mason and Olivia off to stop the Mother, but I doubt he envisioned having to
explain millennia’s worth of lies without time to prepare. How do you come back
from learning that your world is ending? What possible hope can he offer his
people? 


Four teenagers who have only a slim chance
of saving anything? No, I don’t envy his position at all. 


 
















 


Chapter 21


Bled Dry


(Olivia)


 


 


 


At least I finally understand why Cedrick
wanted us to repair the barrier. It’s slowly killing their world, but releasing
the Mother will likely kill them all a lot faster…not to mention everyone on
Earth. Knowing that doesn’t really tame my anger much. He should have explained
all of this before. It wouldn’t have changed our willingness to go.
Understanding would have only made it more clear how desperate the situation
is. Instead, Hayden and I are losing three days just to spend a few hours here
to get the answers we should have had from the beginning. 


Frustrated beyond belief, I follow behind
Cedrick as I silently fume. I’m sure Hayden is taking this all in with his
usual calm understanding, but he doesn’t try to impose it on me. He knows me
too well for that. Instead of ranting at Cedrick, I try to focus on reassuring
myself that Mason and Sloane are fine and busy figuring out all kinds of things
that will help piece everything together when we make it back to them. 


“This is where Tāwhiri imprisoned the
Father after helping to separate his parents,” Cedrick says after stopping in
front of a strangely formidable door. 


It looks like a normal, solid wood door.
The intricate carvings and decorative scrollwork are beautiful, but the power
pouring off it makes me wary of even approaching. Turning back isn’t an option,
so I step forward. The heaviness of the power feels oppressive, but at the same
time, familiar. I reach forward to open the door and stop. 


“There’s no doorknob,” I say. 


Cedrick shrugs. “I told you it wouldn’t do
you much good to come here. There’s no way in. Never has been. Tāwhiri was
the only one who could enter or exit the room, but he’s gone now. I have no way
of letting you speak to the Father.” 


This can’t be. We can’t have come all this
way, lost all this time, just to be told there’s no point. We can’t just go
back now with nothing more learned than that the Mother is even more deranged
than we realized. How does that help us? I need real answers, and this
door is the only thing stopping me from getting them. I refuse to give up that
easily. 


“Tāwhiri may be gone,” I say, “but
his power isn’t. There has to be a way to get in.” 


I turn to Cedrick for some kind of hint,
but he only shrugs. “I don’t know how he got in. He visited this place
regularly, but never with anyone else to witness how it was done.” 


“It must to react to his power,” Hayden
says as he steps up behind me. 


My stomach clenches. “But I don’t know how
to access his power. It’s just sitting there doing nothing.” 


“All you can do is try,” Hayden says. 


He’s right, but I’m suddenly fearful of
making the attempt. What if it doesn’t work? Will that mean the end to this
mission…failure? Even if it does work, then I have to face one of the most
powerful beings in either of our worlds. He could tell me anything. It could
all be lies, or it could all be true. The truth won’t necessarily make anything
better. The truth could be worse than finding out nothing at all. 


Hayden puts his hand gently on my
shoulder. That’s all he does, but it’s enough. The thoughts racing through my
mind slow down. All my focus turns inward, to where Tāwhiri’s power is
nestled around my heart. When I explored Mason, I found his well of power in
his head. At first, I wondered why that was, but I remembered Tāwhiri
saying how my natural empathy led to me becoming a Seeker. Mason has always
been more analytical—underneath his pranking-loving, laid back exterior. He
thinks things through very deeply. If power lends itself toward natural
inclinations, it makes sense that Tāwhiri’s power would choose such
different spots. I feel instinctively that I need to make use of that knowledge,
now. 


Reaching forward, I press my hand to the
door. I try not to think about all the questions, the half-answered puzzles, or
the confusion. I can’t think my way through this door. I have to feel it. With
my skin pressed against the wood, knowing the power keeping the Father within
came from Tāwhiri is a simple thing. It resonates beneath my touch,
waiting for an answer. 


Strangely, it’s not the Aerlings or humans
or either world that I think about. It’s the Father. I can’t help wondering
what it feels like to be shut up in a place for thousands of years, alone,
secluded, miserable. Here he is, in the middle of a world full of Aerlings, and
he’s alone in this place as a consequence of his greed. 


I wonder why he and the Mother ever
created their children if they were so against sharing their power, but then I
remember Sloane mentioning how difficult it’s been for the Aerlings to fulfill
all their duties lately. If all the Aerlings there are can’t keep up with the
demands of being stewards over Earth, it must have taken a lot out of just two
people. They created the first Aerlings to make them slaves. When they
rebelled, they tried to slaughter them. Any sense of sympathy I had for the
Father vanishes, and as it does, the door swings open. 


“What did you do?” Hayden whispers. 


“Realized what kind of monster we’re
really dealing with,” I reply. 


My answer gains me a puzzled look from
Hayden, but I don’t stop to explain. Tāwhiri knew we’d come here. He was
prepared for us to use his power to gain access to the Father, but not without
understanding the depth of evil we’re about to face. Perhaps his plan didn’t
work the way he hoped, but he was a wise ruler. 


Hayden and Cedrick are right behind me as
I step through the door, but neither one can get past the jamb. Catching my arm
before I get too far, Hayden growls, “You’re not going in there alone.” 


I twist out of his grip and face him. “I
am. The Father won’t be able to hurt me while I hold Tāwhiri’s power.” 


“You don’t know that for sure,” he argues.



Taking a step further away from him, I
shake my head. “I’m not going back with nothing.” 


He says something else, but I turn away
and keep walking deeper into the strangest room I’ve ever encountered. Despite
having a door set in a seemingly regular hallway, this space has no dimensions.
No walls, either. Or maybe I just can’t see them. Everywhere I look, mists and
ephemeral haze cloud the view. It seems to go on forever. I have no clue where
I’m going other than an instinctive direction to move in. It’s not until I see
a parting in the mists that I have any confirmation that I’m not just wandering
in circles. 


Stepping out of the mists a few minutes
later, I gasp in surprise. It’s not just the size of this captive man, but his
youth and striking appearance. He’s easily the most beautiful creature I have
ever seen. Even crouched and weighed down with heavy chains that seem to be
made of air so thickly condensed that they look like glass, this god is easily
at least seven feet tall. Muscles ripple over every part of his body, most of
which is exposed. But like his hateful eyes boring into me, every aspect of his
being is sharp and destructive. 


“Who are you to approach me?” he demands. 


I don’t answer right away. Instead, I step
to the side and watch his eyes follow me. He postures as if he’s the one in
control, but there is an ocean of fear behind his bravado. “My name is Olivia,”
I say calmly. “Tāwhiri sent me. I’m here for answers.” 


He scoffs. “My son thinks his time too
important to spend on me now? He sends a child in his place?” 


Smiling inwardly, I realize he has no idea
what happened to Tāwhiri. He probably has no clue at all what’s happening
on Earth or on his own world. Shut up in here, his knowledge is limited to what
he’s told. A hasty plan forms in my mind as I take a few steps closer. 


“Do you have a name other than the
Father?” I ask. 


“What other name would I need?” he sneers.
“I am the father of all power. There is none greater than me. I have no use for
another name.” 


I nod. That was really just something I
was curious about, not part of my plan. There are other things I’m curious
about, but I put them off in favor of getting the most pertinent information.
“Tāwhiri has come to a realization,” I offer. 


That seems to pique the Father’s interest,
as I hoped it would. No doubt there has been an ongoing conversation these long
millennia between father and son. My best guess would be Tāwhiri trying to
convince his psychotic father that there’s another way while the Father tried
to convince his son that nothing is worth giving up control and power. 


“He can’t beat Tū without your help.”



The Father’s eyes narrow in suspicion.
“Tū? His brother is hardly his biggest problem.” 


“No,” I say, “but the Mother will never
bring down the barrier and return to the Aerling world while Tū is
stealing her power.” I swallow hard, hoping this sounds convincing. “He needs
to get rid of Tū before he can attempt reconciling with the Mother, but he
knows he can’t kill him. Taking the same path the Mother did is the only way to
win.” I hope the vagueness of my comments won’t show how little I know. 


“Win,” the Father sneers. “There is no way
to win, because this is not a fight that can be won by human or Aerling. Only
power will survive this battle.” 


Stepping directly in front of his bound
figure, only a few feet separating us, I say, “Everyone is so concerned about
power. Gaining it, holding it, capturing it, setting it free. You all talk like
you can actually control it, but I think we both know you can’t. No one can.” 


“The Mother and I can,” he growls, “were
are the only ones who truly understand the power.” 


Shaking my head, I crouch down so we are
eye to eye. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be imprisoned here and the Mother
wouldn’t be exiled to live on the scraps of power left by the few dead Aerlings
not killed by Tū.” 


Rearing against his chains, the Father
proves my words true when his strength is crushed under Tāwhiri’s bonds. A
vicious growl erupts from his lips, but it is as impotent as his struggling.
“Tāwhiri cannot win this war!” the Father shouts. “He will never have
enough power to conquer his creators. He came from us, from our power. You are
foolish if you think we would ever give up so much power that we would make
ourselves weak.” 


Sitting back on my heels, I can only stare
at him for a few seconds. Slowly, I stand and glare down at him. “Weak? Like you
are now?” My expression is withering, even though I know this man could break
me in two with barely a thought. “The twins, they overpowered you and the
Mother both. You’re not a powerful as you think you are.” 


“Twins,” the Father growls, “they were not
expected. They hold less power, shared between them, than our other children.
We didn’t know what that meant, but the next time they try to interfere, we
will be prepared. Control will shift to its rightful masters.” 


His words bounce around in my head a moment
before I’m able to piece everything together. Mason and Sloane’s rescue of the
man in the building melds with all my other thoughts, cementing a realization.
Even still, I don’t want to give away what I know just yet. 


“If Tū and Tāwhiri had gained the
upper hand here in the Aerling world, instead of on Earth,” I say, hoping I’m
right, “the barrier would have been much different, wouldn’t it have?” 


The Father doesn’t answer, but the enraged
look on his face says enough. Neither of the parents knew what Sloane and Mason
discovered, that combining power somehow makes it more than it is on its own. I
suspect that blood connection increases the strange effect, or else the two
brothers never would have been able to overpower their parents. I have no doubt
that they were very careful about how much of their power they gave up to their
children. Their two oldest sons, twins, must have shocked them pretty good when
they discovered that little trick. 


“I didn’t come here to discuss how you and
the Mother ended up as you are. I came to find out how you killed your other
children,” I say as calmly as I possibly can when my nerves begin to get the
best of me. This guy is so old, I can’t even process the number. He knows more
than I ever will and has experienced a million lifetimes of deceit and
manipulation. Playing games with him is not a good idea, yet here I am. 


The Father’s muscles tighten, but he
pretends at being relaxed. “We cannot kill. You know that, little Escort. Don’t
pretend to understand things that are clearly beyond you.” 


That’s all I’ve been doing since the day
we met Robin. “Maybe you didn’t kill them,” I say testily, “but you did enough
to take them out of the game. That means their power was gone. Taken by you or
the Mother somehow. Just like Tū found a way to steal the power he needed
from the both of you, you two found a loophole as well. I want to know what it
is.” 


“Desire is not enough.” He sneers at me
and looks away, as if he’s delusional enough to think he’s the one in control
here. He’s not. I won’t let him be. He had his chance to run the show and he
failed miserably, condemning two entire worlds because of his greed and
selfishness! 


His arrogance infuriates me when I think
of all the Aerling children who have died, all those that will die when the
barrier falls or both worlds burn themselves out to extinction. Molly’s
pleading eyes flash in front of my face and I am suddenly inundated by the
faces of all the Aerlings who will die because of this creature. Hot, burning
anger wells up inside me, and before I know it, my fist slams into the Father’s
pompous mouth. 


The answering pain nearly doubles me over,
but I freeze, the throbbing in my hand fading as I stare openmouthed at the
blood running down his lip. I probably wouldn’t have been so freaked out about
it if the Father wasn’t panicking like a toddler who just got stung by a bee.
Rearing and bucking against his bonds, he rages in fear. 


“No! He can’t have. No! An Escort?” he
screams. I think he’ll just go on ranting forever, but his eyes suddenly snap
to me and I stumble back under the force of his fury. “Where is my son?” he
bellows. “Where is Tāwhiri? How do you have his power? An Escort! He
wouldn’t dare!” 


I’m too terrified to answer, never mind
being able to actually listen to the warning bells blaring in my head right
now. I’m half a second from sprinting out of here. The only thing holding me
back is the desperate need for answers. Racing from thought to thought, I
scramble to patch a few of them together. 


Me having his son’s power seems to be a
huge red flag that something’s happened to Tāwhiri. Does that affect
anything? Does it matter if he knows whether Tāwhiri died or gave it up
willingly? I have no clue. He’s also having a meltdown about me being an Escort
and having Tāwhiri’s power. Why? I can only guess it has something to do
with me being able to travel between worlds…or maybe it has something to do
with Mason? 


Focusing on one thing at a time, I try to
figure out the first question. “I’m not the only person with your son’s power,”
I say slowly, testing his reaction. I get it when his bronze skin pales to a
sickly grey. 


“Who?” he demands. “Who else has his
power? Another Escort? Aerling? Who?” He’s nearly shouting at the end, frantic
and scared witless. 


I don’t know what I’m doing, if I should
keep this all secret or tell the truth. All I can do is wing it and cross my
fingers. “An Aerling,” I say, my voice shaking despite my best efforts to stay
calm. “My Aerling.” 


Where he was struggling against his bonds
before, his entire body goes slack. His massive shoulders slump under the shock
of my answer, though I’m at a loss for why. The wheels of my frightened mind
turn slowly. The Father’s turn much faster as his shock gives way to anger so
hot I scramble back in fear when he lunges against his bonds. They strain and
whine under his power, but hold him captive as he rages. 


“He has been planning this for years!” the
Father screams. “Planning to overthrow us since the Warden’s birth. He is your
Aerling! He must be. Tell me!” 


Shaking so badly I can barely speak, I
whisper, “Yes.” 


The Father howls in frustration and
unrestrained fury. “Tāwhiri was the son who fought to keep the others from
destroying us, but now even he has betrayed the ones who gave him life.
His other attempts were so pitiful, a single Aerling up against even just his
brother never had any hope, but now he has fallen from his purity and succumbed
to the lust for power. He claimed he never would. He claimed he would protect
us from annihilation! Now he dares to abandon those promises and seek to rule
over everyone?” 


The Father’s entire body is quivering with
rage. I want to run. I want to get as far away from him as I possibly can and
never come back to this awful place…but I can’t. Terrified, I force my feet to
move, to step closer to this horrible force of fury. 


“That’s not why he’s doing it,” I say. It
comes out as a whisper, but the power backing my words meets his ears and
forces him to hear me. I know by the tempered look of anger in his eyes that he
heard me, but he doesn’t respond. 


Trying again to make him understand, I
say, “Tāwhiri isn’t after power. He never has been. He’s just trying to
protect his children and this world. It’s dying, Father. What you and the
Mother and Tū have done and are stilling doing is killing both worlds. Maybe
all you care about is power, but all of this will be gone if we don’t stop
what’s happening. Where will you be then? Maybe you’ll end up with all the
power there is, but what good will it do you when all you have to reign over is
two dead worlds?” 


In the silence that follows my words, my
fear lessens just enough that my other senses seem to come back to life. There
is little to see through the mists, no sounds to hear, but the sensation of the
mists brushing up against my body finally reaches my mind. They don’t seem to
be simply flowing aimlessly, driven by some external force instead. I realize
when a tendril curls around my left forearm that they are moving of their own
free will. They’re trying to give me comfort and support. 


It’s not me they recognize, though, it’s
Tāwhiri’s power. It’s only then that I realize this is why Tāwhiri
only had so much left to give us. The rest of his power is here, holding his
father prisoner and protecting his people. Lifting my hands, I momentarily
forget about the Father, and simply watch the mists curl around me lovingly.
They make no sound, but it feels as if they are speaking to me, begging me to
be strong and continue the work of the man who brought me here. 


When I finally look back up, the Father is
staring at me with an empty-eyed expression. “Where is my son?” he asks. 


I’m surprised to find true sadness in his
eyes. Cedrick mentioned that Tāwhiri came here regularly, but at the time
I assumed that was only to make sure the Father was still contained and
helpless. Now I begin to understand that wasn’t the case. Tāwhiri fought
with his brothers to keep his parents alive. He agreed that they needed to be
stopped from working the Aerlings as slaves and hoarding power, but I never saw
that his motivations came from love rather than only a moral objection. He
visited his father for the same reason. 


Stepping up to the wounded man in front of
me, I kneel. “Tāwhiri is gone. He knew the worlds had little time left, so
he gave up the last of his power to us. He sacrificed himself to save the
people and worlds he loved.” 


Pain etches his features, but anger washes
over it in a flash. “He was a fool! A fool to give up so much for a hopeless
cause.” 


“It’s not hopeless,” I argue. 


The Father’s black eyes meet mine, full of
fire and heat. “You will never convince the Mother to give up her power.” 


“That’s not the only way of stopping an
Aerling god,” I say firmly. He knows the secret. Maybe the Mother was the one
who killed or defeated the other children, but he knows how she did it. He has
to know. “Your other sons, they wouldn’t have given up their power, either, but
she got it all somehow. She did something to take them out of the picture. If
she didn’t kill them like you claim, she took their power somehow.” 


The Father shakes his head angrily. “It is
impossible! Tāwhiri knew this. His plans to stop his brother were all
fruitless, but they at least had hope of working. No one is powerful enough to
stop the Mother.” 


Standing again, I glare down at him,
patience running low. “Then why were you so freaked out when I told you that my
Aerling and I have your son’s power? That means something, doesn’t it?” 


His only answer is a frustrated growl. 


“Blood has an effect on power,” I say as
my brain starts working for real this time. “That’s why Tū and
Tāwhiri were able to separate the two of you in the first place.” I look
back down at him, judging his every facial movement and twitch. Fear is plain on
his face. “I’d be willing to bet blood isn’t the only thing that allows the
power wielders to increase their abilities beyond normal. In fact, I’d wager
just about anything on the guess that an Aerling and Escort bond can do all
kinds of interesting things, especially when they’re both holding part of an
Aerling god’s power.” 


The mottled red and white scattered over
his fear-tightened features is answer enough. He doesn’t dare utter a word. 


“We have the power to stop her,” I say, a
mixture of terror and excitement making my skin crawl. “All we need is the way
to do it.” 


“You want my help?” he scoffs. “Why would
I give you the key to destroying the Mother? What makes you think I’m any less
ruthless than her?” 


Swallowing my remaining fear, I breathe in
the mists and let them calm me. I’ll only get one chance at this. It has to be
the right answer. Resisting the impulse to cross my fingers for luck, I say,
“Because you didn’t run.” 


The mocking quality of the Father’s
expression softens, but he doesn’t say anything. 


“When your sons confronted you both, you
stayed while she abandoned everyone and ran away to save herself. I don’t know
if you only stayed for Tāwhiri,” I admit, “but there is some small part of
you that sees your children as more than just vessels for power. For at least
him, you cared enough not to abandon everything. You allowed yourself to be
imprisoned while she destroyed her own children.” 


A long moment of strained silence passes
before the Father’s lips finally part with a response. “What makes you think I
allowed myself to be imprisoned?” 


“Because Tū was already trapped on
earth and Tāwhiri wouldn’t have had enough power on his own to contain you
if you fought him.” I hold my breath, waiting for him to prove me wrong, but he
only breaks eye contact with me and looks into the mists. 


“We only created them because the work of
protecting and caring for the human world was too much for us on our own,” he
says, still not looking at me. “They were never meant to be our children,
our family. We had no need for such things. They each had an area of dominion
and duties they were to perform. It was too much work for so few, even still.
Tāwhiri asked us to create more Aerling children to aid in the work. The
Mother refused, saying it would weaken us too much. That was when the others
began plotting to destroy us.” 


Feeling somewhat more secure now that he
isn’t screaming at me, I kneel back down. “But Tāwhiri didn’t want to see
either of you destroyed.” 


“No,” he says. “He did not even want his
brothers to separate us. He mistakenly believed he could make us change. The
war began here, on this world, and while Tāwhiri did not help his
brothers, he did not stop them. Instead, he started creating the Aerlings you
know now.” 


“On his own?” I ask in surprise. 


The Father shakes his head. “With my
help.” 


This conversation has been full of
surprises, but this catches me off guard more than anything. “Why? Why would
you help him?” 


His eyes finally find their way back to
mine. “Because he is…was my son.” 


“If you were helping him, why are you
here?” 


Sighing, he says, “Because he was my son
and he knew me better than anyone. He knew the draw of power would be
impossible for me to resist, and he was right. I crave it, always needing more.
The more Aerling children we created, the more it weakened us. Tāwhiri
kept working selflessly, but there was only so much I could stand to give. I
tried to stop him from creating any more, but when he couldn’t take any more
from his own power, he started drawing on the world’s power to create more
children. It wasn’t just about protecting the human world. He needed an army to
protect our world from Tū and the Mother.” 


“Wait, what do you mean he started drawing
on the world’s power?” I demand. “I thought there was a limit to how much power
there is.” 


The Father nods slowly. “There is, but
Tāwhiri chose to risk weakening this world in order to create enough
Aerlings to defend it.” 


“That sounds dangerous.” 


He nods again. “Tū is not the only
one killing this world.” Sighing once more, the Father says, “Tāwhiri
believed the power would equalize once the war ended, but too much has become
trapped on Earth.” He shakes his head. “He was not the only one with this idea,
unfortunately, and now the human world is being bled dry even faster than this
world.” 


“The Sentinels?” I ask. 


“The Caretakers,” he corrects. “You
couldn’t have possibly expected the Mother to give up any of her own power to
create them, could you? As soon as she knows you are coming for her, she’ll
siphon as much power from the human world as she can in order to stop you from
destroying her.” 


That’s what Tū meant, I realize, my
stomach sinking to my toes. He warned me that the Mother would sacrifice my
world to save hers and he was right. Looking back up at the Father, I beg,
“Please, you have to tell me how to stop her.” 


Shaking his head slowly, he says, “I
cannot. Tāwhiri took the knowledge from me. That was always his greatest
talent.” 


“Taking people’s memories?” 


The Father shrugs. “Taking, restoring, he
knew how to influence the memory of other Aerlings. I once knew, but he did not
trust me enough to retain that knowledge.” He acts as if it’s a matter of
little consequence, but I’m really starting to panic. Before all my hope is
lost, though, he says, “You don’t need me to tell you, though, because the
Warden already knows. Tāwhiri told me about the damage the Warden did to
Tū.” 


“He can’t remember.” I sound so defeated,
so lost, but I can’t help it any longer. “Mason’s memories…he can’t remember
what he did to Tū.” 


Straightening as much as his bonds will
allow, the Father says, “When you inherit enough of another Aerling’s power,
you gain access to their talents as well.” 


Hope claws its way back up from my toes to
lodge itself firmly in my mind. “How? How do I access it?” 


“How did you get into this room?” he asks.



Without waiting for my answer, he sits
down in the same place he occupied when I first found him. I watch as he
settles into some kind of trance, knowing this conversation is over. There’s
nothing more he can tell me anyway. I get that, but as I walk away I can’t help
thinking that this won’t be the last time we’ll meet. I’m almost to the door
when a new realization hits me and I stop. I need to do one more thing before I
leave. Focusing on this one task, I open myself up to the power circulating in
the room and take it all in. 


 
















 


Chapter 22
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There wasn’t much we could do by the time
we left the Parkers. If I had called home that night and asked Olivia’s parents
to bring Molly to meet me, they would have wanted to leave right that second.
Not wanting to risk them being exposed at night, I held off until this morning,
even though it nearly drove me crazy to do it. 


I’m pretty sure I did drive Sloane
a little nuts with all my pacing and talking over my theory a million times. I
don’t know if she put up with it all because she’s as anxious as I am for
answers, or if her own thoughts about Hayden being her Escort kept her from
noticing how obnoxious I was being. Either way, neither one of us has much to
say as we drive. 


Worried about my decision to not have
Olivia’s parents try to shake their Caretaker guards, I wonder for the
millionth time if I made the right choice. The Caretakers could cause us a
wealth of problems, but we’re short on time and allies at this point.
Plus, I’d rather be sure someone was keeping an eye on my little sister and
Olivia’s family. That alone was worth the risk. 


“Do you think the ban between humans and
Aerlings is something the Mother made…or is it more, built in or something?” Sloane
asks. 


I don’t have to ask for the reason behind
her question. It’s not about Olivia and me. “I don’t know, Sloane. It could be
either.” 


“But if it was a rule the Mother made, to
protect any power from escaping her grasp…” 


Shaking my head, I say, “There’s no point
in worrying about it right now. We can’t know for sure.” I don’t want to give
her or myself false hope. 


For several minutes, Sloane is quiet, but
eventually she says, “If it was her rule, maybe…things could be different once
we’ve defeated her.” 


“If we defeat her,” I snap.
“Nothing is guaranteed.” 


She falls back into silence after that,
not offering up any more comments or thoughts for the rest of the drive. I pull
into the driveway of a house I’ve never seen before and put the car in park.
There’s another car, Olivia’s mom’s, parked next to us, and two more imposing
sedans parked in front of the house and across the street. Caretakers. Not my
favorite group. 


Stalling, I ask Sloane, “Do you ever think
about going back to visit your Caretakers?” 


“All the time.” Her expression is heavy
with emotion as she stares out the windshield. “It was wonderful to meet my
real father, but they were my family for eighteen years. Blood, it can’t just
replace that, you know?” 


My head bobs slowly. “Yeah, I do know.” I
roll my shoulders and try to shake off my anxiety. “These people, they’re my
family, more than anyone else has any right to claim. If I have to choose
between the Aerling world and them, going home won’t mean going back to where I
was born.” 


“You’re not the only Aerling who feels
that way,” Sloane says quietly. 


It’s actually comforting to hear that.
When we first met, Sloane was very devoted to the Aerling world, but I see now
that her attitude was mainly one of desperation. She had been ripped away from
the family that raised her, told she should be thrilled to be home, and
given a new parent only to lose him soon after. All she had left was being an
Aerling. I have the opposite problem. 


Breathing in and out slowly, I ready
myself. It’s not Molly or Olivia’s family that has me worried, even though
Olivia not being with us will inspire a million questions. It’s partly having
to face the Caretakers and partly fear that my theory will prove useless. My
hope that Olivia will come back with all the answers is slim. If this doesn’t
work, there’s no chance of us finding the Mother in time. 


The seal on the door pops when I open the
door. I hear Sloane get out a second later. She’s already waiting at my side of
the car when I finally pull myself up to standing. When our eyes meet, she nods
and lets me take the lead. I’m sure the Caretaker Officers in the cars on the
street have already recognized me, but when the front door of the house is
pulled open in response to my knocking, a man I recognize stares out at me in
amazement. 


“Mason?” 


I rarely talked to the Caretaker Officers
protecting us before my birthday, but this is the guy who took us to Robin’s
mother when I desperately needed to create my wind spirit. He’s always been
polite and respectful, even kind to Molly. “It’s nice to see you again.” 


Recovering from his shock, he stands back
from the door and ushers us into the house. His eyes dart briefly to Sloane,
but return to me quickly. “How is this possible?” 


“What you all think you know about Escorts
and the Aerling world could fit in a thimble,” I say with a bite to my words.
“If you continue to need Escorts after all of this is over, I’d suggest you
start treating them a little differently.” 


“If?” he asks in confusion. 


I don’t have time to answer him when Molly
throws herself into my arms. She’s laughing as tears run down her cheeks.
Olivia’s parents and Evie aren’t far behind, and soon we’re all crammed in
body-to-body in a massive hug. It takes a few minutes to untangle ourselves and
get down to business. 


“Where’s Olivia?” her dad is finally able
to ask. 


“And Hayden?” Molly demands. 


“They both went back to the Aerling world
to try and find the Father and get some answers.” 


Both of Olivia’s parents look worried at
that idea, but Evie serves to distract them when she asks, “When will they be
back and what are we doing out here in the middle of nowhere. Traveling around
with a Caretaker Officer isn’t exactly enjoyable, or something I’d ever want to
do again.” 


Man, I’ve missed her smart mouth.
Suppressing a laugh, I say, “They should be back some time tomorrow. In answer
to your other question, you’re here because I have an idea I need to test, and
I can only do that with Molly.” 


“Why do you need Molly?” Olivia’s dad
asks. 


“Because she’s the only blood relative
I’ve got here.” 


As I was lying in bed last night thinking
things over, I realized the answer has been in front of me since the moment the
Parker’s realized Molly was my sister. It took learning that Tū and
Tāwhiri were twins, having Shane confirm that there is ambient power
lingering on earth, and learning that power recognizes blood relationships to
finally get me to see it. 


“We already knew power could be shared
between siblings, but I had no idea how important that was until we realized
that when power is truly combined it accesses the latent energy in the world
and increases it beyond what it should normally be,” I explain. “That alone is
important, but we’ve also learned that power can follow blood connections
without explicit direction. That’s what we need to test.” 


It’s barely enough information to get my
point across, but everyone takes what I’m saying at face value by this point.
They’ve all gotten used to getting half-answers and having to be careful around
Caretakers. Gesturing to Sloane, I set Molly back down on the ground and we all
head for the couch. Molly crowds in next to me while Sloane takes up position
on the coffee table so she can face us both, after I explain what’s happening
to those who can’t see Sloane. 


“Molly, I’m going to try to find the
connection between your power and Mason’s, okay?” When Molly nods, she
continues. “All I need you to do is focus and use a small amount of your power.
Mason will do the same.” 


“What are you going to do?” Molly asks,
her eyes narrowed in suspicion. 


Sloane offers a gentle smile. “I’m just
going to feel your power and see if I can determine what it is that allows
power to transfer between the two of you. It’s part of my gift.” 


Still seeming skeptical, Molly shakes her
head and takes my hand. I’m sure Sloane backing up her desire to come with us
when we first left Olivia’s house gained her some major points in Molly’s eyes,
but she’s still leery of trusting someone she doesn’t know very well. A few
seconds later, though, I feel her power being called up and put to use
exploring the strange house through her ability to see with her power. I follow
suit, bringing up my power and agitating it enough to ward off the chill of the
house I suspect is only used for meetings like this. 


That’s all that happens on my end of this
first stage of the experiment. I have no idea how long it will take for Sloane
to find what she needs, so I just keep warming the air section by section. I
don’t know if anyone realizes that’s what I’m doing, but when Sloane finally
signals that I can stop, everyone in the room has their coats off and is
sitting more comfortably than before. 


“Well?” I ask Sloane. 


Her face puckers in thought before
speaking. “It’s not what I was expecting. I know you’ve mentioned how
everyone’s power has a different feel to you, but I don’t experience people’s
power like that. To me, it’s more like different layers of texture. Stronger
power feels sturdier. More defined abilities feel…thicker, I guess. It’s how I
judge a person’s potential power and strength. Finding some sort of commonality
between the two of you was a completely different task.” 


“Did you find anything?” I ask. Surely
this wasn’t all a waste of time. There has to be something to this blood
connection. It felt right the moment the idea entered my mind. 


Sloane folds her hands in her lap and
huffs. “What I found was…I’m not sure it’s going to make sense. To me, what it
feels like is layers of clothing. This is putting it simply, but it’s like
Molly’s wearing a fuzzy wool sweater and you’ve got on a leather jacket, but
underneath all the layers, you have the same…skin.” Sloane sighs in
frustration. “That sounds stupid.” 


“No,” I say, “I think I know what you
mean. On the outer edges of our power, we have our different talents and
potential, but the core of our power is the same.” 


“Similar,” Sloane corrects. “It’s not
identical, but yours and Molly’s core is much more similar than yours and
mine.” 


Glad for her initiative, I ask, “You
compared our power to yours, then?” 


Sloane nods. “My core is very different
from either of yours, which makes sense since we’re not related, but there’s
the tiniest, thinnest layer in all three of us that’s not just similar, but
exactly the same.” 


“What does that mean?” Molly asks. 


Twisting her hands together, I can tell Sloane
is unsure, but she answers as best she can. “I think it’s like DNA. Everyone
except identical twins have a unique genetic code, but when you get down to the
basics, we’re all made out of the same basic building blocks. I think that one
layer I’m feeling is where we came from, our connection to the first parents.” 


“Can you show us how to find that?” I ask.
I have a few ideas I want to test out, but none of them will really work if Sloane
can’t show Olivia how to do what she just did. 


Sloane reaches out for both our hands,
smiling now that she’s being asked to do something she has more confidence in.
“I’m usually trying to show someone where they need to go rather than where
they came from, but I should be able to show you what you need to know.” 


Even though there is a Caretaker Officer,
Olivia’s parents, and Evie in the room with us, it feels like we’re alone as Sloane’s
power guides us through the layers of our power to the most basic part of who
we are. For me, I feels like moving through different electric fields. Some are
more like static while some feel like a thrumming. It’s not until I hit
something more solid, a deep hum that feels both strong and fragile at the same
time that the movement stops. 


Under Sloane’s direction, I move my focus
to Molly. The bumblebee hum I’m familiar with hits me first, but then Sloane
shows me that Molly’s power is also made up of so much more than just her happy
buzzing. Down through the layers, I feel the strength that made Sloane so sure
Molly was a fighter and the softness that makes her compassionate like Olivia.
It’s only with Sloane’s guidance that I feel how similar our powers really are.
They lean in different directions, Molly’s toward action and excitement while
mine falls more on the side of caution and stability, but the thrum of power feeding
us both is almost identical. 


Beneath everything else is that deep hum
that binds all Aerlings together. That is what I need more than anything else.
That is what Olivia needs to find the Mother. Opening my eyes when Sloane pulls
back her power, I ask, “Can you show Olivia how to do this?” 


Sloane’s nod is slow, but sure. “I’ll help
her find the binding layer, and I should be able to help her develop her Seeker
abilities so she can track it and hopefully lead us toward the Mother, but it’s
not going to be as simple as a hound following as scent.” 


No, I suppose it won’t. “How many Aerlings
are on Earth right now?” I ask. 


Grimacing, Sloane says, “I don’t have an
exact number, but somewhere in the neighborhood of two thousand. It used to be
a lot more.” 


Olivia’s dad blows out a long breath when
I fill them in on what Sloane found and said. I look up at him and can tell
right away that he understands my plan. If Olivia can be taught to feel that
baseline of power connecting all the Aerlings back to the first parents, my
hope is that she’ll be able to use that familiarity to locate the Mother.
She’ll have to sort through two thousand Aerlings, first, though. 


“That may take too long,” Olivia’s dad
says. 


“It will take a lot of power to reach all
the way across the world, too,” says Sloane quietly. 


Her comment makes my heart twist. I know
how to make Olivia’s power reach much further, but I can’t bring myself to do
it. Eager tugging on my arm says I’m not the only one who’s figured that out
either. “I can do it, Mason,” Molly begs. “I can help you make Olivia’s power
stronger. We’re siblings. You said it helps. I can come with you and help
Olivia.” 


Part of me wants to say yes, but every
other cell in my body repels the idea. Even Sloane looks sick at the idea of
exposing Molly to that. I don’t know how to tell her no. It will crush
her…again. We’re all each other has. Even knowing our parents are back in the
Aerling world waiting for us to return, what Sloane said in the car dims that
pull to go home. I’m Molly’s family. Olivia’s parents and Evie are the ones who
love her and protect her. They’re who she knows and loves. 


“Molly, I don’t think the connection to
the Mother will be one way.” 


Scrunching her face up, Molly demands,
“What does that mean?” 


Sloane reaches forward and takes Molly’s
hand gently. “It means that when Olivia finds the Mother, the Mother will find
Olivia, too. She’ll know we’re trying to find her and stop her. She may run,
but she may come after us, too. Anyone involved will be marked. If the Mother
chooses to come after us instead of running, she won’t stop until she has
everyone involved, even you.” 


“I promised to keep you safe, Molly,” I
whisper as I pull her into my lap. “I won’t risk you getting killed just to
find the Mother. We’ll make it work on our own.” 


Looking up at me, Molly’s bottom lip
begins to quiver. I expect an argument about needing to stay with me. What she
says proves she understands so much more than most people ever give her credit.
“You can’t protect just me when all the Aerlings are in danger.” 


Pride in her compassion and strength
fights with my fear of putting her in danger. One day, she will make an
incredible leader, but not when the cost could very well be her life. “I can’t not
protect you, either.” 


She doesn’t argue this time. Instead, she
presses against me, tugging my arms around her more tightly. We’ve been gone
such a short time, but already this little girl is so much more grown up than
before. Her future shouldn’t be in question at eight years old. No child should
have to wonder if their world will be destroyed and they’ll be left orphaned. I
want to tell her everything will be all right, but the only way it will be is
if we see this through to the end.  


 
















 


Chapter 23


Wisdom


(Olivia)


 


 


 


This whole traveling between worlds thing
is getting a little easier with every trip. Hayden may not think so as he stands
doubled over, trying to catch his breath, but I only feel slightly winded this
time. When I stand and take stock, I’m mildly surprised to find the room empty.
Mason and Sloane didn’t know exactly when we’d return, and I doubt they’ve just
been sitting around waiting on us for the last three days. Thinking of the time
gap, I grab my phone off the nightstand just to double check it’s consistent. 


Yep. Three days gone in the space of what
was for us only a few hours. 


Sighing, I drop the phone back on the
nightstand after making sure there aren’t any messages from Mason. By that
time, Hayden is recovered. He starts to say something, but a voice from across
the room startles us both into jumping. I nearly faint when my least favorite
Aerling god materializes into view, sitting completely relaxed on the armchair
in the corner. 


“What are you doing here?” I demand. 


Hayden has enough composure to ask a
better question. “How did you find us and get into our room?” 


Tū’s body moves with frightening
grace as he stands to face us. “Did you really think it would be that difficult
for me to find you? You carry my brother’s power. My power. That is simple for
me to track. Haven’t you puzzled that out yet?” 


I’m not sure what he means by that, but
I’m more than a little freaked out. “How long have you been sneaking around
like this?” 


“Since shortly after you left my
compound,” he says casually. “There’s not a place on this world you can hide
that I won’t be able to find you, little Escort.” 


I feel sick. How long has he been in this
room? Dread creeps up my spine as I consider every move we might make from this
point on. Will he be there…watching? What has he already seen or heard? 


Hayden has a different reaction. Anger, deep
and fast-flowing, lights his eyes as he stalks forward. I reach out to stop
him, but he pulls out of my grip and ends up toe to toe with an Aerling god.
Boy’s got some serious guts. I have to give him that, even if I fear he’s about
to get trashed. 


“You lied,” Hayden growls. 


Tū rolls his shoulders casually.
“That is entirely possible. You might care to mention what you think I
lied about, though. Just so we’re clear.” 


Clearly irritated by Tū’s blasé
attitude, Hayden’s own shoulders bunch. “About whose fault it is that the Aerling
world is dying. You want to push off all the blame onto the Mother, but you’re
just as much to blame as she is.” 


A flicker of confusion passes across
Tū’s eyes before he reverts to his usual indifference. “You should be
careful who you believe on these topics. All I’ve ever done since being trapped
here was try to stop the Mother from destroying both worlds.” 


“So killing Aerling children, stealing
their power, that has nothing to do with the shortage of power in the Aerling
world?” Hayden demands. 


The way Tū’s jaw tightens alerts me
that something is off. I don’t say anything just yet. Instead, I wait for him
to defend himself. He doesn’t disappoint. “Yes, killing the Aerling children
gives me their power, but I only keep it to prevent it from reaching the Mother
or Father and to give me enough strength to overpower her. She takes just as
many Aerling children, if not much more, than my Sentinels ever have. She was
the first to begin harvesting them. Their power is better off in my hands than
in hers.” 


Those first disappearances, they weren’t
Tū, I realize. They were the Mother, siphoning off fresh little bundles of
power wherever she could find them. It must have taken her a while to realize
that power left behind when Aerlings died here of natural causes wasn’t
something she couldn’t access. Always greedy for more, she decided to go
directly after the source of power. She was against the Aerling children being
created in the first place. 


I can’t agree with Tū’s response to
that problem, but I am beginning to believe any extra power is better off in
this psycho’s hands than the Mother’s. She goes so far beyond any clinical
definition of psychotic behavior that I don’t even know what to call her. 


“That doesn’t change the fact that what
you’re both doing is killing your home,” I say. 


Tū scoffs at me. “How could a handful
of Aerling children killed each year do so much damage? Even after centuries,
that would never be enough power lost to cause the Aerling world to fail.” 


“It would if Tāwhiri used up the
majority of his power to contain the Father and had to draw on the world’s
innate power to keep creating Aerlings after the Father abandoned helping him,”
I say. 


That is enough to knock the condescending
expression off his face. “What? My brother did what?” Tū demands when he
recovers from his shock. “What was he thinking?” 


“He didn’t have a choice, Tū,” I
explain. “The Father grew too greedy and stopped helping him create more
Aerlings. He turned on him after a while. Tāwhiri knew he needed an army and
enough Aerlings to keep Earth going. He didn’t have enough. It took nearly
everything he had left to lock the Father up and hold him there. The world’s
power was his only other option.” 


I hope for understanding, but I’m not
surprised by his outrage. Bellowing in anger, Tū slams his fist down on a
nearby table, cracking it straight through. “The world’s power is not ours to
take,” he snarls. “He should have found another way. He should have stopped
hiding, stopped pandering to the Father, and forced him to help us end this. He
was always too soft! Too eager to believe that everyone had more goodness than
greed. My brother was a fool!” 


“Fool or not,” Hayden snaps, “he’s gone.
We’re the only ones left to stop the Mother.” 


“We need your help, Tū,” I say
carefully. 


Tū’s gaze swivels from Hayden’s
glowering face to mine. “My help? I came to you and your Aerling for help to
end this. I am not strong enough on my own and I cannot defeat her.” 


“How did she defeat your brothers?” I ask.
“I know about how Aerlings can combine their power to make it greater than it
would be with each person on their own. Why didn’t you all confront her
together?” 


Erupting into a volcano of frustration,
Tū roars. “We did! How do you think we were able to separate them in the
first place? It took all of us combining our power just to manage pushing her
out of the Aerling world to Earth! We were scattered by the shock of so much
power being put to use. Tāwhiri, coward that he was, refused to help. He
alone was not cast out with the Mother. Before the rest of us could regroup,
the Mother fell upon her own children and destroyed them by some secret method.
Aerlings are not capable of killing their own through violence.” 


“How do you manage it then?” Hayden
growls. “How did you skirt around that rule and kill so many Aerling children?
Innocent bystanders like Levi.” 


Inches away from each other, a terrible
fight is brewing between a god and an untrained, newbie Escort. I hold my
breath, afraid to step in and terrified of letting them clash. Tū’s fury
crackles around him like it did in the valley, sparks of electric anger dancing
around his body. Hayden is so focused, he doesn’t even seem to notice. My hair
is standing on end for more than one reason. 


“Sentinels are not Aerlings,” Tū
snarls. “They only contain enough of my power to open their senses to the
Aerlings’ presence on Earth and protect them from being killed by power except
for a Warden’s blade. Even I cannot stop that. They are still human, though.” 


“But they’re linked to you closely enough
that the power of each dead Aerling flows back to you, right?” Hayden snarls.
“More power, that’s what this always boils down to with your kind.” 


“I am not my parents!” Tū shouts. “I
am trying to save both worlds!” 


Crowding Tū with a darkly menacing
glare, Hayden says, “How’s that going so far?”


“You stupid little human child,” Tū
growls. “You have been involved in this war for five seconds compared to the
millennia I have worked to find a solution! How dare you question me! You know
nothing of my loyalties or what I have given up to survive and protect my home
as long as I have. You know nothing at all!” 


“I know killing innocent children is
wrong!” Hayden shouts. 


I see his fist start to move. A frenzied
plea to stop him is on my lips, but knuckles meet flesh before I can utter a
single word. The breath is sucked out of me as the fury-backed punch lands. The
entire room seems to be void of air in that second. Irate, red-faced, Tū
absorbs the blow as his power coalesces in his right hand. Shock and fear on a
level I have never before experienced drops me to my knees. He’s going to kill
him. That single phrase echoes in my mind as tears begin rolling down my
cheeks. 


Unmoved by Hayden’s blow, Tū wraps
his hand around my friend’s neck before he can recover from his attack. I
almost scream. If I had any air left in my body I would have. Instead, all I
can do is watch as Hayden’s body is slammed to the ground. Tū has him
pinned beneath him a split second later, and I swear he’s about to start
breathing fire like some kind of mythological…, uh, like the god he is. When
his lips part, I almost duck to shield myself, but all that fires past his lips
are words laced with fury. 


“Do you understand, now, how insignificant
you are in comparison to my power? Do you see how little I care about what you
think of me or the actions I have taken to keep both of our worlds from falling
into the abyss?” Tū yanks Hayden’s head up a few inches and slams it back
down. “You are nothing! You mean nothing!” 


“Maybe so,” Hayden wheezes, “but for all
your power, you can’t do this alone. You need us as much as we need you.” 


Red flashes through Tū’s features,
his jaw grinding together as he stretches his neck to contain his fury. Yes, he
asked for our help, but to him this was never a team effort. It was simply us
following his commands and doing what he wanted. When he first began this
never-ending quest for answers, he passed it off like he was toying with us.
That was never the case, even more so now than it was then. He hates the idea
of actually having to rely on someone, to admit his own weakness, but this is
the only way and he knows it. 


“Tū, we have to work together,” I
whisper when I finally find my voice again. “It took all of your siblings…” 


“Except Tāwhiri,” he growls. 


“It took all of your combined power to
separate your parents. All that’s left is yours and Tāwhiri’s power, but
combining just those two holds so much more potential than what you had with
your other brothers, right? Because you’re twins?” 


I say it with only half-confidence,
because it’s the best I could interpret from what the Father said, but
Tū’s reaction tells me I’m right. Drawing on that for courage, I say,
“Tāwhiri hated what you were doing to the Aerling children, but in this
one thing, he realized you were right. He couldn’t sit by and expect you to
handle this on your own. That’s why he gave up his power to Mason and me.” 


Relaxing his grip on Hayden’s throat
enough that color floods back into his face, Tū continues to hold him
captive, but directs his gaze to me. “Did you tell the Father who you are?” 


“Yes.” 


“Then you know,” Tū says. “You know
why my brother chose you and your Aerling to hold his power.” 


“Yes, I do.” I take a deep breath, hoping
he’ll confirm what I’m thinking, but he remains silent, his intensity demanding
my full answer. “Blood allows power to expand more than two unrelated Aerlings,
but the bond between Aerling and Escort trumps even that. It doesn’t make us
invincible, but it’s more power than she’s had to face before, right?” 


My hope of sounding confident and in
control is ruined by that last word, that plea to be reassured that I’m not
wrong, but I don’t care. I just need to know. I’m drowning in fear that no
matter what we do, it won’t be enough. The fate of two worlds is on our
shoulders. Maybe it won’t matter if we fail, because we’ll all be dead, but the
weight of that responsibility is slowly crushing me. I just need to know that
there’s some hope of winning. 


“My brother finally showed wisdom when he
chose you, Olivia,” Tū says. The sneer in his voice is hopefully more for
his brother than for me, but I’m going to take that as a compliment whether he
means it as one or not. 


“Then you’ll help us?” Hayden rasps. 


The sound of his voice produces no
emotional response, but Tū does finally remove his hand from Hayden’s
throat. Standing and towering over the both us of, his eyes fix on mine. “We
will help each other.” 


 
















 


Chapter 24


Tempting


(Mason)


 


 


 


“I don’t want to set foot in a car for at
least a month after all of this is over. Traveling by car is not one of
the things I miss about being on Earth,” Sloane complains. 


Being in a car has never bothered me
particularly, but I’m in complete agreement. All this driving has left my
muscles tight and aching. I feel exhausted, too, which certainly doesn’t help
the situation. “Let’s just hope they’re back and we can all take a break for
the rest of the night before we have to move on to…wherever this thing takes
us.” 


Sloane nods in agreement and gets out of
the car. I wish we were at least back at the cabin. It was only an illusion
that we were safe there, but it was a comforting illusion. I’ve come to hate
hotels. You can never know who’s in the room next to you, what they might be
plotting, or even control who has access to the building you’re sleeping in.
Every Sentinel on the planet, or the Mother, could walk right in and kill us in
their sleep. An electronic key card certainly isn’t going to stop a bullet or
an Aerling god. I can’t bring myself to suggest we leave as soon as Olivia and
Hayden get back. One more night. I can handle that. 


Getting out and following Sloane into the
hotel, we’re both quiet as we trudge back up to our room. Exhaustion is
dragging me forward, thoughts of a bed to fall into calling to me. I had a bed
last night at the safe house, but sleeping with my seven-year-old sister has
never been a pleasant experience. I woke up with an arm in my face or elbow in
my side more than once. I love her, but she is the worst to share a bed with.
Denying her request when I knew I had to leave her behind again the next
morning was impossible, though. 


Luckily, Sloane pulls out her key card and
unlocks the door before I have to make an attempt. She pushes the door open and
gestures me through as she stuffs the card back into her pocket. I only get a
step inside the room before I’m floored by the sight of Tū standing over
Hayden laid out on the floor while Olivia is on her backside in front of them
both. Power rushes to my aid before the conscious thought to call it even
solidifies in my mind. I’m hurling a massive blast of wind before anyone has a
chance to react. 


Jumping up and spinning to face me,
Olivia’s eyes widen in shock. Then she does something completely insane. She
steps in front of my attack! Panic sends adrenaline coursing through my body.
In a desperate act, I scatter my power before it hits her, begging it not to
hurt her. She ducks against the attack, but it barely does more than ruffle her
hair when it reaches her. If I weren’t so startled by the fact that I managed
to cancel such a devastating attack in a fraction of a second, it probably
wouldn’t have taken me as long to realize Tū is nowhere in sight. 


“Where’d he go?” I demand. 


Olivia’s spins around, but instead of
looking frightened by everything that just happened, Tū disappearing
included, she just huffs in frustration. “Why did you attack him?” 


I’m too stumped by her irritation to
answer right away. I have to glance over at Sloane to double check that I’m not
going crazy. Sloane only shrugs, as lost as I am. Turning back to Olivia, I
say, “What do you mean why did I attack him? I walked in to find you on the
ground, Hayden on his back like he just lost a fight, and Tū standing over
you both like he’s about to kill both of you!” 


Biting at her bottom lip, Olivia’s
shoulders relax. “Yeah, I guess that all looked pretty weird.” She sighs and
shakes her head. “He wasn’t trying to hurt us.” 


“Speak for yourself,” Hayden grumbles as
he rubs at his neck. 


“What did you expect him to do when you
got in his face like that?” Olivia snaps. “He’s an Aerling god, for crying out
loud.” 


Hayden just rolls his eyes and stalks
away. Intercepted by Sloane, he puts aside his frustration as she checks him
over for injuries. My attention goes back to Olivia. “What was going on here?” 


Practically collapsing onto the nearest
bed, Olivia shakes her head. “Tū agreed to help us fight the Mother.” 


“Really? How’d you manage that?” 


“We finally figured out what he wanted us
to, that his parents are psychotic and they have to be stopped,” she says, “not
to mention that the thing you did with Sloane to save that guy works even
better between twins, and even better than that when we’re talking about
an Aerling and Escort sharing power. With Tū, we’ve got enough power to
face the Mother so long as you can access Tāwhiri’s power.” 


“Me? Does that mean you figured it out?” I
ask excitedly. 


Olivia frowns. “Well, kind of. I used it
to get into where the Father was being kept, anyway. I haven’t tried to use it
again yet.” Running her hands through her long hair, she breathes out slowly.
“What about you? Please tell me you learned something that will help us end
this soon. I don’t know how much more of this I can take. If I never see
another Aerling god again, it’ll be too soon.” 


“Ditto,” I say and I slip onto the bed,
pulling Olivia against my chest. For a minute, all I can do is press my face to
her hair and breathe in her scent. “I missed you,” I whisper even though we
have more important things to discuss. 


Turning in my arms, Olivia kisses me
softly. “I missed you, too, even though it was only a few hours for me. I don’t
like being so far away from you.” 


“Mmm…” My lips find the space behind her
ear, making Olivia lean into me even more. “I don’t like being any further away
from you than this.” 


“As much as I don’t want to discourage
you,” Olivia whispers, “we’re not alone and you haven’t told me what you found
out.” 


I have to hold back a frustrated sigh, but
I know she’s right. “What we learned,” I say, still holding her close, “is how
to find the Mother.” 


Olivia nearly jumps out of my arms. I have
to catch her before she falls off the edge of the bed, she turned around so
fast. Her eyes are wide with excitement. “You what? Really? How? What do I need
to do?” 


Her demand for answers gets interrupted by
Hayden and Sloane coming over to join us. I don’t say anything about it, but I
can’t help noticing how Hayden’s arm curls around her waist when they stop in
front of us. Sloane turns into his embrace just a bit, but her attention is on
Olivia. “Why don’t we all start at the beginning so nothing gets left out?” 


Nodding eagerly, Olivia gets herself
situated and stares at everyone else, clearly ready for answers. Explaining
what we learned about sharing power doesn’t take long, since Olivia and Hayden
learned some of the same things from the Father. What proves more difficult is
trying to tell Olivia about feeling the connection to the first parents’ power.
Eventually, Sloane just says she’ll have to show Olivia like she did Molly and
me, but Olivia is practically buzzing with excitement by the time we finish our
explanation. 


Ready to move on to what she learned,
Olivia opens her mouth to speak, but Sloane cuts her off. “We learned one other
interesting thing,” she says quietly. 


Her eyes dart over to Hayden before coming
back to me. I can see her take a deep breath, like she’s worried about Hayden’s
response. I can’t imagine what she might be concerned about since Hayden seems
just as taken with her as she is with him, but I smile to prod her on anyway. 


Blowing out her nerves, Sloane continues.
“I asked Mr. Parker if he knew why you could see me.” She’s mainly speaking to
Hayden, now, but Olivia leans forward in interest. 


“And he knew?” Hayden asks. His eyes are
glued to Sloane by this point. I almost feel like I’m intruding on something.
The urge to laugh strikes me, but I keep my mouth shut. 


Sloane nods slowly. “Yeah. It’s blood, I
mean, the connection is because of my blood. And Levi’s. It’s…he said an
Escort, well, it can switch, you know, like find a new, uh, Aerling.” 


The way Hayden’s brows scrunch together
makes it pretty clear he didn’t catch most of what Sloane just said. Deciding
to save us all from another awkward speech, I say, “When Sloane’s Escort died
last year, your connection to Levi switched to her. You’re Sloane’s new Escort,
Hayden. That’s why you can see her.” 


The way Hayden’s eyes widen gives me a
moment’s pause. Maybe Sloane was right to be worried about his reaction. I’m
somewhat shocked by that until his grin grows as big as his eyes. “Are you
serious?” he demands, though he’s not looking at me. 


Sloane’s head bobs up and down slowly. “Uh
huh. Is that…okay?” 


“That’s freakin’ awesome,” Hayden says
with a laugh. 


All of Sloane’s uncertainty vanishes as
she throws her arms around Hayden, grinning for all she’s worth. I still want
to laugh, but I’m even more surprised by the happy expression on Olivia’s face.
Sloane was worried about how Hayden would react, but my main concern was with
Olivia, especially after how she handled Sloane seeing into her memories. I
pull her against me, glad she’s not upset by their newfound connection. 


“So, tell me what else you learned,” I say
to her. 


Sloane and Hayden only half listen as
Olivia walks us through her conversation with the Father. I’m mildly surprised
to learn he isn’t nearly as cold-hearted as the Mother is, but it doesn’t come
as a shock when she explains his eventual betrayal and what it cost
Tāwhiri and the Aerling world. 


“We can’t keep the Father imprisoned like
that,” I say after everything sinks in. 


“What do you mean?” Sloane demands. “It’s
not like we can just let him loose!” 


Hayden and Olivia share a look that I can
only guess at. My guess, though, is that they realized the same thing I did
before they left the Aerling world. Not only do we need all the power
Tāwhiri left behind to hold the Father in his prison, we need so much more
than that. We need the Father’s power as well. 


“Before I left his prison,” Olivia says,
“I realized we could only beat the Mother with all of Tāwhiri’s
power. I was able to get most of his power back once I manipulated the prison
and handed over the responsibility of keeping an eye on him to Cedrick and a
whole squad of very capable Aerlings. When the time comes, Hayden will be able
to go back and bring him to us.” 


“Will Hayden be able to cross the barrier
with him?” I ask. 


Stepping forward, though not letting go of
Sloane, Hayden says, “We think so. The Father was never linked to an Escort. It
should work the same as an Escort taking an infant across.” 


“That will be another three days, though,”
Sloane says with a pained expression. Not only is she no doubt worried about
Hayden being gone that long, three days may as well be an eternity if we find
the Mother and have to attempt holding her. 


The time clearly has Olivia worried as
well, but she says, “I couldn’t risk bringing him back with me. There’s no way
the four of us could have controlled him. It took half the Aerling soldiers in
the whole world just to subdue him. If we knew how to take his power, I would
have, but I had to leave him for now. I didn’t know what else to do.” 


“It’s okay. We’ll figure it out when the
time comes. We still have to find the Mother first.” 


Olivia nods, but I can tell she’s still
worried about it. Tightening my grip around her shoulders, I try to comfort
her. We’re so close. All we need is a few more pieces to this screwed up puzzle
and we’ll be ready to end this. 


“Where’s Robin?” Hayden asks. 


I was so startled by Tū being here
when we arrived that I completely forgot to bring up our least favorite
companion. “She’s not here,” I explain. “We left her with the Caretaker
Officers after meeting Molly and Olivia’s family.” 


“What?” Olivia explodes. “How could you do
that? We can’t trust them! She’s going to get away. We have to keep her near
us, Mason! What were you thinking?” 


She’s up off the bed, pacing, freaking
out. When we left her house after coming back, she didn’t even want the
Caretaker Officers to know we had come back. I understand her distrust. It’s
not like I actually trust them either, not completely, but we couldn’t keep
dragging Robin around the country. It wasn’t safe. 


“Olivia, just listen to me for a minute,”
I plead. She spins away from me in frustration, but turns back immediately
afterward. Not wasting my time, I say, “Her blood is the only way to repair the
barrier. If we know that, so does the Mother. We’ve all pretty much agreed that
the barrier has to come down, but that’s the last thing the Mother wants.
Keeping Robin with us, exposing her to being captured…it’s not safe.” 


“But the Caretakers?” she says,
exasperated and frightened. “We can’t trust them.” 


“Not completely, no,” I agree, “but if
there’s one thing we can count on them for, it’s being irrationally dedicated
to their purpose. Robin already has more than one black mark against her with
them. Now, she’s put every Aerling on the planet at risk. When the Caretaker
Officers with your family found out about that, it took more than a polite
request to stop them from killing her right then and there.” 


For a long minute, no one says a word. Sloane
and I discussed this pretty heavily before turning her over, but it wasn’t an
easy decision. We both knew it was the most logical thing to do, the safest,
but part of me didn’t want to let the conniving little psycho out of my sight.
I’m not the only one who feels that way, apparently. 


“Maybe letting them wouldn’t have been
such a bad thing,” Hayden says quietly. 


Sighing, my shoulders fall. “It was
tempting, believe me.” 


Olivia’s jaw tightens. Her struggle to
control her emotions is likely no easier than controlling her tongue right now.
“Then why didn’t you just let them deal with her?” she asks tightly. 


“Because I couldn’t be sure we knew
everything,” I admit. We’ve been lied to so many times about so many things.
“They’re holding her in case we find out something else and we need her.” 


“And after that?” Olivia asks. 


A sense of…relief, maybe, flows out of me.
“After that, she’s theirs to punish as they see fit.” 


After a sharp nod, Olivia directs her
attention to Sloane. “I guess we should give this tracking power thing a try.
I’m more than ready to be done with this whole war.” 


She’s not the only one. 


 
















 


Chapter 25


How It Should Be


(Hayden)


 


 


 


This is by far the weirdest thing I’ve
done since meeting Olivia, and that’s really saying a lot. I’m not even sure
why I’m in this circle of strange power sharing, but Olivia and Sloane both
insisted. Right now, all I can feel is Sloane’s power hovering at my
fingertips. I know she’s doing more than that, but it’s different than what she
usually does. 


She’s not trying to help either of us work
out our power’s potential. All that’s happening is her guiding us down through
the layers of Mason’s power so we can feel the core element that all Aerling’s
have in common. It’s a bizarre experience. I really never expected to be so…up
close and personal with Mason. Probably not the weirdest thing that will happen
over the next few days. 


I have to focus in order to pay attention
to what Sloane is saying as she works her way through the layers. She’s mostly
talking to Olivia, since she’s the one who actually has to do this with Mason,
but I guess I’m supposed to be able to do it too. I mean, we need as much power
as we can get, and Sloane is my Aerling. 


A shiver runs down my spine as that
thought repeats in my head. The good kind. Her using her power on me is
addictive. I thought kissing Olivia was the best feeling I’ve ever had, but it
doesn’t even come close. Not that I’d tell her that, but there’s just such an
intense feeling of completion when Sloane touches me with her power that I
don’t think anything could ever compare with it. 


I get it, now, that Olivia and Mason must
share something similar, even if not exactly the same. It’s actually a relief
to know that. I had resigned myself to remaining Olivia’s friend when I found
out what Mason was, but stamping out my desire for her wasn’t easy. That’s
completely different now. I honestly couldn’t be any happier for Mason and
Olivia, provided the whole relationship ban thing gets worked out. 


That’s another thought that shatters my
concentration. I can’t say I’m ready to jump into a full-on relationship with Sloane
right this second, but being around her is quickly becoming what I wake up
thinking about. Olivia was right when she said that Sloane was beautiful. Her
bronze skin and bright gold-brown eyes peeking out at me from behind her mocha
hair are hard to ignore. Right now, I’m staring at her full mouth instead of
listening because I haven’t been able to stop wondering what it would feel like
to kiss her since last night. 


As if she can read my thoughts, her eyes
flick over to me. A smile forms on her lips automatically before she realizes
I’m not paying any attention. Frowning, she pushes a bit of her power into my
hand. My reaction is immediate. Sucking in a sharp breath, my eyes widen as the
sensation of being made whole blasts through me, capturing my full attention. 


Sloane smirks at me, but smiles and sighs
before turning her attention back to Olivia. 


Paying better attention after that, I work
on feeling everything she’s trying to show us. Moving down through the layers
of Mason’s power is…interesting. There’s all these different textures, like
slick flowing ones that feel like they’re going to slip through my hands to
rough textures that feel strange under my fingers. It seems like forever later
before we reach what Sloane refers to as the core. 


It’s strangely solid, and I know
instinctively that there’s nothing beyond it. This is the basis of what
Aerlings are. A feeling of calm settles over me as I study this most intimate
part of Mason’s makeup. It’s foreign, but at the same time familiar. It’s the
same feeling I had when I arrived in the Aerling world, this dual sense of
belonging yet not quite belonging. 


Being marked as an Escort bound me to the
Aerling world, made it my home, but there’s still so much of me that belongs
here, in this world where I have family and friends and a life. I told Olivia I
would stay and help the Aerlings after the war is over, but I don’t know if I
could have committed to that without knowing I could still leave and come back.
At least, until I knew about Sloane. Knowing I’m her Escort does remove any
hesitation about remaining with the Aerlings, but it’s still a relief to know
I’ll see my family again. 


A few seconds later, Sloane pulls back her
power and releases everyone from her influence. Olivia and Mason both look
relieved to be on their own again, but I miss it instantly. Sloane’s eyes catch
mine and I swear I see the same thought in her eyes. She turns away quickly and
says, “Now why don’t we partner up and work on combining power for a while?
After that we can move on to searching for the Mother, okay, Olivia?” 


She barely waits for Olivia’s answering
nod before standing and holding her hand out to me. I don’t hesitate to take
it. Even though all she does is give me a little tug to get me up to standing,
her hand stays tight around mine for a few more seconds before releasing me. I
wasn’t really planning to let go at all. 


“Why don’t we go over to the table?” Sloane
suggests. 


I probably would have suggested something
different, but to the table it is. I gesture for her to lead the way rather
than risk saying anything. My thoughts have been doing a lot of wandering
lately, which isn’t usually like me. Sloane takes one of the two chairs and
folds her legs beneath her when she sits. Grabbing the second chair, I drag it
right next to hers and fall into it. 


It feels like forever ago that we started
this insane quest, but the second I touch Sloane’s hand the weariness
evaporates. “Is your power always on the surface like this?” I ask, relishing
the feel of her peaceful energy. 


“I can make it stop if I really need to…”
Her eyes dart over to mine uncertainly. “Or if you want me to pull it back.” 


Shaking my head, I say, “Don’t hide it. I
love the way it feels.” 


“Is that the reason you keep touching me?”
Sloane asks. 


I know Mason saw me put my arm around her
waist last night, and I’m pretty sure Olivia did to, but neither of them said
anything. Then again, neither did Sloane. It just felt like a natural thing to
do, but not in the way Sloane is thinking. 


“No, not exactly. I mean, you know how
your power makes me feel, but that’s not the only reason. Mostly, I just want
to be near you,” I admit. 


There’s no shame in it even though we’ve
only know each other for a few days. The bond that must have formed the second
we met took away any unfamiliarity between us. I only found out last night that
she’s my Aerling, but I’ve felt the need to protect her since that first day.
Well, after I regained full consciousness and didn’t feel like I’d been run
over by a semi. Lucid thought before that was a little tricky. 


“Hayden,” Sloane says quietly, “everything
Mason and Olivia are facing, it won’t be any different for us.” 


“I’m well aware of that, Sloane.” 


“Then…” She stares at me uncertainly,
holding back the rest of her question. It’s not like she needs to ask it,
though. 


“It doesn’t matter, Sloane. Whatever this
ban is between humans and Aerlings, I don’t think it’s natural.” 


Sloane leans closer to me, though I’m not
sure she realizes she’s doing it. “So, you think maybe it won’t be a problem
after this is all over?” 


“I don’t know,” I say honestly, “but
either way, I’m not going anyway, Sloane. You’re not only mine to protect,
you’re my friend…maybe more at some point, but I’ve never been one to abandon a
friend. Even when they wished I would. Just ask Olivia.” 


Smiling, Sloane rests her head against the
back of her chair, bringing her a little closer still. “Olivia never really
wanted you to leave.” She reaches her hand out tentatively and wraps her
fingers around mine. “Neither do I, but I would feel awful starting something
with you that can never go any further if you’re wrong about the ban.” 


Rational thought abandons me. “I won’t
feel bad at all,” I say as my palm slips onto her cheek. 


I’m kissing her a second later, but I’m
not prepared for the impact. Her power races through me, awakening mine,
drawing it to the surface to mingle with hers hungrily. It almost
overpowers the intoxicating touch of her lips moving against mine. My other
hand is on her face, now, and hers on mine. It seems impossible to think of
ever letting her go. Any concerns I had about being more than friends vanished
the second she admitted to wanting me. The only thing that stops me from
pulling her into my lap is the sound of laughing. 


Sloane must hear it too, because she pulls
back abruptly, her face scarlet though she’s still smiling and clutching my
shirt. “I…uh, that was…unexpected.” 


Mason busts up laughing. “Hayden kissing
you or the whole power thing sucking you in?” He ducks his head, but keeps
laughing. 


“Dude, you knew about that?” I demand.
“Could you warn a guy?” 


Shaking his head at me, Mason laughs
again. “I never thought you’d actually do it. Sorry.” Olivia smacks him on the
shoulder, but is laughing pretty hard herself. 


“How did you know that would happen?” Sloane
asks in amazement. 


Getting herself under control, Olivia
says, “Uh, we ran into that problem ourselves…more than once.” She laughs again
and looks right at me. “Sorry, I should have thought to warn you since I’m a
little more familiar with how impetuous you can be with stuff like this.” She
bites her lip after the barb, trying and failing to stifle another round of
laughter. 


“You both suck.” I shake my head at them,
but being surprised by our power mixing was hardly a bad thing. Just thinking
about it pulls my attention back to Sloane. Not grabbing her and kissing her
until neither one of us can breathe takes every ounce of self-control I
possess. 


“You were right,” Sloane says quietly. 


“Right about what?” Somehow I’m only a few
inches away from her again. 


“I don’t feel bad either.” 


Grinning, this time I do kiss her. The
rush of power is expected this time, but no less consuming. I was hopeful
before that the ban between Escorts and Aerlings was wrong, but now I’m
convinced. Nothing this incredible could be wrong. Not only is the ban idiotic,
I’m positive now that this is exactly how it should be. How it will be,
if we can only find a way to destroy the Mother and set things right. Just that
one little thing. That’s all. 


 
















 


Chapter 26


Weapon


(Mason)


 


 


 


It’s frustrating not being able to help
Olivia with this. I find myself pacing relentlessly as she and Sloane sit on
the bed, focused on finding the Mother. My original plan of heading back to the
cabin first thing this morning got shut down by practicality. If Olivia’s
search proves successful. We’ll be on the road again anyway. No sense in
wasting time driving back to the cabin before Olivia begins her search. 


The constant hushed discussion going on
between them makes it hard to focus on anything else. Hayden isn’t pacing, but
he hasn’t moved from his spot at the table all morning. The nervous bobbing of
his knee proves we’re in the same boat. Deciding I’ll be less of a distraction
if I sit down, I take a seat next to him. 


“Is this going to work?” Hayden asks
quietly. His eyes are drawn to our packed suitcases sitting by the door. Were
we too optimistic? 


“It’ll work.” Just maybe not as fast as we
were hoping. It’s only been about three hours, but I worry about how long it
will take to track someone who’s had millennia to make sure she can’t be found.



Running his hand through his hair, Hayden
sighs. “Even once we do find the Mother, what then? How do we go after her
without her knowing we’re coming?” 


“We don’t,” I say. “She’ll know we’re
coming, but that’s okay. There’s still a ton we don’t know, but one thing
that’s certain is the Mother’s greed for more power. She’ll recognize what
Olivia has and she’ll want it. She won’t run.” 


Frowning, Hayden looks over at me. “So,
Olivia’s basically bait?” 


“It was her idea,” I say, “and it’s really
the only chance we’ve got. If the Mother takes off, I have no doubt that we’ll
never find her again. Even if Olivia can keep tracking her, we’d never be fast
enough to catch her.” 


We fall back into silence as we wait. I
lose track of how long it’s been since Olivia and Sloane started their search. Half
asleep sometime later, Hayden and I both jump when Olivia says, “That’s as
close as I can get.” 


She and Sloane start moving immediately
while I’m still rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “What happened?” 


“Olivia has a general location, but we
don’t want to risk getting any closer yet.” 


“Why not,” Hayden asks, standing and
stretching. 


“We’re pretty sure the Mother will feel me
tracking her if I get too close, like we could feel it when Sloane was finding
the core of our power,” Olivia explains. 


Hayden shakes his head. “But, I thought we
wanted her to know we’re coming? Bait and all that, so she doesn’t run.” 


“We can’t risk her knowing about us until
we’re close enough that she can recognize Tāwhiri’s power,” Sloane says.
“She may run before that, and then she’ll be on alert for it to happen again.” 


Like everything else, it’s a theory, but
it’s the best we’ve got. “Well, where are we headed?” 


“East,” Olivia says, “still in the western
states, though, I think. It’s still a little hard to tell. I think Evie was
right about her being near us, to watch, I’m sure.” 


“Well, let’s get a move on,” Hayden says
as he starts grabbing luggage. 


Nobody has any problem with that, so we
all start grabbing bags and suitcases and we head out a few minutes later.
Olivia hangs back with me as I check out of the hotel, letting Sloane and
Hayden make their way to the car. We’re done a few minutes later. As we head
for the exit, Olivia slips her hand into mine. “Is this going to work?” 


It’s the same question Hayden asked, but
my answer is different. “It has to.” 


“I’m worried,” Olivia admits. 


“I am too.” On so many levels, it’s getting
difficult to keep track. “She’ll want his power. She’ll come to us when we’re
ready.” 


Olivia leans her head against my shoulder.
“That’s why I’m worried.” 


I understand why, but I still ask. “What
do you mean?” 


“Even though we were both able to access
Tāwhiri’s power last night, even if we couldn’t do much with it yet, it
won’t matter if I can’t figure out how to fix your memories,” Olivia says,
frustration lacing every word. “The Father said you know how to do what the
Mother did to her other children. It’s in there somewhere, but if you can’t
remember, we won’t win this, Mason.” 


“Hey, we’ll figure it out, okay?” I
squeeze her shoulders and drop a kiss on her forehead. “We’ve gotten this far.
We’ll make it through this, too.” 


She doesn’t respond, but she seems buoyed
by my optimism. I’m glad someone is. If I were being completely honest, I’d
have to admit to being pretty freaked out about not having all my memories as
well. Olivia feels responsible for helping me regain the missing pieces of my
childhood. It’s not her job, though. The Father said it was having
Tāwhiri’s power that will let us use his talents. I have his power, too.
Fixing my broken mind is my responsibility, not hers. 


As soon as we’re all settled in the car,
the hunt for the Mother begins. It’s not nearly as exciting as it sounds. The
hunting is mainly done by Sloane and Olivia tracking the Mother while sitting
together in the backseat while Hayden and I occupy the front seats, turning
whichever way Olivia tells us to go. “This may go on for a while,” I say to
Hayden. 


“Hey, at least it’s not a hundred-mile-an-hour
race across the country,” Hayden says with a laugh. “I’m good with slow and
steady at this point. Although, I’m not looking forward to the amount of
homework I’m going to have to catch up on when this is over.” 


I shake my head and laugh. Trust Hayden to
be worried about something like that right now. Attending school as a visible
person really freaked me out, to be perfectly honest, but I’d take it over
having to face the Mother any day. 


Soon, the car settles into a tense
silence, Olivia only interrupting when she needs me to change directions. That doesn’t
happen very often, since the Mother seems to be staying fairly close to
wherever she calls home. So, we just drive. My mind soon becomes occupied with
watching the other cars on the road with us. 


It’s hours later when I pull off the
interstate to refuel that I notice the car that’s been behind us for the last
while pulls off as well, but doesn’t get any gas. Maybe that wouldn’t seem so
odd if they had gotten out to get a snack or use the restroom, but they don’t.
Whoever is driving simply waits in their car until we pull away from the
station. Then they follow. 


As I start to pull out onto the on ramp, I
catch sight of a familiar face and clench my jaw. I can tell Hayden has noticed
something is wrong by the way he sits up and begins looking around slowly. The
girls are still absorbed in tracking the Mother, and I’d prefer to keep it that
way. Glancing at Hayden, I tilt my head to indicate he should look behind us.
He does, turning back around a second later with a scowl. 


“Plan?” 


“There’s a rest area a few miles up
ahead.” 


That’s all I say. Hayden nods. 


Four and a half miles later, I signal to
exit and pull into the deceleration lane. Both the girls look up in confusion
when they realize we’re stopping. Instead of asking what’s wrong, their eyes
dart around the windows as they look for the reason. They find it. Sloane ducks
down in her seat, but Olivia only frowns. 


“He said he would help us.” 


“Yeah, well, creeping along behind us
without making himself known isn’t really a sign of someone you want to trust.”
Pulling into a parking space, I shove the gear shift into park and get out to
face the man that has haunted me my entire life. Hands pulled into fists, I
stand my ground as Tū exits his own car. I’m vaguely surprised to realize
he’s alone. 


Stepping away from the car and closer to
him, I say, “Surprising that you even need a car after the stunt you pulled at
the hotel yesterday.” 


Tū smirks. “What can I say, becoming
truly invisible is a talent of mine. I’m not Superman, however. Flying is a bit
beyond me. Plus, I try to be as inconspicuous as possible. Keeps you alive
longer.” 


“Why are you following us?” 


Shrugging, Tū says, “You don’t trust
me, I don’t trust you…fair enough, I suppose.” 


“Not trusting you has nothing to do with
needing your help. Plus, you can find us wherever we go.” 


“I can find you, yes,” Tū says, the
hint of a bite to his voice, “but as I said, I can’t fly, nor can I teleport.
If you children don’t notify me in time, and the Mother finds you before
I can, all of this will have been for nothing. You cannot win against her
without me.” 


He’s certainly right, but I have some
serious doubts about that being his only motivation for helping us. “And what
happens after that?” I ask. “After the Mother is gone and the barrier has
fallen. What then, Tū? Do you really expect to just go home? I don’t think
you’ll find the welcome you’re hoping for, even if the Aerlings all know the
truth about the war. The only truth they’re going to care about is the sons and
daughters you’ve murdered. That, they will never forget or forgive. You know it,
so you must have another plan.” 


Moving stiffly, full of anger at being
questioned, Tū stalks toward me. “My plans are my own and have nothing to
do with you or this mission.” The second I am within his reach, he grabs my
shirt and yanks me up onto my toes. “Concern yourself with surviving the battle
against the Mother. After is not your concern.” He tosses me away from
him in disgust. 


“You want to rule, don’t you,” I snarl.
“You think you’ll be able to go back home with your Sentinels and take control
in the aftermath. You’re insane.” 


My words ignite his fury and he tosses me
to the ground. I’m back up a second later, holding one hand out to keep
everyone else away. This is between me and him. “They’ll never follow you. You
go home, and maybe they won’t be able to kill you, but they’ll make you
suffer.” 


“They’ll never have enough power to oppose
me!” Tū shouts. 


“A world full of angry Aerlings? I
wouldn’t be so sure.” 


“It won’t matter,” Tū growls.
“They’ll understand when I arrive. I did what I had to do to save them. All
Tāwhiri ever did was hide and drain their world. I can fix all of this. I
can restore the Aerlings to their glory and purpose. We’ve fallen so far, so
far from what we were meant to be. I have to set it right!” 


“They’ll never understand you murdering
their children,” I snap. 


The accusation breaks him. I barely have
time to respond before he launches himself at me. I reach for my power in
desperation, but his hits me first. Flying backward, I scramble to save myself.
Throwing air behind me, I halt my flight in a painful stop. Trying to catch my
breath is impossible as Tū is suddenly on top of me, slamming me down into
the gravel. 


His hand presses down on my chest,
squeezing my lungs, and suddenly I am five years old again. The broken memory
of that day assaults me, not giving me what I need, but fueling my horror. I
reach out in panic, my hand pressing to his face as I try to fight off his body
and power alike. He shoves his energy at me, furious and intent on subduing me,
but I rebel against it as I did that day when my five-year-old self lashed out
in terror. 


Power bursts out of me, but gets thrown
back in my face in an instant. It’s such a shock, I react on impulse, pulling
it back into me, hoarding it, protecting it. It’s all I can do, so I keep
pulling as desperation sets in. The sudden scream that tears out of Tū
would have sent me to the ground if I wasn’t already there. The others are all
cringing on the ground, hands over their ears as he pulls back from me howling.
The moment lasts only a second before I’m scrambling back up to my feet to see
Tū running back to his car, one hand pressed against his face. 


“What the hell just happened?” Hayden
demands as Tū’s car goes tearing out of the parking lot. 


Olivia and Sloane rush over to us a moment
later, Sloane’s wide eyes are terrified and excited at the same time. “His
scar! You changed it, Mason. Before he hid it from you, it was worse. A lot
worse. Whatever you did, it affected him!” 


“What did you do?” Olivia and Hayden
demand at once.


I’m not sure, so I only shrug. I was just
trying to protect my power from him, pull it back to me to save myself against
another attack. Before I can even think of how to respond, Sloane’s hands are
pressed on either side of my face. I start to ask her what she’s doing, but her
power slamming into my body shuts me up. It only takes her a second before
she’s pulling away, leaving me gasping with my hands on my knees. 


“I felt it before,” Sloane says excitedly,
“but I had no idea what it was. Just this one little piece, this fragment of
power. It seemed out of place, foreign, but it was just that little bit. But
now there’s more!” 


Her eyes dart around the circle, expecting
us to all jump up and join in her excitement, but not a single one of us has a
clue what she’s talking about. Realizing this, she says, “It’s Tū’s power,
Mason! The tiny bit that’s always been there must be from when you met him as a
kid. Now there’s more. You stole more of his power. It’s inside you right now!”



“What?” I ask in amazement. Is that where
his scar came from? I knew I had caused it, but not how. Had I really stolen a
piece of his power when I was a child? 


“It would explain why he knew you were
still alive,” Olivia says slowly, “and why he was able to find you again. It’s
his power. Just a small amount, but eventually he was able to track it down.” 


Shaking my head, I say, “But I’m not sure
how I did it. I was just trying to protect myself.” 


“Well,” Olivia says as she wraps her hand
around mine, “you’ll just have to keep protecting yourself. It’s the only real
weapon we’ve got.” 


“And we’re gonna need it,” Hayden says. 


Sloane nods slowly. “Against more than
just the Mother.” 


Those words hit me hard. It’s not just the
Mother we’re fighting. It’s all of them. Every remaining Aerling god will have
to be dealt with, one way or another. If not, we’ll end up right back where we
started and all of this will be for nothing. 


 
















 


Chapter 27


Seemingly Simple


(Hayden)


 


 


 


The dust has barely settled from Tū’s
hasty exit before I say, “We need the Father.” 


“Now?” Mason questions. “Already? We
aren’t even sure where the Mother is.” 


Shaking my head, I point at Mason. “Going
to the Aerling world is a three day trip. By the time we get back, you’ll know
where she is and you’ll be ready for us. I should have suggested this before we
left, but I wasn’t sure how long the search would take. We can’t wait any
longer.” 


“Because of Tū?” Olivia questions.
“He can’t move on to his delusions of grandeur until we beat the Mother.
Tū will just have to wait to be dealt with until then.” 


Scrubbing my hands through my hair, I try
not to let my weariness get the better of me. “The second the Mother is gone,
Tū will make a run for the Aerling world. We have to be ready to take him
out right away.” 


“There’s more to it than that,” Sloane
says slowly. “All of this power—what we plan to take from the Mother and Father
and what will be released when the barrier falls—we’re kidding ourselves if we
think Tū won’t want it.” 


Mason’s head drops. “You’re talking about
taking him out after the Mother is dealt with.” 


He looks up, and both Sloane and I nod. 


“We made a deal with him,” Mason says.
It’s difficult to interpret the emotion making his words harsh. I can’t tell if
he’s put off by breaking our deal, or just pissed off after realizing Tū’s
intentions. 


“The deal only went as far as beating the
Mother.” Olivia’s voice is sharp, and I don’t have to guess the reason for it.
“We made no promises about after, and neither did he.” 


Mason’s eyes lock with mine, and I can see
the indecision in them. This lunatic has been killing innocent Aerling children
for centuries. He killed Mason’s Caretakers, attacked Olivia, nearly killed me,
and put everyone we care about in danger. I know this. Mason knows this. Even
still, I’m not surprised at the fact that he’s hesitant to kill. I suspect that
if there was another way to deal with the Mother and Father, he would insist on
making the effort. 


“Controlling Tū after the Mother is
gone will be impossible. Not only does he have his own army, we have no way of
stopping him from escaping to the Aerling world other than stripping him of his
power. Even making an attempt would take every spec of power you and Olivia
will have absorbed,” I say. “You’ll also be exhausted, possibly injured. He’ll
be prepared for something like that, too. We won’t win against him.” 


No one has any arguments left. I know how
to get back to the Aerling world now, but not how to release the Father and get
him back here without losing control. I can’t ask Olivia to go back with me
again. Not only do I not want to put her in danger, it’s just not possible. She
needs to be with Mason in case the Mother realizes she’s tracking her and
decides to come collect her son’s power. 


I breathe a sigh of relief when Sloane’s
hand slips into mine. “You won’t be alone.” 


Squeezing her hand, I smile before my
attention turns back to Olivia. She may be staying here, but I still need her
help. As if she knows exactly what’s going through my mind right now, she wraps
up what she was saying to Mason and heads directly for me. 


“Okay, so you’re going to need to do a few
things before you can release the Father and bring him back here. Sloane, I
assume you’re going with Hayden?” Olivia says, her eyes darting over to the
girl she once despised so much. There’s trust in her expression now instead of
jealousy and suspicion. When Sloane nods, Olivia continues. “Before I left the
room where the Father was being held, I was able to absorb most of
Tāwhiri’s power. I barely even had to do anything. I think Tāwhiri
knew one of us would come back for the Father eventually and set it all up. As
soon as I reached out for it, it came to me easily.” 


“But you didn’t take all of it, right?” Sloane
asks. “What about the rest?” 


Nodding, Olivia crosses her arms tightly
around her body. She looks worried, which puts me on edge. “The part that I
didn’t take, it’s because I couldn’t. Not yet,” Olivia says. “When all the other
power was coming to me, that last stubborn bit refused to move. I reached out
for it and tried to pull it, but as soon as I did, I felt how dangerous it
would be. It’s the last thing holding the Father in the Aerling world.” 


“What does that mean?” I ask. “I thought
it took all of what Tāwhiri had left of his power to capture him.” 


Olivia’s head bobs quickly. “Yes, but it’s
like roping a calf. It takes the whole length of rope, spinning and throwing,
to catch it, but then you only need a small section of it to actually hold it.
The rest of the power that was in the room, it was preventing anyone without
Tāwhiri’s power from entering or modifying the restraints.” 


That last part is pretty important, and
possibly a deal breaker for this plan. “If Tāwhiri’s power is the only
thing that can free the Father, how am I supposed to get him here?” I ask. 


Biting her bottom lip, Olivia glances back
at Mason who’s just a few feet away, doing something with his power that I
can’t immediately identify. When Olivia turns back, she looks more resolved
than scared. “Hayden, I have to give you some of Tāwhiri’s power.” 


“What?” Sloane asks. “You can do that?” 


A brief flash of uncertainty lights
Olivia’s features before vanishing. “Yes. I think so. I’m pretty sure.” 


Remembering what it felt like when Levi
died, how easy it was to let go of the power I wasn’t even fully aware of and
shove at it him in an effort to save his life used to be such a painful memory.
Every time I thought of that moment, I felt the sting of failure and loss all
over again. Sloane’s acceptance of my actions that day did a lot to heal the
wounds I feared I’d have forever, but traveling to the Aerling world with
Olivia taught me even more about that experience. 


Even though she had explained to me how
she ended up taking Mason to the Aerling world in that frantic last second
while the Sentinels were trying to capture us, I didn’t fully understand until
she walked me through leaving this world and going to the Aerling home. We
weren’t taking any Aerlings back with us, but it still required giving up
power, releasing it to benefit those we were chosen to protect. Giving up power
to protect, that’s what Escorts were made for. 


Reaching forward, I grip Olivia’s
shoulder. “You can do this.” 


Her answering sigh says she appreciates
the confidence, but she still looks nervous as she takes my hands in hers. I
don’t really know what to expect, or how long this might take, so I just hold
still and put my trust in Olivia like I have so many times before. 


Nothing happens for the longest time. I
can feel Sloane next to me even though my eyes are closed, and at some point I
hear Mason come over to the group as well. No one says a word and everything
remains still, like we’re somehow outside the normal world. I don’t know how
long we’ve all been standing here before my fingertips start to warm. Not sure
if it has anything to do with Olivia, I keep my mouth shut until the heat
begins spreading up my forearms. 


“Is that you?” I finally ask. 


“Shh,” Olivia whispers. 


Must be her. Fully intending to keep quiet
after that, I’m caught off guard when the heat suddenly rushes up my arms and
slams into my chest. I stumble back, shocked by the impact and breathing hard. 


“Sorry!” Olivia says as she rushes over to
me. She grabs me by the shoulders and helps me stand up straight. The feeling
is already fading, but I’m still a little weirded out by it. Olivia frowns
apologetically. “Tāwhiri made that seem way easier than it was. I didn’t
mean to attack you with his power. Are you okay?” 


“I’m fine,” I reassure her. “Just felt
pretty strange.” 


“On my end, too.” Olivia laughs. Running
her hand through her hair, she blows out a long breath. “Okay, so now I need to
explain how to manipulate Tāwhiri’s power. It’s a little trickier.” 


Stepping forward, Sloane takes my hand
again. Concern lines her features. “Hayden has almost no training as an Escort.
No offense, but this will be incredibly dangerous if he doesn’t know what he’s
doing.” 


“I know, but I won’t send him up there
without everything he needs. What’s left of Tāwhiri’s power is bound to a
specific purpose, but more strongly than what was left loose to monitor and
block the entrance. It won’t be as easy to manipulate, and you’ll need to have
a lot of preparations in place before you make a move. If you’re not ready for
it, the Father will overpower you and escape.” 


“What sort of preparations?” I ask. 


I’m not sure if it’s just everything we’ve
been through the last few days, or what Olivia just did, but she suddenly looks
tired. Gesturing for us to follow, she heads for a cement picnic table and
drops onto one of the benches. “You already know about the squad of Aerling
soldiers we left guarding the Father. They’ll help contain him as you’re changing
the way the power works. Before that, though, you and Sloane both need to be
ready to rebind him.” 


“Like what Mason did to Robin?” Sloane
questions. 


“Robin is a Caretaker, barely more than a
human,” Mason says. “Containing the Father will take more than that. Sloane,
you’re going to have to be ready to place air bonds around him like I’ve done
with Robin, but you also have to be ready to combat any power he throws at
you.” 


Sloane’s eyes are huge as she stares at
Mason. “How do I do that?” 


Mason and Olivia glance at each other,
both of them grinning. It’s Mason who turns back to Sloane with an answer. His
eyes are gleaming as he says, “Time for a crash course in creating a shield.” 


He motions for Sloane to follow him, and
they both walk away from the car and any structures. I have no clue what
they’re doing, but I’m sure it will be interesting. I don’t get a chance to
watch when Olivia recaptures my attention. 


“Sloane won’t be able to do this on her
own. She’s not strong enough,” Olivia says seriously. “She’ll need your help.
You’re going to have to share power with her so she has enough to combat him if
he decides to fight back.” 


“If?” I can’t imagine why he wouldn’t
strike at us. 


Instead of answering, Olivia simply shrugs
one shoulder lazily. “You just need to be prepared for whatever he might do.
You and Sloane will be okay sharing power, right?” 


I know I will be. Not sharing power
with her is what’s difficult when we’re together. Every time she takes my hand,
I want to feel the rush she gives me. It’s not just the feel of her power,
either. Last night when we were practicing sharing power, I realized giving
part of myself to her was just as intoxicating. Something about combining our
power is right on such a basic level that I crave it. It’s like there’s
something more to it that I can’t pinpoint, but is important. 


“We’ll be fine,” I say. “I just need to
know how to manipulate Tāwhiri’s power so I can get the Father back to
Earth.” 


Olivia accepts my assessment without
question. I wonder if she feels the same thing I do when she combines her power
with Mason’s. There’s more hidden in that seemingly simple act, but neither of
us really have time to think about it right now. Pushing it aside for later, I
focus on what Olivia needs to tell me. By the time we finish, Mason and Sloane
are wrapping up their crash course as well. 


A few minutes later we’re all gathered
next to the car when Sloane asks, “All this power, once we take it from them…”
Her eyes dart between everyone in the group. “…what do we do with it after
that?” 


Mason shrugs. “I have no idea.” He looks
over at Olivia, but she doesn’t have the answer, either. 


None of us do, but that’s not exactly a
new thing, right? Shaking my head, I say, “We’ll figure it out when we get
there, I guess.” 


That’s the best any of us have for now. 


 
















 


Chapter 28


Weight of Two Worlds


(Mason)


 


 


 


“This is so much harder without Sloane,”
Olivia complains. 


I’m tempted to laugh at that statement.
I’d almost think Olivia missed Sloane the way she said it. “Take a break from
searching,” I tell Olivia. “You’ve been at it for hours and the Mother isn’t
going anywhere. Just relax for a while. We don’t want to get too close, yet,
anyway. Not until Sloane and Hayden get back.” 


Thankfully, Olivia takes my advice and
tucks her power away. She leans her head on my shoulder and closes her eyes a
few seconds later. I know she’s not asleep, but I let her rest and keep my
concerns and worries to myself for now. There are too many to voice anyway. 


The road stretches on for a long time,
blending together into an endless tableau of sand, scrub brush, and bluffs. I’m
not even sure where we are right now. Nevada maybe? No, I think we crossed out
of Nevada a few hours ago. I suppose that would put us in Arizona. We’re south
of where we need to be, but we can’t get too close. Olivia was worried about
staying in one place too long, as well, just in case the Mother gets wind of our
search and decides to find us. 


Although, the Mother may not be limited
like that in the first place. Tū claimed he couldn’t fly as his reason for
following us. If he can’t fly, he can certainly do something else that lets him
travel quickly. Olivia hasn’t yet questioned how Tū was able to transport
her to the valley he and Tane created for the Mother, but I suspect that’s only
because she has a million other things to worry about right now. I do to, but
it’s been bothering me for a while now. 


I know it wasn’t just an illusion. Olivia
was gone. We searched the shelter for her. No one saw her the entire time we
were out in the city searching, either. She simply reappeared exactly where she
had been taken. How did he manage that? Is the Mother capable of the same
thing, or is that some sort of ability Tū possesses? We really have no way
of knowing, but if Tū’s ability to transport himself between places
extends to the Aerling world once the barrier is gone, we’ll have no hope of
keeping him here. 


Tū escaping won’t mean the end to our
fight. I’ll follow him back to the Aerling world, but I want to avoid exposing
the remaining Aerlings to a showdown like that at all costs. The Earth is in
danger of being destroyed if the Mother wins, but the Aerling world is already
on the precipice of dying. I fear a battle between Tū and I will bring it
to its knees. 


The first war between the Aerling gods
almost destroyed them. A second one…. My thoughts trail off as I consider that
concept. The first war was truly a war between gods. This war? I’m not a god
like the Caretakers thought I was. I was meant to protect the Aerlings and the
world we came from, but what will I be by the end of this battle? If everything
works the way it’s supposed to, I’ll be holding not only part of Tāwhiri’s
power, but the Mother’s and Father’s power as well…and possibly Tū’s. 


Is it even possible for one Aerling to
contain that much power? What will that do to me if I wasn’t meant to hold so
much? What will it do to Olivia? 


“What’s bothering you right now?” Olivia
asks. Her voice is soft, not at all sleepy as it should be. We’re both
exhausted, but sleeping with so much weighing on your mind isn’t easy. 


Sighing, I kiss her forehead before
turning back to face the road. “There’s too much power involved in all of this.
Too much for one person, or even two people, to hold at once.” 


“I’ve been thinking about what Sloane
said, too,” Olivia admits. No doubt it’s part of why she’s still awake. “We
can’t keep everything we take. It’s not right, and I think it will hurt us to
try and contain that much power.” 


“What makes you say that?” I ask. 


Olivia shrugs then curls her hands around
the arm she’s resting against. “I don’t know. Logic, I guess. Instinct? That’s
just too much power, and the Aerlings are already running out. They need all
the power back they can get.” 


“What’s trapped here should make its way
home once the barrier fails completely,” I say, even though I know it’s not
really a defense. I don’t even want to keep the power. I just worry I won’t be
able to do anything with it in the end. What happens if I’m stuck with it? What
responsibility will that require? And for how long? 


That’s the thought that really kicks me in
the shins. The Mother and Father, even Tū and Tāwhiri, they’ve been
around for millennia. Since the beginning of both our worlds. If I take their
power…what made them live so long? Was it the power, or was it their makeup? If
I survive this, will I be stuck ruling over the other Aerlings for eternity?
What if the same thing doesn’t happen to Olivia? Sloane said she became less
human when she crossed into the Aerling world, but what if it’s not enough?
Will I be forced to live on as I am now while she ages and slips away from me?
No amount of power would be worth such a cruel existence. 


“Talk to me,” Olivia says. 


I balk at sharing my thoughts. I don’t
want to put any more fears or pressure on her than she already feels. Falling
back on our earlier conversation, I say, “I think we need to give the power
back when this is over.” 


“How?” 


Glancing down at her, I see her trusting
expression and panic sets in. “I don’t know. Can’t we just do what you did with
Hayden? You said giving up power is easy. Easier than trying to take it,
anyway.” 


Olivia frowns and sits up. Her hand slides
down my arm to take mine, but she’s focused on her response. “Giving power to
someone else is easy, for an Escort, once you understand why
you’re doing it. If I need to protect you or the other Aerlings, letting go of
my power is simple, but I’m giving it to someone. Just letting it go…I’m not
sure how to do that. I have to have a reason for giving it up and a person to
give it to. I’m not sure how an Aerling gives up power, either. That’s not what
they’re made for.” 


“I guess we could just have sex,” I tease.



Chuckling, Olivia says, “As appealing as
that definitely sounds, it wouldn’t solve our problem. Sloane said that power
given up like that is lost to the Aerlings.” 


“But maybe that was only because of the
barrier. Aerlings obviously weren’t having sex with humans in the Aerling
world. It could only happen here, where the power would get trapped on this
side of the barrier.” 


I don’t think Olivia had considered that
before. Her mouth pulls down in a frown as she thinks. “Maybe that’s true,” she
says quietly, “but it wouldn’t just take away the extra power, Mason. It would
take away everything. You wouldn’t be an Aerling anymore.” 


Wrapping my arm around her shoulders, I
pull her closer. “I’m not so sure that would be a bad thing.” 


Olivia’s frown deepens. She seems upset by
what I’ve said, but whatever is going through her mind, she clearly keeps it to
herself when she says, “There will be other effects from taking away the
Aerling gods’ power.” 


Willing to let her change the topic for
now, I stow the previous problems for the time being, and address this new
concern. “What sort of effects?” 


“If we take their power, what happens to
the things they’ve created from their power?” Olivia looks up at me, deep worry
filling her eyes. “The Father helped make some of the Aerlings. The Mother made
the Caretakers. Tū made the Sentinels. What happens to all of them when
take away their creators’ power?” 


After a moment of panic for the Parkers,
my heart rate climbs back down to normal. “The Caretakers will be fine,” I say
in relief. “The Mother wouldn’t use any of her own power, remember? She stole
the Earth’s power to make them. They’re linked to this world, not to the
Mother.” 


“What about the Aerlings and Sentinels?”
I’m sure the fear she’s still holding is more for the Aerlings than the
Sentinels, but even that is a lot to contend with. 


It takes me a while to think through this
problem and offer up an answer. “Regular Aerlings, the ones the Father and
Tāwhiri created, they aren’t like their creators, right? They don’t live
forever like the gods seem to.” 


I guess we never really asked Cedrick for
specifics on Aerling life spans, but Olivia is nodding, a hopeful expression on
her face. “You’re right. Sloane was telling me about her family the other day.
Her dad died shortly after she made it back to the Aerling world. There aren’t
any diseases or violence in the Aerling world. Death only comes from old age.
It didn’t sound like it was an abnormal amount of years, either.” 


Olivia’s free hand runs through her hair
as she processes this new insight. “Whatever Aerlings the Father helped create,
they’re long gone, right? They have to be.” 


“That’s what I would think. The power he
used has either reverted back to him or been absorbed back into the world.” I
feel like I’m carrying a slightly heavier load as we both agree that the
Aerlings shouldn’t be affected by the Father’s loss of power. 


“That only leaves the Sentinels,” Olivia
says. The scorn in her voice hints that she doesn’t feel any overwhelming
concern for their fates, but it’s something to consider all the same. 


Personally, I wouldn’t be heartbroken to
see the last of them, but it’s difficult to know if they are truly evil, or
simply under Tū’s spell. “I don’t know what will happen to them,” I admit.
“Tū said they barely contain any of his power, but he also made it clear
that they’re connected enough that any power they absorb from murdered Aerlings
flows right to him.” 


“Well,” Olivia says, “whatever happens to
them happens. As long as the Caretakers and Aerlings are safe, that’s our
biggest concern.” 


For a few miles, we both watch the road
fly by. My eyes start to drift closed soon after that. Worry that I’ll fall
asleep makes me pull off the road at the first motel I see. It looks vaguely
like something Norman Bates might own, but we just need somewhere to take a
break before I get us both killed. I have no delusions of hiding from Tū
after what happened today, but I feel confident that he’ll keep his distance
for now. 


I didn’t see his scar change, but I felt
his pain when I caused it. That two-second reminder of what I can do if I can
just unlock my memories should be enough to give us a peaceful night’s rest. I
know I need to figure out what I did and how to do it again, but after I pay
for our room and pull around to the second row of squat little rooms, all I
want to do is curl up with Olivia and forget everything. 


We’re lying in bed half an hour later
before Olivia brings up our discussion again. “Taking someone’s power is
dangerous,” she says. Her quiet voice is barely above a whisper, but I have no
trouble hearing it. 


“I know.” I only have fragmented memories
of the first time I took Tū’s power, a panicked and desperate attempt to
save myself, to back that opinion, but I know it’s true. 


“I don’t…” Curled up against my side, I
can feel Olivia swallow her words. 


Kissing her cheek lightly before pulling
her in even more, I ask, “You don’t what?” 


Olivia sighs, her fingers tightening
around my t-shirt. “I don’t think you can just let your power go if you
want to give it up. I think, you’ll have to take it out by force…like you did
with Tū.” 


“If that’s true...” 


Olivia looks up at me with tearful eyes.
“Mason, tearing out a being’s power either kills them or leaves them completely
destroyed. If you have to…I mean, if we have to, it could kill us.” 


All of my earlier thoughts come rushing
back in. A never-ending life where I watch Olivia age and die, it sounds so
horrible. Killing her while trying to strip away the excess power is infinitely
worse. An ache starts deep in my soul just thinking about it. I would take an
eternity without her after having had a long life together over being the
reason for her death any day. 


I can’t let her take in any of the power
we plan to steal. I won’t let her die. I can’t. I will let myself burn up from
holding too much power before I let something like that happen to her. I was
born to protect the Aerlings, but a purpose born of blood can never trump my
desire to see Olivia safe and happy.  


Pulling Olivia so her back is pressed
against my chest, I hold her as tightly as I can without hurting her. “The
power belongs to the Aerlings, not us. We’ll find a way to give it back,” I
promise. 


“Yeah, but…” 


Cutting her off with a kiss meant to
distract, I whisper against her lips, “I won’t let anything hurt you.” 


“It may not be up to you, Mason.” She
brushes her palm along the length of my cheek, back into my hair where her
fingers tangle themselves. “Do you remember that time you called from the
Parker’s house and we talked about what it is to be family, what you sometimes
have to sacrifice for them?” 


My throat constricts and I start shaking
my head before she can say another word. “I won’t do it, Ollie. I won’t.” 


“They’re your family every bit as much as
I am,” she soothes. “Family means sacrifice.” 


“Not you. I won’t sacrifice you.” 


“You said…” Olivia’s lips press together
to keep them from trembling. “You said I’m what you love most.” 


“You are,” I say, my voice pleading,
begging her to stop, to not ask me to do this. 


Olivia’s chin is trembling as she says,
“I’m not an Aerling, Mason. I can’t hold the amount of power you can. I wasn’t
meant to. Giving it up afterward, it might not be something I can survive, not
if taking the small amount you did from Tū scarred him like it did.” 


“It doesn’t matter. I can hold it all
myself if I have to. I won’t put any of it on you.” I try to promise her, but
she shakes her head because we both know I will most likely have precious
little to no control over what happens when I start trying to pull power away
from the Aerling gods. 


Reaching up, Olivia kisses my mouth hard.
When she pulls back, her salty tears slip over my lips. Her mouth hovering over
mine, Olivia whispers, “Family means sacrifice, and sometimes the cost is what
you love most. If that means me, you still have to do it, Mason. You have to
promise.” 


“I can’t.” My chest heaves at the thought
of losing her. “I can’t do it, Ollie.” 


She kisses me again, this time more
softly. “Yes you can.” Another kiss. “I know you won’t let two worlds die just
to save me.” Another kiss, this one more softly still. “You know it, too.” She
kisses me slowly once more before saying, “Promise me.” 


“No,” I say in defiance, but Olivia
remains quiet. She doesn’t argue because she knows me better than anyone in
either world. I love her more than I could ever explain to anyone who hasn’t
experienced what we have. I would give up anything for her. She is my heart, my
soul…but we both know I could never condemn both our worlds to destruction. 


She is my family, what I love most in this
world or the one I was born to, but if I have no other choice, I will sacrifice
both our lives to save what no one else can. She knows this as surely as I do,
so she doesn’t argue. She pulls my arms more tightly around her body, her
fingers twisting together with mine as we hold each other and try not to
suffocate under the weight of two worlds. 


 
















 


Chapter 29


Consumed


(Hayden)


 


 


 


I reach out for Sloane as soon as we land,
but she’s actually faring better than I am. Aerlings. They cheat at this whole
traveling between worlds business. Sloane doesn’t comment on the fact that I
need a little longer than she does to acclimate. By the time I’m standing up
straight and breathing normally again, she’s at my side, slipping her hand into
mine. 


Not that I don’t appreciate having skin to
skin contact with her, but I pull out of her grip with reluctance. When she
looks at me questioningly, I say, “I think they’re wrong about the whole ban
thing, but we don’t have time to explain all of that or deal with any problems
someone might have with us being together.” 


One corner of Sloane’s mouth quirks up.
“Together?” There’s a happy gleam in her eyes despite the reason for us being
here. It’s infectious. 


Grabbing her hand again, I pull her the
short step it takes to get her into my arms. She’s caught off guard when I lose
myself in kissing her for a few heart-stopping seconds before pulling back. Her
eyes are wide with surprise as she stares at me. I chuckle at her delight.
“What? You think I go around kissing every girl I meet like that?” I tease.
“Together, yes, but there’s no time for dealing with any prejudices right now.
It’s got nothing to do with you.” 


“Good to know,” Sloane says with a
decidedly shaky voice. 


Giving her one more quick kiss, I’m
grinning as I shove her away from me playfully. She attempts to contain her own
smile, but fails pretty miserably, which I don’t really mind. It’s tempting to
grab her again, but the buzz of Aerlings going about their business outside the
grove of trees catches my attention and reminds me of why we’re here. That’s
enough to sober us both up pretty fast. 


“Where do we…” Sloane’s question gets cut
off by the harried arrival of the exact person we need. 


“You’re back!” Cedrick exclaims. “Is it
time then? Have you come for the Father?” 


That was fast. “How’d you know we got here
so fast?” 


“I’ve been watching the grove since you
and Olivia left.” His eyes dart between Sloane and I, his lips pursing as he
considers us. That makes me squirm just a little. He clearly saw us kissing.
Instead of berating us, though, he shakes his head. “I don’t have time to deal
with you two. We’ll have to sort it out later. The Father takes precedence.” 


I completely agree…for more than one
reason. Cedrick reminds me a lot of my dad and I’ve never enjoyed having to
face my dad after doing something he didn’t agree with. Putting all of that
aside, I say, “Lead the way. Olivia told me what we need to do.” 


We develop of trailing crowd of Aerlings
as Cedrick leads us through the courtyards and hallways that will take us to
where the Father has been trapped for so many years I can’t even begin to
comprehend. It strikes me again what an awful existence that would be. I don’t
necessarily pity the Father after everything he’s done, but I certainly
wouldn’t wish this fate on anyone. 


By the time Cedrick stops in front of the
same door he led Olivia and me to the last time we were here, the hallway
behind us is flooded with Aerlings. It’s only when Cedrick turns to face us
that he seems to notice them. Frustration and weariness overwhelm him in that
second and he shouts, “Get back to your duties! We’re preparing for a possible
invasion. This isn’t a circus act!” 


His sharp words startle more than one
Aerling, but they all start shuffling back down the hall. Well, I see a few of
them dart down hallways only to peek their heads back out a second later. The
majority of them are heading back to whatever they were doing before we
arrived. 


I felt sorry for Cedrick being stuck with
the job of explaining all the lies Tāwhiri told to the Aerlings before,
but now I realize I should have pitied him for having to face the truth while
getting ready for a war they are sadly unprepared for. Even with centuries of
knowing this day would come, they aren’t powerful enough to win and no amount
of training or preparation will change that. 


“What do you need from me?” Cedrick asks,
his question bringing me back to the present. “I still have a team inside
guarding the Father, but there haven’t been any problems so far. Whatever power
Olivia left is continuing to hold him.” 


Focusing on my mission, I say, “How many
of your people in there know how to shield themselves?” 


“Some are stronger than others,” Cedrick
admits, “but they can all put up a shield.” 


Well, that’s a relief. Mason wasn’t sure
how many other Aerlings could create shields. “Once Sloane and I go in…” 


“Wait,” Cedrick interrupts, “Sloane’s not
going in there. She’s not trained for this. I can’t risk her life.” 


Sloane’s mouth pops open to defend
herself, but I step in front of her and square up with Cedrick. At eye level
with each other, I pull out a commanding stance I rarely ever use. “Sloane will
be coming with me. Before you think this has something to do with what you
saw, just know you’re wrong. Escorts can be transferred, correct?” 


“Yes,” Cedrick says slowly. It takes him a
moment to put two and two together. His eyes snap over to Sloane before coming
back to me. “You’re her Escort now?” His eyes squint like he’s warding off a
headache. Finally he shakes his head. “I should have considered it before.
Transfer along bloodlines doesn’t happen often, but it should have at least
crossed my mind.” 


If Sloane hadn’t become my Aerling, I’d be
right there with Cedrick demanding she stay out of harm’s way. That’s not
possible, unfortunately. “I need her in there with me if we have any hope of
controlling the Father and transporting him back to Earth.” 


Cedrick presses his fingers to his temples
and begins rubbing them in small circles. “How do you even plan to do all of
this? Olivia said you had to have Tāwhiri’s power to affect the bonds.” 


“Yeah,” I agree, “that’s why she let me
borrow some.” 


The confusion that flashes across
Cedrick’s face is almost laughable. He holds his hands up in defeat. “You know
what? I don’t even want to know at this point. I have too much going on to try
and stitch this mess back together. Just do what you need to and we’ll help
however we can. You have full command of every Aerling in the room once you
enter, including me.” 


Wow, well that’s kind of cool. Not that I
plan on using this conditional and fairly limited power for anything other than
surviving this encounter, but still. I’ve never been in command of anything
before. Siblings don’t count. They don’t listen anyway. 


“All right, well, let’s go then,” I say. 


Sloane steps up next to me and takes my
hand regardless of what Cedrick might think. He looks away and pretends he
didn’t see anything. Pushing open the door that was once impenetrable except by
Tāwhiri himself, Cedrick takes the lead. Sloane and I follow behind.
Olivia explained what she could of this place, but I’m still not prepared for
the strange vastness of the room. There are walls. There has to be walls,
right? I can’t see them, though. It’s like this space exists independently from
everything else around it. I don’t even try to understand what’s going on in
here. 


My whole focus goes squarely to the
squadron of intense looking Aerling soldiers stationed in a circle around the
captive Father. They aren’t wearing armor or holding guns like you might think.
At first glance, they just look like they’re all getting ready to pray or
perform some kind of strange ritual. It’s not until I get closer that I can
pick up the feel of massive amounts of power being used. 


As an Escort, I’m really only tuned into
my own Aerling’s power, but after having been around Mason so much while he
trained, I know what the air feels like when a lot of power is being used. I’m
not sure what they’re doing, exactly. The bonds Olivia left in place are
keeping the Father captive, so the soldiers’ efforts must be preventative, in
case he tries to escape or something. I’m glad for it, but they’re crowded in
so close there’s no room for me to approach the Father. 


“Uh, excuse me,” I say, not really sure
how to address Aerling soldiers while acting as their temporary commander.
“Could everyone please move back from the Father? I need to be able to get
close to him.” 


Not a single one of the soldiers looks to
Cedrick for approval or contradiction. They all take three steps back without
question, still maintaining whatever they’re doing. I nod my thanks and Sloane
and I step into the circle together. As soon as I do, I gasp in shock. If I
thought the soldiers were using a lot of power, I was dead wrong. What they’re
doing doesn’t even come close to comparing to the combination of Tāwhiri’s
powerful bonds and the Father’s own compressed power. 


Olivia warned me that this wouldn’t be
easy, but only now do I truly understand what I’m up against. “I’m really going
to need your help,” I whisper to Sloane. 


Her head bobs slowly. “And maybe then
some.” 


I sure hope not, but we have to make the
attempt either way. Olivia said I could do this. This isn’t the first time I’ve
put almost blind faith in that girl, and I doubt it will be the last. I take in
a deep breath and hold it for a second as Sloane’s power rushes into me. For
once, I’m not immediately drawn in by her. I’m way too freaked out for that
right now. The touch of her power does help me calm down and focus, which is a
really good thing. 


Shutting out everything else, I focus on
Olivia’s instructions. Reaching inward for Tāwhiri’s power is strange. Sloane
helps guide me to it, but using it is all on me. I try to do what Olivia said,
feeling it, but it’s not working. She thought Tāwhiri divided up his power
between her and Mason based on their own personal inclinations, but I don’t
think she’s right. I can’t use Tāwhiri’s power the same way she did. 


Olivia said she had to feel and
understand the reason behind the Father’s captivity before she could even enter
the room. When it came to manipulating Tāwhiri’s power, she again said she
had to make an emotional connection behind her actions before it started to
work. Sure, it worked for her, but her personality and abilities as an Escort
support that. I’m not Olivia, and I can’t approach this exactly like she did. 


Delving deeper into my own abilities and
inner self, one word clues me in. Judge. Olivia was wrong about why she
had to use Tāwhiri’s power differently than she felt Mason would. It’s not
his power, it’s us. I let my focus slip away from Sloane and her power. My full
concentration goes toward extending my power toward the bonds holding the
Father hostage. The strange feel of Tāwhiri’s power is buffeted constantly
by a sharper, more aggravated power beneath it. 


I recognize the second power as the Father’s
immediately. Its texture is abrasive, intent on causing harm. I don’t have to
question his motives or reasons, I know his basest desires are to
consume power and rule over the other Aerlings. He’ll only give so much to
protect them. His needs always come first. That is not something he can hide
from me. 


Understanding him more fully, I go back to
Tāwhiri’s power, to the bonds squeezing the Father nearly to the point of
breaking. Tāwhiri may not have had all the right answers. He may not have
always made the best choices and led the Aerlings down the most correct paths.
This, these bonds, the imprisonment of his own father…this was necessary. It
was needed. He did what had to be done, and I can’t fault him for locking away
this creature who only seeks to devour others.


As this surety settles over me, the bonds
react to my presence. They don’t exactly loosen or soften, but they become more
pliable under my touch. When I assert my will over them, pushing Tāwhiri’s
power into them, cutting the links that bind him to the Aerling world and
instead wrapping what remains more tightly around him, they do as I command.
The Father is another matter altogether. 


Everyone in the bizarre room reacts when
the Father roars. His power blasts against the bonds, throwing me back into one
of the Aerlings behind me. Sloane is ripped out of my grip by the blow, but she
dives for me, reaching out and grabbing hold of me as another assault from the
Father knocks me back down. Smacking my head against whatever the floor is made
out of leaves me reeling for a few seconds. Sloane’s voice begging to know if
I’m okay grounds me to this moment when all my mind wants to do is float away
to something less terrifying. 


“Are the bonds set?” Sloane demands. She’s
practically screaming, and I can’t figure out why until I try to stand and gale
force winds bash into me. 


Back down on the ground, I shake myself
and try to clear my head. “Almost,” I shout back. Hearing that, Sloane helps me
up to my knees. It’s the best either of us can manage. The Aerling soldiers
around us are trying to counteract the winds the Father is somehow managing to
throw at us, but it’s painfully obvious that they’re about as effective as an
umbrella in a hurricane. 


Throwing her arms around my waist, Sloane
presses herself to my back, increasing the contact and the amount of power
she’s sharing with me. The rush of stability and comfort rolls over me like a
blanket. The steadiness of her power and faith in me clears the last of the
haziness left from hitting my head and lets me focus on what I’m doing. 


Wrangling Tāwhiri’s power back under
my control, I don’t have to force it to seek out the bonds around the Father.
It’s as if the power is eager to help, to fix what it couldn’t before. The last
of the bonds holding the Father to the Aerling world, to this weird room, snap
in two and send everything into chaos. 


The Father is incapable of directly
hurting any of us, thanks to the bonds, but they aren’t enough to contain his
power completely. I don’t know if anything will be. The loose power raging
around the room doesn’t have to be directed at us to do damage. One of the
Aerling soldiers is swept up in a gale and tossed out into the mists filling
the room. A second later, another one goes flying. 


Sloane is knocked off her feet, but she
manages to throw up a shield before another Aerling soldier takes us both out.
She’s lost contact with me, her power dropping away in an instant. Not only do
I feel the loss immediately, I panic as the Father’s barrages increase to a
deafening level. He’s getting completely out of control! I don’t know how to
rein him back in. Without Sloane’s help, I know it’s impossible. I’m not strong
enough. Not even close! 


Too afraid to take my eyes off the Father,
I reach behind me and grab hold of Sloane’s arm. Her power seeps into my hand,
but it’s not enough and too slow to have any real effect. My eyes completely
bug when I feel the bonds stretching, straining to keep hold of their prisoner.
I have to do something fast or we’ll lose this battle. 


Scrambling for a way to boost my power and
Tāwhiri’s, I do the first thing I that pops into my head. 


Sloane’s eyes snap open in surprise as my
lips crash against hers. Half my attention is still on the Father, but even
that starts to slip as Sloane forgets what she was doing and responds. Her
shield falls away, but neither one of us notices the increase in the winds. Her
desire to heal and help others reaches out to me. All the scars and aches left
behind from Levi and Olivia and everything we’ve been through draw her in. My
desire to see the truth and show others who they truly are and what strength
they possess consumes Sloane in a single breath. 


In the middle of it all is Tāwhiri’s
power, begging for help. Sloane’s power wraps around mine in the most exquisite
way. It fills in all the places where pieces have been torn away.
Tāwhiri’s power sits patiently in between as mine rolls over Sloane’s to reassure
her. Even though she has lost everyone else she ever cared about and has been
passed over by the other Aerlings as inconsequential because her power is not
as outwardly eye-catching as everyone else’s, she is an amazing person who
deserves happiness and love. 


This is what my power whispers to her as
it passes judgment. As is does, our power swells, soaking up every ounce of
power left in the room. The bonds holding the Father tighten, making him howl
in pain and rage until he has used up the last of his strength and will. When
everything is rung out of him, silence fills the space. 


The vacuum of sounds and activity is
disturbing. I pull away from Sloane even though I’d rather stay there with her
until this is all over, and we both look behind us to where the Father is hunched
over, beaten, broken. I don’t need my power to tell me the fight is over for
good, but it reassures me anyway. I have never seen such an empty expression on
a person’s face as I see on the Father’s in this moment. 


“He has nothing left,” Sloane whispers.
“Tāwhiri was the only person he cared about enough to make small
sacrifices for. He’s gone now, even the prison he created for him is gone, and
with it the last of his son’s power. He’s given up.” 


It’s almost sad. Olivia told me how
captivated she was with him when she first saw him. His strength and beauty are
gone now. I get the feeling that his power is the only thing left to hold this
husk of a god together, and he knows even that won’t be there to sustain him
much longer. He is a god. One of the most powerful beings in this world, but
that is exactly what finally broke him. 


Before we left, Sloane asked what we will
do with the power after Mason and Olivia take it away from those who are
abusing it. I still don’t know the answer to that question, but I know they
can’t keep it. If they do, they’ll end up just like this, consumed by it. 


 
















 


Chapter 30


Destroying Angel


(Olivia)


 


 


 


Snapping my power back to my body, I start
hyperventilating. I can’t control it. Panic wraps its sticky hands around my
throat and squeezes. Fighting against my seatbelt, I try to get my head down,
breath slower, something! The screech of tires and sudden deceleration of the
car only escalates my fear. I can’t even begin to process what’s happening
around me because my vision is starting to go black. 


I think I might have screamed when my
hands are suddenly shoved over my mouth and nose if I could have taken a deep
breath, but a moment later Mason’s voice begins to quell the panic. “Breathe
into your hands, Olivia,” he begs. “You’ve got to calm down and tell me what
the hell just happened.” 


Vaguely, I wonder how he knew to make me
put my hands over my face, but I’m more focused on the fact that it’s working.
Eventually, my breathing slows and my numb and tingly fingers begin to warm
from my breath and the blood finally reaching them again. It takes several
minutes, but I fall back against my seat a while later, thankfully still
conscious. 


“Thanks,” I croak. 


“You nearly scared me to death, Ollie!
What happened?” Mason demands. 


It’s not his tone that nearly sends me
back into panic mode, but remembering what caused the attack in the first
place. “I got too close,” I say as my breathing begins to escalate again. 


Mason jumps in right away and presses both
hands to my face. He pulls me in close, forcing me to focus. “Don’t freak out
again, okay?” He waits until I nod before continuing. “You got too close to
what?” 


“The Mother.” 


That elicits a response. Mason hangs onto
his control better than I did, but the sudden deflating of his body shows his
shock. “Okay. Okay. We knew this would happen eventually.” 


“But Hayden and Sloane aren’t back yet!”
My head starts shaking back and forth, completely out of my control. “We can’t
face her yet. We can’t. I don’t…we aren’t. We just can’t!” 


Mason runs his hands through his hair
slowly. “She may not come right away. We have no idea. She won’t run, though. I
don’t think she’ll run.” 


“Why not?” I ask. “She’ll do anything to
save herself. We already know that.” 


“Anything but lose a chance to gain more
power,” Mason says. Sitting back against his seat, he sighs, deep and heavy.
“She knows what Tū has been doing, what he’s planning. There’s no way
she’ll pass up a chance to take his twin’s power. Imagine what that would do to
Tū’s chance of defeating her.” 


“There would be no chance for him,” I say.



“Exactly,” Mason says with another sigh.
Scrubbing his hands through his hair, he stops halfway through the motion and
pulls it in frustration. “She’s coming. We have to get ready, whether Sloane
and Hayden make it back in time or not.” 


My stomach drops at the thought of facing
the Mother without them here. Not only do we need their moral support and the
added bonus of their power to help contain her in whatever way we can, I have
the feeling that we’re going to need the Father’s power if we have any hope of
defeating her. The combination of the twins’ power and the Aerling-Escort bond
will be more than I can even really wrap my head around, but the Mother has
been sitting here on Earth since almost the beginning of the world, stealing
Aerling children’s power as often as she can, drawing on the Earth’s power when
she couldn’t, and hoarding everything she takes. 


The Father has been locked up in prison
for that same amount of time. There’s no chance that he’s more powerful than
her. Tū and Tāwhiri are less than her as well. She would have made
sure of that. The increases from the blood ties and bonds should be enough, but
we have no hope without everything falling into place at the right time.
Please, Hayden, get back here soon. 


“We need to find a place to prepare,”
Mason says. 


Looking out the window, I wonder where on
earth we are right now. While I was tracking the Mother, I was a little out of
the loop. The huge fields, bare in the cold weather, stretch out on either side
of the road. I’m not completely sure, but I think I recognize it as a stretch
of highway leading to Denver. We’ve been circling the location where I could
feel the Mother hiding since Hayden and Sloane left. I’m not exactly sure where
that spot is, but I’m pretty confident it’s in southern Utah, somewhere. Moab
if I had to take a guess based on my weird GPS and Evie’s research pointing at
red clay dirt being important. I think she’s been hiding out there since Mason
was brought to Earth as an infant. 


The question now is, do we head straight
for her and hope Sloane and Hayden arrive in time, or hole up out here
somewhere and wait for her to show up? After everything Mason said, I’m
convinced she won’t sit around waiting much longer. 


“Look at that group of fields over there,”
I say. “There isn’t a building anywhere in sight.” 


“You want to stop there and wait?” he
asks. 


Shrugging, I make it obvious that I don’t
know what to do. “Having Hayden and Sloane locate us while we’re moving around
was going to be difficult anyway. At least if we’re sitting still Hayden should
be able to bring them back pretty close to us. He’s not a Seeker, but our
connection is strong enough that he should be able to find us. I guess I’d
rather risk being caught like a sitting duck and have to fend the Mother off
for a while than risk Hayden ending up a state away with no way to get to us
when we need him.” 


Mason nods his head as his eyes scope out
the fields I pointed toward. “As long as nobody comes to yell at us for
trespassing, it seems like as good a place as any.” 


Putting the car back into drive, Mason’s
pulls out onto the mostly empty highway. It’s a short drive to the dirt road
sandwiched between two fields. My eyes are scanning every inch of the place as
we pull in, but there’s no one around. Mason goes about halfway down the road
to where a sparse stand of trees offers us a small amount of cover and turns
off the car. 


“Well, I guess we just sit and…” 


The crackle of lightning bursting out of a
clear sky sends us both scrambling back against our seats. I’m about ready to
dive headfirst back into another panic attack just from the lightning. The
flash of light that momentarily blinds us both clears a second before my vision
does, but I almost wish it hadn’t. 


“Mason, Mason, Mason,” I start to babble
as my finger points at a figure through the windshield. 


“Damn it,” Mason swears. His eyes are
glued to her, same as mine. 


That’s all either of us can say or do.
Just like the Father, she is the most beautiful creature I have ever seen. Jet
black waves ripple down her back, tendrils falling over her shoulders so
perfectly you instantly know she must have arranged them there just for effect.
Her face is angelic, even if her catty smile is anything but. 


A good fifteen feet in front of the car,
even through the windshield I can tell her skin is disgustingly perfect. I half
expect her to be wearing a white robe lashed to her trim body by gold cord like
some Greek goddess. Instead, she’s wearing a trendy pair of tight jeans tucked
into suede boots, the ensemble topped off by an elegant Bohemian top that looks
like it cost a fortune. Aside from the clothes, she’s the epitome of beauty. 


All except the evil glint in her eye. 


Shifting her stance, she motions for us to
get out of the car. Mason and I glance at her, but I think we’d both rather get
out on our own than by her forcing us. I have no doubt that she would. Slowly,
we reach for the door handles and push our doors open. The Mother’s eyebrows
quirk up in delight. I feel sick. I feel really, really sick. My hands are
shaking as I shove the door closed and wrap my arms around my body to fend off
the cold and the fear. 


“Such obedient little children,” she
chirps. “How wonderful.” 


Her sugary sweetness is so obviously
false, it makes the urge to puke double and I have to swallow down my disgust
to keep control. Mason’s fingers are twitching. I can feel his power rising
from here. I nearly choke on it when we finally reach each other in front of
the car. Facing the Mother, I’m too scared to pretend at being cool and
collected. I grab Mason’s hand and squeeze it as hard as I can. 


“Aren’t you two just adorable?” The Mother
bunches up her shoulders as a fake smile is plastered across her face. “It
really almost makes me feel bad about having to kill you.” She smiles again and
shakes her head like she’s talking about having to toss out a burnt pan of
cookies. “Just almost, mind you. The fact that you’re holding my oldest son’s
power obviously means you’re in league with him, so, well, I have no other
choice. Can’t have the children revolting, now can we?” 


I’m honestly too weirded out by this freak
to do anything more than stare at her. Seriously, what is her deal? If you’re
going to be a psychotic murderer, at least have the decency not to pretend
you’re something else. This lady talks like she should be working in Santa’s
workshop or a fifties era dress shop. 


Luckily, Mason’s head isn’t shorting out
like mine seems to be. Squaring up to face her, he says, “If anyone has a
choice in this ridiculous mess, it’s you, Mother.” 


“Oh good, you do know who I am,” she says.
Her wicked grin splits her face in two. “I do hate having to explain myself.”
She claps excitedly, like a three-year-old about to get candy. “We can just get
down to business now. Efficient. I like that.” 


I’m sure her desire for efficiency has
more to do with her selfishness than any ounce of sympathy. 


“I don’t think getting rid of us will be quite
as easy as you’re expecting,” Mason says drolly. He’s clearly disgusted with
her performance like I am, but he’s handling this whole situation with way more
calm than I can dredge up. 


The Mother chuckles like he’s just said
the silliest thing she’s ever heard. “Why, my dear boy? Because you have
Tāwhiri’s power? Or is it because you and you little girlfriend are
Aerling and Escort?” 


Mason stiffens at her accurate assessment
of us. I can feel it in the tension of his body next to mine, but the Mother
sees it as well. 


“You poor things,” she says with false
sympathy. “You thought that would be enough?” She shakes her head back and
forth, the slow twitch of her shoulders pretending to feel disappointed for us.
“What a shame you came all the this way…that I came all this way to watch all
of this unfold, just to find myself faced with two children too weak and
incompetent to pose any real threat.” 


“Came from where?” I ask. My voice sounds
like it came from a mouse, but it’s still better than I expected. 


“Pardon?” the Mother asks. 


Gulping down my mounting fear that she
might be right, I say, “Where did you come from?” 


“Oh, well, I’m sure you knew what area
I’ve been calling home for the last several years while I watched you and Mason
grow up. Southern Utah is lovely. The red isn’t quite the same as it is back
home in New Zealand, but it’s always nice to have a change of scenery every few
centuries. You two have been quite amusing as well.” 


“Glad we could provide you with some
entertainment,” Mason growls. 


The Mother bats her eyelashes as she
chortles insincerely. “Oh, Mason, you’ve been splendid to keep an eye on. I was
quite surprised when you survived Tū’s original attack.” She flicks one of
her raven locks over her shoulder. “Of course, Tū and I both felt you
arrive the second you crossed the barrier. It would be impossible for either of
us not to recognize Tāwhiri’s power, even the little spec you had in the
beginning. As usual, Tū took off in a hurry, determined to capture you for
his interesting plans as soon as possible. He always was rather brash. I
prefer to take my time. No point in claiming little pseudo Aerlings before they
reach their full power. It’s just a waste otherwise.” 


Part of me wants to keep her talking in
the hopes that Hayden and Sloane will make it back with the Father, but I’m
pretty sure Mason is going to lose it soon if she doesn’t shut up. I have no
idea what to say to her that will make any difference, so I just say the first
thing that pops into my mind. “This doesn’t have to turn into a fight.” 


Wow, I think I’ve heard that line in about
a dozen movies. Mason gives me a strange look, but the Mother only looks down
her nose at me. All I can do is shrug, I’ve got nothing. “Oh, Olivia, it won’t
be a fight. I can assure you of that. You haven’t the power to make it more
than an inconvenience to me.” 


My knees buckle a second later as a massive
disruption sends a blast of air crashing into me from behind. Mason’s keeps me
from falling, but I stand stock-still, too afraid to turn around. Silently, I’m
begging for it to be Hayden. As badly as he handles the trip between worlds, I
wouldn’t be surprised at a rough landing. My hopes are dashed when a voice
stings the air around us. 


“Mother, how decidedly unlovely to see you
again,” Tū says with fake syrupiness he no doubt learned from her. 


Finally…finally, the Mother looks ruffled.
One perfectly manicured hand goes to her hip. “What are you doing here? You
can’t possibly think you can claim them from me.” 


“Claim them?” Tū scoffs. “I had my
chance to claim them a while ago.” 


“Then why didn’t you?” she demands.
Clearly, she doesn’t like not knowing things. 


Tū saunters around the back of us to
stand just in front of and to the side of Mason’s left shoulder. “Why? Because
I had a much better use for them.” He pauses, meeting her eyes and not
bothering to hide his hatred for her. “As allies.” 


Now the Mother really looks startled.
“No,” she says slowly. “They have Tāwhiri’s power. They’re his puppets.
You would never join your brother after he abandoned you during the war.” 


“Never say never, Mother,” Tū chides.
The playful tone of his voice is laced with acid. “Everyone has their limits,
and I reached mine a long time ago.” 


She surprises me by taking a step back.
Her fear gives me a little shot of hope. Maybe this will be enough? That hope
dies a quick death when I realize her backpedaling was only an effort to
solidify her stance. She’s not running. She’s getting ready to fight. No, no,
no, no…we’re not ready yet. We need the Father, and Hayden and Sloane. We need
very spec of power we can get. We need to fix Mason’s memories so he knows how
to take their power. I’m holding fast to my faith that he’ll realize the answer
in time, but we can only hold out so long. If no other help is coming, we at
least need that one thing!


Think, Olivia, think! Tāwhiri had the
ability to alter memories. I have enough of his power that I should be able to
do it. I have to be able to do it. Desperate, I shove my power into Mason as
quickly and as inconspicuously as I can. Crossing my fingers that Tū will
keep the Mother distract enough that I can work, I send my power straight to
Mason’s head and hope. 


As soon as I locate Tāwhiri’s power
nestled around his head, I beg it to help me. Nothing I do has any effect until
I feel Mason gasp beside me. His half of Tāwhiri’s power begins to
respond, but not to my command. To Mason’s. He guides it to mix with mine, to
find a purpose. That’s when it clicks. I can’t fix Mason’s memories. Neither
can he. We need more. We need his power combined together, his abilities mixed
with ours. 


Drawing on my own power, I combine it with
Tāwhiri’s to seek out the damaged portions of Mason’s memories. While I
search, Mason’s more methodical side takes each broken piece and begins fitting
it back together with purpose. He’s a Warden, born to protect, but also born to
destroy. The weapon he needs is locked in these memories somewhere, and he is
determined to find it. 


I can feel how close we’re getting as
Tū and the Mother argue, every word becoming more and more heated, more
likely to explode at any second. We work as fast as we can to patch Mason’s
memories back together, but it’s not enough. Tāwhiri’s power holds each
bit back where it’s supposed to go, but there’s not enough to repair all the
damage. My breathing stalls and panic begins to claw at me again. 


The heavy grip of a hand on my shoulder
almost makes me call out, but the voice attached to it sets everything right a
moment later. “Take it back,” Hayden whispers. “Finish this.” 


The second the words leave his mouth,
power follows. It flows into me, everything he brought back from the Aerling
world. The sudden quiet of the world around me tells me I only have seconds to
work. No doubt Hayden’s sudden arrival draws the Mother’s attention. Soaking up
everything Hayden shoves at me, I race with it back up to Mason’s mind, to
snatch the last few pieces still in need of fixing and cram them back into
place. 


Seconds later, Mason’s eyes open to the
sight of the Mother stalking toward us like a destroying angel, but there is a vicious
smile on his face as he looks up to meet her. 


 
















 


Chapter 31


Escape


(Mason)


 


 


 


Olivia’s power is still burning its way
through me. It jumps at my command, and a second later Olivia relinquishes full
control to me. All I can do is hope the others are on the same page with me
because we’re out of time. Lashing out, my power slams into the Mother. It’s
barely enough to make her pause. It does, however, make her realize I’m not a
toy to be tossed around. 


Her expression darkens as she starts
forward again. I dig deeper, twisting mine and Olivia’s power together, letting
the bond between us draw in excess power from the world around us and strength
it, just like Conner and Shane told me to when we talked last night. Calling in
the air around me, I quickly compress it between my hands until the energy
begins to twitch and spark. The second of preparation passes as she takes
another step. I hurl it at her, Sloane’s and my wind spirits speeding along
after it to intensify the impact. 


The Mother’s body shudders under the
electric charge when it slams into her body, but she doesn’t stop moving. I
didn’t expect her to, but the first two attacks have given me information about
her weaknesses and strengths. I only need one more. Dragging Tāwhiri’s
power into the mix alerts Tū. I feel his own power rise and reach out.
I’ll need him soon enough, but not yet. 


Drawing on my anger, my fury and hatred
for this cowardly, cruel woman, the air around me freezes. In one swift motion,
I pull it all in, turning the moisture in the air to solid ice and pitching it
straight at her head. This is the easiest of all the attacks for her to defeat.
The ice canon bursts into snowflakes a good foot before it reaches her. Now I
know how best to attack her. Tū growls in frustration behind me, but a
quick hand gesture shuts him up and sets him in motion. We’re not done yet, but
I need one more thing. 


“Are you so eager to meet your own
destruction?” I ask the Mother as she stops just outside my range. 


“Eager to be done with this,” she snaps.
All signs of her plastic niceness is gone. “I’ve grown tired of watching you
all hobble around like crippled ants, trying to save everyone.” 


“Then take your best shot.” 


Her eyes narrow for a moment, suspecting a
trap of some kind, but her confidence wins out. In that fraction of a second, I
reach back, hoping Tū understood what I needed. I latch onto Tū’s
power as my hand makes contact with the bare scalp of an immortal being. The
second the Father’s power rears against me, the Mother’s eyes fly as wide as
they can possibly go. 


“No!” she shrieks. Hidden behind us, she
can’t see the Father, but she senses his presence. “No! How is he here? Where?
How did you manage this?” Frantic, her power tosses everyone but Tū and me
aside. Standing my ground against her requires every ounce of power I have, but
I refuse to bend to this woman. 


From the corner of my eye I see Olivia
scramble up from the ground where she was thrown into the car. She winces as
she gets up, fueling my fury even more. With her no longer beside me, the
Mother has found her prize. The Father doesn’t even bother to look up at her. I
can feel what is left of Tāwhiri’s bonds keeping him bound, but aside from
his power’s instinctual rebellion against me, there is no fight left in this
creature. 


“Fight!” the Mother screeches at him. “We
are stronger than they will ever be! You’re finally free. Now help me end
this!” 


Finally, the Father lifts his head to meet
her gaze. His hollow eyes are dead as he looks at her. “There is nothing left
for me here.” 


The battle I was preparing myself for to
take his power never comes. Instead, he releases everything that made him the
god he once was. Olivia’s eyes are round as the power hits us both, soaking in,
building up, transforming us into something more, something we were never meant
to be. 


Olivia slips from my mind as the influx of
power assaults me. My skin buzzes and my blood sizzles, trying desperately to
contain what’s being poured into me. I have to shove it down deep, bury it all,
everything but one tendril I can hold onto and draw from. It’s too much, but
Tū’s power encases me like a glove, holding everything in as I face the
Father and watch him vanish from sight.  


Turning to glare at the Mother,
electricity races up and down my arms, ice crystals form and burst all around
me, the air is so heavy I know she can feel it pressing down on her. Terror and
amazement are plastered across her face, but unlike her partner, she has no
intention of giving up. “You have to take it from me,” she hisses. 


“I won’t leave you to hurt anyone else.” 


Her jaw tightens to the point that her
lips turn white with rage. “It will destroy you.” 


“Possibly.” 


“No one can hold so much power!” she
shrieks. 


Gathering everything in, I say, “I’m not
holding it alone.” 


Her eyes snap behind me, to Olivia I
assume, but there is no time for her to attack. Moving through the air as if I
am part of it, I am in front of her, fingers clamped around her neck before she
can even complete her thought. Everything she has, everything she is, it all
rebels against me. Power lashes out in a frenzy. Tū and my friends are
dashing for cover as lightning bolts tear apart the ground and whirlwinds laced
with ice spin through the air, devastating everything in their path. 


A feral scream rips past the Mother’s lips
as my hand tightens around her neck. The panic in her eyes almost gives me
pause, but as her power beats against me I’m reminded of how much of that was
stolen from innocent children, and any spec of hesitation I have at destroying
her disappears. 


“You can’t,” she wheezes. “I’m the only
one…who knows how.” 


The memories unlocked by Tāwhiri’s abilities
flood my mind as the power within me builds. Attacking Tū was an instinct,
one given to me purposely. Wardens are meant to protect, but I was chosen for
more than that. Tāwhiri’s gift of power the day I was born contained more
than a mark. It contained knowledge. 


Aerlings are made of power. They cannot
kill one another in violence, but power is like water, always drawn together.
Slowly, I begin to pull. The Mother recognizes my actions immediately and her
struggle to get free increases along with her screaming. Tū, Hayden, Sloane,
Olivia, they all rush forward through the storm of power, lending physical and
inborn strength to subdue her as I continue to pull. 


Shoving all the power I now contain down
into my center feels like pouring gallons of water into a balloon, stretching
it, knowing it will burst if it doesn’t stop soon. My own tortured screams pour
out of me as I drag it all in. Hitting the end of my power provides no relief.
As my power ends, the Mother’s begins. Agony fills the whole valley as I tear and
twist and pull away her essence. 


The power cramming itself into me begs for
release. My skin feels ready to split in two. I howl in agony as it tries to
tear me apart. Forgetting my promises to bear it all myself, I do the only
thing I can to keep from being torn apart. Shoving the power across our bond,
it slaps into Olivia in a rush. Dropping to her knees in shock, she cradles her
head in her hands as the power keeps pouring in. 


Wasted, shriveled, the Mother’s weak voice
begs, “Please,” but my heart is buried under the pain and power and I have
nothing left but fury. 


Silvered-eyed, I glare down at her and
say, “This is the end.” With one last tremendous effort, I pull away the last
of her power and watch her vanish into the frigid air. 


Sighs of relief burst around me like
balloons popping, but I’m not done yet. The memory of what happened the night I
killed the Sentinel blasts to the front of my mind, clear and uninterrupted. Spinning
and lashing out, daggers of pure power impale themselves in Tū’s chest, pinning
him to the ground and drawing out a furious yell. They aren’t enough to kill
him like they did Alex, but there is no chance of him escaping me now. 


“Get out of my way!” he screams. “The
Aerlings are mine!” 


“The Aerlings were Tāwhiri’s children,”
I say in a strangely calm voice. “You have no claim over them.” 


“I am the last Aerling god! I will not
submit to you!” he growls. Fury bristles around him, his power pulsing,
fighting to escape, but he is no match for me. “I’ve done nothing but protect
my home all these centuries!” 


“By killing children,” I snap. “There is
no understanding or forgiveness for that.” 


Calling every last spec of power he
possesses, Tū pushes up from the ground to his knees. Bowed over under the
weight of his captivity, his eyes are flooded with silver, but not even he can
muster enough strength to break free. “You’re only a vessel. Not a god. They
belong to me.” 


“If I have learned anything from dealing
with Aerling gods,” I hiss, “it’s that power is the only true ruler. You
want it, but I have it.” 


Tū’s hands ball up in fists, but he
knows he is defeated. Playing the only card he has left, he says, “Destroying
me has a cost. Every Sentinel in the world is linked to me. Destroy me and
you’ll be condemning every one of them to death. Is that a price you’re really
willing to pay?” 


For the briefest moment, I hesitate.
Without the massive amount of power running through me, begging and clawing for
more, maybe his words would have an impact. Maybe not. Memories of the night I
watched my Caretakers die flash in front of my eyes. It wasn’t just Tū. He
came for me, but the others with him delighted in tearing apart the lives of a
loving family. They don’t deserve my sympathy. 


“The Aerlings belong to no one,” I say as
I start pulling. 


The scar I gave him thirteen years ago
widens as his power is torn out of him. The desire to look away as I strip him
of his power is almost too much to ignore, but I force myself to watch. This
was my choice. The consequences are mine. The image of his past slowly
consuming him makes me sick, but I don’t look away. I keep staring until all
that is left of him is the remnant of his power buzzing inside my pounding
skull. 


Agony presses itself around me like a
blanket, but I don’t know what to do with it. Turning to my friends for help, I
try to contain my fear and pain, but one look at Olivia sets it free. I step
forward to reach her as her eyes roll back in her head and she falls to the
ground, her body convulsing as the power she carries begs for escape. 


 
















 


Chapter 32


What Kills Her


(Hayden)


 


 


 


Diving for Olivia, I barely manage to
catch her before her head smacks into the ground. I don’t know what to do as
her entire body shudders in my arms. I try calling out to her, but she doesn’t
respond. The adrenaline high I was riding during the fight gives way to panic.
Mason crashes into us before I can say or do anything. 


“We have to get her back to the Aerling
world,” Mason says frantically. His hands are pressed to her face, his eyes
closed as he tries to do…something. I have no idea, but I’m really freaking
out. 


Sloane is the next to drop to the ground
next to us. Her hands dart in as well and her breath catches in shock. “She’s
dying, Mason. She can’t hold this much power. It’s going to kill her if we
don’t get rid of it soon.” 


“I know!” he snaps. His eyes lock with
mine. Fear and anger makes his voice sharp. “Take us back!” he demands. 


Scrambling to get a hold of myself and my
power, I briefly wonder if the barrier is still in place, if I can even still
get us back to the Aerling world. I have no idea, but I have no time to worry
about it. Digging down through my own fear, I wrestle my power and shove it out
and around the people huddled near me. Giving of myself to protect them comes
so naturally. A sigh starts to slip from my lips, but the fear of losing access
to air chokes me as we’re drug through whatever weird space there is between
worlds. 


It only takes a few seconds to realize it’s
easier than before…and that I can breathe. Gulping in a huge breath, the
disorienting feeling I was expecting never comes. Instead of feeling like I’m
about to die, a sense of peace and rightness wraps itself around me before we’re
dropped onto the grassy expanse of the grove. 


Mason yanking Olivia out of my arms brings
me back to the situation at hand. A second later, he’s grabbing me as well,
panic tearing him apart. “How do we get rid of it?” he nearly shouts at me.
“What do we do?” 


I don’t know why he thinks I would know.
All I can do is shrug as my panic slowly begins to consume me. “I have no clue,
Mason. I thought you’d know once we got here.” 


“I’m trying,” he cries. Agony twists his
features as he drops his head to rest against Olivia’s. “It’s trapped. It won’t
leave. I don’t want it! How do I get it out of her, Hayden? She’s dying! She
said I had to take it out, but I can’t! It’s not working!” 


Tears start pouring down his face as he picks
Olivia up and cradles her in his arms, devastated and helpless. Sick at the
thought that I may be forced to sit here and watch my friend die while I do
nothing, I look around for Sloane, hoping she’ll be able to do something, but
all I see is her backside as she rushes out of the grove. 


“Sloane’s getting help,” I tell Mason.
Clamping my hand down on his shoulder, I lend him whatever support I can.
“She’ll be okay. Cedrick will know what to do.” 


“I shouldn’t have done it,” Mason cries as
he rocks back and forth. 


“Done what?” Everything he did, he had to
do it. There was no other way. I saw him hesitate before sucking Tū dry of
all his power and destroying him, but there’s no reason for him to feel guilty
over whatever happens to the Sentinels. They made their choices. It was war and
they lost. None of that is Mason’s fault. 


Sobbing, Mason says, “I knew she couldn’t
hold so much power.” One hand swipes at his eyes as he tries to clear away his
tears, but more keep falling. “I promised myself I would take it all, but I
couldn’t. I tried to hold every lost drop of it, but there was just too much. I
panicked when I thought it would tear me apart and I threw it at her. This is
my fault.” 


Completely broken, Mason doubles over.
Olivia hangs lifelessly in his arms. I can feel the power buzzing through their
veins. Mason is holding an impossible amount, but Olivia is fairly bursting
with it as well. I don’t have Sloane’s talent, but I can feel how desperate the
power in both of them is to escape. Mason is stronger, more capable of holding
it, but it’s slowly tearing Olivia apart. 


“It’s not your fault,” I say quietly. I
don’t know if Olivia will survive this. The thought of losing her breaks
through the adrenaline and shock and amazement that the barrier is finally gone
and the war is over. Everything pours out of me as tears stumble their way down
my face. She chose this path, and I know she doesn’t regret a second of it.
Only knowing Mason blames himself for this would cause her pain. 


Forcing Mason to look at me, I wait until
he actually sees me. “This isn’t your fault.” I hold him in my gaze, making him
listen to me. “This isn’t your fault. None of it. Not the war. Not Olivia. This
isn’t your fault and she knows that. She would have given up anything for you. Anything.”



“But I promised I’d protect her.” A new
batch of tears careen down his cheeks. 


“She chose to follow you. She chose to
fight,” I remind him, though my own pain is pouring out as well. “She chose
you, Mason, and that’s never something she’ll regret. The cost of being with
you never mattered to her. She chose you.” 


Mason nods, but I can tell he’s barely
holding it together. Both of our heads jerk back up as Sloane comes barreling
into the grove, Cedrick trailing behind her. Some other people I’ve never met
before rush in behind them. Everyone’s faces light up with panic as soon as
they see and feel what has happened. Cedrick and Sloane are the first to reach
us. Sloane collapses next to me, breathing hard, while Cedrick kneels carefully
beside to Olivia. 


“Any change?” Sloane whispers. Her face
falls when I shake my head. Fingers strangling each other’s, we both turn to
Cedrick, hoping beyond all hope that he has the answer. 


Before he says anything, a woman kneels
down next to him. Her hands gently brush across Olivia’s skin. Cedrick reaches
out and touches Mason’s shoulder. “Mason, this is Emma, our most talented
healer.” 


“But she’s not hurt,” Mason says. “It’s
the power. I don’t know how to get rid of it without hurting Olivia even more.”



Cedrick nods slowly. “I know. The power
has already done damage to Olivia’s body. Emma will restore what she can. If
she can heal her enough, maybe Olivia can tell us what she needs.” 


Shaking his head in confusion, Mason says,
“I know what she needs. The power, I have to get rid of it before it kills her!
Just tell me how to do it!” 


“We don’t know the answer, Mason,” Emma
says softly. “It’s never been done before.” 


At the risk of interrupting, I say, “Why
would Olivia know?” 


Cedrick frowns, worrying everyone
gathered. “Except for giving up power in death, as Tāwhiri did, only
Escorts are capable of giving power. It’s how they mark and transport Aerlings.
We’re not meant to give up our power. I don’t know what needs to be done.” 


“Hayden,” Mason says, grabbing me roughly,
“you’re an Escort, too. What do I do? How do I get rid of the power? I can’t
rip it out of her. It will kill her!” 


Shaking my head, I’m completely at a loss.
“I don’t know. I mean, when I brought us back, I just pushed my power out and
let it fall over you guys, but it always comes back. I don’t know how Olivia
gave me part of Tāwhiri’s power before. It felt right, natural, but I
don’t know how to do it.” 


Mason’s shoulders sink. His whole body
loses its tension as he sags in defeat. Cedrick is there to keep him from
falling apart completely. “Let Emma try. If anyone knows what to do, it’s
Olivia. Just let Emma try to heal her enough to wake her. It will only be
temporary, but it might be enough.” 


Nodding, Mason turns to Emma and begs,
“Please. Please don’t let her die.” 


Emma nods, but her hands are trembling as
she reaches forward and places her hands on Olivia’s head. We all watch her
breathe in. Her chest expands as she holds the air inside long enough to form a
plea. I recognize what she’s doing immediately. Confirmation that the barrier
is indeed abolished hits me as her expelled breath solidifies into the shape of
wind spirit. 


The spirit makes her power swell, and I
feel it settle over Olivia like a blanket. The buzz of power at work captivates
everyone. Our eyes and hopes are glued to this woman as she tries to fix
Olivia’s battered soul. As I stare at my friend, limp in Mason’s arms, I hold
my breath. It seems like the time to pray, but to who? The gods of this world
are dead. All we have left is a liberated group of Aerlings who are still
reeling from having their entire world ripped apart. Olivia has survived so
much. Winning the war can’t be what kills her. 


 
















 


Chapter 33


Fade


(Olivia)


 


 


 


It hurts. Everything hurts so much. Pain
ripples through me over and over again and I’m powerless to stop it. The power
is begging for release, and I try, but it’s too late. Nothing responds. Not my arms
or legs, my own power, nothing. My body is slowly being consumed by the immense
power bashing around inside of me. My own innate power has been smothered,
rendered useless. There’s nothing I can do to save myself. 


I suppose that should scare me. Instead, I
feel oddly at peace…except for the pain. 


We won. The Aerling gods are gone. Their
children are finally free. The barrier is broken—that, at least, I could feel
as we traveled between worlds. The power trapped on Earth will make its way
back here to renew the Aerling world and protect it. Both worlds are safe. The
cost was my life, but I’m okay with that. 


I was prepared to die the day I took Mason
home. It hurt to know I would be leaving him, and it’s torture now to know
he’ll have to go on without me. That’s worse than what all this power is doing
to me. Cringing as more of my body and soul are ripped apart, that is the one
thing I wish I could change. 


Mason will feel responsible. It will eat
away at him. If I could do anything to change that, I would, but all I can do
is hope that Sloane’s calming touch and Hayden’s friendship and support will
get him through this. I whimper as something bursts and pure agony washes over
me. If I could scream, I would, the pain is so great, but it’s trapped in here
with the power that won’t leave until it tears its way out of me. 


This is my own fault. Why didn’t I better
explain to Mason how to get rid of the power beforehand? I’m not even
completely sure I know, but I was able to give Hayden part of Tāwhiri’s
power, and that didn’t even want to leave me. This, the tangled up power of three
demented gods and one would-be failed savior, all of this power is desperate to
be free. Those holding it may have lost their purpose and become twisted by
their own desires, but the power itself is pure. It remembers the reason for
its design and is begging to be able to burst out of me and fulfill its
purpose. 


If I had any strength left, I would grant
its wish. 


Gasping in shock, something within me
responds. Air rushes into my body as my lungs expand hungrily. More power
pushes in, and I try to shove it away in a flat-out panic. I can’t hold any
more! Fear makes me blind, and it takes me a moment to realize this power isn’t
trying to invade and take up residence. It’s trying to help! 


Realizing that, I do what I can to give it
purchase, to let it in and try to make a difference. Desperately, I hope
someone here in the Aerling world knows how to get the power out of me, but I
realize that’s not what it’s trying to do. Bits and pieces of my body and soul
are stitched back together. It’s a valiant effort. As soon as something is put
back together, it’s just ripped apart again. My body shudders as fear swallows
me up all over again. 


The hope that I was going to survive and
not leave Mason is dashed to pieces. I am aware enough of my body to feel tears
running down my cheeks. How could they give him hope like that only to fail?
Just let me die. Don’t hurt Mason any more than he’s already been hurt. Please!



Just as the plea for death forms, a new
power rushes in behind the first. Recognizing it immediately as Sloane’s, I
tentatively grasp back onto my hope and pray this will work. Sloane’s power
must be mixed with Hayden’s, because it’s more than it should be, but together
they guide the foreign power through healing me. They’re still wildly
ineffective as everything they repair is torn back apart, but it sticks
together for longer…long enough to give me the strength to open my eyes. 


Red, swollen eyes greet me as Mason hovers
over my body. Joy explodes onto his face when my eyes open, but he sees the
fear in mine and freezes. “I’m dying,” I croak. 


Tears spill over his cheeks with abandon.
He nods. “I know, but we’re going to save you.” 


“The power…it’s killing me. Have to…get it
out.” 


“How? How do I get rid of it, Ollie? I
don’t know what to do.” 


My body convulses as the healing loses
ground to the power again. I feel something warm and thick slide down my cheek
and I don’t need the copper taste in my mouth to tell me it’s blood.
“Pull…it…out,” I gasp through the blood and pain. 


Mason’s eyes swell to the size of saucers.
“I can’t! It’ll kill you, Ollie!” 


“I’m already…dying.” 


“No,” Mason begs, “please. There has to be
another way.” 


My head rolls back and forth slowly,
barely moving a fraction of an inch. “Do…it.” 


When he shakes his head again, I try to
lift my hand to grab him, shake him, make him listen to me, but it falls back
down before it makes it an inch. Thinking I’m trying to touch him, Mason takes
my hand and presses it to his face. It takes all I have left to move my hand so
I’m gripping his chin. The silence around us is eerie, a death watch. 


“Hardwin,” I wheeze. 


Mason’s brow furrows at me saying his last
name. He shakes his head, not understanding. 


Speaking is killing me, using up the tiny
amount of life I have left, but I have to do it. “Brave friend,” I say
sluggishly, begging him to understand. “Tāwhiri…named you. This…be my
brave…friend. Trust. Save me.” 


“It won’t save you,” Mason cries. “It will
kill you.” 


I only make it halfway through shaking my
head before giving up. “You…are…strong enough. Save me…please.” 


It’s all I have left. My eyes flutter
closed, returning me to the blackness and the pain. They don’t stop trying to
heal me. They’ll never stop, but they’ve lost too much ground. The power is
winning, and I can’t fault it. The Aerlings need it. We need it. I want to
live, but I want our worlds to survive even more. Exquisite pain like I have
never known before wraps me in its embrace as the last of my life begins to
fade. 


 
















 


Chapter 34


Even


(Mason)


 


 


 


Terrified of losing her, my head darts up
to search the people around me for help. That can’t be the answer! Every face I
meet only looks back at me with despair. They can’t help me. No one can. I
don’t know what to do. This will kill her. This will kill Olivia and I’ll be
the one who steals her life. 


“I’ll guide you,” Sloane says softly. Her
hand lands on my shoulder, followed closely behind by Hayden’s on the other
side. 


Looking up, I see that Sloane’s other hand
is still resting on Emma’s arm, lending her guidance and support. Dividing her
power, she can’t do it. She already told me that when we rescued the man from
the fallen building. 


As if reading my thoughts, Sloane
whispers, “I won’t let you down, Mason. I won’t let Olivia down, either.” 


“She said it would work,” Hayden says as
his grip tightens on my shoulder. “Olivia said you could do this. She has faith
in you. Have faith in her.” 


I do have faith in Olivia. I trust her
with my life. But it’s her life in my hands now, and I don’t know if she’s
right to trust me. The rush of pulling in power is sickening and exhilarating
at the same time. Once I start, I can’t stop. I don’t know how to stop! 


“We’ll do it together,” Sloane says calmly
as her power begins flowing into me. 


Right away, calmness spreads with the
touch of her power. It’s not nearly enough to overtake the all-consuming fear
raging through me, but it is enough to dull the edge and let me focus. Somehow,
my mind clears. I send myself back to that moment in the field before I started
stripping away the Mother’s power. 


Olivia disappears from my mind. Not by
choice, but by necessity. All my focus is harnessed as I pull in all the awful
power raging inside of me. Hugging it to my core, I keep it safe even though
the pain of trying to control so much nearly breaks me. 


Fear spikes through me as I prepare to
start pulling. The most precious thing in any world creeps back into my mind
and all I can do is hope she was right to put her faith in me. Sloane’s power
reaches up in a comforting touch and wraps itself around mine. I can feel
Hayden’s there as well, supporting and enhancing Sloane’s power. I am terrified
of failing, but hesitating will kill Olivia just as surely. 


With a prayer to an unnamed god on my
lips, I beg, “Please let this work.” 


My wind spirit wraps itself around me as I
begin pulling. A terrible scream is ripped out of my mouth as the power begins
flowing in. I feel everything it was doing to Olivia as the torrent slams into
me. It’s too much! Panic makes me try to stop it, but I can’t. It won’t stop
coming! Only Sloane’s power holding tight to mine, guiding it and keeping it
steady, keeps me from losing it. 


I keep pulling and pulling, soaking it up
like a man dying of thirst, but I’m already so full I’m terrified I will burst
from the pressure. My fear only grows when the mixture of power I threw at
Olivia during the fight begins to dry up and I can’t stop drinking.
Tāwhiri’s power comes next, speeding through me to merge with the half I
already have. I beg for that to be the last of what I take, but my soul turns
to ice as I start drawing on Olivia’s power, desperate to stop, but completely
unable to halt the flow. 


“It’s okay,” Sloane whispers beside me,
but I rebel against her comfort. 


“I’m killing her! I’m taking her power!” I
say in panic. My eyes pop open and I see Olivia’s body relaxing into utter
stillness. “No! I have to stop!” 


I turn to Sloane, begging for help, but
she only shakes her head. “This is how it has to be, Mason. Trust me.” 


Furious that she isn’t stopping me, I
lunge at her, but my power snaps back at me in a devastating blow as the last
of Olivia’s power smashes into me. She’s gone! Even without touching her I can
feel her life force resting inside of me instead of her own body. I
stole it! I reach for her, desperate, mad with grief, incensed that they all
told me it would be all right and it’s not! 


Hayden tackles me to the ground before I
can touch Olivia. His forearm rests against my neck, choking me, holding me.
“Listen to Sloane! She’s trying to save you both!” 


What does he mean? Frantic, I try to throw
him off me, but the power ricocheting around inside of me intensifies and it
starts trying to find a way to escape! Screaming, I lose all connection with
reality as I try to fight it off, stop it from ripping me apart. It’s all
useless! 


“Keep going,” Sloane begs, her voice right
next to my ear so I can hear her over my own screaming. “Let go of the power,
Mason. Get rid of everything you don’t need.” 


“How?” I beg as the pain tears me apart. 


“The same way you took it from everyone
else,” she says hurriedly. “Pull it from yourself and let it go. That’s what
Olivia was trying to tell you, but you have to hurry. We’re running out of
time!” 


Time for what? my crazed mind wonders, but
Sloane’s power bashes into me again, forcing my thoughts to the power and
nothing else. I have no clue if she’s right, but I’m desperate to get all of
this horrible power out of me, so I do the only thing I can. 


I grab hold of everything trying to kill
me and start tearing it out. 


Ripping away the Mother’s power, I scream
in agony as it scrapes its way out of me. Just a small section at first, even
that is torture, but I keep going. I pull more and more, forcing it to let go
of me and find escape. I’m ready to fall over in exhaustion before I get the
first piece to the edge of my range of power and desperately shove it away from
me. 


That’s all it takes. 


As soon as that one bit escapes,
everything else start pouring out of me in search of freedom, eager to escape
the trap of being held for eternity against its will. Collapsing to the ground,
I am powerless to stop it now. The Mother’s power escapes, followed by the
Father’s. Tū’s is next, then Tāwhiri’s begins to fade as well, but Sloane’s
frantic voice pierces my foggy mind with a plea. 


“Don’t let it all go!” she begs. “Stop it
from taking everything or you’ll both die! Hold onto Olivia’s power, and yours.
Keep part of Tāwhiri’s, too! Don’t let it all go, Mason!” 


Scrabbling, I have no idea why she wants
me to keep part of Tāwhiri’s power, but I grab hold of the last bit and
struggle to keep it from leaving me. Holding onto it takes all my strength, and
the vacuum of power traveling out of me searches for something more. Mine and
Olivia’s power begins slipping away, succumbing to the promise of freedom. 


Throwing in everything I have left, I
latch onto those three bits of power and fight to keep control. They want to
escape, but I can’t let them. I don’t even know why, but Sloane is yelling at
me to hold on as her power stretches as much as it can to help me. 


“Close the gateway!” Sloane shrieks.
“Hurry!” 


I have no clue what she means, but she
must, because her power starts prodding mine, guiding it to stop the outward
flow of power and begin rebuilding the natural barrier that keeps my power
within me. It feels like ages before the world around me stops trying to suck
up my life force. All I want to do is fall over and not move for a year when it
finally snaps shut without stripping me of everything I held onto, but Sloane
yanks me back up and shoves me toward Olivia. 


“Give it back. Hurry, Mason! There isn’t
much time left! She’s almost gone!” Sloane’s terrified eyes push me to act. 


I reach for Olivia’s body, amazed it’s
still here and not vanished into ether when I took her power. “How?” 


“Use what’s left of Tāwhiri’s power
to build a bridge. His power is what’s making all of this work,” Sloane says in
a mad rush. “Do it now!” 


Refusing to let Olivia slip away from me
again, I accept Sloane’s power as it rushes into me, and together we use what
little I still hold of Tāwhiri’s power to form a bridge between Olivia and
me. That’s as far as I need Sloane’s help, because I know what to do now.
Olivia’s power eases away from where I was cradling it and flows slowly back
into her body. My eyes are closed, but I can feel it seeping in, helping Emma’s
power repair and heal all the wounds she’s been forced to endure since the day
we were thrown into this war of lies and power. 


The last of her power has almost left me,
when something instinctual stops me and keeps it from leaving. Sloane didn’t pull
away once Olivia’s power began returning to her body, and I feel her tense
beside me. In that moment, I understand something I never could before. I
thought the ban on humans and Aerlings having a relationship was something the
Mother created to punish people who sought to escape her. It’s not. 


Holding both mine and Olivia’s power in
the proverbial palm of my hand lets me see the truth. The ban wasn’t the
Mother’s doing. It wasn’t a ban at all. Humans and Aerlings aren’t kept from
mixing because it’s a betrayal of their world. It isn’t a betrayal at all. It’s
simply a choice. One that requires a sacrifice to be made. 


Despite what the Mother and Father have
done, how much of this world they corrupted, the power I held within me was
pure. It isn’t based on fear or greed or selfishness. When Olivia and every
other Escort is faced with the choice of saving themselves or saving their Aerling,
survival is based on love and selflessness. 


The answers have been here all along, but
it took this moment to see them clearly. Saving me changed Olivia. Sloane told
me that the power turned her less human and more Aerling, but that’s not
exactly true. She didn’t change, she merely opened herself up to
becoming more than what she already was. Now it’s my turn to do the same for
her. 


Instead of returning the last of her
power, I hold it close, next to my heart where it will always be safe. I never want
it to leave me, but I can’t leave Olivia incomplete. Taking hold of my own
power, I don’t send it through the link. I didn’t need the link in the first
place. All I needed was to be willing to sacrifice part of myself for her. 


Leaning down to her flushed cheeks, I
stroke my fingers across her skin softly. Her eyes move beneath her eyelids and
her breathing escalates, but her eyes don’t open. They won’t, not until I
finish giving her what she needs. 


No one moves to stop me when I press my
lips against hers. As our mouths meet, so does our power. The small piece of
Olivia’s power I kept back is pulled loose, and I almost panic. Before I can
react, everything changes. My power rushes into her and hers into me, mixing,
blending, becoming something entirely new. Part of who I am as an Aerling is
stripped away, but it doesn’t scare me to let it go. Essential parts of Olivia
flow freely over to me and fill in everything I’ve given to her. 


There is no longer her power or mine. It
is irrevocably combined. It was never about choosing a side. It was about
becoming something more. 


As our newly intertwined power settles
back into our bodies, forever linked, Olivia’s eyes flutter open in shock. I
have no doubt she can feel what just happened, but her first thoughts aren’t
about power. “You saved me,” she cries. “I knew you would.” Her hands reach up and
crush me against her, our mouths meeting, begging to never be parted. 


“You saved me first,” I say between
kisses. “We’re even.” 


Olivia pulls back, laughing as tears run
down her cheeks. “We’ll never be even, but I’ll never stop trying.” 


“Neither will I.” 


 
















 


Chapter 35


Breathe


(Mason)


 


 


No one inside has noticed us yet. It’s
almost a relief. I think we all need a second to take in the fact that we’re
home, for good. I pull Olivia closer and kiss the top of her head. For good
isn’t exactly accurate since we have a lot of work to do still, and big
portions of that will require trips back to the Aerling world. There won’t be
any more running or hiding, though. In that respect, it’s over and we’re free
to live our lives however we please. 


“Mason!” a little voices shrieks. Even
through the window Molly has her face and hands pressed up against, we can all
hear her joyful screeching and see the crocodile tears streaming down her face.



Olivia releases me as Molly sprints away
from the window. Seconds later, she is barreling through the back door.
Dropping to my knees, I wrap her up the second she crashes into me. Her
hysterical sobs wrack both our bodies and I do my best to comfort her. 


“Mollywog, it’s okay. We’re home. It’s
over. You’re safe now. We’re all safe now.” She keeps sobbing, and I keep
rocking her back and forth. 


Not surprisingly, Molly’s screaming roused
the rest of the house, and soon after, everyone begins piling into the
backyard. Olivia is attacked by Evie, who is also sobbing so hard Olivia can
barely keep hold of her. I stand, Molly still in my arms, and am immediately
welcomed into the massive group hug going on. I laugh when I find Hayden
squashed in next to Olivia, her mom’s arm around his shoulders as tears spill
down her cheeks. 


“Your family will be here as soon as they
can, and the Parkers,” Olivia’s mom says to Hayden. “We called them both the
second we heard Molly start shrieking. She’s been parked at one of the windows
waiting for you all to come back since you left. When things changed…” Choking
up even more, Olivia’s mom shakes her head and can’t continue. 


Taking over for his wife, Olivia’s dad
says, “We didn’t know what was going on, but the Caretakers felt what you did.
Somehow, they knew the Mother was gone. Then the Sentinels started dropping
like flies…we knew you had done it, Mason, but there was no way to know what
had happened to any of you. The Caretakers didn’t think you’d made it.” 


“The Sentinels…” An odd pang strikes me as
the reality of what Tū’s betrayal cost hits me. “Are they all dead?” 


Some,” Olivia’s dad confirms, “but not
all.” 


“The young ones seem to be the only ones
who’ve survived,” Evie breaks in. “Their memories are all jacked up, but from
what the Caretakers can tell, the ones who survived are ones who’ve never
killed an Aerling. They can’t know for sure, but the ones they know have killed
Aerlings are all dead. Including the one who killed Levi,” Evie says to Hayden.



I know part of Hayden wanted to be the one
responsible for exacting justice from Levi’s killer, but instead of being
upset, he only looks relieved. 


“You should see the news coverage!” Evie
says. “Nobody has any clue what’s going on and everybody’s freaking out about
germ warfare or something.” Evie shakes her head before leaning it against her
sister and pulling in closer. “It’s weird just sitting here knowing the truth
but not being able to tell anyone.” 


Olivia lays her head against her sister’s,
smiling. “Well, that’s not exactly a new thing for our family.” 


Chuckling, I start to say something when I
realize Sloane is standing off to the side just watching our reunion. Gesturing
for her to come over, everyone around us jumps when they see her. Sloane is
even more shocked that they can see her, but I’m not. “Everyone, this is Sloane.
She helped us through all of this, and she doesn’t have any family left, so I
thought maybe she could be a part of ours.” 


“Why can we see her?” Olivia’s mom asks.
She shakes off her amazement a second later and says, “I mean, of course we’d
be happy to have her stay with us for as long as she wants, but I am curious.
She’s an Aerling, right?” 


“I am,” Sloane begins, “but I…well, I
mean.” Her face flushes scarlet and I step in to give her a break. 


Looking toward Olivia’s dad, I say,
“Remember how I told you Aerlings and humans weren’t allowed to mix?” 


He nods slowly. “Yes. I’m still wondering
what that means for you and Olivia. Are you home…to stay?” 


“I’m not going anywhere,” I say, glancing
over at Olivia with a smile. She returns it wholeheartedly. Turning back to her
dad, I finish my explanation. “There wasn’t really a ban. It just worked
differently than anyone realized. We can be together, but there’s a cost.” 


“What cost?” Evie demands. Her eyes are
narrowed, lasered at me and Olivia in quick succession. 


I appreciate that she’s feeling
protective, but I can only smile. “I had to give up being a full Aerling, and
Olivia gave up being completely human.” 


“What does that mean?” Olivia’s dad asks
warily. 


“Nothing bad, I promise,” Olivia tells her
dad. “It just means that now we’re part of both worlds. Mason doesn’t have to
make himself visible anymore. When he’s here, he’s part of this world. When he
goes back to the Aerling world, he’s part of that world.” 


“What does that mean?” Molly asks quietly.



Setting her down on her feet, I squat down
to face her eye-to-eye. “It means that when I’m here with Olivia, I can’t
access my power except the little bit I need to stay alive.” 


“But…” Her worry deepens into fear. “How
will you train me?” 


Pressing her close to my heart, I stroke
her hair gently. “Molly, the barrier is gone. You don’t need to be scared of
failing to reach your full potential. You have all the time in the world to
train. I’ll still teach you. We’ll just have to go back to the Aerling world to
do it. We’ll take you soon. You want to meet our parents anyway, right?” 


I expect excitement from that last
question, but I’m caught off guard when she bursts into heavy, wracking sobs
all over again. “I don’t…want…to go…away from…you,” Molly bawls. 


She’s too upset to talk to or listen to an
explanation, but before I can even try, Olivia’s dad bursts in. “The Aerling
children here, what’s going to happen to them? Will they all be taken away? The
Parkers and Montgomerys, they’re both worried someone is going to come and take
their children away.” 


Olivia steps out of Evie’s strangling grip
and puts her hand on her dad’s shoulder. He mentioned the Parkers and
Montgomerys, but I can tell from the fearful way he’s looking at Molly that
he’s not just scared for them. It fills my heart to know Olivia’s family has
taken in my little sister so completely already, and Olivia echoes that
sentiment. 


“Dad, no one’s going to take Molly or any
of the other Aerling children away. Yeah, the parents are eager to see their
kids again, but we already discussed it with Cedrick,” she explains. “It would
be too traumatic to uproot them all so suddenly. The Caretakers are the only
family these kids know.” 


“What’s going to happen then?” her dad
asks. Molly’s head pops up, begging the same question. 


Olivia smiles down at Molly, winking at
her like they share a secret. “Visitation, to start with. Escorts will play
taxi driver and help shuttle the parents back and forth to get acquainted with
the kids. The Aerlings here will be able to choose whether to stay or go once
they’re old enough. It will all work out. Some of them, I’m sure,” she says,
glancing down at Molly again, “won’t want to leave their families here.” 


As Molly takes in everything that’s been
said, her still-teary eyes focus on me. “I can stay with you? For always?” 


“If you want, Mollywog. I’ll always take
care of you.” I kiss her forehead before looking at her again. “If you ever
want to go with our mom and dad, though, that will be okay, too. I’ll come
visit you all the time.” 


A new round of tears spill over her
cheeks, but this time they aren’t filled with sadness. I pull her back into a
hug and cradle this precious little girl. I don’t know if she’ll choose to stay
with me forever. The Aerling world and real parents who love her will be a big
draw. I don’t know that I could ever fulfill that role on my own, but if she
chooses to stay, I’ll do my best for her. Looking at the people gathered around
me, I know I won’t have to do it on my own. 


“So, how does all this explain Sloane?”
Evie demands, one hand on her hip as she stares at Sloane with narrowed eyes. 


I almost start laughing when Hayden’s hand
slips into Sloane’s and Evie nearly loses her cool. “Uh,” Hayden says, his eyes
darting around, “it’s kinda a long story, but what Mason and Olivia did…uh,
yeah.” 


“You and Sloane?” Evie says, choking on
the words. Throwing her hands up, they slam back down on her hips. “Does anyone
else think that happened a little fast? Your brother is going to freak!” 


Trying really hard to control her
laughter, Olivia wraps her sister up in a squeezing hug. “Evie, Hayden became Sloane’s
Escort. It’s like Hayden said, there’s a lot more to their story than you
realize. Be happy for them. I am.” 


Evie’s eyes snap up to her sister’s, and I
realize then the reason for her outrage. There was a time that Evie tried to
convince Hayden she was plenty old enough for him and would have been more than
happy to fill the spot Olivia refused to take in his life. It was a passing
thing, one Olivia shut down just as quickly as Hayden, but I thought for a
moment that Evie still harbored feelings for him. As she sees her big sister’s
obvious happiness for her friend, I realize that wasn’t it at all. She was only
worried about Hayden moving on and hurting Olivia. I smile, glad to be back
with my family. 


There’s still so much to explain, so much
work to do to sort everything out, but soon the excitement of our arrival begins
to mellow and we all head inside for some much needed rest. I want nothing more
than to collapse on the couch and watch TV for the rest of the day, enjoying
the fact that everyone I care about is safe and happy. 


That fantasy gets put on hold as soon as I
see a burly Caretaker Officer standing in the living room with Robin kneeling
at his feet. I’m not the only one taken aback, but since I feel like this is
something I need to take the lead on, I turn Molly over to Olivia and step
forward. 


“The war is over,” the officer says. “Her
actions have been judge by the Caretakers. She has been labeled as a traitor
and condemned to death.” 


More than one gasp rises from behind me,
but I keep my expression even. 


The Caretaker in front of me clearly heard
the reactions from behind me as well. He doesn’t falter in the face of them,
but he does say, “Despite the ruling handed down, the Caretaker Council also
felt that you should be given the decision of what her final punishment should
be. Our laws dictate death, but there has already been too much killing. If you
wish to grant clemency, we will honor your decision.” 


Shocked that this is being dumped in my
lap, underneath the fear of having to make such a decision, there’s some relief
that they hadn’t already executed her. Squatting down in front of her, I flinch
when Robin meets my gaze. The haunted expression in her eyes says she knows
everything. The war is over. She lost. Not just the war, but everything. Her
family will never accept her again. The friends she thought she had among the
Sentinels are gone, most of them dead now. The glorious future she’d envision
has been replaced by one of captivity. Even if I allow her to live, she’ll
never be free. 


“Mason,” Molly whispers from beside me, “I
have an idea.” 


I turn to face her with a questioning
glance. “An idea for what?” 


Her trembling hand points at Robin. “Let’s
make her forget.” 


Olivia kneels down next to us. “How?” 


“It’s like feeling lies,” Molly says
quietly. “I can turn it around.” 


Not sure what she means, I ask, “How would
that make her forget?” 


“Instead of feeling the lies people speak,
I can turn what they think into lies.” Her eyes dart up to Evie. “I did it on
accident the first time.” 


Olivia’s parents chuckle behind their
hands. Evie turns her nose up at their mocking, and I remind myself to ask for
the full story later. Turning my attention back to Molly, I say, “Are you sure
about this?” 


She nods and slowly moves closer to Robin,
her shaking hands extending to touch her head with one finger, like she’s
afraid Robin will bite her. Access to my power is cut off while I’m here, but I
can still feel Molly using hers. Focusing, I follow the steps she takes. She
once explained to me the different ways truth and lies felt to her power. I
can’t do what she can, but I watch in amazement as her power infiltrates
Robin’s memories and changes the shape of them, from smooth and flowing truths
to spiny lies that stick and cling together, turning her memories into a mess
of confusion. 


When Molly jumps back, her power follows.
She presses herself against my side and stares at Robin fearfully. We all wait
with baited breath to see if it worked. Slowly, Robin’s eyes roll open,
confusion and fear fill them in an instant. “Where am I? Who are you people?” 


That’s all the confirmation the Caretaker
Officers need. The one holding her grabs her by the arm and begins leading her
out of the house, off to…I have no idea, but I know they will care for her in
whatever manner they see fit. The second officer who had been silently guarding
the door steps forward before following his partner outside. “Thank you,” he
says, “for this, for not letting our Aerling children be taken away without
warning, and for everything else. The Caretakers owe you all a debt we can
never repay.” 


And with that, he’s gone. They’re all
gone. Sentinels, Caretakers, gods, everyone. At last, it finally feels like the
war is truly over. Excited chatter begins almost immediately after the door
closes behind the Caretaker Officer, everyone talking at once. It’s not about
the remaining questions I’m sure everyone has, or plans for what has to happen
next. 


Evie is telling Olivia all the school
gossip. Molly is begging for a cookie even though it sounds like she’s had
about a dozen already. Hayden and Sloane are talking about going to a movie
this weekend, after she meets his family. I think I hear the phrases “catching
up on homework” and “planning for college” come out of Olivia’s dad’s mouth
before she rolls her eyes at him while smiling. Only Olivia’s mom is sitting
quietly, taking in the happiness and lack of fear. 


Olivia slips up behind me suddenly and
wraps her arms around my waist. “I don’t know how I’m going to go back to
school after everything we’ve been through. It seems so inconsequential now.” 


“Not to your dad.” 


Chuckling, Olivia reaches up and kisses my
cheek. “You heard the college comment, I’m guessing?” 


“He’s just ready for things to get back to
normal,” I say. “We all are.” 


Nodding, Olivia smiles. “He’s going to
fight us about living together if we decide to go to college away from home.” 


“Not that I’m all that eager to leave home
right now,” I say, “but that’s a fight he’s going to lose. I’m not letting you
out of my sight.” 


Kissing me again, Olivia is grinning when
she pulls back. Her eyes leave mine as she turns to look at her parents.
They’re busy getting a movie started for everyone while we wait for the Parkers
and Hayden’s family to arrive, but her dad pauses in what he’s doing and looks
over at her. She’ll always be his little girl, but there’s acceptance and joy
in his eyes rather than worry. Snuggling against me even closer, Olivia says, “Maybe
it won’t be a fight after all.” 


“I don’t think it will be,” I say. 


As if he knows exactly what we’re talking
about, Olivia’s dad holds up his left hand and taps his ring finger as he gives
me a serious look while nodding in his daughter’s direction. Olivia and I both
bust up laughing. Molly steals his attention after that, but I keep my arms
around Olivia, savoring the fact that we survived, that we still have a chance
to live out all the dreams and plans we thought we had lost what seems like
forever ago now. 


Being an Aerling once seemed like a curse.
The pranks we pulled gave us a lot of good memories, and being Olivia’s sole
focus for so long certainly wasn’t a bad thing, but never truly belonging tore
me down. When the truth started unraveling and we learned our true purpose, the
curse only seemed to expand, to make me feel even more like I was something out
of place, meant for a specific use that would ultimately break me down to
uselessness. 


The journey didn’t break me, though. Not the
way I expected. Yes, I was torn down, over and over again, but I was rebuilt
into something better. Something that isn’t out of place anymore. Something that
truly belongs. Pulling Olivia over to the couch with me, we settle in for
whatever syrupy cartoon movie Molly picked out and just breathe. 


 


THE END
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