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Chapter One
The Girl
If it got any colder, her bloody feet were going to start sticking to the pavement. On a good day, touching her bare feet to the urine-scented floor of the alley behind her efficiency apartment would have been unthinkable. But today wasn’t a good day—it was a running day. The Girl couldn’t believe she had been so careless as to forget her shoes, but it had been worth it. If her choices were capture or cold, sore feet, she would always choose the latter.
They were getting better at finding her and figuring out how to lure her in. She thought blending in with the norms would keep her safe, but that had only worked for so long. Her family wouldn’t be at the top of the food chain if they weren’t adaptable, and as of tonight, it was obvious to her they were now as adept at navigating nonmagical society as she was.
She wondered how they had figured out the finer points of norm society. It was doubtful it had been the way she had done it. For longer than she wanted to contemplate, she’d had nothing but norm books to keep her company. Mother had said teaching her about witchcraft would be a waste, so she could make do with the garbage norms read.
Fortunately for her, the books and magazines, so carelessly shoved at her by the servants, were to be her salvation. From spy novels to Shakespeare, from gossip rags to cooking magazines, any and all readable discards from the world of normal humans had kept her from going insane. As long as it didn’t teach her about the society that was her birthright, she was allowed to read it. It was from these books that she learned how to pick a lock, how to sneak past a guarded perimeter, and how to assimilate into a crowd.
She didn’t blame her family for locking her away. How could she fault them for wanting to protect the rest of the world from her unfortunate disability? She often questioned the gods in their decision on making her. Why on earth make someone whose sole power was to enrage others?
There were a few exceptions—some of the servants managed to remain almost normal around her—but since she turned seven no one in her family could stand to be around her for more than a few minutes without growing infuriated.
It was a good night for sneaking around, if one didn’t mind the cold. The cloudy sky kept the moon and stars from exposing her position. Creeping around the edge of a building, she did her best to stay out of the lamplight. It wasn’t too difficult, since the residents of the neighborhood had broken out most of the bulbs in the alley. Apparently, The Girl wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to be seen.
She’d had to abandon most of her things this time—most notably her shoes, a battered paperback copy of Much Ado About Nothing, and an iPod she’d found on the sidewalk. It had a broken screen, but it worked even around her magical interference, which was rare since technology and magic didn’t combine well. There had only been enough warning to push open the window of her efficiency apartment and climb down the fire escape before they blew in her door. If she was lucky, they would think she wasn’t home. If she was unlucky, they would be fanning out to find her.
Not that she’d had much to leave behind. Today she had spent the last bit of money she managed to get from selling the necklace she had brought with her. It was the last thing she had gotten before her magic had manifested. Her books may have taught her how to escape and how to cook, but finding a job that wasn’t terrifying hadn’t made it into the rotation. Cooking skills didn’t mean much without food to cook.
She pulled her thin hoodie around herself, glad she had chosen dark clothing to wear that day. It would make getting away from her family’s goons easier. If you could call sneaking past an unknown number of people who had been taught battle-magic from an early age easy. They had all the magic her powerful and influential family could muster, while she had a black hoodie and no shoes. She was going to need a miracle.
“You hear that, gods? If you did make me for any reason other than a joke, I could use some help right about now.” She kept her voice low, but the hopelessness was clear. “Footwear would be a good place to start if you’re interested in suggestions.”
Hearing a shout behind her, she had no choice but to run blindly, hoping she could find enough darkness to cover her retreat. The sound of gunfire coming from her only avenue of escape let her know, without a doubt, the gods were assholes.




Chapter Two
Fourteen
Agent Fourteen was having a night. He no longer had good nights or bad nights. They all blended in together at this point. Anything and everything that happened to him rolled off his mind like it was made of a hard, rubbery substance. He could still feel, but what he felt no longer mattered to him, as if it were happening to another person.
Nothing was wrong with his mind, though. No matter what they had done to him, his mind was as agile as ever. It was what made him such an asset to the Company. No morals and a quick mind—how many times had he heard that? Usually right before a mission they’d have to make him forget.
He rubbed the scar on his left hand absently. One day he’d woken up, and it was just there without any explanation.
There had been something inside of him once. He didn’t know what, but there was a hole that had been empty for so long he didn’t notice it anymore. Thinking about it made his stomach roll, so he had stopped that train of thought long ago.
What Agent Fourteen was thinking right now, was that his handlers were idiots.
Only they would think of scheduling an assassination with the intended target. They claimed to have wanted a meeting beforehand to get intel, but Fourteen knew the truth. They had wanted to gloat. Unfortunately for them, it turned out the target wasn’t as stupid as Steve and Frank had hoped and had brought snipers of his own.
Fourteen had managed to eliminate the target because he knew how to do his fucking job, unlike the two rapidly cooling meat-suits who used to be his handlers. There was the small matter of being currently pinned down by gunfire behind a trash bin, but it was manageable. He was nothing if not creative.
As he was weighing his options, a small body came barreling toward him, nearly landing in his lap. His knife was at the person’s throat before he even considered the action.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize this hiding spot was taken.” The soft voice was at odds with the situation. Paying no attention to the knife, the person looked around, possibly searching for a less-populated part of the alley.
“Are you with the smugglers?” He asked slowly, not relaxing his grip on the knife.
“The only thing I’m smuggling right now is me.” There was just enough light for him to see the figure crane its neck, surveying their surroundings. Fourteen was used to being ignored. It was something he usually cultivated, but at the moment he found it irritating.
He was fairly certain the tiny hooded figure crouched next to him was not part of the mission, just a random a child in the wrong place. In his line of work fairly certain wasn’t good enough, but he didn’t hold weapons on children. He tucked the knife back into his jacket. “Well, smuggle yourself someplace else. This is no place for a kid.” He gestured with his gun hand to the dead bodies littering the alley.
The moon came out from behind a cloud, throwing the bloodstained corpses in sharp relief.
He could tell when the child’s eyes landed on the heap of bodies two yards in front of them because it let out a squeak, then hastily scooted backward until it hit the wall next to him. The movement knocked the child’s hood free of its head, allowing a shower of long, baby-white hair to cascade past a feminine face. “You’re right, I should probably go.” The probably-a-girl pulled the hood back up, stuffed her hair inside and made to stand up, but he knocked her legs out from under her with the butt of his rifle just in time to keep her head from getting blown off by a flurry of renewed gunfire.
“For God’s sake! Stay low,” he barked out and returned fire with more gusto than he usually did—children didn’t belong on the battlefield regardless of what the Company thought.
“Sorry! Sorry.” Sprawled out on the asphalt, she struggled to pull herself back to a crouching position.
“This isn’t part of the mission. This isn’t what I do.” He was muttering to himself, but she didn’t know that.
“What isn’t your job?”
“Keeping people alive.” Fourteen’s hand gripped his rifle tightly, and he wondered why he had even bothered to knock the girl out of harm’s way. If he had done nothing, the girl would be dead, and he would be free to complete protocol and present himself for debriefing.
“Oh, well then. That’s okay, I wasn’t asking you to.” She made as if to creep off in the opposite direction she had come from.
Again he stopped her with the butt of his rifle. “Not that way, idiot. That’s where the bullets are coming from.”
“True,” she conceded. “But it’s also where my pursuers aren’t coming from. So I’m going that way.” In the patchy darkness he could see that her shoulders were shaking, but from her tone of voice, she could have been telling him directions to the post office. She was an odd little thing.
He looked her over, squinting at her bare, most likely battered feet, and felt something flutter against the icy prison around his soul. He didn’t know why he was even considering this. He should just leave her here. On the other hand, she was nearly small enough to fit in his equipment bag. If he took out the rest of the C4, it was possible he wouldn’t notice the difference.
“Do you mind?” She poked the gun blocking her way. “I really don’t want to involve you in this. It would be better for you if they didn’t notice you.” She’d had to raise her voice to be heard over the increased gunfire peppering the trash bin in front of them. The members of the cartel were getting impatient, and if he didn’t do something soon, they would come to him.
Fourteen threw a grenade in the direction of the gunfire. He waited for the screams to die before he said, “You’re worried about me.” It was a statement, not a question.
That was a first for him—a person actually worrying over his welfare. The fluttering grew stronger, but he continued to push it back. Sentiment was useless baggage in a fight, and he’d had it beaten out of him long ago. Every now and then, a whisper of his former self piped up, but he would crush it as soon as it showed. He had neither the time nor the desire to feel. But that didn’t explain why he was planning to go off-book to rescue a helpless civilian.
“Here.” He threw his equipment bag at the girl, and it knocked her against the wall.
She struggled under the weight of the bag as it threatened to put her on her ass. Enormous eyes peeked over the bag in hurt surprise. “What was that for?”
“You carry that, so I can keep my hands free. When I say run, you run back the way you came. I’ll cover us.” He hefted his rifle.
“I already told you—”
“Run!” He rose, grabbed a handful of her jacket and yanked her to her feet. When she didn’t respond, he planted a hand between her shoulder blades, pushed her roughly back down the alley, and then pressed the detonator in his pocket.
The abandoned warehouse exploded, showering everything in flaming bricks and debris. It should be all the distraction he would need to retrieve what he needed to and shepherd the girl to safety. Then he would ditch her at the nearest bus station.
He darted out to the bodies of his handlers and rifled through Steve’s pockets until he found what he was looking for. When he turned and saw the girl standing where he left her, he growled, “Move!”
She took off like a frightened, if overburdened, bunny in the proper direction, but he had to keep shoving at the bag she had slung over her shoulder keep her moving. At one point he considered hoisting her and the bag over his shoulder, but when they turned onto the next street, she found a renewed interest in running. Still she was going too slow for his liking.
Fourteen pulled the bag out of her arms, so it wouldn’t weigh her down, and they ran down the sidewalk side by side, her pace matching his, all hesitance gone. He thought he might have to help her, considering the state of her feet, but she kept up with him.
He was glad he didn’t have to carry her. He hated touching people. Random touches always felt like such a violation to him, and it was his one small rebellion against the Company. They controlled all aspects of his life, but he chose when and how he was touched. It was common knowledge in Storage that the last person to clap him on the back had had an arm broken in three places.
He waited until the girl began to stagger and gasp before he searched for a suitable hiding spot to allow her to catch her breath. When he spotted a partially burned-out building tucked in between the shadows of two larger buildings, he said, “This way.”
After making a quick circuit of the old two-story house, he chose to set up their rest stop inside the boarded-up porch. He chose it because it had enough broken boards in it for him to see out of, but was too dark for anyone to see into. The whole place was so shabby that if anyone tried to sneak in through the back, he was sure to hear them long before they got close—that is, if the house didn’t fall in on them all first.
He pried a board away from the screen door, dislodging a tattered sign that announced the building was scheduled for demolition and ushered the girl inside. After one final look around to make sure they weren’t being tailed, he followed her into the dim interior of the porch.
A squatter must have called the porch home at some point—it was filled with old garbage and the occasional skittering creature. He noticed the girl didn’t complain about their accommodations, nor did she look around for a comfortable, or even less disgusting, place to sit. Instead, she collapsed to the floor, shaking with exhaustion.
How long had she been running before she found him? Together, they had run a fair distance, but she was acting like she had just finished a marathon. He couldn’t make out much of her in the scant light, but what he’d seen of her so far made him think she was underfed.
She was probably just a runaway. The sooner he got her back to her family the better.
“Listen, kid. I’m sorry you got caught up in that mess back there, but I think the worst of it is behind us. I’ll let you rest for a few more minutes, and then I’ll get you to a bus stop. Get you a ticket back to your folks so they can take care of you.” It didn’t sound right as he said it, but there was nothing more for him to do here. He was way out of his element, and he wasn’t a nanny.
She let out a harsh laugh that was completely at odds with her small body. “Sure, they’ll take care of me. They’ll take care of me so well that no one will ever hear from me again.” She shifted in the garbage and pulled a tin can out from under her backside, trying to get more comfortable. “I appreciate what you’ve tried to do, but we should part ways here. You need to get out of here before they find us.”
“You don’t need to worry about the cartel. Most of them were killed in the explosion. The rest of them are probably more interested in getting out of there before the police show up than they are in finding us.” Fourteen was starting to feel like he didn’t have all the intel on this situation. He realized he hadn’t really been listening to her up to now because he had been so fixated on getting them to safety. What had she had been running from?
“I’m not worried about your enemies. Whoever they are, they have nothing on my family.” She propped her elbows on her knees and cradled her head by fisting handfuls of hair on either side of her head. “Listen, you really need to get out of here, mister. So do I, for that matter, but we need to go in opposite directions. It won’t take them long to find me, though your explosion was a really good distraction. Thanks for that, by the way.”
The fluttering he felt earlier was getting stronger. Before it had been like a butterfly. Now it was more like a large bird beating it wings against a cage, but instead of trying to get out, it was trying to get in. “Kid—” he began.
“I’m not a kid,” she interrupted.
“Sure. Whoever is after you hasn’t seen the likes of me. I’m not exactly off the clock right now, but I can give you a hand for long enough to get you somewhere safe. Where do you want to go?” He had no idea where this was coming from. Fourteen never took on side projects. He just worked the job and got paid. Unless he had wounds that needed time to heal, he would move on to the next mission. He liked to keep busy, anything to keep him out of Storage. This was new to him, and he didn’t like new. It shouldn’t be difficult though—there wasn’t much chance a child could be in enough trouble to tax his skills.
The real challenge was going to be going dark on the Company for a few hours. They were going to want to debrief him soon. A jagged, broken space in his mind flared to life, reminding him exactly what it felt like to have the Company unhappy with him. Rather than heed the warning, he allowed the desensitization training he’d received to force the space to vanish. He could take whatever they came up with. Whatever they did wouldn’t actually damage him. The services he rendered to the Company were valuable enough that they wouldn’t want to keep him off active duty. No, the worse thing they would do to him would be to send him in for retraining. Fourteen managed to contain the shudder that tried to ripple through him at the thought.
“I know you want to help, and I thank you for that. It’s really nice of you, but really, you need to go.” She stood up slowly, testing her legs. He assumed they held firm since she didn’t fall back down. “It’s been nice meeting you under the circumstances.”
Nice? He watched her make her way back off the porch, not offering to help when her hair snagged on a nail. Instead he observed quietly as she fought her way free and stumbled down the steps into the night. Fourteen didn’t do nice; he didn’t know what nice was. He gave her a minute and followed her.
The girl continued in the direction they had been running, but instead of choosing deserted streets, like an amateur might, she chose streets with people on them. She did her best to stick to populated areas, but after a few moments of hesitation, she trudged down a dark street with no signs of life, her heavy steps showing her reluctance. She moved with extreme caution, forcing him to stay well behind her to remain unseen. If he’d been closer, he might have mistaken what happened for an explosion, but from far away it was something completely outside of his expertise.
It looked to him like all the shadows had peeled away from between two buildings and jumped at the girl. She sensed it at the last minute and hit the ground rolling, landing between two parked cars. When the shadows hit the wall next to where she had been walking, the brick exploded and dust billowed out, covering the street and bringing visibility down to nothing. Fourteen darted into the cloud and aimed for the cars the girl had tucked herself between. On a whim, he went around to the other side of the cars and found her crawling on her hands and knees, directionless and coughing hard enough to break a rib.
He bent over her, ready to scoop her up and run when he saw a hole appear in midair. It floated toward them slowly, its edges shimmering in the dust and gloom. In its center he could just make out something resembling a glowing ball, but instead of creating light, the ball seemed to be stealing it from its surroundings. When its antiglow intensified, he instinctively jumped between the girl and the mysterious hole, taking the blast himself.
A crackling distortion streaked through the air, flowing around and over him, but it hovered several feet away from his body. Then as though it had decided to give up, it swirled up and away, dissipating into nothingness.
The girl behind him was still gasping and choking, but she managed a strangled, “What . . . are you doing?” And something that sounded like, “Get out of here—”
He gave her a dirty look she probably couldn’t see and glanced back at the hole and its glorified raver toy. He couldn’t tell if the attack had done what it was supposed to do or not, but he didn’t plan to see what would happen if he got hit with it again. He pulled out his SIG P220, fired six shots at the center of the hole, and heard a very human yelp of pain. The hole closed abruptly with a sharp shriek that reminded him of metal on metal.
Silence fell around him, and the senses that had gotten him though many dangerous missions told him he and the girl were alone. Though after what he had just seen, anything was possible. He needed to question the girl to find out what the hell he had gotten himself into.
She was slowly pulling herself up using the car beside her as leverage. “I don’t know if it was just him, but if it was, you’ve bought us a little time. Let’s go.” She turned and made it two steps before collapsing like a broken puppet. As shaky as she had been, it came as no surprise to him she had reached the end of her resources.
Steeling himself, he reached down to check her pulse. When his skin brushed hers, he was engulfed with the sense-memory of sunshine on clean cotton. It made him think of bright blue skies and wispy clouds. Made him think of . . . Mother?
Before he could cling to the forgotten memory, he was swept into another memory. He was high in the air and felt like he was flying. His small hand reached forward to steady himself, and it met his father’s head. Together they ran down a hill at breakneck speed, but instead of fear he felt safe and confident. As long as his father was around, nothing bad could happen to him, they were a team.
Peace stole over his body, temporarily rendering him insensate to the outside world. If an attack came now, he would be defenseless, but in that moment, he didn’t care. Walls that had taken years to forge through unbearable pain and anger had vanished. More suffering than most people saw in a lifetime had gone into building his barriers. And now they were gone.
He snatched his hand away from the girl’s skin, and the sensation disappeared. Hesitantly, he reached out and touched her cheek. It felt like his entire body had been plunged into warm sunshine after being cold for far too long.
It burned.
He wanted more.
Who was this girl?




Chapter Three
The Girl
When The Girl opened her eyes she was facing an unfamiliar wall. She could see a heavily chipped, ancient porcelain sink with exposed piping underneath that was more rust than pipe. Normally, waking up in an unfamiliar room would be cause for alarm, but the shabbiness of the room let her know the Family didn’t have her. If they had, she either would have woken up in the suffocating luxury of her bedroom back home, or she wouldn’t have woken up at all.
Closing her eyes again, she listened to see if she was alone in the room. She couldn’t be sure, because she didn’t hear anything, but it felt like she wasn’t alone. With effort, she managed to get her mind to cough up a memory of the strange man from last night. She’d only had fleeting impressions of him in the gloom and chaos of the night, but the feeling he inspired in her gut was concrete.
Safe.
From the day she’d been stuffed into her gilded cage to the moment she’d found herself running into a gunfight, safety had been as mythical to her as Santa Claus. The fact that her gut had decided to feel safe in the middle of a shootout next to a stranger told her she needed her head examined. She wasn’t even sure she knew what he looked like. It had been too dark to know for sure.
She did know one thing: he had showed no signs of the fiery anger she was used to inspiring in others. Instead of ignoring her or yelling at her or, even worse, attacking her like she had grown accustomed to, he had actually tried to help her. Twice.
Being near him in the abandoned house had been intriguing. The gentle buzz of his aura rubbing right next to hers had intensified her sense of safety and—exhausted as she had been—it had been tempting to stay with him. But she couldn’t, she had needed to get away from him. In her experience, there was no such thing as a safe person. If by some small chance of fate he was safe, she didn’t want to bring the wrath of her family down on him. As capable as he seemed, he wasn’t prepared for that. Even with her untrained senses, she could tell he was just a norm.
So The Girl had left him, intending to blend in with the crowd, but her growling stomach overrode her better judgment. Instead of taking a more populated route that would have taken her an hour to traverse, she’d chosen a shortcut that would get her to her last stash of supplies quickly. Her body had been shouting at her, using every available method to convince her it wanted the contents of that backpack ASAP. She was confident that as soon as she got a granola bar inside her belly and shoes on her feet, she would be able to think her way to freedom. The fifty-dollar bill she remembered putting in there wouldn’t hurt her chances of escape either. And, of course, a change of clothes. She needed that the most. That lapse in judgment had cost her, and now it would cost him, too.
What she didn’t understand was why he had followed her and saved her again. How had he survived the spell her cousin had sent at him? The power she had felt rolling off it should have destroyed him instantly. Instead the spell had merely hovered around him for a moment like a confused dog, looking for the ball its owner had only pretended to throw.
“I know you’re awake.” The quiet voice of her savior broke her from her reverie.
The Girl gave up her pretense of sleeping and rolled over to examine her surroundings. Her bed was a futon kept off the floor by old pallets. When she shoved aside the army-green wool blanket, she noted with relief that she was still fully dressed. So often in the stories she read, people felt compelled to undress someone after they passed out. It was good to know it wasn’t a common practice in reality.
She wasn’t ready to look at her savior yet—wasn’t prepared to put on the mantle of girl on the run, so she continued to inspect the spartan room to buy some time. It might have been an office or an apartment at one point in the distant past. Two walls were lined with windows that looked out into complete darkness, the other two were brick and unadorned. On either side of the bed were industrial shelves neatly arrayed with guns, ammunition, grenades, and other lethal-looking items she had no name for.
She supposed she should have been frightened or appalled by her circumstances, but the simple room felt honest to her. The plush décor of her own bedroom had always suffocated her, but this felt safe.
She shook her head at the fanciful thought. It was time to interact with her host so she could dispel the illusion of safety her mind kept taunting her with.
Across from the bed, he sat perched on the edge of a small desk in front of a window. A battered, bronze clip-lamp illuminated a strong, European brow furrowed over storm-gray eyes. Eyes focused on her with an intensity that brought heat to her cheeks.
She fought the urge to shrink back from his regard. Instead she stuck out her chin and asked, “Why am I here?”
“No one knows about this place, and it doesn’t have many neighbors. We should be safe here.” His gaze didn’t waver as he answered.
The Girl felt as though he expected her to do something and didn’t want to miss it. Was he waiting for her to try to escape? She sat up. “Am I your prisoner?” She might as well start with the basics.
“You can leave if you like.”
Good. That cleared that up. His unflinching regard made her feel awkward, but awkward she could do—anything was better than the unprovoked violence she was used to.
“Why did you follow me?”
“Call it a gut instinct. Other than that . . .” He trailed off unhelpfully and shrugged, the black leather of his jacket creaking with the movement.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you did, but you didn’t have to. I wasn’t asking for your help.” The Girl pulled her legs against her body and hugged them.
“If you had, I probably wouldn’t have helped.” A minute crease formed between his eyebrows before smoothing away.
Silence filled the air. “You shot my cousin,” she said trying to fill the void.
“That would be the guy in the floating circle?” A brief smile escaped, lending warmth to his previously expressionless face. “Yeah, I think he probably had it coming.”
She glanced at his eyes, pleasantly surprised by his levity, but saw no humor there. “It wasn’t a complaint. I’m just trying to process what happened.”
“You and me both, kid.” He sat back but didn’t break eye contact.
The Girl looked away, intimidated by his scrutiny, then fell silent for a few minutes and tried to decide what to do next. She didn’t know what to do with this guy. If she left him, would he follow her again? Would it be a bad thing if he did? He wasn’t acting like anyone she had ever interacted with—most people couldn’t wait to get away from her. Was it because he was a norm?
She had kept her contact with the norms as minimal as possible. For the most part, they hadn’t been too keen about her either. Most memorable was the last time she’d stood in the checkout line at the store. One by one, everyone had gotten out of line, as though standing near her was physically uncomfortable. The guy behind the counter had avoided eye contact with her and threw her change down so he didn’t have to touch her.
Finding out more about this companion—the only person who seemed unaffected by her power—was tempting. She hesitated but ultimately decided bringing an innocent person—a norm, no less—in on her problem would be a crummy way to repay him for helping her out. Well, maybe not entirely innocent. The small armory surrounding them proved otherwise.
Her stomach growled painfully.
“Here.” The man threw a bag of trail mix to her. “You need to eat more than you have been. When I carried you up here, you were almost as light as my equipment bag.
He cared that she ate enough? What was she supposed to do with that?
“It’s probably why you passed out.” He motioned for her to eat.
She tore open the bag with too much gusto, and it fell apart, showering the bed with food. “I deduced that for myself, Sherlock.” Apparently she was going to be bitchy.
Instead of being offended, he just gave another smile that melted away as soon as it appeared. “What’s your name, kid?”
With shaky hands, she did her best to herd all the trail mix into a single pile on the blanket. “Name?” She thought she had a name once. Not wanting him to call her Girl like everyone else she knew, she tried to remember something . . . anything. “Aeyli?” That wasn’t quite right, but it sounded familiar.
“Hayli?”
“No . . . I think it’s closer to Aeyli, maybe?”
“Are you telling me or asking me?” The man stood up slowly and came over to her side of the room. The way he walked reminded her of a bather getting accustomed to the temperature of the water.
She didn’t answer, instead began stuffing her mouth with food. Her hands trembled, so she kept dropping bits of fruit and nuts in every direction.
He kneeled beside her, and his voice was soft when he asked, “What did they do to you?”
It wasn’t a question she knew how to answer, so she kept eating as fast as she could. The more fuel she had in her body, the sooner she could get out of here.
She couldn’t seem to stop herself from stealing looks at him in between bites. Now that she had the time to process the information, she was starting to be awestruck by his appearance. His mahogany brown hair was trimmed neatly on the sides, but the top was longer and was an artful mess. It looked soft as rabbit fur, and she had to stop herself from reaching out to touch it. Her eyes traveled over cheekbones and a jawline that would have made the models in her fashion magazines envious. It was getting harder to summon the will to leave him behind.
He lifted his hand toward her face but stopped it inches away—hovering like it had been caught in a force field. “Do you want to be called Aeyli?”
It was as close as she was going to get to her name right now, so she nodded. “What about you? What’s your name?”
He pulled his hand away and settled back on his heels. “You can call me Fourteen.”
“Fourteen? Like soldier number fourteen? How many of you are there?” It was just like that book she’d read a few years ago, well, half of a book—she’d known she shouldn't have bothered to read something that was missing the last half, but she’d been bored. Maybe sometimes books were like real-life after all. She’d had no idea that agents actually got numbers instead of names.
He shook his head. “You’re better off not knowing how many of us there are or anything about us. If you need to call me something, just call me Fourteen.” His face could have been stone—there was no emotion there for her to read, which she found reassuring. If he hadn’t exploded at her yet, it was possible he wasn’t likely to.
Usually people had an immediate reaction to her. The few times she hadn’t made a person blow up into a towering rage or be incredibly unpleasant to her, she had found they tolerated having a conversation with her. They always seemed uncomfortable, though. Nothing like the nonreactive nature of Fourteen. What was different about him? She needed to leave before she decided not to.
“I need to keep moving.” She scooted over to the side of the bed not blocked by Fourteen and hung her legs over the edge. With the speed of an exhausted sloth, she stood up and found that—while her legs would hold her—putting weight on her feet was excruciating. Rest and food had made her vertical; she’d just have to deal with the pain.
“Your feet are going to need some attention before you go.” Fourteen took a small box down from a shelf and began pulling out gauze, tweezers, and alcohol. Placing them on the bed about three inches from her hand, he asked, “Do you want to take care of it yourself?”
Aeyli’s face drained of blood, and she sat back down on the bed, making an audible thump—her vision had gone gray and sparkly around the edges. She couldn’t even force her mind to think about digging chunks of road out of her feet, let alone actually do it. She didn’t have much experience with injuries, mostly because she hadn’t had much opportunity to get any up until now. “Maybe later.” Her voice sounded pathetic and breathy.
“Later would be a bad idea in this situation. You were walking around in garbage. You need to clean your wounds before they go septic.”
“That doesn’t sound ideal.” After peering at her feet, she had to lie back on the pillow. This time, her vision had gone almost entirely gray.
“Stay like that, I’ll do it.” Since meeting in the alley, his voice had remained calm and matter of fact—almost robotic—but now it sounded a little frayed at the edges. She was pretty sure he didn’t want to dress her feet, but since he was insisting, she was going to make him do it.
“I’ll just lie back and think of Queen and country.” Her joke fell flat even to her own ears. Running for her life, being forced to rely on the help of a complete stranger, and getting her feet thoroughly abused were not the items she’d had on her to-do list this evening—though by her guess it had to be early morning now.
When she entered her microscopic efficiency earlier, she had planned on lying down and sleeping off the past several days. She had been running nonstop for almost three weeks, and this had been the first time she had gotten an actual bed to sleep in. What she had thought to be a safe haven had become a nightmare.
Aeyli watched Fourteen, so she would know exactly when he would begin torturing her feet.
He pulled a few more things off the shelf and sat at the foot of the bed. “You don’t have to be afraid.” Fourteen showed her an aerosol can. “This will numb most of the pain.”
Nodding, she tried to put on a brave face, but she knew her wide-stretched, fear-filled eyes must have given her away.
“This might be easier on you if you look away,” he advised. When she continued to lock her gaze on the can in his hands, he shrugged as if to say, suit yourself.
The mist from the can coated her feet with blissful numbness, and her nervousness ratcheted down to a more tolerable level. Before she could do more than sigh in relief, he pulled out the tweezers, causing the nervousness from before to blossom into full-blown panic. Desperate for a distraction, she asked, “What was your name before it was Fourteen?”
“I can’t tell you that.” He had yet to touch her feet in any way. In fact, he appeared to hesitate for some reason.
“Why not? Would you have to kill me if I knew?” She couldn’t imagine he was squeamish about blood, so it had to be another reason he didn’t want to touch her.
A brief smile. “No.” Fourteen closed his eyes for a moment, opened them, then placed his hand on the top of her left foot slowly, reverently.
His callused hand was so warm it radiated up her leg, right to the center of her body. She started in surprise, but Fourteen didn’t notice. He tightened his grip a little, his eyes gone distant. The warmth intensified as it reached her chest, doubling, then tripling. Her heart sped up.
After the span of several heartbeats, his eyes cleared, and he pulled her foot into his lap, inspecting it carefully. “I was recruited when I was fourteen.” His attention was focused entirely on what he was doing to her foot, but his voice was soft.
The Girl wondered at the shift—he sounded almost normal.
They don’t usually take people that young, but I was a special case. My age stood out among the others during training, so I got the nickname Fourteen. It stuck.”
When he started using the dreaded tweezers on her heel she only felt pressure, no pain. “Why don’t you tell people your real name?” She knew she should stop badgering him, but there was something inside her urging her on, telling her it was important that she ask.
He dug out three more pieces of road trash from her foot before answering. “Because they can’t have that.” His voice was so harsh it made her throat hurt in sympathy. When she caught sight of his eyes, they burned into her own with an intensity that should have sent her scrambling off the bed, but she held firm. Aeyli needed to hear what he had to say as badly as he needed to say it. “I hid it away because it’s the only thing I have left of her.”
“Who?” It was barely a whisper. Her chest was so warm she was surprised it wasn’t glowing.
“My mother.” If she hadn’t been listening for it, she would have missed it. “My mother named me, and it’s all I have left of her.” His pupils had dilated to the point that his eyes appeared black, and his breathing had become ragged.
Breaking his gaze had ceased to be an option as they sat there, eyes locked on one another. The Girl felt as though she had been sitting there staring into his eyes for days, learning secrets about him even he didn’t know.
She had forgotten about her feet entirely. The cool and collected man who had shuffled her from crisis to crisis all night had cracked open and shown her that, on the inside, he was burning alive. Her hand found its way to his leg in a silent gesture of comfort. Whatever had been driving her words had wandered off, leaving her with no idea of what to say next.
“I hid it too well, because even I don’t know it now.” Faint lines creased the corners of his eyes, and the purple shadows underneath drew her attention to how tired he looked. How old was he? A job like his would age a person quickly, so he could be younger than the thirty-something man she’d originally taken him to be.
Fourteen closed his eyes, breaking contact. She noticed his aura no longer had the pleasant buzz from when they first met—it made her feel restless and confused. Her hand reached out and stroked the air next to him, and it was like touching a tangible thing. She smoothed it down on reflex, like she was petting an anxious cat, and was pleased to note his aura smoothed out as well.
Fourteen’s lids popped open, and he continued working on her in silence as though nothing of import had happened, his hands gentle but efficient as he finished cleaning and wrapping her feet. He left both hands on her feet for a moment once he was done, as if as hesitant to let go as he had been to start. Finally, he took his hands away and began tucking the supplies into a backpack he pulled out from the bottom shelf.
Without his touch, the feeling in her chest dissipated. What had just happened? Such an emotional experience should have left them both feeling raw, but she felt calm, surrounded in a warm, pink glow. She watched Fourteen move around the room, continuing to load the backpack with a random assortment of items, seemingly unaffected by the strange incident that had just occurred. Maybe, as a norm, he hadn’t noticed? Magic didn’t always affect them the same way it did the magical community.
“Thank you.” She wiggled her toes experimentally. “They feel much better now.” Whatever her magic was up to now, she didn’t have time to investigate further. “I guess I’ll be on my way.”
Fourteen zipped up the backpack and slung it over one shoulder, then he walked over to the door and picked up his equipment bag as well. “Where to next?” It was obvious he was planning on going with her.
Maybe this would be harder than she thought. “I need to go alone. You’ll only get caught up in something you aren’t prepared to deal with.” She bit her lip and readied herself for an argument.
He studied her for a moment, his expression placid. “In case you weren’t paying attention, I adapt quickly to new situations. Until tonight, I didn’t know people routinely hang out inside floating holes trying to kill little girls. I think I managed well enough.”
“Maybe, but next time they will send more than my cousin Astin after me.”
“All the more reason to take me with you.”
“Why . . . why do you want to come? What’s in this for you? I don’t have any money. Well,” she amended as she thought of the fifty in her stash box, “almost no money, but I’m going to need that to get out of here.”
For the first time she saw a flash of real anger on his face, but it vanished as quickly as it came. “I don’t need your money.”
“What do you want, then?”
“How about information? Let come with you for now. I need to understand what’s happening here, and the questions I have are going to take more than a few minutes to answer.”
She bit her lip in indecision. Maybe he’d noticed what had happened after all.
“If you don’t let me come, I’ll just follow you again. I do this for a living, remember? You won’t shake me.” He presented it like a fact proven too many times to count.
His cold confidence was hard to dispute. It couldn’t hurt to fill him in on what had been going on. He might be a norm, but in his line of work, there was a chance he could run into the magical community again. Telling him what little she knew about her world would be a good way to repay him for the help he had given her. When he realized she didn’t know very much, most likely he would be happy to send her on her way. Hopefully, she could stay under the family’s radar until they parted ways.
Her chin rose defiantly. “Okay, but I’m in charge.”




Chapter Four
Fourteen
Following the kid—Aeyli, he corrected himself—down the stairs leading from his apartment, he kept a close eye on her gait, noting she no longer looked as vulnerable as a week-old kitten. She didn’t appear to be limping, but then again he wouldn’t have appeared so if he’d been hurt. Showing off weakness to a stranger was likely to get him killed, so he powered through most injuries until they healed. Aeyli might not operate that way, but he wouldn’t discount it. If they had to run, he would be ready to carry her again if necessary, but it would be his last resort.
The first time he touched her had overloaded his senses. Carrying her to his car had been disorienting and difficult—he’d had to stop and put her down several times to regain his equilibrium. Otherwise, he couldn’t have guaranteed no one had followed them.
While working on the mess she had made of her feet, he had drifted in and out of lucidity. He remembered talking with the girl, but he couldn’t have told anyone what it had been about. It should have bothered him more than it did. Was he so used to what the Company had done to him that missing time was just a normal thing?
Unexpected emotion roused itself but not toward the girl. It started in his chest, hot, bright, and hard. It raced through his body, making the tips of his fingers tingle and his face burn. After being trapped so long in the cold of his mind, the heat of the sensation was a shock to his system. It was all-consuming and powerful—but so was the cold. In seconds, his conditioning kicked in and swallowed the feeling, assimilating it into nothingness.
What the—? The hole in his mind throbbed, fighting for his attention. Did the feeling have something to do with the Company and their tinkering?
Again, the feeling flared in his chest, and again, his conditioning swallowed it down. It seemed like it took longer the second time, giving him a chance to give it a name. Rage. Something about being with this girl or, more specifically, touching her called out to something important he had lost. Fourteen wasn’t sure he wanted his conditioning to win.
“Who are you?” He’d kept his tone quiet, but it still caused Aeyli to flinch.
“Starting with the hard stuff first, huh?” She paused as she got to the bottom of the stairs and looked at him.
“It wastes less time,” he said pointedly.
“Fine.” Fishing around in her pockets, she pulled out a hair tie and gathered her hair into a messy knot without pausing in her descent. Several shorter strands escaped imprisonment to frame her pale face. “I’m a less than popular member of the Blaike family—a fusty, but prominent family of witches in the magical community, or as we call it, the Other.” She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and turned to face him, clearly waiting for something.
“And?”
“I was waiting for you to tell me I’m crazy.” She pulled her hood up to cover her hair. He nodded at the precaution in approval, her hair was an unusual shade likely to draw attention.
“And I’m waiting for you to answer my question. When you finish telling your story, I’ll draw my own conclusions.”
She shook her head in bemusement. “I will, but, um, where are we?” Her hand gestured to the cavernous warehouse they were in.
“South Boston. I own this warehouse. Technically it’s supposed to be used for storage, but I use it when I have a job in the area. Rather, I did. Now that you’ve seen it, I’ll have to sell it.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
“Don’t apologize, you weren’t awake at the time. It did its job, now it’s done.” He walked toward the enormous, black SUV parked inside the nearly empty warehouse, leaving her to follow in his wake.
“Subtle.” She snorted indelicately, making him think she was older than he had thought. He hadn’t been trying to—groping unconscious people not being his thing—but he was pretty sure he had felt some curves on her small frame when he had carried her earlier.
“It also does its job.” He unlocked it and got in the driver side. He liked his car. She could walk if she had a problem with it.
She opened the passenger side door and got inside. “It’s better than walking. You did a good job on my feet, but the Granary Burying Ground is miles from here and without shoes . . .” She winced.
“We can stop and get you shoes.” What did she need from a cemetery?
“There’s no need. We’re going to get my stash bag, which, hopefully, has a pair of shoes in it, among other things. I had a few hidden around town when I first got here. This is the only one left.”
Impressed at her foresight, he didn’t imagine many civilians would have made it as far as she had. If a normal person had thought of having even one place to leave supplies in case of an emergency, it would have been unusual. Having several showed serious forethought and good survival instincts.
“Jeez, it seems even bigger inside.” Aeyli looked small and out of place sitting in his passenger seat. She had to tuck the shoulder strap under her arm to keep it from going over her throat, giving him the impression she was only a child. Another uncomfortable emotion clamored inside of his chest, and he allowed the cold to swallow it. As uncommon as it was, this feeling was no mystery to him.
“How old are you?” It was relevant information that was pertinent to the situation.
“Back to story time, I suppose. Okay, you drive and I’ll talk. Do you know how to get there?” When he nodded an affirmative, she began. “Last Friday was my eighteenth birthday.”
He tried not to feel relieved. Tried not to feel anything—something that was getting harder than he wanted to admit. Fourteen focused on starting the SUV and piloting it out of the warehouse as Aeyli talked.
“A month or so before my birthday, my cousin Astin came to me for the first time in over a year. He told me that my mother Elanor was dying. Being head of the family, this was causing quite a stir among the rest of the family. You see, powerful witches don’t die easily, and Elanor is a very powerful witch—most of the women in my family are. It came as a surprise to everyone when she started fading.” She was quiet for a minute and looked out at the boats in the harbor as they drove out of the marine park.
“Witches are beings with a direct line to the Source—i.e., the pool of magic where all life comes from. If a witch doesn’t die from a failed experiment or foul play, he or she will keep on going until the soul can no longer connect to the Source. Once this happens, the witch will fade away and vanish into nothingness.
“Witches with little power live as long as norms—or humans—do. A powerful witch like Elanor should have lasted a long time. My guess is she is older than most of us were led to believe, though she seemed to have been taken by surprise by this as well, so I could be wrong.
“According to Astin, once they found out Elanor was fading, the family held a ceremony to divine who was to succeed her power, so he or she could make preparations for ascendance to the head of the family. Being born from magic means we are ruled more tightly by it than other creatures. The universe decides who holds the mantle of power in each family, and it chose . . . me.” Her voice cracked on the last word. It was a hopeless little sound that shot through his defenses like they were made of air.
“So they decided to kill you?” He wrestled with his control, but the harshness of his voice betrayed his anger.
Aeyli looked at him, startled.
“Why?” He brought his voice back under his command, and it sounded composed once again, but his hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. His conditioning was definitely taking longer to kick in.
“Astin claimed they wanted me to abdicate. It isn’t unheard of, but it isn’t common either.” She gazed intently at her hands, as though she was expecting them to burst into flame at any minute. “It doesn’t always work. Like I said, the universe is the one who ultimately decides in these matters. I would have gone along with their plans, I know I am in no fit state to rule the family.”
“Why not?” His instincts told him this was the part he’d been waiting for.
“Isn’t it obvious?” She huffed impatiently, though he could tell she was blustering, putting off telling him her secret for as long as she could.
He gave her an impassive stare.
“I’m a monster.” Aeyli looked up from her hands to gauge his reaction, but he rotated a hand in the universal gesture of keep going. “Look, you’ve been incredibly tolerant of me and my condition, but you can’t say you haven’t noticed anything.”
“Assume I haven’t noticed anything monstrous, and fill me in.” Miraculous, perhaps.
She frowned, looking mutinous, but complied. “Fine. Here’s the whole sordid scandal in a nutshell. The morning of my seventh birthday I came into my magic—it doesn’t usually happen like that, so no one was particularly expecting it. I hadn’t noticed anything unusual, other than the normal excitement that birthdays bring. My family was waiting for me in the breakfast room. It was covered in fairy lights and streamers, and all my favorite foods were weighing down the table, ready for me to enjoy them. I walked in ready and willing to receive all the happy attention a spoiled, rich child tends to get on her birthday, but instead my mother nearly killed me.
“The only reason she didn’t succeed was because she tripped over my aunt who was attempting to attack her. In fact, the entire room broke out into a horrible brawl the moment I walked into the room. Instead of a celebration, my family nearly destroyed itself right in front of me.
“I ran away as soon as the fighting broke out, expecting someone to come after me and explain it was all a big joke or something, but no one came to find me until the end of the day.
“It shouldn’t have been hard to do, even the servants can do a simple tracking spell. Eventually my mother’s servant, Emily, came to my hiding place in an old apple tree and ordered me to come down but to keep my distance. She brought me to Elanor—my mother—who was waiting for me in the garden.” Aeyli went quiet and looked at the oversized cruise ship entering the harbor, squinting in the early morning light as they drove past it. Maybe she wanted to be on it.
Fourteen had worked on a cruise ship once. He’d had to pose as a cabin steward in order to get close to a target who had chosen to live out the rest of his life on a boat. Once Fourteen had granted his wish by drowning the mark in a bowl of lobster bisque, he’d had to jump overboard and swim nearly twenty miles back to shore in the dark.
“She made me stay back, too. So when she told me how disgusted she was by my magic, she’d had to shout it loud enough for everyone on the compound to hear.” Her hand reached up absently and started twisting an escaped strand of long, baby-blonde hair around her fingers. “She told me that I was an abomination who had to be kept away from everyone. Apparently that happens sometimes in the older families if a child is born with twisted magic that can’t be controlled.” Twist, tug, twist.
“They fixed up a new room for me to stay in, one in a different part of the compound where I could live safely away from everyone else. Emily herded me to the old training house. Until they had a new, better one built, it had been the place where everyone in the family learned how to control their magic. It was a good choice, the wards aimed toward keeping dangerous magic contained were still active. I lived there for eleven years.” Her voice was so soft he had to strain to hear the last part.
“Your family locked you away for most of your life and then expected you to abdicate?”
She nodded. “And I would have! I went through their big, creepy ritual with the giant bonfire and the long-winded phrases in Latin, but it didn’t work. The whole family had shown up for it, and when it was done all we had to show for it was a series of fights that kept breaking out because people kept getting too close to me.” Her hair was wrapped so tightly around her fingers they were white-tipped with bloodloss.
A sharp pain reared behind his left eyebrow as he struggled to understand. “And the people in your society, they just allowed your family to lock up one of its children?”
Aeyli frowned. “I was pretty young when I was locked up, so I don’t know all the ins and outs of magical society. From what I do remember, the Blaike family is kind of high on the totem pole among the Other. I remember hearing a lot of bedtime stories about family members defeating some really scary creatures. Outside of the Guard—our version of the police—we were supposed to be the best at fighting these things. A family as powerful as the Blaikes doesn’t get asked a lot of questions about their inner workings.” She bit her lip, and Fourteen noticed it was frayed. This was obviously a habit she indulged in often.
Magical society didn’t sound much different than regular society to him. The weak and innocent always fell through the cracks. He felt the hole in his mind stir uncomfortably, and to distract himself, he asked, “What made your family think the ritual didn’t work?”
“The spell they cast to divine who would succeed Elanor created a stone that showed my face in it. After the ritual they made me do, the image didn’t change, but instead, it started to glow. It was pretty obvious the universe was clear about its wishes.”
He digested that for a minute. “How close do people need to be to become affected by you?” They were almost to the cemetery, so he slowed the car down, wanting to finish the conversation before they retrieved her belongings.
“It isn’t an exact science. It seems to vary from person to person. Some people can be in the same room with me and just be highly irritable, other people can be across a long hallway and want to kill me. It made for a lonely childhood.”
“I can imagine.” Interesting. He’d gotten about as close to her as a person could get, but the only reaction he felt was more akin to grace than anger.
“I ran back to my room after the botched ritual, intending to feel sorry for myself for a bit, but I found a note on my bed that said, They are going to kill you. Underneath it was a list of ways to foil various spells. The most useful was the one on tracking spells.” Her hood had fallen back down to her shoulders unnoticed. “So I ran away.”
He circled around the block looking for a place to park. Even at dawn, parking in Boston was a bitch. “Considering how sheltered your life has been, that couldn’t have been easy for you.” He left the unspoken question hanging in the air for her to answer or not as she willed.
Surprisingly, she blushed. “I read a lot. Like, a lot, a lot—we’re talking two books a day here, easily. My favorites are fantasies or spy stories.” She squeezed her hands together tightly and hunched her shoulders as though expecting ridicule, but when none was forthcoming, she continued. “When you have nothing better to do with your time, eventually you plan out an escape route, even if you never intend on using it. I don’t imagine the family could have been more surprised than I was that I actually managed it.”
After pulling his SUV into a good spot, he turned his body to face her. “I’m not.” He reached out to pull her hood back over her hair, and her already flushed cheeks turned deep crimson. When his thumb brushed her cheek, he welcomed the rush of sensation that broke over him. The smell of rain, the sound of a purring cat, and then it was gone. Maybe it was because he was ready for the sensation that he didn’t lose himself completely this time.
Her shoulders relaxed, and her mouth turned up in a half smile. “It wasn’t as hard as you might think. No one expected me to run because they thought I was just a complacent child who would do whatever they told her to do. I wonder how long it took for them to realize I was gone?”
He shrugged. “Depends on when they were planning on killing you.” Fourteen realized he had chosen the wrong words when her face turned a sickly gray color.
“Yeah.” After a long pause she said, “Let’s go get my stuff, okay? The best way to foil a tracking spell is to make a significant alteration to your body—it causes the spell to give a null result. You could shave your head or cut off a thumb, but the easiest way is to completely change your outfit. So the sooner I can get to my spare clothes, the better.” Aeyli struggled to free herself from the seatbelt, once again emphasizing her tiny frame.
“Wait.” His cold voice stopped her efforts. “You stay here while I look around.”
He got out of the car and did a quick survey of the scene. As he scanned the surrounding area, he realized he didn’t like how quickly she had just obeyed his order. She shouldn’t be so trusting toward someone she had just met, even if it did make his job easier. They would need to talk about that later. If it had been another one of his colleagues chosen for last night’s job, Rust, perhaps, she would already be dead.
His stomach became a cold rock at the thought, and once again, the unexpected emotion was nearly paralyzing. This time he welcomed his conditioning when it finally roused itself to remove the feeling. Emotions had no place in the field, and right now he was riddled with them. Fourteen stood still and drew deeply on his training, draining himself of all thought and leaving nothing in his mind except the job.
Only when his mind was as pristine as a frozen tundra, did he walk over to her side of the car and open the door. “I’ll be right back, you’ll be safe in here.”
“Wait—”
He closed the door on her protest and pushed a button on his key fob. He’d made a few modifications to his SUV—one of them being he could turn the car into a miniature fortress with the push of a button. No one could get in—or out.
Ignoring the sound of her fists pounding on the door, he walked all the way around the cemetery. A first inspection told him it was an open space, walled in by buildings on all sides—one of the random spots of green in the city. It was dotted with trees in the early stages of blooming. It was probably pretty, but he only saw what an assassin would see—exposed branches that left little place to hide. It was still too early for any of the businesses to be open, so it would be easy to spot someone out of place. A lone jogger was doing a lap of cemetery with her dog. She looked benign, but the best assassins always did. Fourteen waited for a long time after she left before deciding the place was as safe as it was going to get.
When he got back to the SUV, he pushed another button on his key fob and saw Aeyli tumble out of the back passenger door, falling ungracefully on to the sidewalk. He approved of the fact that she hadn’t sat passively waiting for him and wondered if she had tried to break a window. It wouldn’t have worked, but it would have been the first thing he would have tried. He offered her a hand to help her up, but it was ignored.
Her hair had fallen out of its bun and was a shining mess over her face and down her back. Hurt, childlike blue eyes projected worry and confusion but no anger. Fourteen would have been furious. “Why did you do that? They have magic you don’t understand. If you don’t have me around, you won’t know what to look for.” She jerked her hair over her shoulder and twisted it until it looked painfully tight. “Do you have any idea what my family would do to you if they knew you were helping me?”
“I’m pretty tough.” He rapped a fist against the chest armor lining his jacket. “As far as I can tell, magic is just a weapon—one I may not understand, but a weapon just the same. The person wielding it is the real danger to look out for. That’s where I come in, it’s what I was trained to do.”
“Just don’t lock me in the car again, okay?” Her voice shook with emotion, but she looked him right in the eye. He saw a glimmer of the anger he’d expected earlier. “I . . . I don’t like that.”
Damn. She had just told him she’d spent most of her life locked up, and he had turned around and done the same thing to her not five minutes later. He rubbed his forehead in frustration. “I . . . apologize. I don’t often think of people as people. Targets, or opponents, yes, but not people.” He extended a hand to help her up, not knowing what else to do. “This is new to me, keeping someone alive.”
She stared at his hand pensively before finally taking his hand and allowing him to help her to stand. Though he didn’t deserve it, he basked once again in the glow of peace that flowed from her body to his. It was then that he realized he was hooked.




Chapter Five
Aeyli
She knew he hadn’t done it on purpose, but Aeyli was still skittish about having been locked in the monstrosity Fourteen called a car. She tried to focus on the next thing, get her bag, change her clothes, and put on some freaking shoes. After that she would get herself someplace safe, alone. What she had told Fourteen so far should be enough to assuage his curiosity about her world. Now he would be free go his way, and she could go hers.
They walked to the cemetery where she had stashed her bag. She took a moment to get her bearings and then wound her way through headstones, past the obelisk, and up to the tree she had stuffed her backpack inside and looked up. It was taller than she remembered. She’d had to climb to reach the hole—something that had been a challenge in the middle of the night. This time it was daylight, and she had help, if she asked for it. She was about to ask Fourteen for a boost when he swung himself into the tree with one graceful motion.
“Where is it?” He looked down at her with his impassive gaze.
“About three feet higher and a little to the left you should find a hole. It isn’t very big, so I had to jam the bag in pretty tightly.” She was definitely going to miss him when he was gone. Aside from his obvious handiness, he was a treat to look at. As he climbed higher, she took the opportunity to appreciate the way his jacket accentuated, rather than hid, the muscles in his arms. Her throat went dry, and she gave an involuntary cough.
“Got it.” Fourteen’s voice broke her out of her reverie. He dropped out of the tree and landed on the ground with the finesse of a cat. “Here.” Her backpack, covered with dozens of dancing cats, dangled from his fingers.
Embarrassed, Aeyli snatched it from his outstretched hand and quickly strapped it over her shoulders so he couldn’t see it. “Thanks. You’re, ah, very good at that, um, tree-climbing thing.” She wanted to stop talking, she really did, but had forgotten how. “Do you work out a lot?” Maybe she would get lucky and she’d have a stroke soon.
Fourteen looked at her with his customary expressionless face and nodded. For all she knew, he thought of her like a high-maintenance houseplant.
“Well, that’s—” Fortunately, the tree next to her exploded, saving her from finding a way to escape the conversation.
She was bowled over by Fourteen as he tucked her body into his chest and rolled behind a headstone.
The world spun in lazy circles as she fought to regain her equilibrium. She blinked rapidly until she could focus, fighting for enough cognitive function to be able to take stock of her situation. The first thing she noticed was Fourteen, wrapped tightly around her body but unmoving. His hand was pressing her face into his chest, and she had to push it away so she could see. Bracing her arms against his chest, she levered herself back as far as his grip would allow.
What was wrong with him? She could tell he was still alive, the pulse in his neck was strong, if slower than the situation warranted. Angling her head to look at his face, she saw his eyes were open but unfocused, with a dreamy quality to them. Gods, she hoped he didn’t have a concussion. She had zero experience with first aid.
She brushed her fingertips along his cheekbone, in a silent apology for not knowing how to help him, and pushed herself out of his embrace as gently as she could. His arms resisted her efforts, but eventually she managed to squirm free. Once she had untangled herself from him, she poked her head around the headstone to see if she could figure out what had happened.
The tree that held her bag had been split right down the middle. White flower petals were drifting slowly in the air, as if confused by their early release from the tree. She couldn’t see anyone, but she knew that meant nothing.
Movement at her back made her jerk around to see Fourteen trying to haul himself into a sitting position but failing miserably. He moved like his body was unfamiliar to him and he hadn’t learned how to use it yet. He reached a hand out to brace himself only to have it collapse under his weight and send him sprawling to the ground.
She crawled over to him and ran her hands through his hair, looking for bumps or blood but found nothing. When a headstone three yards to her right imploded with a sharp pop, she knew she had to focus on their attacker first and deal with Fourteen’s condition later.
What could she do? Before now, she’d always run away, but that option was gone. The gods only knew what would happen to Fourteen if she left him behind, and it was her fault he was here in the first place.
Another headstone burst into unholy green flames about three yards to her left. She could feel the blistering heat on her face and thanked the gods whoever was blasting them with spells had such lousy aim.
“Astin?” She thought if she could just talk to him, explain about Fourteen, she might be able to convince her cousin to let him go.
“Astin isn’t here, Girl. Your champion blew a chunk of his hand off,” a tinkling voice that had always reminded her of fairy bells informed her. “His chest isn’t looking so great either, bitch.”
“Are you trying to make me feel guilty, Hel? I don’t remember you being stupid, but things are bound to change after eleven years. He was trying to kill us. What did you expect us to do, weave him a gift basket?”
“Keep talking, Girl. It’s only a matter of time before we find a way around your shield.” Another voice came from beside her cousin Helen. This one had changed more over the years than Helen’s had, but she recognized him anyway. She wasn’t likely to forget her brother Sterling.
Aeyli kept her head down as low as she could, trying to see where they were. They were too young to be powerful enough to hide themselves properly. Out of everyone in their generation, Astin alone had the age and the training to do such advanced magic.
She finally spotted them by the fence. Helen—the spitting image of Aeyli herself—was pacing back and forth in clear agitation, but her brother appeared completely at ease. Sterling stood balanced on the old, wrought iron fence looking more like a teenage boy trying to impress his girlfriend than one trying to kill his older sister. His mouse-brown hair looked effortless and windswept, but Aeyli recognized the hairstyle from a teen magazine she’d read a few months earlier. Had it belonged to Sterling before it came to her?
Looking closer, she noticed him making a circle with the index finger of his right hand, then flattening the hand and pushing it out, as if he were stopping traffic. All the grass died around her in a giant circle, but where she and Fourteen crouched, the plants were unaffected.
“I don’t have a shield.” Though, improbable as it seemed, she was beginning to suspect this was untrue.
“You’re so funny, Sunny.” A third voice rang out to her left, and she saw her aunt Stella saunter down the sidewalk to join her brother and cousin. Stella’s red dress flared out behind her like a banner and should have looked overly dramatic, but it fit with the long, mahogany hair curling around her shoulders. Stella had always looked like a movie star to Aeyli.
The old nickname echoed inside her head, drawing out memories of better times, memories of laughter, ice cream, and splashing by a river. Her heart clenched, and a tear fell down her cheek, but there was anger, not sadness in her voice when Aeyli called out, “You have no right to call me that anymore.”
“Whatever, Girl.” Her aunt’s cheerful voice was more appropriate for chasing down a naughty child rather than supervising an assassination. Stella made the same hand gesture as Sterling had, circling the index finger of her right hand and then putting her hand out.
The dead plants around Aeyli turned to dust, but once again she and Fourteen remained unscathed.
“I already tried that one, Stella, and got a big, fat goose egg for my trouble,” Sterling told her, bored arrogance coloring his words.
Aeyli took the time to check on Fourteen again, who was muttering something that sounded like, “. . . should have seen that coming,” while struggling to pull himself to a sitting position.
“Stay down!” she hissed at him, and when he didn’t respond, grabbed his hand to tug him to the ground. He flopped over and lay still once more.
While she was happy he was no longer presenting a target, her worry was mounting. How was she going to get him out of here if he couldn’t remain conscious? Even if she found a way to get past her family, he was far too big for her to carry.
“How about this one?” Helen was saying to her companions, putting her left hand over her right wrist, grasping it and pulling it sharply to the left.
Aeyli threw herself to the ground on top of Fourteen as several rows of tombstones had their top halves sheared away. She was showered with shrapnel and felt small cuts peppering her exposed skin. “Stop that!” Her voice rang out over what was left of the cemetery. “There’s a norm here—an innocent! Just let me get him out of here, and I’ll go with you.”
“No . . .” Came a groan underneath her.
“You hush. I’m in charge right now.” She patted his cheek gently.
“I think it’s just adorable that our Sunny thinks she is in any position to bargain right now, don’t you, dears?” Stella put her hands together as if she were about to say a prayer, then drew them up to the sky, parted them and brought them out in a half circle to rest by her side.
Nothing happened.
“Maybe if we do one together?” Helen suggested. The three came together in a huddle.
Aeyli couldn’t keep relying on whatever miracle was keeping them safe. She had to do something right now. She spied Fourteen’s pack and pulled it out from under his body, hoping it contained something that could help her. Inside, she found a few chunks of a gray, clay-like material, so very many guns, several different types of ammo—bullets and clips—that she didn’t know how to install even if she did manage to figure out which guns they went with. When she got to a wicked-looking knife she paused. She could probably manage to poke it into someone if she could get close enough.
Then she got an idea. It was probably a terrible one, but it was all she had. Just because she had never been trained to do magic, didn’t mean she couldn’t do magic. She had often done things accidentally when she was little. She couldn’t count the number of times she suddenly turned the contents of her entire room red from anger or knocked chairs over during a tantrum. The only reason the building she’d been kept in hadn’t burned down from her accidental fires was because it had dampening spells built into the walls.
Over the years she had begun to fugue out when her emotions got the better of her, rather than explode with accidental magic. Once she escaped, it had been a pain to discard the habit, but she had done it—becoming senseless under stress was the worst thing that could happen to a woman on the run. She went to the closest library and found a book on stress relief. It suggested methods like meditation or joining a yoga class—something she rejected immediately. Who would want to take a yoga class with her in the room? So she got a book on meditation and learned how to calm her breathing and heart rate. It was hard work, but eventually she got good enough that she stopped blanking out or having random magical outbursts. What would happen if she didn’t use meditation techniques to stop her magic? Or better yet, what if she actually tried to cast a spell?
She watched her brother as his hands moved in a complicated pattern while he argued with his aunt, trying to explain a spell he thought they should try. It looked too hard for Aeyli to recreate, though she had just seen a very easy-looking spell performed twice.
Peering around the headstone in front of her, Aeyli pointed her right hand at her family. She took a deep breath, circled her right index finger, flattened her hand, and pushed it out. The only thing that happened was her family looked like they had come to a decision.
Joining hands, they broke out of the huddle with Stella standing in the lead.
Her brother stepped away from their aunt and Helen, his face uncertain. “I don’t think this is a good idea. This is exactly the sort of thing that will bring their attention down on us. Mother told us to be careful!”
With a scornful glance at Sterling, Stella joined hands with Helen and threw her right hand toward the sky. She barked out a sharp, unintelligible sound and reached her left hand out to point toward the buildings behind the cemetery on Aeyli’s side.
What was she missing? Maybe she had to think really hard about wanting it to happen. She tried again and felt a roiling of something pink inside her chest, but still nothing happened.
Perhaps pointing wasn’t enough—in a lot of the fantasy books she had read, there had been several components to casting. What were they? Focus seemed important, direction too. She thought she had the hand gesture down, so what else?
The building behind her came down with a deafening screech. Dust billowed everywhere and bricks and chunks of gods-knew-what began pelting her. She tried to throw herself over Fourteen to shelter him, but he rolled away from her as soon as she touched him.
“Don’t . . . touch . . . me,” he slurred and scrambled backward, banging up against a broken headstone.
Stung, she crawled away as far as she dared. “S . . . sorry. The building exploded, and now there’s stuff falling. Bad stuff.” With one hand, she gestured toward the debris currently pelting them, while trying to protect her face with the other.
Fourteen stayed conscious, but he didn’t look good. If she didn’t know any better she’d say he looked drunk. He lay against the broken stone and pressed his face against it, then gazed at his hand like he’d never seen it before. When a brick bounced off his shoulder, he didn’t even react.
She had to get them out of here. She focused as hard as she could on making her family go away and made the hand gesture. The roiling feeling rose up again, and it felt pinker than it had before, but her attackers remained unmolested.
“I’m going to enjoy playing with your champion, Girl. I wonder how long I can get him to scream for me?” Helen’s little girl voice was at odds with her words. “He looks durable, I’ll bet I can make him last a few weeks before I break him.”
Rage swept through her, and Aeyli’s hands moved on their own as a giant pink fireball of emotion bloomed in her body, radiating outward from her chest. She felt hollowed out by its passage, and when she looked down at her front, she was surprised to see it was whole and her hoodie unscathed.
A trailing scream caught her attention, and she looked up to see a gaping hole had replaced half of the cemetery and the entire street behind it. Her family was nowhere to be seen. She blinked dumbly at the results of her work.
“Please tell me you missed my SUV.” Fourteen’s expressionless voice came from beside her. He stood up slowly, but looked more lucid than he had a moment ago.
Aeyli’s mouth worked as she tried to find her voice again. Once she remastered it, she said, “I didn’t get that part of the street, see?” She pointed toward where they had parked.
He grunted. “Do you have your bag?”
She pointed to her shoulder straps and nodded.
“Let’s go.” He motioned for her to go first.
Skirting around the hole she’d made, Aeyli looked inside, expecting to see ancient and possibly not-so-ancient dead bodies, but there was nothing but a seemingly endless dirt-lined abyss. The ground shook under her feet, and she backed away as the edge started caving in. “I don’t think the hole is done yet.” She reached back for Fourteen’s hand to urge him to run with her, but he dodged her grasp. He understood her intent though and managed to keep pace with her back to the SUV.
They both looked back at the cemetery to see the rest of it crumble and vanish into the hole she’d made. Fourteen unlocked the car with his key fob as they ran toward it. “Get in.”
“Are you okay to drive?”
“Do you know how to drive?”
She shook her head.
“Then it doesn’t matter if I am or not. Get in the car.” His tone was even, but his words were clipped.
She chose not to push the matter and got in on the passenger side. At the moment, alacrity was more important than establishing good boundaries.
The ground in front of them continued to give way at an alarming rate, and she wasn’t sure if they were going to make it. Fourteen threw the SUV into reverse the second her butt hit the seat and took the bumper off the car parked behind them. As they took off backward down the road, Aeyli had a clear view of the bumperless car falling into the hole she’d created.
When she noticed a light on inside one of the buildings they sped by, she realized how badly things had gone wrong.
“Stop the car!”
“Negative.” If anything, he drove faster.
“There are people in there, we have to go back right now.” Her voice was laced with hysteria.
“There were probably people in the building your family blew up too, but we aren’t going back for them either.” Having gained several yards between them and the hole, Fourteen made a terrifying three-point turn and continued driving in the same direction, only forward this time.
“But they’re innocent bystanders, and it’s my fault they got hurt.” Aeyli dug her hands into her arms painfully as the realization sank in. “What if someone got killed?”
“You didn’t make your family blow up that building, Aeyli, that’s on them. You were just trying to survive.” Sirens filled the air as a rescue vehicle raced toward the scene. “Let the authorities take care of it. Right now our job is getting someplace safe. No doubt your family is sending more people here as we speak.”
“What about the hole I made?” Aeyli tugged on her backpack, trying to get it off, but only managed to get it tangled with the seatbelt she’d forgotten to put on. Would Fourteen let her borrow a knife to cut the belt loose? She glanced at the shiny, well-kept interior of the SUV and decided not to ask.
“From what I observed, the hole stopped growing by the time it reached the buildings. People were inconvenienced, not hurt.”
She frowned at his callused response and continued the fight to separate her backpack from the seatbelt. Eventually she had to remove the plastic buckle on her pack to set it free and cursed when she bent a fingernail backward trying to put it back on again.
When she had finally sorted herself, the seatbelt, and her backpack into their rightful places, she looked up and realized they were almost to the warehouse. She dug through her bag and put on her shoes. They were tight over the now-dirty bandages Fourteen had wrapped around them, but it worked. It seemed silly, but with shoes on, she felt more capable of dealing with the garbage life was throwing her way.
Once they were inside the warehouse, she made a show of looking around for a moment, then asked, “Um, is there a bathroom here I can use?”
Fourteen nodded and gestured for her to follow him toward the opposite side of the building she had stayed in last night.
“Your bathroom is that far from where you sleep?” She imagined getting up to go pee in the middle of the night and having to go down two flights of stairs and across a creepy, drafty warehouse. Pass.
He shrugged. “It’s not so bad.”
“Says the guy,” she whispered under her breath.
“Right through there.” He ushered her towards a shabby closet in the back of a small office. “I’ll be upstairs when you are done, and we’ll talk.”
She pulled on the change of clothes as quickly as possible—she should have done it in the car to throw off potential tracking spells, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to get undressed in front of Fourteen. Her face burned at the very idea, and she rubbed at her cheeks furiously.
She dug through the bag and was glad to see a pair of jeans, but the pink tank top made her wince. It might be spring, but in New England that could mean anything from snow in the morning to a toasty seventy-five degrees in the afternoon. It looked like a visit to a thrift shop was going to be in order so she could get some warmer clothes. She would have to get as much as she could afford to buy—the more clothes she had, the longer she could avoid detection.
She shucked off her torn hoodie and sneezed when the dust and debris embedded in it filled the air. Her pants followed, making even more dust for her to choke on, and she jammed them hastily into her bag. Tattered as they were, in a pinch they could still help her throw off a tracking spell. As she was stuffing them in, she found the small tin that held her money.
When she opened it, she was pleasantly surprised to find a hundred-dollar bill instead of a fifty—past her had been very generous when packing this bag. Now she could afford an actual jacket.
She straightened and caught her reflection in the mirror.
Aeyli had never thought much about her appearance. Having no contact with the outside world made worrying about what other people thought of her seem silly. She examined her face in the dingy, spotted mirror. Her hair was thick—something fashion magazines harped about constantly—so that was a point in her favor. She brushed a chunk of plaster out of her hair and finger-combed through the tangles.
Most of her features were delicate enough to appease even the harshest celebrity critics, with the exception of her square jaw. It gave her the appearance of being stubborn—something that had gotten her into trouble a lot when she was little. It was currently streaked with soot, so she wet her fingers from the faucet and did her best to clean it off.
She looked up into her eyes, blue as the summer sky, and wondered if Fourteen liked the color blue.
Realizing what she was doing, she backed away from the sink and jerked her bag up off the floor. It was long past time for her to go.
As she opened the window to the bathroom, she thought about what would be the best use for the money she had left after her shopping trip. She could use the money to gain distance and just improvise once she got far enough, or she could see how far she could get walking, maybe even hitch and use the money to make herself look presentable enough to find a job.
Hoisting herself over the windowsill, she decided on the latter. But first she had to go check on something.




Chapter Six
Fourteen
His equipment bag was a mess. He always made a point of checking all his equipment after a mission, so it didn’t take long for him to discover Aeyli had systematically vanquished any semblance of order he once had. Everything was going to have to come out so he could fix it. He appreciated that she’d gone through all her options during the time he had been compromised, but it was his equipment bag. As far as he was concerned, she might as well have rifled through his underwear. He was going to have to talk to her about it.
After that he was going to sleep. Steve and Frank had been adamant that he stay awake and stand guard while they slept, so he had been awake for over forty-eight hours by the time he met Aeyli. Then, of course, he’d been too wired to sleep after being confronted with the mystery she presented.
He hadn’t been thinking clearly then, he could see that now. The first few times Aeyli had touched him had been a blur. He had known something important was happening, but he couldn’t have said what it was. It wasn’t until the battle at the cemetery that he’d understood what was happening. The unexpected and prolonged contact with Aeyli had done something to the blocks the Company had put on his mind.
They were crumbling, brittle things now, with gaping holes that allowed him access to things and people long forgotten. While Aeyli was fighting for their lives he’d been swamped with repressed memories—filled with horrors no human should have to face. He remembered the faces of his parents. And equally as clear, he remembered the face of the man who had sentenced his father to death. It was a face he was well acquainted with. He—the Colonel—would be expecting to debrief Fourteen any minute now.
His fingers tightened painfully around the clip he had been about to stow in his bag. Slowly and deliberately, he loosened his grip and placed it in a side pocket with the other clips. He couldn’t think about it right now, any of it. Inside his mind, he felt a thousand memories battling for his attention, and he knew, if he gave in to any of them, he would become useless. Memories and emotions were so far outside his wheelhouse, he wouldn’t know what to do with them. So he dug into his training and stilled his mind, forcing the memories back behind those crumbling walls and back into the cold.
Once he was certain the walls would hold for the time being, he hunted down a pair of black leather gloves to cut down his chances of accidental exposure—he had no idea what would happen if Aeyli touched him again. There was a tentative lid on his mind at the moment, but any more surprises like the one at the cemetery and he could become a liability. He couldn’t do that to Aeyli—whether she knew it or not, he owed her.
With that in mind, he threw some tear gas in the bag, so he could show Aeyli how to use it in case he became compromised again.
Now that his bag was repacked to his satisfaction, he paused, reaching into his pocket to finger the flash drive he retrieved from Steve’s jacket. His operating system. He had been programmed to recover it if he lost his handler and report immediately to the Company. Was Aeyli’s effect on him responsible for his ability to resist that compulsion?
Fourteen frowned. He had chosen to ignore orders and follow Aeyli before the first time he touched her. Was it possible he was capable of resisting his conditioning without her help? When he got a chance, he would have to explore that thought further, but for now he would put it with the other confusing thoughts and emotions where it belonged.
His phone chimed letting him know that a window had opened downstairs. Aeyli. He allowed himself a deep sigh and a longing glance at his bed before he made for the door, slinging his bag over his shoulder as he went.
Instead of going to the window she exited, he left by the side entrance, guessing she would be heading out of the marina, rather than farther in. When he saw her pink, cat-encrusted backpack disappear around the corner of another building, he knew he had guessed correctly.
He had been expecting something like this from her eventually. In less than twelve hours, she had consistently exhibited the sort of self-sacrificing behavior that would lead toward such an action.
Instead of catching up to her and confronting her immediately, he decided to observe her habits, so that the next time she ran out on him, he’d have a better idea of where to look in case she managed to vanish completely.
Like the last time he followed her, she watched her back well enough to force him to stay farther away than he liked. Unfortunately for him, unlike last time, a traffic snarl caused by construction allowed her to get away. One minute, she was standing on a street corner looking intently at a map in her hand, and the next she had vanished behind a long line of tour buses squeezing through the single lane open to traffic.
Cursing, he castigated himself. For someone like him, losing a little girl in traffic was an embarrassment, to say the least. An unfamiliar feeling broke free, paralyzing him with its intensity. His throat closed for a moment, and his heart raced, causing his head to spin.
Then memory kicked in. Fear. To be more precise, a panic attack, the likes of which he hadn’t felt since he was eight. He had been racing to the hospital with his father to check on his mother after the Accident.
He shook his head to gain distance from the memory and waited desperately for his conditioning to kick in and take the fear away, but it was slow to respond. Did that part of his mind seem smaller than it had before? Fourteen took the fear and shoved it toward the cold, urging it to do its job. Slowly, the cold unfurled and wrapped around the panic, freezing it into nothingness.
Fourteen frowned. If his conditioning continued to deteriorate, he was going to have to learn how to get a handle on his emotions before they compromised his ability to function as a soldier. Until then, he was going to have to limit his exposure to Aeyli as much as possible.
Taking a slow breath, he centered himself and went back into mission-mode. Once he was steady, he identified a break in the line of buses and darted through it.
He spent as long as he dared observing every detail his new vantage point gave him, but he saw no trace of the girl. Fourteen decided to kick himself later for his not-so-clever plan of hanging back to observe Aeyli, rather than confront her. It would only slow him down at this point.
Where would she go next? For him, the logical choice would be to steal a car and get as far away from the city as he could, preferably another safe house, but he didn’t think she had another safe house to go to. If his guess was correct, she had nothing to fall back on. No, she wouldn’t go for a logical approach. He wasn’t going to find her at the bus station or hitchhiking yet—his instincts told him it would be too soon to check there.
His mind presented him with a play-by-play of all Aeyli’s reactions to various stimuli during their short acquaintance. From her repeated insistence that he stay away from her for his own good, to her reaction to the devastation she and her family had inflicted on the cemetery, it wasn’t difficult to figure out where she would go first.
She would need to see for herself the fallout from the fight earlier. That was the kind of person she was.
It was over two miles from his current position, and traffic was backed up as far as he could see. His SUV would be useless.
He ran.
✽✽✽
 


What had once been a graveyard was now a gaping hole surrounded by police tape, a variety of different-colored vehicles—all covered in flashing lights—and swarms of people, half of whom were in uniform. The only body bags he saw were near the building leveled by Aeyli’s family, though he didn’t imagine she would find any comfort in that. She’d probably take the whole thing on her shoulders.
He didn’t know her well enough yet to anticipate what she would do once she got here, and finding her in this clusterfuck was going to be a challenge, so he hung back to survey the scene. With the patience of a sniper, he stood still and allowed the landscape to talk to him.
First he scanned the area in front of the police tape, hoping, but not expecting, to find her stymied along with the rest of the civilians. When that turned up nothing, he began to filter out useless information, deleting the flashing lights from emergency vehicles and the low buzz of the crowd from his perception. He let the setting play out in front of him, waiting for something different to attract his attention.
On the top floor of a white building, to his far left, he caught a quick movement that stopped abruptly, like something being jerked through a window. It was as far away from the cemetery as a person could get and still be able to see, but he thought someone as cautious as Aeyli would choose distance over details right now. Sentimental she might be, but the girl wasn’t stupid.
It was easier to move away from the scene of destruction than it had been to get closer, so he got to the top floor less than a minute after seeing the movement in the window. He was still running up the last flight of stairs when he heard the sound of something hitting the floor above him combined with a sharp yelp.
Through the open door on the landing he could hear, “It was stupid for you to leave your shield behind, Girl.” The voice was rougher than before, but Fourteen thought it was the older woman from the fight earlier. “Or maybe he just ditched you when he saw how much trouble you are?”
He drew his gun as he made it to the landing and went through the door without slowing. In the hallway he spied Aeyli sprawled on the ground moving feebly, trying to stand up and failing. He assumed the reason was the head-shaped dent on the wall behind her.
Towering over her was the lady from earlier, only she didn’t look as nice as she had in the graveyard. One side of her face was caked in blood and dirt, and her dress was torn. He processed the information as negligible—he was more concerned with the outstretched hand she was pointing toward the girl on the floor. The boy from earlier had his back pressed against the opposite wall and looked afraid. Fourteen ignored the boy and shot the woman in the head.
His eyes registered something his mind couldn’t process. Before him, ripples in reality formed and bent around the woman, while simultaneously, the sound of a ringing gong echoed through the hall. The woman jerked her unscathed head around to look at him, her face twisted in rage at the interruption.
He shot her again with the same result, this time noticing that his bullets weren’t bouncing off, but rather disappearing once they hit whatever magic was shielding the woman. At least he didn’t have to worry about Aeyli catching a ricochet, which was a plus. On the downside, they were making enough noise to draw attention, and half of the Boston PD was just one cry for help away. Having a silencer on his gun didn’t mean no noise, it meant less noise.
He proceeded to empty his clip at her. In his experience—with one notable exception—every shield could be breached.
After the first few shots, the anger drained from the woman's face and was replaced by fear as the noise from her shield grew fainter with every hit it took. When he’d emptied his clip, she threw up a hand that flashed through a series of strange positions. Fourteen felt something flow past him and heard the door behind him fall to the floor with a crash.
He cocked an eyebrow at the woman, reloaded his SIG, and trained the gun on her. Firing as he went, he pressed forward, forcing the lady away from Aeyli. When he reached the girl, the woman turned and ran. The next time he shot her, there was a wave of distortion around her that looked like a bubble being popped and he heard a faint chuffing sound. The woman jerked sharply and fell against the wall.
Aeyli put her hand on his foot, digging her fingers into his ankle, and he paused. “I won’t leave her behind us,” he told her, assuming she was asking him to stop. “She’ll just keep coming after you.”
Her eyes were dazed and didn’t track together, but she managed a weak, “Behind you . . . idiot.”
A ripple in the air passed over him and evaporated. He turned to see the boy from the graveyard looking frustrated and disheveled.
“Where did my sister find you, the Terminator store?” Eyes wide, the boy backed toward the door but didn’t make it before Fourteen grabbed him by the front of his jacket and threw him into the wall.
“This is your brother?” He kicked the now-stunned boy’s leg.
She nodded. “Sterling . . . just a kid.” Her eyes were pleading, but one of her pupils was twice the size of the other, not leaving him in a forgiving mood. “Please.”
“He’s the only one, Aeyli. Anyone else that attacks us, I will kill. Understand?”
Her nod was so weak he nearly missed it.
Fourteen strode over to the woman, now missing a portion of her arm, to eliminate the threat she presented, but when he got there, a blinding white hole opened in the wall, and she toppled inside. Before he could do anything, it was gone. Fourteen turned back toward Aeyli and saw her brother was gone too. Fuck.
Walking back to Aeyli, he heard footsteps on the stairs. As gently as he could, he scooped up her barely conscious form and hurried to the other side of the hallway, hoping that, like many old buildings, this one had two sets of stairs, one on either side. He was in luck, but had to kick it open to break the lock. Knowing there was a good chance someone heard that too, he ran down two flights of stairs, then cut back to go down the other set.
He made it to the still-chaotic mess outside and managed to blend in by telling anyone who asked if he needed help that he was taking his little sister to the hospital by car. Aeyli helped just by existing. Most of time, when someone got close enough to her, they stopped being curiously helpful and were more than happy to be told their services were not required.
The most interesting of these occurrences was when a tall, thin woman in a violently yellow pantsuit walked up to them with a look of sympathy on her face. Once she got within two meters of them, she stopped in her tracks, sneered, and stormed away.
He glanced at the small bundle in his arms as he left the crowd behind—her eyes had drifted shut sometime during their journey down the stairs. She would require medical attention as soon as he managed their extraction.
The adrenalin that had kicked in at his discovery of her disappearance was abandoning him, leaving shaking muscles and sickness in its wake, but he couldn’t fall prey to exhaustion yet.
Fourteen would get them to the safe house where he could assess Aeyli’s condition properly and treat her accordingly. After he had her stabilized, they would need to have a debriefing session and decide what their objective was. He already knew what his recommendation would be—complete neutralization of her family. It would be a challenge, but if she could harness the power inside of her, Aeyli would be unstoppable.
What the Company wouldn’t do to get their hands on someone like her. She could cause riots and—if she could pinpoint on a single person—even make other people angry enough to kill an intended target for them. She’d never need an extraction team if she could make everyone around her self-destruct from anger. First, she’d have to learn to control it and focus it away from herself, and then she would—
Reality smacked into him as he realized where his thoughts were taking him. Fourteen’s feet stopped moving, leaving him and Aeyli standing, exposed on the street. Without realizing it, his training had kicked in and begun consuming his mind. At some point he had stopped thinking of Aeyli as a person to whom he owed an unpayable debt and had begun to think of her as a weapon.
That wasn’t what she was. With his newly returned memories, he didn’t think it was what he was either—not completely, at any rate.
Their lack of cover forced him to resume walking at a brisk pace. His conditioning showed him, once again, he was not yet his own master.
He chose not to fight it completely, but, instead, allowed it to use him to search out a passable escape vehicle. As that part of his mind was occupied, he examined the part that had begun to classify Aeyli as a weapon. If he couldn’t get it under control, she would be better off left here by the side of the road.
“Fourteen?” Aeyli’s voice was panicked. Her eyes were open, but unfocused, and she began to struggle.
“I’m here. You’re safe.” He kept his tone even, hoping to soothe her.
At the sound of his voice, she calmed and her eyes locked onto him. “You came.”
He could get it under control. “I came.”
“We’re safe?”
“You’re safe,” he repeated. He had to get it under control—she needed him.
He sat her next to the car he planned on stealing. The Company could never find out about her, he decided. She wasn’t meant for blood and death.
Through her, he had touched a level of peace he had never known—even before he had become a soldier. Regardless of the side effect that everyone else was experiencing, he knew Aeyli wasn’t a monster.
No, he would be the monster for her. The Company would not introduce Aeyli to killing, nor would her family kill her—Fourteen would see to that. And somehow, he would find some way—find some person who could help her control her powers. In his mind, he owed her that much at the very least. Fourteen would make sure Aeyli was safe. Only then would he pay a visit to the Colonel for some unfinished business.
He opened the lock with a length of wire from his bag—older-model Nissans were a gift to anyone needing a quick getaway. Once inside, he tucked Aeyli into the backseat. She reached out to touch his face, but before she reached him, he caught her hand in his gloved one and patted it.
He needed her, too.
This new realization was pushed to the back of his mind when he saw a teenage girl fall from her bike, meters away. He threw himself into the driver’s seat and, within seconds, hotwired the engine to life. As he peeled away from the curb he saw that it wasn’t an isolated event. Dozens of people were sprawled out on the sidewalk. He saw cars drift to a stop, their drivers yawning and putting their heads down on steering wheels. He feared for a moment that he would have to abandon the car due to traffic, but once he made it around the corner, life continued as usual.
This attack was less violent than Aeyli’s family was prone to so far, but he didn’t question it. Instead he drove as fast as he could.




Chapter Seven
Marshall
It wasn’t uncommon for him to get called in on a second case while he was investigating a lead. It was, however, unusual to get the request before he had finished unpacking.
“What do you mean by ‘explosion’?” Marshall made sure his voice held none of the incredulity he felt. People, he found, were at their best when calm.
The man sent to deliver the message was the same one who had greeted him in the lobby. His red hair did nothing for the intense crimson burning on his cheeks. He hoped, for the man’s sake, the blazing red wasn’t a permanent fixture on his face, but it was hard to tell. When Clayton had met him this morning it had been there, though in a more subdued incarnation. Only time would tell, Marshall concluded.
“Well, perhaps not an actual explosion, it could have been an implosion, though then again there was a building we are pretty sure did explode. Probably.” His soft British accent should have made him sound cultured, but it was difficult to associate said adjective to the young man that had just dropped—for the third time—the remains of the doorknob that had fallen off in his hand when he had opened the door to Marshall’s room.
“Maybe you could start from the beginning.” Marshall’s voice was a placid pond on a warm June day.
“Of course, Guardian.” Clayton managed to put the remains of the doorknob into his pocket, and the small victory appeared to have calmed him somewhat. “One of the air sprites blew into my office—quite rudely I must say—and told me that a guardian was needed at the cemetery. It showed us—Samantha and me—a projection of the Granary Burying Grounds, only it wasn’t there.”
“How did it show you a picture of something that wasn’t there?” Marshall kept his hands busy putting each roll of socks in order in his sock drawer. If he didn’t, his fingernails would soon be digging deep crescents into his palms from sheer frustration.
He did his best not to announce to the world his anger management issues if he could help it. Good guardians didn’t get emotional. Destroy a city block in the name of protecting the balance? Sure. As long as they didn’t get emotional about it, they could wreak havoc with impunity.
Clayton examined an index finger that had begun to seep blood from its encounter with the doorknob. “The projection was . . . Oh just come with me, and it will show you.” His face flamed so brightly Marshall feared he was having a stroke. “Forgive me, Guardian . . . I didn’t mean . . . Oh dear . . .” He stammered incoherently, horrified he had offended Marshall.
Marshall put a large but friendly hand on the ginger man’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. And please, call me Marshall.
“Thank you, sir.” The red was receding from his face, but he was shaking hard enough for Marshall to hear the doorknob pieces jingling in Clayton’s pocket.
Sighing, Marshall ran a hand through his hair. He looked over at the mirror to make sure he hadn’t made his hair look ridiculous and had to smooth down an errant strand of honey-brown hair before he was satisfied with what he saw. “Why don’t you take me to the sprite so we can figure this out.”
Marshall followed the shorter man down the hall. Clayton’s reaction to him was, sadly, something he encountered in most of the people he didn’t know. Of the members of the Guard, the guardians were the elite. Known best for blasting their way through problems, the rumor was if you needed to call in a guardian, it was probably better to leave town for a while until everything had calmed down.
While some guardians had deserved the reputation—like the members of Blitz—other teams, like Ice or Mist, did their job without anyone ever knowing they were there. A team’s name reflected what they specialized in, so being the leader of Fire made people understandably nervous around him.
Once they got to the lobby, he saw Samantha at Clayton’s desk, sitting inside a small cloud—dark curls clinging wetly to her face, trying not to look as uncomfortable and damp as she was. As the head of the Boston Chapter House, Samantha Gonzales was the Guard’s liaison to the magical community in New England. She did her best to keep good relations with everyone, no matter how soggy it got her.
Marshall bowed to the air sprite to show respect. The cloud coalesced into a humanoid form and bowed back.
“Okay, Fzzt,” Clayton made the air sprite’s name sound like something you might hear coming from a broken toaster. “If you would be so kind, please show Guardian Marshall what you showed us.” He began rummaging in the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a bandage, looking victorious.
Fzzt expanded into a rough circular shape, hovered a few feet off the floor, and an assortment of colorful lights began to shimmer inside him. The effect was beautiful but disorienting, so Marshall sat down in one of the red velvet chairs scattered around the lobby. Randomly keeling over wasn’t something people expected from a guardian.
Marshall was relieved when the light show became less random and formed an overhead picture of a cemetery.
“According to Fzzt, he was having a normal day in his part of town, playing with one of the local flocks when something . . . interesting happened.” Clayton’s quirked lip told Marshall that interesting wasn’t the word he would have chosen.
He watched two figures walk into the cemetery. At first they were too small to make out any details about them, but the air sprite must have found them interesting and gotten closer because the ‘screen’ zoomed in on the pair, showing a tall man climbing down from a tree.
Marshall could tell right away what piqued the sprite’s interest. The man was dressed in black from head to toe and carried himself like a soldier in enemy territory. As the sprite got closer, Marshall recognized the near-dead, haunted look of a man who has killed more than he can number.
With surprise, he noted the man’s companion was his complete opposite. She was smaller than the soldier by about a foot and looked like a harsh word would blow her away. Her body curled in on itself ever so slightly—as though she were trying to keep from being noticed. The paper-thin black hoodie she clutched around herself did little to disguise her delicate features, giving Marshall the impression of fairy being forced to attend a yoga class.
Before he had time to wonder at the unlikely couple, a rust-colored distortion rippled around them, bounced off, and hit the tree behind the two. When he saw the soldier throw himself at the girl to protect her from the blast, he felt respect but tucked it away until he saw the whole scene. For all he knew, the soldier was trying to gain her trust and would end up killing her in order to steal something.
The debris from the exploded tree made things harder to discern, and the air sprite had a different idea than he about what was interesting enough to pay attention to. Right now, the sprite was focusing primarily on the pattern made in the air by the smoke and blossoms from the tree as they drifted to the ground, but he could tell by the number of colors splashing against them, the couple was pinned down by spell-fire from more than one attacker.
All magic had a flavor, and it varied from person to person. Those strong enough to sense this flavor experienced it in different ways. Like most magic users, Marshall sensed magic as color. And currently, he could see two distinct colors crashing over the girl and her companion, sometimes mixing together to make some truly spectacular combinations.
The thing he found most interesting was none of the spells were hitting the pair. They were bouncing off, dissipating entirely, or just coating the area around them, but leaving a neat little hole where the intended targets sat. When the girl moved around, the shield stayed in place, but when the soldier moved, it inched over, echoing his movement. Marshall was pretty sure the shield was centered on the man, which made no sense. It was clear from the beginning the man was a norm. His aura was a pure, unbroken black, and no magic user had weapons like this guy had.
“Why does she keep doing that?” Clayton’s voice interrupted. “I didn’t notice the first time, but—look she did it again!” He walked over and pointed to a flare of pink that went from the girl to the soldier when she touched him, causing the man to fall over into a lifeless heap.
“Why would she want to incapacitate the one person who could help her out of there?” Samantha sounded incredulous. “Maybe she’s stealing his essence to power a spell?”
“No.” Marshall’s sense of magic was better than most, so now that he was paying attention he saw exactly what was going on. “She’s not doing it on purpose, he’s sucking it out of her. And look, it only happens when she touches his skin. I think she’s an empath.”
“An empath? I’ve never heard of one strong enough to knock someone out with a touch.” Watching the fight had taken away Samantha’s public relations persona and replaced it with who she really was—a librarian who loved a good mystery. “At her age, she should be trained enough to keep from accidentally spilling out into another person like that. Who is she, do you recognize her?”
Neither Marshall nor Clayton had and said as much.
“Why is there no sound?” He knew air sprites were able to zero in on any sound for miles in any direction, and Marshall wanted all the information he could get for this investigation.
Clayton looked at the sprite for a moment and cocked his head, clearly hearing something Marshall and Samantha weren’t. “He said today was a silent day for him. Sometimes he likes to go quiet for a while just to change things up.” Another pause and then he said, “We’ve completely ruined that for him today, and he’s pretty mad about it.”
“My apologies, Fzzt,” Marshall said somberly.
At that point, a deep blood-orange had joined the silver and rust that had been pelting the couple, and they all watched in fascination as the air sprite moved out to encompass the whole battle, probably having had enough of spells flying through and around it. The spells wouldn’t hurt it—nothing much could—but they would be irritating.
The ‘screen’ jerked sharply, and the three watchers could now see who was attacking the unlikely couple. “Stella Blaike!” Samantha exclaimed.
“And Sterling and little Helen, too.” Marshall confirmed.
“The girl looks a bit like them, doesn’t she?” Clayton squinted. “A long-lost relation, perhaps. Come to take the mantle? I’ve heard Matriarch Elanor isn’t doing terribly well these days.”
“For the gods’ sake, niña, stop touching the poor man!” Samantha yelled at the same time Marshall said, “And he’s out again.”
When the three witches huddled together, Marshall knew things were about to get ugly. He found himself rooting for the girl and her soldier and tried to stop. Just because the girl looked small and helpless, it meant nothing. He’d been fooled before, and the price was too dear to pay ever again.
When the building collapsed behind them, it was clear the witches, at least, were not on the side of the angels.
“This has gone too far.” He jumped to his feet and began to pace, wanting to do something, but also knew he needed to see the rest of the fight before he could act.
“What is she doing now?” Clayton was referring to the gestures the girl was making with her hands.
Marshall focused on the girl. “I would say she’s casting a spell, but there’s no magic behind it.” That wasn’t quite right though. There was something churning up inside the girl, but it was unfocused and kept dissipating before anything could happen.
When the man scrabbled away from the girl, Samantha cheered. “Looks like soldier boy got the memo!”
Marshall noted when the soldier pushed away from her, he took his shield with him. But when he saw the pink firestorm erupt from the girl’s body, wild and unconstrained, he lost his train of thought. The girl was definitely not an empath—they were notoriously bad at combat spells. It was starting to look like there might be no good guys in this fight after all.
Then Marshall thought of the soldier, who might as well have had norm plastered across his forehead, and began to feel sorry for him. If anyone in this mess was innocent, it might be him. But if so, how was the man creating that shield? Marshall had too many questions and needed to get into the field to start finding answers.
“Wait, can you pause, Fzzt? Back up to . . . Yes, right there. Thank you.” He walked closer to examine the girl’s face when she saw the devastation her spell had created. She looked horrified at what she had done. “Does that look like the face of a person who knew what she was doing?”
“She looks like a frightened child to me,” Samantha said softly. “I don’t think she has any training at all, Marshall.”
“Okay, you can keep playing, Fzzt.”
The frozen ‘screen’ got sharp around the edges and quivered slightly.
“Fzzt feels it is important for you to know he isn’t a machine and has better things to do with his time than to act like one.” Clayton delivered the message with the air of a person expecting to be bitten.
His shoulders relaxed from their position by his ears when Marshall smiled wryly and said, “Of course you do. We are all grateful to you for helping us right now, and I’m deeply sorry for offending you, Fzzt. Would you be willing to stay long enough to let us see the end?”
In response, the ‘screen’ softened and continued showing the scene.
They sat in silence as they saw the hole take the entire cemetery and most of the street. Everyone but the sprite sighed in relief when the couple got away.
When the ‘movie’ ended, Marshall was about to thank the sprite, but it swirled over to the door, blew it open, and left before he had a chance to do more than open his mouth. Firmly closing it again, he went to Clayton’s desk, grabbed a notepad, and scrawled a quick message.
“Give this to my team when they get here and tell them what happened.” He handed the pad to Clayton who dropped it, caught it, then dropped it again.” Marshall patted his shoulder. “Also, see if you can find any other sprites who might have seen where those two went after the cemetery.
✽✽✽
 


It looked different than it did the last time he was there—in the late 1800s. Trees that had been newly planted, now towered overhead.
He was a teenager when his father had taken him to see the cemetery where Paul Revere had been laid to rest. Marshall had grown up on the tales of adventures Revere and his father had gone on together. To hear his father tell it, the Revolutionary War was a big laugh, but sometimes Da would get a look in his eye while telling a story, and Marshall could tell he was editing out the more gruesome details.
He knew his father would have been angered at the scene that lay before him now. There was nothing left of the cemetery where so many legends had been buried. The hole was deep enough that the bottom was shrouded in darkness. Marshall was grateful the full force of the spell had been focused down rather than out; otherwise the death toll would have been staggering. He needed to find the girl quickly before she hurt someone.
After sampling the general flavor of the crowd’s thoughts, Marshall discerned no one had any idea what was going on. He cast out further, searching for magic and zeroed in on the top floor of a building on the other side of the crater.
In order to get there before the next Ice Age, he had to nudge people out of his way. It took a miniscule amount of power to do so and didn’t break the core tenet of the dreamwalkers. Rather than change who the person was on a fundamental level, it merely muddied up their thoughts for a short time, making them highly suggestible. Once they heeded his simple excuse me they went on their way, never knowing anything out of the ordinary had happened to them.
He felt the fear and anger of the crowd around him, too many of them remembering the bombing of the Marathon in 2013, and had to close himself away to keep from getting swept up in the fervor. When he found out what was going on, he wanted to be able to deal with the person or persons responsible with a clear and level head.
Once inside the building, he was met on the stairs by a dozen or so people in uniform. He could tell from their auras they were on a witch hunt and anyone they met in their path was going to have a bad day. Marshall had neither the time, nor the inclination to convince them—magically, or verbally—that he wouldn’t make a good scapegoat, so he scooped up their thoughts and told them collectively he wasn’t there. He was forced to squeeze against the wall as they stormed past him to avoid getting trampled. He was tempted to follow in case they found what they were looking for, but he needed to verify for himself the empty hallway he had seen in their minds.
He was glad he had. The fight was only minutes old, so the air in the hallway was filled with residual energy. Two areas on either end of the hall had jagged white distortions in the air that could only come from demon magic. Anyone coming in contact with either of those spots would be in danger of possession. Once he was done, he would need to clear them away. One side of the hall had a large dent in the wall, not far from one of the distortions, and the air around the entire area vibrated with power. He could see a faint halo in the air of thwarted spells. Even though they didn’t have much of a chance of doing any damage alone, there was still a chance they could combine into something unpleasant, so they would have to be cleared too.
He found it interesting that this time the spells were less lethal in nature, unlike the ones in the cemetery. What had changed?
His partner Jack’s hulking presence loomed over his shoulder, barely giving him a start. Marshall didn’t think to wonder anymore at how, unlike nearly everyone else—Other or norm—Jack could manage to sneak up on him undetected. “Adelle’s downstairs trying to get a trace on the couple in your message, like you asked.”
“Get her up here. This fight is more recent and easier to get at.” His sister may have been the best tracker in the Guard, but the closer she could get to a scene, the better her results.             
While Jack contacted Adelle, Marshall went to the other end of the hall and saw a smear of red down the wall. This was what had gotten the officers so excited. It looked like the soldier had held his own. Many magic users had little knowledge of norm weapons. It looked like at least one member of the Blaike family had suffered from that ignorance.
Marshall made his way back to Jack and held out a hand. “Can I get an assist? I could probably do it on my own, but I’d rather not tap myself out at the beginning of a case.”
In a very Jack-like fashion, he didn’t ask any questions but merely extended his own hand, palm up, in a gesture of trust. If Marshall was asking something of him, Jack would give it.
Marshall took the offered hand and closed his eyes. Jack’s skin was as warm and grounding as the desert hues it resembled. As usual, his power was always right on the surface and so easy to siphon off. He called the star-flecked rainbow of his partner’s magic into the azure of his own wellspring of power, causing their colors to combine into a pattern that never failed to remind Marshall of a supernova remnant.
Once he had harnessed and condensed their magics, he shaped the result into a net, which he cast out as far as he could. In his mind’s eye, he now had thousands of tiny, gently pulsing lights under his control.
Each light represented a person within a one mile radius of Marshall. Most were a simple black, signifying it was the soul of a norm, but a small number were colors ranging from the jewel tones of his partners to black lights with bright flecks of color belonging to those who probably didn’t even know they possessed magic. Passing by Adelle’s warm orange and a familiar, vibrant yellow that spelled potential trouble, he searched for an anomaly—anything that might be the soldier or his young charge.
He saw nothing.
Marshall sighed. It would have been nice to catch them now and save himself the trouble of hunting them down later. For a brief moment he thought he felt an odd nothingness on the fringes of his net, but it was gone before he fully registered it.
He told all the black and color-flecked black lights to find a safe place to sleep—safe according to him, not the person. The last thing he needed was a bunch of zombie-like sleepwalkers wandering all over town, trying to get to their beds. No, the closest clear spot of sidewalk or floor was good enough for his purposes.
As they slept, he gave them all a simple, but strong, suggestion that told them the cemetery damage was caused by a sinkhole, adding in a compulsion to tell anyone who saw them sleeping that they had fallen down due to an aftershock from the sinkhole. Then he perused any memories anyone had of either of the fights. He found nothing but confused impressions and wild speculation, neither of which were helpful in his investigation. He took away any memories that didn’t support his sinkhole story, then went into the minds of the police officers who had passed him on the stairwell and told them all to forget anything they heard or saw in the hallway. His job would be easier if he didn’t have to fight with the Boston PD to get to the soldier and the girl.
Once he had finished, he woke everyone up with no one any the wiser. Normally, he didn’t need his subject to be asleep to alter memories, but for big things, like the destruction of a major landmark, he needed to go in deeper than he could while the person was awake. If he touched someone, he could do almost anything he wanted, using minimal power, but on such a massive scale, he needed speed over finesse. It had only taken him fifteen seconds to complete the entire spell, cutting down the chance someone outside his net had stumbled across his sleepers.
Marshall opened his eyes. “Done. Thanks for the boost.”
“That was quick.”
“I’ve had a lot of practice.” A hundred-plus years of exploring his magic had given him the precision few of his contemporaries had achieved. It was one of the reasons why he was the leader of the most called-upon team in the Guard.
“Took you long enough to get around to that.” A rich, booming voice with an Irish lilt informed him. “Back in my day, that was the first thing we did.”
“Back in your day people also regularly died of smallpox, didn’t they?” Jack frowned at the newcomer in annoyance. “But you don’t brag about it, Callum.”
Internally, Marshall sighed. The only reason he could think of for Callum Lane to be here was to talk to Marshall about becoming the new praetor. “I prefer to observe a situation before I decide to tinker with thousands of people’s minds. It saves time and endless backtracking.”
“Sure, it can, but with my way you’ll be having a better chance of catching the criminals before they get away.” Callum’s thin mouth was tight with disapproval, and his bushy red eyebrows had nearly eclipsed his eyes. It was going to one of those encounters.
“Did you come here to be a backseat driver, Cal?” Marshall decided to just get it over with. Dodging the man wasn’t working, so they might as well have it out now.
“You know why I came here, sonny. You’ve been moping about long enough, it’s time for you to get back to your real life and your real job.”
“This is my life, and I happen to like my job. I’m quite good at it, or so I’m told.”
“This?” Callum peered around the magic-soaked hallway. “This is a simple matter anyone could clean up. If you like, I can take it off your hands and leave you free to return to—”
“I don’t quit in the middle of a case.” Marshall cut him off harshly.
“Don’t suppose you do, do you? You should, though. It’s time to stop living in the past.” Marshall’s eyes narrowed dangerously, but Callum forged ahead, obviously meaning to speak his peace. “Praetor Nala’s been dead more than a year now, and it’s time for a new one to take her place. It’s time for you to step up and be the man we all know ya to be.”
“The man you used to know is gone, Cal. I haven’t been him for a long time now.”
“You only say that because you can’t let go, won’t let go . . .”
“Callum . . .” Jack growled out a warning to the man.
Heedless of the warning, he forged ahead. “She’s gone, man! You have to let her go and move on. Stop wasting your talents—” Callum swayed where he stood, his mind no longer under his control.
Marshall’s eyes burned as he fought to control himself. “She. Is. Not. Gone.” Each word was punctuated by Callum staggering back a step as Marshall’s will pushed at him.
“Mars.” Jack’s hand was on the back of Marshall’s neck, grounding him. “It’s okay, you can stop now. No one is going to keep us from finding Nova.”
Marshall snapped his gaze away from Callum, releasing the man from his control, and took a deep breath to calm himself. “I told you I’m not the man you knew. If you need someone right now, you’ll have to find another praetor. My time is not my own to give.” Not trusting his control, he kept his eyes on the wall next to Callum.
Not easily daunted, Callum stood his ground but showed sense and calmed his tone. “Your father, gods rest his soul, wouldn’t have left you to stew for as long as I have. But he isn’t here, so I’ll do right by you the only way I know how.”
“My father would have found her by now,” Marshall said bitterly.
“Self-pity doesn’t become you, sonny. Nor does it accomplish anything.”
Jack tightened his grip, as if expecting Marshall to get angry again, but he needn’t have worried. Marshall sighed and laughed softly. “You’re more like him than you know, Cal.”
“I don’t know, I think he would have kicked your arse for what you just did.”
“And brought me in on charges, I imagine. You can, you know.” Marshall could feel Jack tense behind his back. What would his friend do if Callum decided to take him in? Probably something rash. For all his jokes and relaxed attitude, Jack could be unpredictable when someone he cared about was threatened.
Callum shrugged. “Now why would I want to be doing that over so little a thing? Too much paperwork involved for my liking. Besides, if the Guard prosecuted people over every tiny infraction, they’d never get anything done.” He slowly relaxed his fists, showing that—kind words aside—he had been rattled at how quickly and easily Marshall had called up the power to control him.
Marshall closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Your call.” Now that his temper had faded, all he could feel was a sweeping exhaustion gripping his body and mind.
Jack backed away, the way he always did once a crisis had passed. Since that fateful day five years ago, Jack had been glued to Marshall’s side, ready to give him the support he needed. Ever watchful, ever faithful in helping him hold together.
Though what Marshall really needed was for Cal to go away and leave him to his investigation in peace. It had been a long time since he had needed the older man to hold his hand in the field. As long as he was around, Marshall would have to fight to stay in charge.
It had ever been that way between the two. Even before the death of Marshall’s father, Cal had taken it upon himself to watch over him. Losing his mother moments after his birth, Marshall had attracted more than his fair share of parental figures, most of them benign.
Not Cal, though. Instead of letting him learn and grow, Cal tried to force Marshall along a path allegedly for his own good. His older sister Adelle had done the same, but when he had proven, time and again, that his judgment in the field was as unparalleled as his mastery over the Dreamscape, she had stood down from her self-appointed role as his life coach. If she hadn’t, he never would have been able to work with her.
Pulling together all the authority the mantle of guardian had bestowed on him, Marshall looked at Cal. “When this investigation is over, I will come to you, and we will discuss this further, though I don’t promise you will like the results.” He held up a hand to forestall the argument he saw brewing on Cal’s face. “Later. Right now, I have a case to solve.”
Only slightly mollified, Callum looked thoughtful for a time, his massive eyebrows furrowed in concentration, and then nodded. Finally, he reached out and clapped Marshall on the shoulder. “You’re a good boy, Marshall. You’ll do the right thing when the time comes.” He turned to look at Jack with skepticism. “You look out for him, you hear?”
“I don’t need you to tell me that, old man.” Disdain dripped from Jack’s words.
“Don’t start, you two.” Marshall jumped in to forestall the inevitable argument that occurred when Jack and Callum were in the same room together. As far as Marshall could remember, those two had never gotten along.
Callum leveled a narrowed eye at Jack but then shrugged and turned to leave.
As Callum walked away, Jack said, “I don’t know why I bothered to stop you. If I had waited another minute, you could have Crafted him a better personality.”
“You stopped me because you’re a good friend. He means well even if he is irritating.”
“Where does he get off calling you boy? You’ve been a guardian for over a hundred years.”
“I think at his age, everyone looks like a child. He was born in the sixteen-hundreds after all.”
Jack snorted but said nothing.
A tall woman with long, honey-colored curls entered the hallway. Her hazel eyes perfectly matched the large round pendant she had hanging from a chain around her neck. The rest of her attire was tight, black, and functional, as befitted a guardian in the field.
“Adelle, where have you been?” Marshall snapped.
“Dearest, I saw Callum on the stairs, and I’m sure he rattled you just now, but there’s no need to be snippy, it’s not like you.” She kissed her brother on the cheek and asked Jack, “How bad was it?”
Jack shrugged. “He could have been more controlling and obnoxious. I mean, he left when Marshall told him too, so that’s something.” His words were light, but his eyes told a different story.
Adelle nodded perceptively.
Marshall hated when they did that. For the most part, they worked together seamlessly. Their skills and personalities complemented one another so well it was like the gods had created them to work with one another. Then there were other times where it felt like the two of them were only doing the job because Marshall was and that their real job was to support him and keep him from going insane or losing control.
He was starting to suspect that they weren’t wrong to behave so. Under specific circumstances, his control over his temper wasn’t what it used to be.
Aside from that less than minor detail, he was a master in his field. Fire was always called in to handle the big cases. If a situation had gone completely pear-shaped, Marshall and his team were the ones to get called in to fix it. And it was beginning to look like this might turn out to be one of those cases.
Their original investigation would have to be put on hold for the time being while Fire sorted out this new mess. Which was a shame, Marshall had done a lot of research into creating the persona he was planning on using. If he finished this case quickly enough, he might even remember it all when it came time to use it. Though he wasn’t holding out much hope for that.
Marshall had a hunch Callum had been incorrect in his assessment of this assignment. It was true that, ninety-nine percent of the time, the discovery of demonic energy during an investigation ended up being an ignorant witch delving greedily into magic she or he didn’t understand. And it was simple enough for one guardian to take care of, let alone a team, but it would be foolish for him to assume so. On rare occasions, it turned out to be something much worse.
Pain flared in Marshall’s hands as his fingernails bit into his palms. He unclenched them slowly, trying not to draw attention to how close to the edge he still was. Taking in a slow, deep breath, he centered himself. If there were nightmares, or—his breath hitched—demons about, he was going to need every bit of calm he possessed to deal with it.
After another steadying breath, he turned his mind back to the present moment. He looked at the white spots on either end of the hallway. Even if they were made from ignorance, rather than intent, they could still be harmful to any unsuspecting person who got too close to them. When demon magic was used, it left a thin spot between dimensions. If those spots were thin enough, something nasty could reach out from the Demon Realm into the Real and treat itself to a free lunch.
“Jack, I need you to go check on the officers I passed on the way up here. If any of them came in contact with these spots, they could have been possessed and will need to be purged.” He touched Jack to give him the essence of the officers he needed to find.
Communicating though touch was the easiest form of telepathy, but most dreamwalkers preferred not to. It was such an intensely personal experience that, more often than not, the majority of dreamwalkers chose to spend the time and energy to set up a remote link even when a simple touch would give them instant access. Marshall had been through so much with his teammates that such intimacies were second nature to them. It conserved energy and was a more precise method.
With a cocky grin and an ironic salute, Jack left to carry out Marshall’s order.
Marshall loped over to the nearest stain of demon energy, gesturing for his sister to follow. “Addy, what do you make of this?”
Cautiously, she followed but stopped before he did, sniffing at the air around them. “Ugh, it smells terrible. I hate demon cases—eating is nearly impossible until they are done.” Adelle was a rarity among dreamwalkers. While most of their race could sense magic in only one way, Adelle could see and smell, making her an excellent tracker. Once Adelle had a person’s essence, they couldn’t hide from her. There was one notable exception, but they all tried not to dwell on it.
“Sorry, sis, but it’s got to be done. Can you tell which side did this? If it’s the Blaikes, this could get ugly.”
A vacant expression settled on her face, as he expected. Marshall waited while she sorted through what her senses were telling her. When she came out of her trance, she looked vexed. “The taint is too strong to sort out a signature. All I can tell for sure is that a male used this spot to gate out of here, and . . .” She directed her attention toward the other spot down the hall but took only a moment to conclude, “A female used that spot to gate as well.”
“Could it have been our mystery couple? Possession would be a good explanation for why a norm had such a shield protecting him. If they were newly possessed, their life force won’t have been drained enough for us to have seen it from the replay we got. Our vantage point was pretty crappy.”
“It could also explain why the girl didn’t know how to use her magic. Sometimes it takes a demon a while to figure out how to operate the host.” She shook her head. “I can’t say for sure if it was them, I’ll need more to go on. This hallway is so crowded with magic that it’s impossible to sort it all out.” She pointed to the blood on the wall. “It’s possible the witch who got shot was the one that gated out here. If she was low enough on power for her shield to pop, she might have gotten desperate.”
Marshall was quiet, allowing his mind to race over the facts—what few of them there were. Due to the presence of demon magic, it was more likely the man and the girl were the bad guys. For as long as he could remember, the Blaike family had been an unimpeachable presence in the Guard and the Other. They were powerful enough to be able to identify a demon on their own and would have called the Guard in to kill it right away.
They weren’t known to be terribly sentimental, so harboring a possessed family member wasn’t their style. If something threatened the greater good, they would stamp it out ruthlessly. The building they had destroyed in the attempt to capture the two was a testament to that. Still, he was going to need to interview them. “It’s possible but not likely. You know what the Blaike family is like.”
She shrugged noncommittally. “I’ve heard stories about them that don’t fit the image they project to the rest of the world.”
He chewed on that for a minute before asking, “Were you able to get anything from the crater downstairs?”
“It’s even worse down there. Maybe if I had been the first person on site I could have gotten something, but there are so many people freaking out down there that it’s one big psychic mess.”
“I don’t think there is anything else here for us to see. Let’s clear out these spots, collect Jack, and get over to the Blaike mansion. You can tell us about those stories on the way.”




Chapter Eight
Fourteen
It took longer to drive back to the warehouse than it had taken for him to get from there to the cemetery on foot. He’d had to backtrack several times to make sure they weren’t followed, even switching to another car and then finally abandoning it and carrying Aeyli the rest of the way to the warehouse.
They’d made the trip back in complete silence. Once the heat of the fight had faded, his mind began to cycle through the same thoughts over and over again. He’d had enough of her running off towards danger on her own to keep him safe and was ready to hash it out. The problem was, every time he was about to start in on her, the sight of her pale, defeated face took the fight out of him.
Exhaustion beat at him as he carried her up the stairs and back inside his living space. He managed to lay her down on the bed and sat heavily beside her. “Let me check your head,” he told her gruffly.
She nodded wearily but remained silent, allowing him to run his gloved hands over her scalp as she lay on the bed.
He took his time examining her and was pleased to see her eyes were tracking properly once more. Once he ascertained that she had managed to escape a serious concussion, he grunted. “It’ll hurt for a while, but you’ll live. Does anything else hurt?”
“No.” She kept her eyes on the ceiling.

Spying a box of instant icepacks, he stood to get one for her and had to pause when the room did a slow, lazy roll. Once the world had righted itself, he pulled out a pack and squeezed it to activate the chemical reaction. “You planning on running way again?”
Her reply came out in a sigh so quiet he had to strain to hear it. “No.”
“Good.” He put the pack on her forehead, remembering to be gentle at the last minute. A nurse he was not, but he’d gotten good at keeping himself alive over the years, and that was all that had mattered up to now.
“That’s it?” Her blue eyes finally met his, incredulity etched on her face. “I get caught after being gone for five minutes, nearly get you killed—again—and that’s all you have to say about it?”
“You already know that what you did was the stupidest thing anyone still living has ever done. What more do I need to add to it?” His fingers flexed and he fought off the urge to shake her. Apparently, he was still upset. Where was the cold when he needed it? He paced around the room to give him a safe way to vent some energy. “Why should I even bother to point out the interesting effect we keep witnessing when magic hits me. Surely, it must have occurred to you it might work on tracking spells as well.” His voice was arctic—a direct contrast to how he felt inside.
She was openly gaping at him now.
“No? How about the fact that I’m the only thing you have that’s keeping them from killing you, but you keep running off!” His tone had gone from frozen to volcanic between one heartbeat and the next.
Looking unimpressed by his anger, but instead rather intrigued, Aeyli mused, “The mystery-shield-thingy that kept all the spells off us. My aunt said it was you.” She sat up quickly, and the ice pack fell to her lap. Her pale skin instantly turned chalk-white, and she let out a strangled squeak.
Fourteen was back by her side in an instant, his fury gone. “You may only have a minor concussion, but you still need to take it easy.”
“I’m getting that.” She cradled her head in her hands and moaned softly. After a moment, she said, “So you think whatever is protecting you might also be keeping them from finding us?”
“Current data indicates it to be a possibility.”
“What about when we were in the cemetery and you kept acting strangely? Something was affecting you then, I meant to ask you about it, but—”
“You ran away.”
“Yeah.” She dropped her hands, frowning slightly. “So what happened there? If you have a shield, how did they get you?”
“Um.” He said intelligently. He didn’t have an excuse anymore; he was going to have to tell her. Just how he was supposed to do so currently eluded him.
A new thought occurred to her, and she jumped on it. “You’re a norm, though. How could you have a shield? What’s special about you?”
“As far as I can tell, I am perfectly normal.”
She laughed and then moaned again, clutching her head. “Even a shut-in could tell you’re special. Take it from me, I would know.” She released her protective hold on her head to pat his arm but snatched it away after minimal contact. “Sorry, I know you don’t want me to touch you.”
“Listen, about that . . .”
“Don’t worry about it, I get it,” she said quickly as if trying to make him feel better about whatever misperceived issues she thought he had.
“No, I don’t think you do.” He noticed a trickle of blood run down her face past her ear. “I need to clean up your head wound.”
Searching, her hand found the blood, and she winced. “Sorry, I must be wrecking your sheets.”
“Heaven forbid that happen,” Fourteen said, rooting through the box he had used earlier when bandaging her feet.
She blinked at him and then smiled. “You make jokes, too? I never would have guessed.”
“I don’t make a habit of it, but sometimes it comes out unexpectedly.”
“Like diarrhea?” Her face turned the color of a boiled lobster. “I can’t believe I said that out loud.”
Fourteen looked at her flaming face and burst out laughing. Doubling over as great whoops of laughter erupted from his body, he clutched his stomach. He wiped a stray tear away from one eye and tried to calm himself, but one look at Aeyli’s stricken face sent him over the edge again.
It took several minutes before he stopped laughing, but when he did, he felt different. On the inside, something tight had cracked open, allowing a part of him to come out into the sun for the first time in a long time. It reminded him of what it felt like when he touched Aeyli.
“I didn’t know you could do that.”
“Neither did I.” The smile on his lips felt odd, but welcome.
“Please don’t hold the things I say against me. I wasn’t brought up properly—or at all, really.”
The reminder of the injustice of her upbringing sobered him instantly, causing the respite from his mental conditioning to end abruptly. Walls slammed in around him once again, leaving him empty and alone with the cold, but instead of feeling normal like it used to, it felt constricting and uncomfortable.
He busied himself with laying out the items he would need to clean up a head wound and took the time to center himself. “Let me look at it again. Please,” he added as an afterthought. Aeyli deserved to have someone treat her with respect. He should be able to manage that much, at least.
She nodded her assent but looked fearful. “Can you put the spray stuff on it first?” Her voice was almost steady.
Canister already in hand, he applied a small amount to her head before touching the wound. “Minimal damage. Likely you won’t even notice it in two days, but I’ll clean it to be safe.” His gloved hand lingered in her hair as he pulled it away. The blood stood out sharply against the pale blonde of her hair, and his jaw tightened before his conditioning smoothed away the anger.
“That’s comforting. When my head bounced off the wall, I was sure it was all over.” She smiled weakly as if she had made a joke.
Blood pounded in his ears as anger roared back though him, and his hand crushed the ointment he had picked up. He barely registered it oozing over his hand as the programming in his mind fought to reestablish dominance. In the span of two heartbeats, he was free of the emotion.
The cotton pads took care of the mess, but the container was ruined, so he threw it away. After cleaning her head with peroxide, he used an ointment-covered pad and applied it to the wound. “No bandage, I think.”
Aeyli had stayed silent during his slipup, but he could see that she was thinking. When she finally spoke, he wasn’t surprised at her topic of choice.
“You seem different than when I first met you.”
He nodded slowly, his face blank. They needed to talk about the side effects he was experiencing around her. He wasn’t going to get a better opening, but he didn’t know where to begin. If he got it wrong, she might run from him again. The thought of chasing her and getting into another fight made his bones ache with fatigue. At this point, he would be lucky if he made it out the door without falling on his face.
It wasn’t easy for him—the talking thing. Verbal conflict resolution was not something his trainers had felt important to add to his repertoire. In hindsight, he was beginning to think he should have been clear about her effect on him from the beginning. He doubted her family had discussed anything important with her during her captivity, and the last thing he wanted to do was remind her of that time. He’d locked her in a car, and she’d run from him the moment she got the chance. How long would she stay if she found out he had been lying to her?
He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but closed it again. It was hard to think with the constant ringing in his ears. He shook his head slightly, trying to make it go away, and the room began to spin.
“I don’t know you well, but you seem like a fairly”—Aeyli bit her bottom lip as she searched for the right word. Fourteen’s eyes tracked the gesture and felt something inside him respond to it. He blinked, struggling to focus—“contained person. And while this has been a stressful day so far, you have been acting less contained than you were when I met you.”
He wondered if she had figured it out on her own.
“Do you think it’s possible I could be having an effect on you that is being mitigated by your shield thingy?”
Fourteen braced himself and dove in. “I haven’t been entirely honest with you about your effect on me.” He stood up and paced the room, ignoring the dizziness as it intensified. He had been ignoring the exhaustion for days. He should be able to do it for a few more minutes until he could explain things properly.
Her eyes showed nothing but confusion. “Wait, so being around me does make you angry?”
“It’s not as simple as that.” He slowed his pacing, certain he was going to mess this conversation up. Who could blame him, really, with the walls shimmering around him so distractingly? If the floor would only hold still so he could walk, he might be able to think. The world tilted alarmingly, but he managed to stay standing.
“Hey, are you okay?” Aeyli was standing now, though he hadn’t noticed it happen, and was holding on to his elbow. “Fourteen, how long have you been awake?”
Her question hit him like an order, and he straightened to attention. “Sixty-six-point-five hours.”
“Sweet Vis, that’s way too long! Why were you up for so long?”
He snapped into report mode. “My last handlers had me stay on guard for my previous mission. They knew I have advanced endurance, so they had me stand guard while they slept. When I met you, I stayed awake to observe you while you slept and haven’t had a chance to rest since.” He shouldn’t have been able to speak even the small amount of information he was telling her. Why was he reacting as if Aeyli was his handler?
“Well, your handlers . . . what were their names?”
“I called them Steve and Frank.”
“Steve and Frank sound like horrible people. You need to sleep, right now.” She tugged at his arm, surprising him with her strength.
The command rolled over him, and he almost dropped to the floor, but there was something important he had to do first. Something he needed to make sure of. “Don’t . . . leave.” He managed to slur out.
“I promise I won’t go until we’ve talked first. Now sleep.” She managed to pull him to the bed, thankfully, because her last words drove him to unconsciousness.




Chapter Nine
Aeyli
Sixty-six hours was a ridiculous length of time to stay awake. Aeyli wasn’t surprised the poor man dropped as soon as she mentioned the idea. It was kind of abrupt, though. What would he have done if there wasn’t a bed around, prop himself against a wall?
She sat next to him, content to watch him sleep for the time being. Everything had been so hectic she hadn’t had a chance to catch her breath or think.
She felt like an idiot for running away instead of talking to Fourteen. It was extreme naivety and arrogance to think she could do this alone, but she really hadn’t wanted to involve anyone else in her affairs. At this point, it didn’t look like Fourteen was likely to allow her to leave him out of it. Truth be told, she was relieved. If she hadn’t landed in his lap last night, she would be dead now and she knew it.
Her family wanted her dead.
The concept continued to astound her, even though she'd had weeks to adjust to it. Sterling, her own brother, wanted her dead. Of everyone in her family, he had been the one she was closest to.
As children they had been confidants and partners in crime—always escaping their nanny and having adventures together. After she’d been confined, he had come to her once and had spent the entire time crying. He never came back after that. She assumed it had been too hard for him to be around her so she didn’t blame him—or so she had tried to tell herself.
A sharp pain in her hand caused her to break from her gloomy reverie, and she looked down. It was clenched tightly around the material in Fourteen’s jacket, and it was hurting her. She examined the leather closely, running her hands along the front and discovered that there were hard plates woven inside the material. When her fingers found a plate, they felt funny, almost as if they were touching something that wasn’t there.
If she hadn’t had such a disastrous object lesson in the cemetery about tinkering with her magic, she would have considered trying to play with the sensation. Instead she decided to let it be. She’d ask Fourteen about it when he woke up.
She should get up and leave him alone to sleep instead of gawking at him and feeling him up in his sleep like a pervert, but she couldn’t find the will to do so. Her eyes caressed his face, taking in the strong line of his stubble-covered jaw and his full mouth, relaxed in sleep. The faint lines at the corners of his eyes didn’t detract from his looks but, instead, enhanced them. She thought they made him look competent and experienced, and she had firsthand knowledge that he was both.
A strand of dark hair had drifted near one of his eyes, and she brushed it away before she could stop herself. It was so soft that her fingers lingered for a moment, relishing how it felt. His entire countenance was like a personal invitation for her to explore at her leisure.
She jerked herself out of her thoughts. What the heck was wrong with her? The last thing Fourteen needed was for her to be creeping on him in his sleep.
Carefully, she rolled away from him and sat up. Maybe she could take a walk inside the warehouse to clear her head. The thoughts and feelings Fourteen evoked may have been new to her, but she knew enough to understand both parties needed to be awake and consenting. He had clear feelings about touching, and she didn’t want to violate his wishes no matter what her thoughts were on the matter.
Before she made it out of the bed, a hand stopped her, grabbing her arm. She looked at his face, but Fourteen was still asleep, so she tried to gently tug her arm out of his grasp.
It was no use, the more she tried, the closer he pulled her in. She felt like a fish getting reeled into a fisherman’s boat. By the time she gave up, she was nearly on top of his body with her face pressed against his hard chest. This was kind of like consent, wasn’t it?
Now that she had been made aware of it, the quiet nothingness his jacket was giving off was obvious. She wondered why she hadn’t noticed it before in the cemetery. Maybe it had something to do with being attacked by people who were supposed to love her, she thought wryly.
The nothingness was a soothing hum against her cheek and encouraged her to relax. He had no right to smell as good as he did—a mixture of metal and musk. It was exactly like she imagined sin would smell like. She gave in and buried her face into his jacket to breathe in his scent. His smell and the lulling hum of his jacket encouraged her to sleep too. Hopefully he wouldn’t react too badly to waking up with her in his arms.
✽✽✽
 
Things skittered and writhed at the edges of her vision as she walked down a dimly lit hallway. She kept jerking around to try and catch whatever was there, but the hall behind her was always empty. Eventually she forced herself to stop, not wanting to give the whatever the satisfaction of seeing her jump. As she continued down the hall, the way got brighter, but the scrabbling at her periphery intensified. Before long, she came to a plain white door that stood out in the gray, dingy hall. Dream logic dictated she open it, so she did, noting that the whatever fell behind as she passed through.
On the other side of the door was a stark, white room with three men gathered around a large, black sphere that dwarfed the room.
One of the men, a short, balding man in glasses and a lab coat, was telling a tall, powerfully built man in uniform, “I don’t know why the adjustments aren’t taking hold, Colonel. It usually only takes one treatment to permanently delete a subject’s memory—two at the very most.” He pulled off his glasses and cleaned them nervously.
The Colonel glared at the sphere then turned to face the short man. “I seem to recall you telling me you had perfected this method. Called it foolproof, if I’m not mistaken.” The glint in his eye told Aeyli he didn’t feel mistaken.
None of the men paid any attention to her arrival, so she cautiously ventured closer to the sphere.
“We have, and it is!” The other man in the room also wore a lab coat and was tall and painfully thin. He twitched as he spoke and made Aeyli think of a praying mantis. “We’ve never had results like these. It’s fascinating, really. Just fascinating.”
Unlike his associate, the short man sensed the danger exuding from the Colonel and rushed to appease him. “Up to now our method has been one hundred percent effective. If there is a fault, it’s with the subject, not us. He must be defective in some way.” He put his glasses back on and valiantly pretended he wasn’t shaking in fear and drenched in sweat.
The Colonel stared at the short man impassively for a moment, savoring his fear, then relented. “He’s just stubborn, is all. Hit him again. It will take eventually. We just have to keep at it.”
“With all due respect, sir, if the subject has any more treatments we run the risk of damaging him permanently.” The tall man pointed to the readings on the screen beside him. “Why not just scrap him and start with a new subject?”
“Because he’s mine.” A grown man saying such a childish thing should have been amusing, but his harsh tone sent chills down Aeyli’s spine.
Aeyli walked around the sphere and saw a small, round window on one side with a panel next to it. Inside lay a familiar-looking teenage boy strapped to a metal frame, with enough wires sticking out of his body to make him look like a porcupine. She turned to look at the trio behind her. How could they talk about this boy so callously?
The Colonel stalked over to where Aeyli stood and used his fist to smash a button next to a speaker. “Do you hear that, boy? You’ll stay in there until you know who you belong to!”
The boy’s eyes cracked open slightly. They were ringed with dark circles, and the edges were lined with pain, but he shakily held up a hand as far as his restraints would allow and gave the man a one-fingered salute. Aeyli recognized his storm-gray eyes and gasped. Horror stole over her, leeching strength from her body. How dare they?
A wordless growl escaped the Colonel. “Do it.”
“But . . . sir!”
“Do it now!”
“Yes sir. Prep Subject Fourteen, maximum dose this time.”
After snapping the ominous pronouncement to his partner, the short one bustled around the room, poking at keyboards and squinting at computer monitors. The tall one took a large vial of clear liquid and inserted it into a compartment near the window.
She couldn’t let this happen, but this was only a dream. What could she do?
When ear-piercing screams began to emerge from the sphere, her mind kicked into overdrive and turned things around—what couldn’t she do?
She spotted a heavy-looking microscope, picked it up and swung it at the head of the Colonel, who collapsed to the ground like a bag of ground meat. Neither of the scientists reacted, so she gave them the same treatment. Both of them fell to the ground without uttering a sound. She looked around the equipment with increasing distress, spurred on by the heart-wrenching noise of Fourteen’s screams.
First she tried to open the sphere, but it had no visible latch on the outside, so she abandoned the idea. Then she tried to read the screens to get some idea of how to stop the machine, but the words swam in front of her and refused to take any kind of recognizable shape.
The stress of the situation was causing her higher mental functions to go haywire, and she became increasingly frantic. Smashing random buttons on the machine did nothing; neither did pounding on the window of the sphere helplessly. Her knowledge of computers was limited to what she had learned from a helpful librarian three weeks ago, and it hadn’t prepared her for this.
She had to do something, the boy’s screams were getting weaker, and they kept getting cut off by choking sounds.
She had to stop reacting and think. She tried to remember what the short man had been doing right before Fourteen started screaming, but all she knew for certain was that he had been poking at one of the computers. With no other options, she ran over and began to trash the computer station, hurling the monitors to the floor, ripping out chords and smashing hard drives. Her systematic destruction of the lab was so noisy that it took a moment for her to realize the screaming had stopped. The monitor she was using to beat against a tower fell to the ground with a loud crash and she raced back to the sphere, fearful of what she would find.
It was dark inside now, but it was still sealed tight. She could neither see nor sense any movement inside.
A scream of frustration tore from her throat, and she kicked the sphere as hard as she could. With a hiss, a crack appeared in the smooth surface of the sphere, revealing an opening. She wedged her fingers into the crack and heaved, expecting to encounter resistance, but it slid open smoothly.
Small as she was, there wasn’t enough room in the sphere for her to fit inside too, but she was able sit on the rim of the opening and inspect the boy. In the dim light of the pod, she could make out his closed eyes and the shallow rise and fall of his chest. Tremors racked his entire body and caused the wires attached to him to tear at his flesh. Aeyli knew very little about first aid, but she knew leaving him in the machine was a bad idea. She needed to get him someplace safe.
The wires were the first things that had to go, so she removed them as gently as she could. Some were taped on to his skin like electrodes, while others were buried in his flesh. Her stomach rolled and rebelled as she took them out. When she was done, she pulled the boy’s body out of the sphere into her lap and held him close.
“What do I do with you now? How can I keep you safe?” Aeyli looked at his poor, battered face and stroked his brow.
It was becoming increasingly difficult to remember she was in a dream and that the real Fourteen was sleeping safely beside her, especially when her heart was telling her this boy needed her now. Aeyli had no intention of allowing further harm to come to him, dream or no.
“I will keep you safe,” she promised.
Storm-gray eyes opened and looked into hers. The room glowed brightly as the walls melted away, and the contents of the room shifted and bent in a dizzying array of colors. When she was able to make out her surroundings again, she was sitting in a field holding a very awake and adult Fourteen in her lap.
Her first thought was surprise that his sheer mass wasn’t crushing her. As soon as the thought arrived she was instantly overwhelmed by the weight of the man on top of her, and she squeaked in alarm.
Laughing, Fourteen rolled off of her, grabbed her by both arms, and hauled her on top of his chest.
Laughing.
Aeyli didn’t know what to think about this turn of events. Personally, she was still reeling from the traumatic setting they had been whisked away from. How could Fourteen be laughing?
She propped herself up on her elbows to give her enough room to see Fourteen’s face. “Are . . . are you okay?”
“I feel pretty unbelievable right now.” He stroked the sensitive skin on the inside of her arms, drawing lazy circles with his fingertips.
Her bare skin tingled with each stroke. It felt like the shapes were sinking into her skin and becoming a part of her. A heady rush of exhilaration ran through her, taking with it some of the horror of what she’d just witnessed.
She smiled at him and looked around. “Where are we, do you think? It looks like heaven.”
They were lying on a wide expanse of grass at the top of a cliff, overlooking the ocean. The sky was clear, and she could see seagulls flying in a wide circuit near the shore, looking for a meal.
“Home.” Fourteen reached out and touched her face, and the gesture was gentle, but sure.
Embers began to flare in her belly.
“This was my home a long time ago. I can actually remember some of that time now.” He smiled, and it transformed his face into a work of art.
Aeyli had never seen anything more beautiful than Fourteen’s smile. It stoked the embers in her belly and caused small flames to lick at her insides. The sensation was marvelous. “Do you know where it is?”
“Massachusetts, near Rockport, I think.” His voice was lazy, and he stretched underneath her like a cat in the sun.
This drew her attention to his attire. Curiosity piqued, she rolled off to examine him. Gone were his leather jacket and black combat pants, and in their place, a thin gray T-shirt and an old pair of jean so worn they felt soft and pliant under her fingers. When the muscles in his thigh shifted, she realized she had been feeling him up—again.
She jerked her eyes to his face, an apology on her lips, but stopped when she saw a glint of hunger in his eyes. His irises were thin bands of gray now, almost lost to the black of his pupils. The smile was gone from his face, replaced by something more predatory.
It was just beginning to occur to her that this magical place had caused most of their social barriers to pack up and leave town with no forwarding address. Currently, Aeyli wanted nothing more than to roll around on the ground with this man for the rest of the day. She managed to resist reaching out to run a finger over the hipbone that was peeking out from a gap between his shirt and pants. Barely. But when he pushed up to a kneeling position, all lithe muscles and jungle cat grace, she couldn’t remember why she had been trying to resist.
Without thinking, she leaned forward, intending to claim every inch of him she could gain access to when she caught sight of a patch of scars on his arm. She hesitated, the reminder of what he had suffered clearing her head enough for her mind to present what she had been so desperate to ignore.
“Fourteen,” she began.
“Mm?” His voice was thick, and he closed the distance between them, touching his forehead to hers.
It took all the will power she possessed not to move the micromillimeters necessary to touch her lips to his. “What did you mean earlier when you said you weren’t unaffected by me?”
Fourteen nuzzled her cheek with his nose, breathing in her scent. “You want to talk about that right now? Because”—his thumb brushed across her lower lip—“I think it could wait a little longer.”
“I—” Her throat went dry. She cleared it and tried again. “I think it might be important.” Aeyli considered getting that sentence out one of the major achievements of her life.
Fourteen took a deep breath and pulled his hand away. Thunder rumbled in the distance as he sat down beside her with a painstaking deliberation. It left her wondering if he had an actual unit of measurement to go by for the proper distance to establish for a serious conversation.
Once he was settled, his face was calm, not the cold emptiness she had become accustomed to, but more open. “Let me start by saying this: when I carried you to the car at the cemetery, I saw firsthand how you affect people, and I can assure you that you don’t do that to me.”
“Then why—” she began and stopped when he held up a hand.
“You do something completely different. It’s hard to explain, so just let me talk, and we’ll see if you can make any sense of it. The room you pulled me from, it was real, not just whatever magic hoodoo is happening right now.”
“I think we’re in a dream—” Aeyli offered, and was quelled by a sharp glance from Fourteen.
“The point is that it was a real place, but I didn’t remember it before I met you. I didn’t remember any of it before I met you. The man in the uniform—the Colonel—is the one who did this to me. He killed my father, took me, and turned me into his puppet.” With a growl, Fourteen shot to his feet and began to pace.
Out to sea, dark storm clouds filled the sky and thunder rumbled once more, only louder, closer.
“I did his jobs and remembered nothing—nothing! He took it all away from me and had me at his heel like a trained attack dog.”
Streaks of lightning sparked through the clouds, looking like a network of veins in the sky. Suddenly the storm doubled, then tripled before her eyes, and Aeyli got the impression it was as aware of her as she was of it. When the thunder rolled, it was nearly overhead.
When Fourteen’s pacing brought him within her reach, her hand shot out to grab his jeans She didn’t know what she hoped to accomplish, but she couldn’t sit idly in the grass while Fourteen bared his soul.
He stilled at her touch. “But then I met you.” Fourteen bent over to take her hand in his and pulled Aeyli easily to her feet. “I felt no effect from being around you, but when I touched your skin, something broke free inside of me. I began remembering things. The memories would go away once I stopped touching you, but after the fight in the cemetery I was able to hold on to them.”
Confusion ricocheted through Aeyli. Sure, she was relieved she wasn’t driving Fourteen insane, but relief was swiftly eclipsed by rage toward the man who had done such terrible things to him. And to her shame, it was all topped off with disappointment.
Maybe she had read too many romance novels, but she had started to believe Fourteen was interested in her—he had busted in to save her from her aunt after all. Now it seemed the situation was more complicated. Had he done it out of gratitude? Or worse, obligation?
“Is that why you stayed? To find out more about yourself?” She hated herself for asking, but Aeyli refused to nurse a crush on someone who might be using her.
The muscles in Fourteen’s jaw flexed. “Have you seen your life? Everyone you know is trying to kill you. Of course I stayed! You’re just as lucky to have run into me, you know.”
“Are you sure that’s the only reason? Maybe you wanted to find out what your real name was or what kind of dog you had when you were three!” She rubbed furiously at her now-stinging eyes.
“It’s Dane.”
“What?” Her hand paused, and she peeked at his face.
“My name is Dane—my mother called me her little Viking warrior. And I didn’t have a dog. I had a cat named Charlie. He was a massive Russian blue I used as a pillow every night as I went to sleep.” Fourteen’s eyes flashed as he stepped into Aeyli’s personal space, forcing her to stumble backward. “I got it all back at the cemetery. I was planning on telling you everything then, but you took off like a—” He stopped, looking like he had bitten into something rotten.             
The storm had reached the shore sending flashes of lightning from the sky to hit the water. Aeyli put her arms around herself, huddling against the storm and Fourteen’s fury. He stood before her, emotions bared, standing tall and proud in his righteous anger. Everything the Company had done to him had been stripped away, allowing Aeyli to see who he truly was. It was magnificent—and terrifying.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
The storm paused at the edge of the shore. Fourteen tucked his hands into his back pockets and cocked an eyebrow, listening.
Aeyli stared at a patch of mud on her sneaker. “I shouldn’t have left like that. I—I scared the hell out of myself back at the cemetery. I knew if I stayed with you I was going to get you killed!” Her eyes shot up to meet his. “How could I live with that?”
Fourteen’s eyes softened. “You know, when I first met you, all I wanted to do was throw you on the first bus I could find, but I couldn’t. Even before I touched your skin, there was something about you I couldn’t walk away from.” He reached out and took her hand in his. “You’re so much more alive than anyone I’ve ever met.”
“So back at the cemetery when you yelled at me not to touch you?” Her voice was small.
Fourteen let out a short laugh and rubbed his free hand against the back of his neck. “I was stoned out of my mind! I wasn’t thinking when I knocked you down and accidentally touched your skin. Your magic really packs quite a punch if you aren’t expecting it. Every time I got my bearings you just rolled me under again, making me as useful as a rock. We’re going to have to be careful about that in the future.”
Aeyli smiled at his use of the word future. Now that she knew everything, it surprised her to hear he planned on sticking around. Even if, as evidence suggested, he did like her, her life was just one clown shy of a three-ring circus.
“I guess we will.” Sunshine broke through the clouds and warmed her face. The world around them grew brighter until the edges of reality softened and blurred into nothing.




Chapter Ten
Marshall
Marshall ignored the spell that washed over him as he drove down the overgrown road leading to the Blaike Compound. It was a harmless, but powerful suggestion that encouraged the recipient to find another, better-traveled road to get to the beach. If the family hadn’t insisted on having their home right next to the ocean, they wouldn’t have needed such a powerful spell to protect their privacy. But they had power and money to burn. They did what they liked.
The further in they went, the more his inner sight conflicted with the information his eyes were giving him. According to them, the road had given way to the forest, and he was now plowing his truck through a tree and heading straight for a large rock formation. His inner sight told him they were driving down a neatly maintained cobblestone road leading toward an imposing brass gate bracketed by rock walls on either side.
In the seat next to him, Adelle touched her index finger and thumb together making a circle then pulled them apart abruptly, like a popping bubble. Suddenly his inner sight and his eyes agreed with one another again.
“Thank you, Addy. That was giving me a headache.”
Jack made a queasy noise of agreement from the back.
“Make sure to replace it once we are through the gate, no point in pissing off our hosts until it’s necessary,” Marshall felt the need to add.
“Of course,” was her offended response.
“So,” he said, continuing their conversation, “the only people who have a problem with the Blaikes are the benighted. How is it any different from their usual grumbling against the beloved?”
“You’re spending too much time with the older Guard members, Marshall. Their antiquated way of thinking is rubbing off on you. Just because they can’t assimilate as easily into the Real as we can, doesn’t mean the benighted have nothing to offer the Guard.”
Marshall twisted his mouth in disgust, realizing that he’d been caught quoting the sentiments of the Council. “Ugh, it really sneaks upon a person, doesn’t it?”
“And just because you haven’t joined the council, doesn’t mean they won’t use every chance they can get to groom you for the position. You’re going to have to come to a decision soon.”
Marshall grunted noncommittally.
“But to return to your question, yes, these rumors come from the seedier aspects of our society. That’s why I haven’t acted on them, but they still bear keeping in mind. From what I’ve heard, the Blaikes are ruthless in their dealing with the benighted, and it’s gotten to the point where most people refuse to deal with anyone in their family.”
“Whereas the beloved can’t stop singing their praises. Sounds like a case of sour grapes to me,” Jack drawled.
“What I’ve failed to mention is that a significant enough portion of their contacts in the benighted have gone missing recently.” Her clipped words let Marshall know he needed to tread lightly here. If Adelle took up a cause, she’d tear through friend and foe to see justice served.
He nodded slowly. “That’s more serious. Why am I just now hearing about it?”
“Because they were all skeezy enough to have found their end in a dozen other ways.” Adelle conceded, blowing a stray hair away from her nose grumpily. “I was planning on looking into it after we finished our original assignment, but that’s all shot to hell now.”
“Hold that thought.” Marshall pulled the truck up to the gate and stopped. His windshield became translucent and an animated domino mask greeted them. “Welcome, Guardians. What business brings you to the Blaike house today?”
Marshall slipped into guardian-mode. “We are here for an audience with Matriarch Elanor.”
The mask’s delicate features took on a semblance of friendly sympathy. “It pains me to tell you this, but our beloved matriarch is away on a restorative holiday. She hasn’t been feeling well as of late. Perhaps another clan member could help?”
“That will do. Let us speak to Stella.”
“Oh dear.” The expression in the mask’s face became strained, if still pleasant. “I’m afraid Mistress Stella has had a bit of an altercation today and is in the infirmary. She isn’t available either.”
“I’m not afraid of the infirmary, are you, Adelle? Jack?”
Adelle shook her head.
Jack leaned forward and poked his head between Marshall and Adelle. “Who doesn’t love a trip to the infirmary? I can’t remember the last time I got to see gauze and sterile pads. People covered in sores and blood, that’s where the fun is!” He attempted to put an arm around Adelle’s shoulders.
“Jack,” Adelle said in a warning tone.
Without missing a beat, he aborted the motion, instead choosing to invade Marshall’s personal space with a heavy elbow on his shoulder. “Why, just the other day I said to myself, “Self, a good jaunt down to the infirmary is just what the doctor ordered.”
“Jack, no one likes you. You know that, right? Your mother paid us to pretend to be your friends,” Adelle declared, brushing invisible wrinkles off the sleeve of the shoulder Jack had dared to touch.
“The infirmary is really only for family members.” The gatekeeper ventured tentatively.
“Nonsense. Guardians are welcome everywhere in magical society. Now clear off before I unmake you.” Adelle snapped her fingers, and the mask flinched in fear.
Marshall sighed. There was a reason he was in charge instead of one of his teammates. Unlike Jack and Adelle, he could be relied on to interact in beloved high society without a handler. Neither one of them had the aptitude nor the desire for diplomacy.
Quivering, the mask stuttered out, “P-p-please follow the road to the main steps, and someone will greet you s-s-shortly.” It dipped itself in an approximation of a bow and vanished, leaving the windshield transparent once more.
“I can’t take you two anywhere.” Sometimes Marshall felt more like a parent than a leader. Not for the first time, he wondered if his team did it on purpose to make him feel necessary.
“The way I see it, they are either stalling for time or are being rude. In any case, I’m not putting up with it.” Adelle squared her shoulders as if readying herself for a fight.
“I’m just here to be eye candy.” Jack added helpfully as he settled himself into the back seat once more.
“If the stories you told me are true, hurrying things along isn’t a bad idea. But, Addy, you can’t just storm through life threatening people when they’ve pissed you off. It’s a bad idea to rub people’s noses in the fact that guardians have so few restrictions. That’s how revolutions start.” Marshall pinched the bridge of his nose tiredly.
“Personally, I find it tiresome getting my head lopped off,” Jack said with an air of boredom.
Adelle brought her fingers back together sharply, and it looked as though the back half of the truck had been buried by several tons of rock. “It’s worked for me so far.”
“That’s exactly the sort of thing people say before they get their heads lopped off.” Jack groused.
Ignoring them was really the only way Marshall had found to deal with them when they were in this mood. “Addy, when we get there, I want you to verify their numbers.” It would look less threatening to have Adelle do it—when she wasn’t talking, she looked like a nice young woman. Maybe it had something to do with his size, but even if no one knew him by reputation, when Marshall did magic, people had a tendency to get nervous.
Adelle nodded in compliance and relaxed her shoulders minutely. Giving Adelle something to focus on usually helped her calm down.
“Jack, do your best to get lost as soon as you can. If they’re hiding something, your job is to find it.” There was no one sneakier than Jack. If he didn’t want to be found, even Marshall couldn’t track him down.
“You got it, boss.”
The tree-lined road opened to reveal a towering stone mansion perched on the edge of a cliff. Once upon a time, Marshall might have found it impressive, but by the age of seven he had been regularly living out his wildest fantasies in the Dreamscape. The majesties of the Real paled in comparison to being able to ride a dragon through an exploding star.
Instead, he barely noticed the improbable topiaries blooming out of season and out of temperate zone. He pulled the truck to a stop at the circular drive and put on his guardian face—friendly with a heavy dose of impartial.
Marshall got out first, indicating to the nervous crowd gathered on the steps that he was in charge. Adelle and Jack exited at the same time and stayed a pace behind Marshall as the group closed around them. They were escorted inside the massive estate with pomp and circumstance mixed with equal parts hand-wringing. Marshall did his best to soothe the ruffled feathers of Emily, the woman sent to greet them.
“Of course you meant no offense. It’s perfectly natural to want to protect your sick family members. If I were you, I would have given the gatekeeper the same orders.” He waved away the drink one of the trailing servants was trying to offer him. He wasn’t going to make any promises to her though. For all he knew, her mistress was possessed by a demon, and he would need to kill her in front of the entire family. Breaking promises was something Marshall was strictly against. Never again.
“I just wouldn’t want you to think the Guard wasn’t welcome here. As soon as I told Ms. Stella about the mishap at the gate, she insisted I bring you to her at once.” Emily’s hands waved emphatically as she spoke, nearly knocking the drink tray out of a servant’s hands.
Marshall did his best to calm her down, but she peppered him with apologies the entire way to the infirmary. It could have been nothing more than an overeager servant trying to diffuse a social gaffe, or she could have been trying to distract the trio from something. He gave a pointed look at Jack.
“Excuse me, Emily, was it?” Jack put on his most charming smile. “Could you point me to the closest bathroom? It was a long car ride down here.”
“Of course, of course.” Emily waved one of the ubiquitous servants following behind them toward Jack and told her to show him the way.
Jack sauntered away, flirting wildly with the servants who trailed him. It would only be a matter of time before Jack had them all so turned around that none of them realized he no longer had an escort.
Marshall allowed himself a tiny smile at his friend’s antics before he set up a link between their three minds. It was important when separating to stay connected, so they could share their findings with one another and weigh in with observations. It was especially helpful now, considering how agitated Adelle was. It was always good to give her room to vent privately before she said something they would all regret later.
Their procession continued through the lavishly decorated mansion, and Emily continued with a litany of excuses and apologies punctuated with increasingly erratic and alarming hand motions. By the time they made it to the infirmary, Marshall was ready to put the servant to sleep himself just to keep from losing an eye.
He had been expecting a small room, but the infirmary took up an entire hall of the vast estate. Entering the room, the first thing he took in was the dazzling array of colors bathing the room. The wall-to-wall windows were lined with shelf after shelf, each filled with crystalline cases of every color imaginable. The overall effect was breathtaking even to Marshall’s eyes, though he doubted aesthetics were the first or even third reason for their existence in the room.
In a witch’s infirmary, crystal cases were a necessity. Many counter-curses and magical remedies had a long casting-time, so having such things already on hand was imperative. Once a spell was attached to an item, unless dreamcrafted, it became a charm that began to deteriorate immediately. Witches compensated for this by placing prespelled items in crystal cases. The crystal refracted the magic and kept it fresh. Each spell-type resonated differently, so a different crystal was necessary for each kind of magic. If the wrong spell went into the wrong case, the effects could be catastrophic.
Emily led them to a bed occupied by the woman from the cemetery scene. Marshall had only met Stella Blaike once, but it had been memorable enough. As the son of a praetor, he had been introduced to all the powerful family members of the Other and was familiar with the drama and politics such meetings incurred. When he’d met Stella several years ago, she had made him feel like an embarrassed teenager even though he was nearly a century her senior.
From the moment they had been introduced, she couldn’t seem to keep her hands to herself. Their society frowned on casual touching among all but the closest of companions, but Stella had kept touching his hair, adjusting his clothing, or grabbing his hand and attempting to drag him somewhere to meet someone.
Marshall had been forced to shield as hard as he could just to keep from spilling into her mind. At the time he had thought it was because she was a massive flirt, since it wasn’t unusual for him to receive excessive attention from social climbers. He had been known to get multiple propositions during such an event, ranging anywhere from mostly innocent to wildly outlandish. When he was a teen it had turned his head, but his father and Adelle managed to keep him from becoming a preening idiot with well-aimed lessons in humility. By that point, Marshall had been well-known for being shy and reserved. If Stella had known of his reputation, it was possible she had been doing it to force him to shield so he wouldn’t notice something she wanted to keep hidden.
The woman in the bed before him looked more disheveled, but no less beautiful, than when he had last seen her. The fight had clearly taken a lot out of her—her blood-orange magic was little more than a spark inside her chest. Her head was covered by a spelled bandage, which he could sense was healing and regrowing hair—a tricky combination. The healer for the Blaike family had to be a high-level charm-crafter, or the bandage would have simply disintegrated from holding such potent magic.
He could also see other bandages peeking out from the plush, red-velvet robe she had draped around her body. Damaged as she was, Stella still managed to look royal.
No sign of demon taint on her. Marshall informed Jack as Adelle could see it clearly for herself. It took no effort for a decent dreamwalker to see demon taint. Their wrongness was so clear you’d have to be distracted to miss even a trace amount of it. It had been overkill to send Jack after the officers Marshall had seen on the stairwell, but he liked to be thorough in such cases.
“Marshall, darling. So good to see you. I must apologize for not coming to greet you at the door. I must look dreadful.” She scrunched her immaculately made-up face into a pout.
Adelle snorted loudly behind him.
Ignoring her, he said, “That isn’t possible, Stella.” He threw a warning poke with his mind at Adelle. “I appreciate you meeting with us under the circumstances. With your cooperation, we can clear this up quickly, and you can get back to your rest.”
Her soft brown eyes looked up at him, the picture of innocence. “Clear what up, Marshall?” She patted a spot on the bed beside her, her posture a clear invitation. “Sit down, dear, you’re making my neck hurt looking all the way up there. We don’t really need Big Sis here, do we?”
Not wanting to become her personal teddy bear again, he lowered himself into the chair next to her bed instead. “We know what happened in the cemetery, Stella, and we came here to hear your side of the story.”
Behind him, Adelle huffed her irritation. You could have strung it out a bit more than that, brother. She might have revealed something if we let her pretend long enough.
If I wait too long, she’ll begin planning our wedding. Gently, but firmly, he pushed his sister to the back of his mind.
“That was a family matter.” Stella’s eyes tightened slightly at the edges, but she kept her voice light. “Hardly something worth troubling the guardians over, especially Fire. I’m sure you all have something more important to do than to get involved in a domestic dispute.”
“When we have to clean up after your domestic dispute, it becomes our problem,” Adelle spat, stalking back and forth in front of the bed like a tigress. “Did you even check to see how many people you killed this morning?”
Stella looked wounded. “Of course I did! My representative is with the victims and their families right now making sure their every need is attended to. We’ve spared no expense to see to their comfort, poor things. It was a terrible tragedy.”
“Yes, it was, so why did it happen? Why did your family attack that girl? Who is she?”
“I guess you’ve found us out, so there is no point in trying to hide it anymore.”
Wait for it, Adelle sarcasm was ill-concealed.
Stella sighed and smiled sadly. “Sterling isn’t our matriarch’s only child, as we’d led everyone to believe. She also had a daughter, but we don’t talk about her. It hurts too much.” Stella allowed herself a delicate sniff before continuing. “Poor little Aeyliana, my sunshine girl. She was the prize of the family when she was a little girl. I’m afraid we spoiled her terribly.
“She was such a charming child and so very beautiful. When she came in to her magic, it was a blow to the whole family. It was wild and completely uncontrollable and I’m sad to say it drove her mad, but we loved her. So, instead of sending her away or having her destroyed, we kept her safe here, on the compound.”
Marshall was stunned into silence. Uncontrollable magic was rare, almost unheard of among the Other. In his one hundred and thirty-seven years of life, he’d heard of only one instance of a child being born with an uncontrollable gift. The poor creature hadn’t lasted long enough to be put down or locked away, instead the magic burned him until he was consumed.
He understood now why he’d never heard of the girl. In magical society, the custom was to keep children close to the clan until their magic presented itself. If Aeyliana had been gifted with uncontrollable magic, her family had the option of taking responsibility of the matter. He didn’t like the custom, but it was legal, if archaic.
Adelle’s fury was burning at the edges of his mind, and he knew he’d have to talk fast before she let it free to find its target. The problem was going to be not letting his temper get the better of him either. The image of a different little girl, scared and helpless, flitted through his mind. For a brief moment, his vision edged with red. He leaned on his training and searched for a focal point to bring him into the present. He rubbed his hand against his pants to feel the rough material against his skin to remind him where and when he was, but sad blue eyes kept bringing him into the past.
His power, blue and brilliant, began to build inside him, looking for an outlet, somewhere to focus its attention. Right now, his power was so close to the surface, if he even thought about an action or desire, it would act on it. If he didn’t get control soon this was going to go badly. Possibly worse than it had with Callum, and the Blaike family wasn’t likely to let a lapse of control go unanswered.
I’m here, man. What do you need? Jack’s star-flecked essence wrapped around him, giving him the stability he needed to regain control.
His power sank back down grudgingly, willing to go back to sleep for the time being. That was enough, thanks. Now he was back in guardian-mode and could make rational decisions again.
Unaware of how close she’d come to destruction, Stella continued her story. “Everything was fine for many years. We kept her from hurting anyone and provided her with every comfort imaginable. I assure you we did our duty to the Guard. No rules were broken.” Her last words came out in a rush.
It sounds like she’s more worried about what we think about them keeping the girl alive, than what we think about them locking her up. Adelle’s disgust was unmistakable.
Careful, Addy, Jack admonished.
His warning was unnecessary. With Jack’s calming influence, Marshall was firmly in control again and determined to see what could be done to fix this mess. “So what happened?” His voice was casual. If Stella thought he was on her side, he’d get further.
“The ungrateful brat just vanished on us! There was no warning, no reason as far as we could tell. One day her servant told us she wasn’t in her room anymore. Everyone in the entire compound has been on high alert about this for over a month. We’ve done everything we can to get her back, but you can see”—she patted her bandaged head gingerly—“she’s completely out of control. The last thing we wanted was to inconvenience the Guard, and we tried to fix this without you, but now that you are here, I have to admit we really could use your help.”
If she was hiding something, it was a smart ploy to act like their help was welcome rather than a hindrance. Guard law stated that no guardian could be denied entry to a clan’s estate, and all possible aid must be rendered. If any guardian felt like they were being blocked in carrying out their duty, they had free license to remove the obstacle in any manner they saw fit.
Emily, who had been fluttering behind them awkwardly, put in, “Not that we feel like you should clean up our messes. I’m sure you have far more important things to do than this.”
“Go drink some tea, Emily.” Stella said firmly. “Of course we respect your time, no one here can question that. This should be a simple matter for your team. Can you cut her off from the Source right here? Anything you need for the task is at your disposal.” Her brilliant smile was cold as ice.
Adelle’s fury burned at his back with an intensity that distracted him from his own. Marshall held out a hand to forestall his sister and said coldly, “That isn’t how we do things.” Cutting an uncontained Other off from the Source was a death sentence. If the girl couldn’t control her power, it would turn on her as soon as it lost its connection to the Source and burn her to ash in seconds.
If we had any doubt about this family before, here’s clear proof that something around here is rotten. Jack’s voice was uncharacteristically grave.
“You would get no trouble from it on our end. You have my word on that. As Emily said, you have more important things to do. Dealing with complaints is the last thing you need.”
“What about her companion? What would you have us do with him?” Adelle demanded.
Stella’s face went a shade whiter than usual, but she recovered herself quickly. “He’s just a norm caught in the crossfire. We can charm his memory ourselves. You won’t have to trouble yourselves with him.”
She was hoping we didn’t know about him. Jack’s voice was thoughtful. What’s the plan, boss?
Have you found anything useful? Marshall wanted as much information as he could get before acting. With the power he wielded, both politically and magically, he had to make sure he was doing the right thing before acting.
I found the room they were keeping the girl in. It was nice, but she was kept away from everyone. With the amount of magic the place had wrapped around it, you could contain a magical nuke in there. She must have been packing something big.
If she was completely out of control, we would have been brought in on this long before now. I don’t think Stella is being honest with us. Let’s see what she’s hiding. Marshall allowed his thoughts to drift away. He slowed his breath, and then he looked at Stella using the innate talent every dreamwalker had—the ability to sense the raw creative power of the universe. Without trying, he could pick up superficial bits and pieces of the world around him, but if he wanted to know more he had to dig deeper.
Marshall saw nothing. He should have seen something on her—ambient magic collected around everyone, and even norms had trace amounts of it clinging to them. A magic user would be covered with it. Stella would have had to scour herself down to the core minutes before their arrival to remove all of it. Ambient magic was completely benign. The only reason for anyone to clean themselves so completely would be if they had something to hide.
Also, a complete magical cleanse was a better explaination for why her magic was so low—from the spells he’d seen her throw, she was too powerful for it to be wiped out this long after the fight.
She’s been wiped clean. Jack, meet me out front. I’m ordering a full turnout, right now.
Copy that.
He stood up and took a step back. “Aeyliana is now under the jurisdiction of Fire. Stella, you are to order your family to stop looking for her immediately.”
Stella twisted her lips into a pretty pout. “I think that’s a bit much, Marshall. You’ll need us to help find her.”
He ignored her and turned to Emily. “I want a full turnout of your family outside immediately.”
Emily went so pale he thought she might faint.
Stella was silent and calculating for a moment, then nodded her acquiescence to Marshall, and said to Emily, “Do it.”
She was prepared for that, Adelle said. What do you bet she isn’t the only one wiped clean?
“You won’t have our full family, Guardian. Most of us are with my sister on holiday or out hunting for my niece.
“Convenient,” hissed Adelle, no longer keeping her thoughts to herself.
“How many are here?” Marshall asked.
“Right now, our compound only has twenty-two people in it.”
“You had that number very fast, Stella,” said Adelle.
“When I was put in charge, I made sure to ask how many people were under my care.”
“I find it interesting that your sister went on vacation and left her newly injured sister in charge.”
“Elanor has been ill for some time now and couldn’t put the trip off any longer,” Stella said stiffly. “She knows that, even injured, I am more than capable of protecting my family.” Her polished words were laced with a threat.
Before Adelle could rise to the challenge Stella presented, Marshall said, “Stella, your family isn’t under threat unless they have been doing something illegal. Your aura was scrubbed bare moments before we got here. That alone is enough to have your entire family scanned.”
“That?” She laughed, a brittle bark that grated on his ears. “Of course I was scrubbed bare, I was nearly killed by my psychotic niece using twisted magic no one has ever heard of! The gods only know what it did to me. If you look at Sterling and Helen, you’ll see the same thing.” She pointed at the far end of the room toward two curtain-covered beds. “Only don’t expect Helen to talk to you, she’s very single-minded right now. All she wants is another crack at her cousin, and if you aren’t interested in helping her, well . . . teenagers, right?”
Adelle drew her eyebrows together and looked at the beds thoughtfully. “Marshall?”
“Check them and the nurse. If they are clean, meet me and Jack outside.” He began to walk away and stopped. “You can come too, if you’re up to it.”
“Thank you so much for allowing me to go somewhere in my own home,” Stella snapped and began to struggle out of the bed.
Marshall offered his arm, but she shook it off.
“I meant what I said. If you don’t have our help, anything could happen. That girl is a disaster.” She tried walk ahead of Marshall as he left the room, but she cradled her arm as she walked and moved slower than a woman twice her age. Marshall made it out into the hallway first.
Behind her, Adelle shouted after her from the doorway, “Didn’t you hear? We’re Fire, we thrive on disaster.” Her voice was lighter and more playful now she knew Marshall wasn’t going to leave the girl to the Blaikes.
When did you get so attached to the girl, Addy? His mental voice was reproving. Guardians didn’t get attached during a mission.
Somewhere between the Blaikes dropping that building on her and her destroying the cemetery with untried magic just to save her friend, came her haughty reply.
You never let on.
I didn’t want to influence you. You job is to be the evenhanded one. Mine is to be the angry thing you set after people.
And what’s mine? Jack asked.
To be a pain in the ass, Marshall and Adelle said at the same time.
You two spend too much time together.
“Just to be clear, this is a giant waste of everyone’s time.” Stella’s breath was ragged as she attempted to keep up with Marshall’s gait. “You could slow down, you know.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Last I heard, your compound hosted nearly a hundred people, and you claim to only have a fraction of that number available for a turnout.”
“I’ve already explained where they are—”
“Not to mention you personally are suspected of being in a battle tainted with demon energy, and your aura is cleaner than the day you were born.”
“I’ve explained that too! I’m going to have a word with the Guard council about this . . .” Stella gasped for breath. “Just see if I don’t!” she yelled at his back, panting heavily as she tried to keep up.
As they reached the massive doors leading to the outside, Marshall opened one and waited for Stella, allowing her to precede him. “Acting Praetor Constance could be here with the entire council, and I would still do a turnout for just one of your excuses. Your family is known for being ruthless in the war against the demon realm. You should be the first person insisting this be done. So why aren’t you?”
“I don’t like being threatened in my own home. I know there aren’t any nightmares camping inside my people—I’m not a complete novice. But what do you care about my word? It means nothing to you. I mean nothing to you.” Stella’s large, round eyes were shimmering with injured innocence.
“Well, with a looker like me around, you wouldn’t expect him to notice anyone else, would you?” Jack came up to the top of the steps and slung an arm around Marshall’s neck.
Marshall smiled ruefully at his teammate. Jack never cared much about what others thought of him—he always said exactly what he was thinking, and he knew how uncomfortable Stella had made Marshall during their last meeting. There was little chance of him passing up a chance for payback. “Stella, I believe you’ve already met Jack.”
She stared at Jack’s arm on Marshall and sneered. “I’ve always thought it was a pity our future praetor was saddled with someone so beneath him. Tell me, Jack, was the plan to ride his coattails to a better life, or were you just planning on dragging him down into the dirt with you and the rest of your kind?”
Jack put the back of his hand to his forehead and sighed. “My kind? I had no idea you felt that way about brunettes.” For all his playfulness, his eyes had a dangerous glint.
“Why you allow this unregistered to play at being a guardian, I will never understand.”
“Not everyone can trace their family back to the Flood like you can, Stella.”
“How about just one generation, then? No one even knows who your parents are, you abnormality. How do we know you didn’t just sneak out of the Dreamscape one day?”
“A former praetor vouched for him. That’s good enough for me.”
Even Stella wasn’t fool enough to ignore the steel in Marshall’s voice, so she changed tactics like the well-seasoned politician she was. “Of course, I respect all your father’s decisions, Guardian. Even the ones I don’t understand.” She glared at Jack, who blew her a kiss in response.
Marshall looked down the steps at the crowd of people shifting nervously before him. “Is this everyone?”
She squinted at her people and nodded. “Everyone on the compound at the moment.”
Addy? He could feel her coming toward him, done with her task.
Other than the people I checked in the infirmary, everyone on the estate is now outside with you. My people were all clear, by the way. Sterling and Helen were as clean as Stella—they had to have been scrubbed right before we arrived. His sister’s tone was grim. I’m willing to bet time in the ’Scape they are hiding something.
Right there with you. Let me see how far this goes. Marshall slowed his breathing and concentrated on the cool air touching his skin. He felt irritation from the situation sitting inside his chest and concentrated on where its edges were, accepted that the feeling was there, and observed as it faded gently away.
Now that he was centered and free from the control of his emotions, he could access his magic safely. He decided to go as deeply as possible to see if he could gain any more clues from the family. Right away he was able to discern that none of them had demon taint nor had any of them been cleaned. If he had been asked to paint a picture to represent a group of unremarkable witches, this was what he would have painted. The only unusual thing he noticed was their magics were all shades of green, purple and blue—traditionally protective, but very passive forms of magic—his blue essence being the only magic he knew of that didn’t fit the tradition. Other than Stella, whose vivid, blood-orange magic was already beginning to bleed back into her aura, there were no witches here with offensive magic.
Watching him intently, Stella pounced on him as soon as he broke from the trance. “Have you seen enough, then? Unless you’re planning on arresting us all, I’d like to dismiss my people to go back to their jobs.”
Several members cringed at the words arresting us all, and Emily made an animal-like sound of distress in her throat.
“Lady . . .” Emily croaked and plucked at Stella’s arm.
Stella shook her off and stood as tall as she could manage. “There’s no point beating around the bush. Either we are free to go about our business, or we aren’t. I want to know so I can begin planning the rest of my day.” Her mouth was a hard line, and she crossed her arms over her chest. And though the gesture must have agitated her injured arm, she showed no sign of it on her face.
Marshall looked down at her. “You know I can’t detain you—as I see it your family has broken no laws.”
“Marshall—” Adelle cried in anger.
He cut her off with a firm mental poke.
“While I and my team are off searching for your lost family member, you will send the rest of your family to the Boston Chapter House within the next twenty-four hours to complete the turnout, or they will be considered fugitives.”
Stella growled in outrage.
Marshall raised his voice, “Including your matriarch. Unless she is about to die, she will be there.”
“Is that all, Guardian?” The title was a curse on her lips.
He was about to turn to leave but paused, considering. Stella’s arrogant entitlement could not be allowed to stand. Any opposition to the Guard had to be swiftly punished. If the governing body of the Other was perceived as weak, the entire world would fall into chaos in the ensuing power struggle. The time for diplomacy was over. In his opinion, the entire Blaike family needed a reminder of why they should respect the Guard.
He dropped back into a mild trance and gathered the lights representing the souls of the assembled Blaikes in his mental hand and squeezed. Every member of the family went still as death, including Stella. He felt her light batter against him, and he clutched her soul even tighter.
Right now he could do anything to them: force them to break into song, rewrite their personalities, even tell them to die. Only the strict moral code of the dreamwalkers kept them from taking over and creating the world in their image. Respect for life and free will had been drummed into every potential dreamwalker from birth. Between that and the Guard's core tenant to protect the balance, Marshall rarely got to use more than a fraction of the abilities at his fingertips. But today it was his job to scare the living hell out these people in the name of protecting the balance.
As a child he thought it would be fun to play with other people like puppets. He used to imagine forcing his babysitter to make him cake or buy him toys. And oh, how he used to rail against the watchful spell his father had cast to keep him in line—any indication of Marshall using his magic unsupervised and his dad would shut his mind down.
Looking at the blank faces in front of him and the grim expressions of his partners, Marshall knew playing with other people’s souls wasn’t fun. It was a heavy burden.
“While you have broken no laws set by the Guard, I consider the treatment of your niece abhorrent. If anyone in your family gets in my way during this investigation, I will cut them off from the Source.” Marshall tightened his hold on the family for emphasis before releasing them.
Nearly everyone collapsed to the ground, gasping and shivering as they all regained control of their bodies. Emily lay draped over a nearby concrete urn. She struggled to rise and kept flopping back down to crush the pansies planted in it. They must have been enchanted—they sprang up unscathed each time Emily managed to haul herself off them.
Only Stella remained standing. The moment Marshall let go she was on the offensive. “You—you can’t do that!”
“I’m a guardian on a mission,” he said. “You’d best to remember that.”
With a gesture to Jack and Adelle, he left Stella standing there with her quivering servant and her recovering family. Even without a trance, he could see her blood-orange magic flaring around her wildly as she struggled to contain herself.
As they drove away, Jack managed to stay silent in the truck for nearly thirty seconds before he snorted out, “Abhorrent? You have a secret word-a-day calendar hidden somewhere in your bag, don’t you?”
“It’s what people expect, okay? People don’t respect a guy who says things like, ‘You are in so much trouble, bro.’ Or high-fives his teammates.” Marshall smoothed a hand over his hair and looked in the rearview mirror. Most of the Blaikes were still on the ground as the truck rolled back up the long driveway.
“I don’t know, remember the time I high-fived that nightmare in the face? He looked mighty respectful as I was unmaking him.”
“As always, Jack, you are the exception.”




Chapter Eleven
Aeyli
Aeyli was roasting. The hard body beneath her was radiating more heat than seemed humanly possible. She opened her eyes to see Fourteen gazing intently at something. She followed his line of sight and realized what he was fixated on—her hand clasped around his exposed wrist. She snatched it away, but he caught her hand and trapped it neatly in his own. Then with slow deliberation, he pulled the glove off his other hand with his teeth and reached out to her face, stopping when less than an inch of air was between them.
The invitation was clear—he was giving her the chance to refuse if she wanted to.
As if.
She focused her attention on her magic—the pink inferno inside herself she was just now getting to know. As soon as she nuzzled her cheek into his hand, she noticed a tiny flame emerge from the source of her magic and travel up her spine, spilling into Fourteen where their skin made contact. It was such a subtle sensation that, if she hadn’t been paying close attention, she wouldn’t have noticed the slight warmth had spread through her body into his.
His fingers trailed over her lips, and her eyes flew to his face. His pupils were blown out just like they had been in the dream they’d woken from. Her mouth went dry, and she bit her lip—right where Fourteen’s fingers had been. His eyes tracked the motion, and he growled. The sound sent bolts of electricity all the way to her toes.
“Thank god you’re eighteen.”
A laugh escaped her, but his mouth silenced it. Everything came into sharp focus, and time seemed to stop. She could feel the butter-soft fabric of his jacket against her arm, the delicious scrape of his face against hers, and his mouth, blazing hotly against her own. Her insides were liquid lightning, and she felt like her body was melting away into nothing, into everything.
When he pulled back a fraction, the world rushed back in on her. “Wow,” she whispered.
The corners of his mouth quirked up slightly, and he growled again, louder. Before she knew what was happening Fourteen had rolled her onto her back and was smirking at her, his eyes full of the devil as he dipped his head and kissed her again.
Her hands went to his chest, trying to get through the complicated system of straps and buckles that held his jacket closed, but her capacity for thinking was overwhelmed by the incredible things Fourteen was doing to her mouth. She soon gave up. Instead she allowed her hands to roam over his arms, playing with the combination of the buzz of his jacket and the movement of his muscles under the leather.
His mouth moved from hers, found a sensitive spot behind her ear, and nipped it, causing her to clutch his arms and whimper while mindlessly grinding against him. She couldn’t think, could only feel, as Fourteen and her own magic drove her past all reason.
She had to stop, had to think. What if there was something she was missing because she was too busy getting lost in Fourteen? She pushed against him, needing to catch her breath and regain control of her mind. She wasn’t used to getting so carried away, and it scared her.
When Fourteen pulled back, his heavy-lidded eyes questioned her.
Aeyli ask the first question that popped into her head. “What is this like for you now that you have your memories back? Touching me, I mean.” She knew, if she really wanted to get her head back, she should stop touching Fourteen but couldn’t convince her body to obey that command. Instead she tried to concentrate on the throbbing in her head rather than the feeling of her magic as it eased into Fourteen’s body.
He blinked slowly as he processed the question. After running a gentle hand down her arm, he rolled to the side and sat up. Aeyli followed suit but kept her hand in his. “I feel a little drunk, but my mind is my own. I think.”
“What is it like for you normally?” She knew she wasn’t going to like the answer but couldn’t stop herself from asking.
The warmth on his face retreated, and Aeyli hated herself for it. “Cold. Empty. It’s like I’m walking around inside a giant meat-locker with unbreakable walls. I can see what’s outside, but nothing out there can affect me. At least that’s how it was until you showed up.” There was a slight upturn to his lips at the last sentance. “After that, things got complicated. Now things break through even when we aren’t touching, but it’s disorienting.” He scooted until his back was against the wall, pulling Aeyli with him as he went, careful to stay in contact with her skin. He settled her between his legs and wrapped his arms around her. “I don’t know how normal people deal with emotions all the time.”
Aeyli would have given anything to not have been the one to put the lost expression she’d glimpsed on his face. She was about to apologize when she felt another question form in her mind. And she tried to hold it in. As she wrestled with it, she noticed it had a pink tinge to it. Were these questions coming from her? Or her magic? The thought startled her, and the question broke free. “Do you want it to stop?”
“No!” Fourteen’s response was instantaneous. “Anything is better than being empty. And this? With you?” His arms tightened, hugging her against his firm chest. “No, I won’t give it up.”
Being pressed against the hard lines of his body was making it hard to think. Aeyli squirmed and twisted until he relaxed his hold enough to allow her to face him. “I’m sorry. I feel like every time you’re happy, I ask you a question that makes you unhappy again.
“It’s okay. You’re the first person in a long time to care enough to ask me anything about myself.”
The urge to protect him struck her like a rock to the gut. “I want to help you.”
A sad smile appeared on his face. “You’ve already done enough. There is no need for you to do more.” He ran a hand down her arm and squeezed her hand.
“You saved my life. Several times. Even if I hated you I would want to help.” Anger surged up prickly and hot, and her hand clenched around his. “They had no right to do this to you. No one should have to go through what you have, it’s sick! Don’t norms have laws to protect people from something like this?”
“Laws don’t apply to the Company. Too many important people are in power today because of us. Because of them.” He corrected himself.
Aeyli threw her arms around him. “They are never getting you back,” she promised. The sudden movement of the hug forced her to break away and hold her throbbing head until the pain settled down.
“They are never getting me back,” he repeated dully.
Her heart twisted at the tone in his voice, and she moved her hands away from her eyes so she could see his face. What she saw there made her gasp. “Fourteen, what’s happened? Did I say something wrong?”
He said nothing, his face empty of expression
“Fourteen, answer me!” She waved her hand in front of his face, but his eyes didn’t track the movement.
“I need more information to comply,” Fourteen stated, his eyes staring straight ahead.
“Is this a joke?”
“I need more information to comply.”
Unwilling to believe Fourteen would be the kind of person to take such a horrible joke so far, Aeyli panicked. She jumped off the bed and then, after realizing she had no plan, sat back down on the edge of the bed and twined and tangled her fingers together uselessly.
What was wrong with Fourteen? One minute they were wrestling around on the bed, and the next they were baring their souls. Now Fourteen was a lifeless doll sitting at attention at the head of the bed. Had asking him such personal questions broken him in some way? Or was it something else?
What had she been saying when it happened? She had told him the Company was never getting him back, and the Fourteen she knew just went away and became a cold shell.
Cold.
That was what he had said it felt like when he wasn’t touching her. Fourteen hadn’t been acting funny until she had taken her hand away from his. Could it be that? She took his hand in hers and waited, willing her magic into his body, but she saw no change to his lifeless features.
She had to be missing something. Fourteen had been more than this strange automaton when they had first met. He said he needed more information to comply. Maybe the answers to this problem lay inside Fourteen himself.
“Fourteen, what are you doing right now?” She squeezed his fingers until it hurt her.
“Awaiting orders.”
“From who?”
“My handler.”
His handler? Fourteen told her his handlers had been killed. Did he have another one she didn’t know about? “Who is your handler?”
“You.”
Shock almost made her drop his hand. “Me? How can . . . Do you mean . . . What?!”
Fourteen didn’t respond, remaining passive.
Aeyli thought she sensed an increase in the flow of magic between their entwined hands. Hoping her magic was doing something helpful, she tried to think past her surprise enough to ask a coherent question. “As your handler, what do I need to know?”
Fourteen reached into a zippered pocket on his jacket, pulled out a white piece of plastic, and placed it in her hand.
Its smooth surface felt cool to the touch. “What is it?” She rolled it around in her hand, she’d never seen anything like it before, but it looked like it could be computerish. Electronics weren’t terribly compatible with magic, so she’d had zero interaction with computers until her escape.
“My operating system.”
Aeyli felt like crying. Someone had taken this enigmatic, sexy man and reduced him to little more than a robot. The injustice of it choked her, and anger surged though her. Pink fire flared in her veins and poured through her hand into his. Gripping him as tightly as she could, she bowed her head over their hands and concentrated on a single thought. Give him back to me!
After an eternity, she felt Fourteen’s warm hand on her head, and she sat up. “Are . . . are you back now?” She peered intently at his serious face, no longer lifeless, but full of concern and bemusement.
“I think so.” Fourteen wiped a tear off her cheek, and to her chagrin, she realized she had cried all over their joined hands.
“What just happened?” she asked simply.
Fourteen blinked as if he were still coming back online. “The . . . conditioning is still there.” He tapped the side of his head and sighed. “I was afraid something like this might happen. I might have my memories are back, but they programmed me like a goddamned machine. It’s been softened by you, but it’s still in there.”
“How could you have anticipated this? Have you, um, imprinted on other people before?” Aeyli tried to stay calm, but inwardly she was freaking out. If she could become his handler so easily, what if it happened with some random person? Before she could get completely lost imagining what she would do if Fourteen imprinted on a cashier at the gas station, he interrupted.
“No. This is new. What I meant was, after you ordered me to sleep last night, I’m not surprised by it. I would have mentioned it, but I was . . . ah, otherwise occupied up until now.”
Aeyli’s cheeks turned pink at the reminder of what they had been occupied with. “Wait, I ordered you to sleep? That’s why you passed out on me? I just thought you were exhausted.”
“I was, but I shouldn’t have fallen over like that. Now that you’re my handler, you’re going to have to be careful when you tell me to do something.”
His casual acceptance of the situation had Aeyli flabbergasted. “That’s all you have to say? Doesn’t it bother you that an eighteen-year-old girl you just met can literally tell you what to do?”
Fourteen lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Better you than the Colonel. I trust you, you’ve saved my life, remember?” An emotion she couldn’t identify filled his eyes, and he looked away. “Unless, you don’t want to.”
“Of course I don’t want to! What kind of person do you think I am?” Frantically, she tried to shove the plastic object back into his hand. “Take it, I don’t want it. I don’t want to control anyone.” I don’t want to control you.
Fourteen’s shoulders dropped a fraction. He pulled back, avoiding the device she offered. “It doesn’t work that way. I’m not permitted to take it back.” His eyes were on the wall, his posture rigid.
The Company had done this to him—she wanted to burn the whole damn operation to the ground. She hugged him again, wanting to wipe away everything they had done to him. Suddenly a terrible thought occurred to her. “Do you have to hug me whether or not you want to?”
He hesitated before responding. “If you initiate it, yes.”
Her arms flew away from him so suddenly her elbow popped in protest. “Tell me, okay? You have to tell me if you don’t want me to touch you.” She felt sick and backed away, giving him space. How could she have thought that he wanted her earlier? For all she knew, her magic had combined with his conditioning to turn him into her slave. No wonder he had gotten so friendly with her at the seaside. When he had gotten angry at her it was probably the last vestiges of his personality fighting to break free.
Her breath caught in her throat. What if, when she was touching him, he had no choice but to do whatever her hormones told him to? Aeyli climbed off the bed and put her hands behind her back. The chance that her magic was imprisoning him, rather than liberating him, made her think he’d be happier behind his cold walls rather than be subject to her whims, no matter what he said. Of course he’d tell her what she wanted to hear. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do, okay?”
He nodded, his face cold and still.
Aeyli was torn. She wanted to go to him and free him from his mental prison. But she had no idea if she was actually helping him or just imposing her own desires on him. What she wanted was to give him as much free will as she could, but she had no idea how to do that.
“What do you need right now, Fourteen?” That should be safe enough.
“I need to shower and eat.” The blankness that she had once found so refreshing was nearly unbearable. Especially now that she had seen a different side of him.
“If you show me where you keep your food, I’ll make us something while you go shower. We’ll talk more about this handler issue while we eat, okay?” She kept her voice light and tried not to show her distress.
He nodded curtly. “You’ll find what I have for food on that shelf.” Fourteen pointed to a wall that held an old, rusty sink and a battered set of shelves. One shelf had boxes, cans, and pouches; the other held several chipped dishes, a saucepan, and a hotplate.
“Okay, I’ll come up with something good, you’ll see.”
A slow blink was her only response.
When he began stripping off his jacket, Aeyli blushed and turned toward the shelf, busying herself with making food. She heard it hit the bed with a loud thud. “What are you carrying in that thing, bricks?” Macaroni and cheese wouldn’t work without butter or milk, so she discarded that as an option.
“It’s armored. It’s lighter and more flexible than anything else you’ll find out there with more than three times the stopping power.” A hint of excitement colored his words, and he sounded more like himself. Maybe he didn’t need her magic after all. “It’s also undetectable by body scans or metal detectors. I can go anywhere in it, and no one notices unless I tell them about it.”
“Is this standard issue from the Company?” The canned peaches were a possibility, but they were going to need more than that if they weren’t going to starve to death.
A rustling sound came from behind her. “No one else has anything like it. I’m the only one.”
She was standing on tiptoe looking for more options on the back of the shelf when she heard what sounded like the rest of his clothes hitting the bed. Apparently body modesty was not something the Company worried about. “Are the rest of your clothes—” her voice squeaked on the last word and she cleared her throat—“armored as well?”
“My pants are to a lesser degree, but only my jacket has plates in it. I left them out of the pants. It inhibits movement too much.”
“You made it yourself?”
“It’s a hobby.” His tone was so deadpan, she couldn’t tell if it was a joke or not.
“What makes it so special?” Something about his armor was bugging her, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.
“During a mission deep in the desert, I was pinned down by a group that had more RPGs than sense. I had taken cover behind a formation of rocks, but they were small and didn’t give much protection, barely more than a foot thick. I didn’t expect them to hold up, but they did. They took dozens of hits before my partner showed up to lay down cover fire. I looked at the rocks after we had cleaned up, and they looked as though nothing had happened. Not even a scorch mark to show for the beating they took. I took some of the smaller pieces back to Storage with me.”
“Storage?”
“It’s the place they keep us when we are off-duty or injured. I don’t usually like to spend much time there—I’d rather be in the field—but it has the resources I need to indulge my hobby.”
“Ooookay.” It didn’t sound even the smallest bit okay. If Fourteen would rather go out and get shot at then stay in Storage, it probably wasn’t a very nice place to be.
“I experimented with the pieces using sound and heat and managed to melt them down enough to work with. It took a long time, but I was able to combine the ore with graphene to make an incredibly resilient, lightweight material. It’s saved my life more times than I can count.” Pride was clear in his tone. Aeyli felt easier about her hands-off decision. If he was getting his personality back so quickly, he didn’t need her.
Fishing around on the top shelf, her hand had closed around something she could only see the edge of. With a little tugging, she got it off the shelf without knocking everything else over. She examined her prize and was puzzled—it was a flat-ish brown bag with the letters MRE printed on the front. She turned around to ask him about it and then kept on turning until she had made a full circle—she had forgotten he was sans clothing. Her eyebrows were almost to her hairline as she processed the visual information that had been presented to her.
Her mind stuttered as she pondered how it was possible for anyone to be so fit. Her hands slowed as she bounced between the perfection she had glimpsed and the scars she had seen peppering the landscape of his body. She grabbed bowls she didn’t need and put them in places they didn’t belong. As her thoughts flashed from the large scar that puckered the left side of his torso to the perfection of his abs, dinner preparation ground to a complete halt. How anyone could be so covered in scars and still be alive was beyond her understanding. It made his hobby of perfecting his armor less amusing and more a grim necessity.
The sound of a door opening had her head turning involuntarily, and she saw him vanish down the stairs. She imagined him walking naked down the stairs and through the massive warehouse all the way to the tiny bathroom to take a shower and barely resisted the urge to sneak over to the door and watch.
Instead she forced herself to turn back to her mystery package. The label claimed that there was an entire meal right in the bag—beef stew if the label could be believed. She opened it up and discovered several smaller packages: hot sauce, jelly, pretzels, a brownie, peanut butter, among other things. Further inspection showed there to be utensils inside as well. She couldn’t believe how much had fit into such a small space and instantly wanted a dozen for her backpack. When she read the instructions claiming they could be eaten cold or thrown in boiling water, she was determined to get some for herself. Fourteen was a genius.
She put a pan of water on the hotplate and found another package labeled Beef and Black Beans. At this point, she didn’t care what the food in the bags tasted like, she was hungry enough to eat the packaging itself. Somewhere along the way from being a spoiled princess to a desperate runaway, she had stopped being picky about everything. All she wanted now was enough to survive.
When the water began to bubble, she put the two entrees in the pot and turned down the heat so it wouldn’t boil over.
While she was waiting for the food to heat up she explored the room. The brick walls were bare, save for the shelves containing essentials. Other than the desk and the bed, the only other furniture was a large chest of weapons she had seen Fourteen rifle though when packing his bag. She was intelligent enough to know snooping through it was likely to get her a missing hand or a hole in the foot for her trouble, so she left it alone.
She sat down on the bed and noticed a hum of energy singing against her posterior. Scooting over, she pulled Fourteen’s jacket out from under her and examined it. There was no reason she couldn’t try to figure out the mystery it presented while she waited for the water to boil. Her fingers tingled as she explored the leather. In some areas, the tingling grew stronger. Fourteen had said there were plates in his jacket. It was possible the mystery rock was the source of the hum of magic she felt resonate through his clothes, which meant . . .
The door opened, and Fourteen entered the room in a towel.
“Put these on right now!” She shoved his jacket and pants at him, struggling with the weight as her still tender feet protested their current activity.
“I’m not naked, I’m wearing briefs underneath.” Bewildered, he dropped the towel and accepted the bundle. “By your reaction earlier I assumed it would make you feel more comfortable—”
“Just do it!” A quick survey of the room had her hobbling over to the hot plate and turning off the heat. Being scalded while running wasn’t her idea of fun, so she abandoned the contents of the pot and grabbed all the packets that came with it. Then she grabbed her bag and stuffed the packets and a few other nonperishables inside. “I don’t know how much time we have, so this will have to tide you over until we find somewhere safe.” She shoved a brownie at Fourteen and stuffed the other one into her own mouth, nearly swallowing it whole in her haste.
Fourteen treated his in similar fashion, if more gracefully, and was mostly dressed before Aeyli was done. His jacket hung open, and she hoped that would be enough. When she was finished packing, Aeyli saw him hefting a very large gun from the chest.
“What happened?” He slung his equipment bag over one shoulder and began the complicated process of fastening his armor. His eyes were as turbulent as the storm from their shared dream.
She threw a pack of crackers at his chest, and he caught it without pausing in his task or looking up. “I’ll explain once we are on the road, we have to go, now.” She pounded toward the door leading to the stairs when Fourteen’s phone chimed.
“Multiple breaches. We have incoming.”
She stopped so quickly she slammed into the doorframe. “Where?”
Fourteen pulled her away from the door. “Every window, every door. They have us surrounded.”
“What do we do?”
His face had taken on a feral quality, and his eyes flashed like lightning. “We hope whatever is shielding us holds out long enough for us to break through their defenses.” Fourteen’s full mouth tipped up at the corners slightly. Was he enjoying this?
She needed more to go on than hope. “How did you feel when you were naked?” There were faint shouts coming from downstairs.
“How did I . . . what? Do you really think now is the time for that conversation?”
“Just shut up and answer the question.” She knew she was triggering his conditioning with her commands and hated it, but they didn’t have time for her fluffy-bunny feelings right now. The sound of feet thundering in the stairs made her feel justified.
He gave her a look but complied immediately. “I felt like I needed a shower.”
She gave him a glare.
“I felt normal.” He paused. “I felt completely normal until I got to the stairs. Then I felt cold again. Like now.”
“When you came back in the room?”
“I felt good.”
“And then you put the armor on.”
Comprehension flashed on his face as the door slammed open, revealing a cowled man surrounded by green fire. In a fluid motion, Fourteen grabbed her by the back of the shirt and jerked her behind him while swinging his gun up to bear on the intruder. The air rippled around them as a spell broke over his shield, and he opened fire.
It took seconds to tear through the man’s shield, telling Aeyli he was more proficient at offensive magic. Her aunt Stella was an exception in the magic community and had become skilled in more than one form of magic. She could shield as well as she could strike and was a terrifying opponent.
Aeyli smiled to herself. Not against Fourteen, though.
“Follow me.” Fourteen stepped over the lifeless body of the man who had tried to kill them and made a waving motion to Aeyli with his free hand. She saw him pulling a smaller gun out of his bag as he went through the door.
Gingerly she tiptoed around the dead man and tried not to think about what she was doing. She definitely didn’t think about the fact her soldier had ended this man’s life without a thought. Once around the corpse, she had to run to catch up to Fourteen as he barreled down the stairs. She knew her best hope was to stay inside his shielding until he could get them out. When she caught up to him, she twined her fingers in the leather of his jacket and hung on.
It didn’t take long before their assailants began attacking the stairs they were descending instead of them. Someone here had been taking notes from Stella. A horrific shriek of metal pealed behind them, and Aeyli looked back to see that the landing above had been crushed against the wall as if a giant’s hand had punched it. Then, with a loud crunch, the steps under them tilted and threw Aeyli against Fourteen.
She clutched desperately at his jacket as he fought to gain a handhold on the wall next to them before the stairs disintegrated completely. Only one of his hands managed to gain purchase before the stairs dropped out from under them, but it was enough to halt their progress, leaving thirty-five feet of air between them and the ground.
Something black and tar-like splattered inches from her face, and she let out a small squeak. She tried to pull herself closer to Fourteen and the protection of his shield, but the gun he’d slung over one shoulder hit her in the face, causing her to yelp and slip down his back. Her overly abused head throbbed in time with her racing heart.
Even with the sudden pain, it wouldn’t have been as difficult for her to hang on if they both hadn’t been doing their best to avoid skin-on-skin contact—the last thing they needed was that kind of distraction. It seemed everywhere she looked was exposed skin—his and hers. Her tank top hadn’t seemed skimpy when she first put it on, but now, when she least wanted exposed skin, it seemed like a glorified bra. Compounded with that, Fourteen hadn’t had time to pull on a shirt or buckle his jacket all the way closed, and it had gotten rucked up during the fall, now displaying an impressive set of highly sculpted abs and his equally toned lower back.
His jacket slid through her fingers, sending her farther down his back. She fought to keep her face from rubbing against his exposed hip. If the situation had been different, Aeyli would have delighted in the view. The gods were kind of dicks.
Another spell went off, and pain shot through her foot, surprising a yip out of her. Scratch that, the gods were one great, big, heaving bag of dicks. She scrunched her legs up as high as she could, but continued to slide down.
She was considering wrapping her arms around his waistband and hoping for the continued structural integrity of his pants when a gloved hand grabbed her arm and pulled her up. Fourteen held her out from his body at arms-length while holding on to a broken bit of rebar with his other hand, one foot jammed into a small dent in the wall. She saw that one of his pockets had a glove hanging out precariously and realized he must have found a glove in of one of the nine hundred pockets he had on his jacket and managed to put it on while saving their butts. How was this man real? The only problem was that with her porn-tastic tank top and his mostly open jacket, there was no way for her to hang on to him and stay within the protection of his shield without touching some skin.
She felt Fourteen heave a deep sigh, then he pulled her in to his body. “Put your arms around my neck.” She felt his breath on her neck and shivered.
A spell struck the wall a few feet over their heads, raining down bits of brick into their hair as she wrapped her body around him monkey-style. She tried to limit the exposure, but her arm brushed his neck, and her chest pressed against his. Fourteen turned so his body was between her and their attackers, pressing her against the wall.
He closed his eyes and took in a shaky breath. A bullet struck the wall inches from his face, and his eyes flew open again, his pupils so wide his eyes had turned black. “Hold on,” he said through gritted teeth and pushed off from the wall.
There was only enough time for her to make a short squawking sound in protest before they landed on a pile of unfolded boxes. He rolled as they landed, making a cage with his arms to protect her. They came to a collective stop as they hit a wall behind a collection of crates. Every part of her body was yelling obscenities at her.
“Stay down,” he hissed in her ear and was on his feet before her eyes could track the movement. It was as if he hadn’t just taken the full brunt of a fall that could have killed a normal person.
Like hell she was staying down. “You may be trained for this, but this is my family we are dealing with,” she shouted back angrily. Aeyli tried to sit up, regardless of what her aching flesh was telling her, but she was hampered by the foot he planted on her rear end. This situation was completely out of hand. “They aren’t just using magic anymore—they’ve got guns now too! Just because they are grossly incompetent with that sort of thing, doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous.”
“We can hear you, you know.” A male voice came from around the other side of the crate. “We also have feelings.”
Fourteen lobbed a grenade in the direction of the voice. “Which is why you should stay down. And whatever happens, don’t tell me to do anything. The outcome would be questionable at best.” His voice was painfully calm.
Her face went white, and ice water filled her veins. Somewhere between the loft and the adventure down the stairs, she had forgotten the crux of their relationship. “Okay, no giving orders. Got it.”
“Your toy didn’t do anything. Was it supposed to—” The voice was cut off by a loud explosion.
“He wasn’t near our ride, was he?” She tried to wiggle free but stopped when the pressure on her posterior intensified enough to become painful.
“Negative.” He began shooting at targets she couldn’t see. From her perspective, it was impossible to tell if he was getting through anyone’s shields, but there was a break in the spells that had been pelting them. “We’re not leaving that way anyway.”
Another bullet twanged against a ventilation shaft high overhead, telling her the idiot with the gun was still on the loose.
“Do you mind filling me in on your plan?” she asked in a sickeningly sweet voice. If Fourteen knew her better—or had better social skills—he would be wary right now. If he wasn’t a vital part of getting out of here alive, she would seriously consider hitting him somewhere tender. There was a broken bit of pallet she could just reach that would do the trick. She should have known when he locked her in his monstrosity of a vehicle he was going to be hard to work with.
A fresh volley of spell-fire caused what was left of the stairs to come crashing down. Most of it fell harmlessly to the floor, but a mangled piece of metal struck Fourteen on the shoulder, driving him to the ground.
His gun hit Aeyli on its journey to the floor, and it hurt. She was lucky her back had taken most of the impact, but it hit her poor abused head hard enough to make her see stars. She shook it off and forced herself to her feet. If she didn’t do something right away, they would be toast. All her family needed was an opening to rush in for the kill, and they’d just gotten one. Fourteen’s shield wouldn’t do them any good if someone put a gun to her head and pulled the trigger.
Now that she was up, she could see over the crate and saw three witches lying motionless on the ground and several faces peeking around their respective hiding spots. Stella was edging around the corner of a forklift, and few yards away she saw her cousin Helen covered in bruises and spellpatches and looking murderous. Relief swept through Aeyli. She had been afraid she had killed her cousin whether she deserved it or not.
“I’m going to burn your stupid champion alive while you watch, Girl!” Helen’s face was a twisted mask of rage.
It was possible Helen would have been better off at the bottom of that hole after all. Aeyli would just have to find a way to live with it. She spied a grenade that had fallen from Fourteen’s pack and was reasonably confident she could use one now that she’d seen Fourteen do it. Right now she had nothing to lose.
Everyone turned their heads when they heard a clunk followed by a faint tinkling sound. A dozen set of eyes followed the progress of the grenade rolling merrily toward the forklift. Aeyli ducked back behind the crates and crawled over to Fourteen where he was stoically digging through his bag, tucking various items into pockets and refilling the gun he’d dropped on her. He was dirty and one arm looked like it wasn’t obeying his commands as well the other one was, but he was alive.
The warehouse shook on its foundations, and Aeyli winced as mingled screams filled the air.
“That was very close to my SUV,” Fourteen commented.
“And that thing is really heavy,” she remarked, pointing at the gun.
He studied her with unreadable eyes. “Sorry. Are you okay?” He had the clip in and placed the gun within easy reach. He then pulled out a smaller gun that was still bigger than it had any right to be.
“Yes. Mostly.” Her eyes burned and filled with tears, which she rapidly blinked away. They didn’t have time for it right now, but sometime soon she was going to have a nice little meltdown, complete with screaming and hyperventilating. “Can we go now?”
He turned around to look at the wall behind them. “I think one more hit will do the job. Right over . . . there, I think.”
“One more hit?” she echoed.
“Here.” He shoved the smaller gun at her.
She shoved it back. “Yeah, no.”
He popped around the corner and fired a few more shots with it, then offered it again, this time wrapping her fingers around it. “Keep your hands like this, and you should be able to control it. The safety is off so keep it low when you aren’t firing. Don’t point it at me, don’t shoot if you don’t know what’s behind your target.” He looked at her bare arms and frowned. “If a casing hits your skin it’s going to hurt, just power through it. It won’t burn you badly enough to cause serious damage.”
The impact of his words hit her. He wouldn’t be arming her if he wasn’t afraid. “Are we going to make it?”
“Yes.” He reached for her, his bare hand slipping around the base of her neck. Aeyli felt his thumb caress her skin, and she shivered. She blinked slowly and stared into his eyes, entranced by the blatant need and hunger she saw there. His gaze made her feel like he would set the world ablaze if it meant keeping her safe. “I’ll get you out of this, I swear it.”
Fierce desire pierced her to the core. Somewhere in the past twenty-four hours, Aeyli had gone from wanting to get as far away from the man as possible to never letting him go. If only she could be certain what Fourteen felt was real. The possibility he was only echoing her own feelings back at her was too strong to be denied.
Fourteen glanced at the witch-filled warehouse through a crack in the crates, freeing her from his spell. “When I say now, we’re both going to come out and do the best we can to piss them off. Stay close to me and take cover if I tell you to. Got it?” He took his hand away from her neck. His eyes went cold, and all traces of personality melted from his face.
Before her eyes, he had transformed from a concerned potential lover to an emotionless killing machine. It was all she could do not to reach out to him.
Instead, she suppressed her reaction and nodded. Pissing off her family was something she excelled at. “I’m going to trust that at some point I’ll understand what’s going on?”
The corners of his mouth tilted up ever so slightly. Her Fourteen was still kicking around inside. “I believe in your deductive abilities.” He peered between the crates again and said, “Okay, now.”
When they stood up, she noticed Fourteen was moving slower than before. Apparently even he had limits on how much abuse his body could take. As soon as she could see over the crates, she searched the room for her cousin. The moment her eyes locked on to Helen, she took aim and proceeded to unload the entire clip at her. That should piss her off.
As she shot, her arms and chest stung as spent casings bounced off, and she prayed none ended up inside her bra. Aeyli forgot about her sensitive areas as Helen’s shield flashed brightly and evaporated. Her gun chose that moment to run out of bullets. Now Aeyli would never know if she had it in her to kill her own cousin, though she did feel a dark satisfaction when one of Fourteen’s shots tore through Helen’s leg as she dove for cover.
Fourteen had been more generous with his attack and had spread it out among their opponents. He took out three more shields and dropped the casters inside them. When he ran out of bullets, he just pulled out another gun and kept going. She noticed Fourteen focused slightly more attention on the idiot with the gun. Unlike the others, he wasn’t ducking madly when bullets flew his way. His shield must have been as strong as Stella’s, which wasn’t a surprise. If he had been more proficient at offensive magic, he wouldn’t have needed the gun.
She laughed to herself when Gun Guy ran out of ammunition. He shook his gun, looked at it, and then shook it again. After yelling something Aeyli couldn’t hear, he turned and ran out of the warehouse.
“That should do it. Take cover!” He shoved her head down—unnecessarily—and they both hit the dusty floor with Fourteen’s body covering hers.
The wall behind them shook with the force of the myriad of spells it received, and she noticed Fourteen, still hunched over her body, was busy pulling out a small arsenal of grenades. A few of the grenades looked funny to her, making her think of tin cans with rings attached.
“Get ready to run,” Fourteen announced.
“Run where?” She shouted to be heard over the din of splats, hisses, crunches, and small explosions that heralded the sound of various spells doing what they were designed to do.
When the noise died down, he pointed to the massive hole in the wall three yards to their right. “There. Now go!” He hauled her off the floor and pushed her toward the hole. “I’ll be right behind you.”
She crawled over the rubble as fast as she could and turned halfway through the hole to make sure Fourteen was right behind her. She saw him lob a half-dozen grenades—including at least two of the ones that looked like tin cans.
When he turned to follow and saw her standing there like an idiot, he shouted, “Move!” And ran toward the hole, bounding easily up the rubble—making her clumsy effort look sad and pathetic.
She blamed her sore feet and throbbing head, but she also silently vowed to start working out once things died down a bit. Maybe Fourteen could give her some tips. If this was what her life was going to be like, she needed to step up her game. “What were the not-grenade things?”
“Tear gas. In a second or two it should be very unpleasant in there for anyone left, and it makes it hard to see where we went. Remind me to teach you how to use one someday.” He made it to the top of the rubble, nudged past her, and jumped off the four-foot wall, landing lightly on his feet. He reached his gloved hand toward her and helped her down.
Several explosions shook the ground, and caustic smoke drifted out of the hole they’d climbed out of. When the wind shifted, it brought a tendril of it past her face causing her throat to try and strangle itself. “Some of them . . . might have shields that . . . ack . . . keep that stuff out.” she managed to choke out as Fourteen led her away, tucking her under his arm.
“Noted.” He kept her between him and the wall as they crept toward what looked like a trash heap. “I have a bike under that tarp if we can just—”
It sounded to Aeyli as if every firearm in the world was being cocked as men wearing body armor and carrying guns surrounded them.
“Friends of yours?” She was trying for glib, but she broke into a fit of coughing caused by the tear gas.
“No.” He nudged her against the wall—his large form completely obstructing her view of the situation. “Stay behind me.”
Her face went numb as adrenaline spiked, and her fingers felt fuzzy and tingly. Before Fourteen had shoved her behind him, she had seen over a dozen men with the impassive faces of soldiers. Had her family hired norms to do their dirty work in the event magic had failed them? Fourteen’s armor could shield them both from magic, but norm weaponry and combat? Surely even Fourteen couldn’t protect them from that many soldiers.
“Sunny dear, I think it’s time to admit defeat.” Stella’s voice came from around the wall of men separating them. “I don’t know what the fuss is all about, we’re just trying to bring you home where you belong. No one needs to get hurt over this.”
“Tell that to the people who were in that building you blew up.” Her throat had cleared enough to project her anger. She peeked around Fourteen and saw with dread the soldiers’ faces were becoming less impassive. The men standing closest to Aeyli were frowning and shifting restlessly. As she watched, the effect of her magic began to spread, and all the men began acting antsy. At any moment the situation was going to spiral out of control, and someone was going to get shot. What had her aunt been thinking?
“That was an accident, sweetheart.” Aeyli’s hands balled into fists at the endearment. “The whole thing is just a big misunderstanding. If you and your champion will come with us, I’m sure we can all sort it out.” The words may have been sweet, but Stella’s tone dripped with venom.
Now they wanted Fourteen too? Well, they couldn’t have him. Once they figured out about his armor, the Blaike family would no longer need to tiptoe around the magical community. They would roll over it like a bulldozer. And after they pried Fourteen out of it, they could do anything they wanted to him.
Over her dead body.
She began to shake with anger.
Fourteen still had her pressed against the wall with his body, so he felt her reaction. “Don’t worry, I can get us out of this.”
“Are you out of your mind?” she hissed. Had his sense of self-preservation been completely snuffed out by his conditioning? “They have guns. They have all the guns.”
“I have guns.” Was there a trace of wounded pride in his response?
“They. Have. More.” Could she try magic again? After what she had done earlier, she had pretty much decided to never try magic again, but the thought of letting a bunch of monsters get their hands on Fourteen after everything he’d suffered made her tortured throat sting with bile.
Her eyes fell on the gigantic gas tank dominating the space behind their assailants and her half-formed plans collapsed. She had no aim and no control. If she tried anything she’d probably take out the whole marina.
Two of the soldiers in front of them began to shove at each other, jockeying for the front position. It hadn’t turned into outright fighting, but it was moments away. She saw her aunt’s eyes narrow as Stella realized her hired guns were falling under Aeyli’s unintentional spell.
“Everyone back up three feet, now!” Stella pulled at the soldier closest to her.
Fourteen tensed, and Aeyli knew he was about to take the opportunity presented to them to do something incredibly stupid and self-sacrificing. She decided to beat him to the punch.
“Agent Fourteen, retreat!” she said in a commanding voice.
She heard a guttural sound come from Fourteen, and he whipped his head around to look at her, betrayal in his eyes.
“That’s an order, Agent. Get yourself somewhere safe, now!”
She was almost grateful when the deadness of compliance reached his eyes so she didn’t have to see what her order had cost him. Fortunately she wouldn’t have to live with the memory for much longer.
Trying to give him as much of a chance to escape as she could, she took the empty gun she’d tucked in her waistband and lobbed it directly at her aunt. She didn’t want to watch him go, but the sounds of his escape were punctuated with grunts and choked off screams. She couldn’t stop her traitorous eyes—she needed to make sure none of those sounds were coming from him.
They weren’t. As she turned to watch his progress, someone she couldn’t see grabbed her roughly, bound her arms, and shoved her into a dog crate bolted down in the back of a large van.
Through the back window, she saw a surprisingly large number of incapacitated soldiers lying scattered about the parking lot while a smaller group of soldiers chased after Fourteen as he sped away on his motorcycle.
Satisfied she had done her best, she turned to the occupants of the van huddled as far from her as they could get, and she saw her brother Sterling. Before he turned to look at the road, she could have sworn she saw sorrow in his eyes. The peaceful blue of a sleep spell tinted her vision, and she knew no more.




Chapter Twelve
Marshall
By the time they got back to the Boston Chapter House it was late, and the air had a bite to it, making Marshall think of snow.
The moment the team made it through the door, Clayton was on Marshall like a nervous puppy. “I made the calls you asked for. He told me everyone else was busy with their own cases right now, but he was sure you could manage just fine on your own.”
“Damn that Callum.” Marshall frowned. He may have said he wouldn’t bring him up on charges, but he was certainly capable of hanging him out to dry in retribution. He still wasn’t anticipating all-out war with the Blaikes, but knowing he had backup to call on would have been nice. Formidable though his team may be, if a family as powerful as the Blaikes went bad, they were going to be hard to contain.
“The Blaikes were allowed to grow so big because of their loyalty to the Guard. No one is going to want to go against them without substantial evidence,” Adelle said.
“Let’s go into the ’Scape and see if we can find some.” He turned to Clayton. “I haven’t been here since before I became a guardian. Do you have a place for dreaming?”
Clayton’s face lit up. “We just had it redone! You’re going to love it, follow me.” He bounced with excitement as he led the team through the dark, wood-paneled hallway. “We did our best to keep it as traditional as possible, but we added all the modern amenities that wouldn’t be rendered inert by magic.”
The building was smaller than Marshall remembered, but he had been little more than a child when he was last here, so that was to be expected. When he passed an old oil painting of a pastoral scene, he paused causing Jack to bump into him.
“Ow! What are you . . .?” Jack rubbed his arm where they had collided.
Marshall looked at the wall with a quirk to his lips and knocked on the wall where the wainscoting began. After a few beats, the knock was returned. “She’s still here!” he exclaimed.
Jack put a hand on the wall and concentrated. “A brownie?” Referring to the earth spirits known for taking up residence in old homes.
“She kept me company when Da was busy with work. Most of the time she put me to work in the garden.” He grinned at the memory.
“She let you see her?”
“Sometimes. Her fur looked so soft, but she bit me the one time I tried to pet her,” He said ruefully. Rooting through his pockets, he found a mini bag of M&Ms. Knocking again, he placed it on the floor next to the wall and patted it gently before standing.
“Are you two coming?” Adelle’s head peeked around the corner, looking put out. “This was your idea, after all.”
“Keep your bloomers on, we’re coming,” Jack said affectionately. “Our boy here was being nostalgic.”
Marshall looked down at the floor where he had placed his offering and was pleased to see it was gone.
“I think she remembers you.” Jack ruffled his hair, earning a swat.
With a look of annoyance, Marshall did his best to smooth his hair down. Once satisfied no real damage had been done, he pushed Jack ahead of him. “You go first.” He knew Jack wasn’t above messing his hair up a second time.
“Sure thing, boss.” Jack skipped lightly ahead, a movement that looked bizarre on a man of his size, but as Marshall watched, it became less so, as though the universe itself changed to accommodate him. Dreamwalkers sometimes had a strange effect on their surroundings, but for Jack the effect was more extreme.
Marshall caught up with the group at the end of another long hallway, stopping at a set of double doors. Clayton stood in front of them with the air of a game show host ready to present a prize. Once Marshall joined them, Clayton opened the doors and led them inside a lavishly appointed room that could have easily accommodated twice their number.
Marshall was the most likely of the three to drop his body any old place in order to access the ’Scape, so his reaction to the plush, red-velvet couches and chairs was a polite, if noncommittal nod. Clayton’s face looked as though someone had thrown a rock through his car window in the face of Marshall’s lack of appreciation, but Adelle’s exclamation of pure feminine joy when she threw herself on the closest couch distracted him from his dismay.
“Don’t mind him, Clayton. On our last job, he jammed himself in between two boulders and left his body in the forest for more than a day. The man doesn’t appreciate the creature comforts of life.” She wriggled deep into the soft cushions with an expression of complete bliss.
“Rice Krispies Treats!” On the far side of the room, Jack had taken a large, silver lid off a plate to discover a mountain of cakes and cookies. “Clayton, I could marry you,” he mumbled through a mouthful of food.
Mollified, Clayton walked over to join him. “There are two other trays with various cheeses, meats, vegetables, and crackers, too.”
Suddenly starving, Marshall hurried over before Jack ate it all. Between him and Marshall, they could pack away an alarming amount of food. Being a dreamwalker took a lot of energy—all three members of the team always had their pockets loaded with snacks just to keep them going between meals. With Marshall and Jack both topping out well over six feet, they had it worse than Adelle.
“Save some for me!” Adelle shouted from her position from the couch and was about to get up until she saw Clayton hurry toward her with a loaded plate in his hands. “Thank you, you’re a doll.”
He turned as red as his hair, backed up, and stumbled over a chair, falling into it awkwardly. Once he managed to extricate himself, his hair was a riot of curls, and his clothes were rumpled. Valiantly he tried to pat and tug himself into a more respectable shape while the whole team did their best to not react. “Ahem,” Clayton pulled at his collar as though it were choking him. “Is there anything else you require before I go back to my tasks?”
“This will be plenty, thank you, Clayton,” Marshall assured him.
Clayton was out the door as soon as Marshall had finished speaking, and the team heard a long-suffering sigh as soon as it closed behind him.
“I think he’s cute,” Adelle said.
“Leave him alone,” said Jack. “The poor man would explode if you gave him any more attention, and then what good would he be? Think of Samantha or, if not her, think of my snacks!” He shook a piece of Vermont cheddar at her.
When he realized he wasn’t breathing, Marshall stopped shoveling food into his mouth and focused on getting enough air into his lungs. After all his time as a guardian, it continued to amaze him how hungry he could get during an investigation. It would be easier to plan for if he used the same amount of energy all the time, but it always varied. Until today, he hadn’t had to use his magic outside of the ’Scape in weeks, and he was paying for it now.
He stuffed a pig in a blanket into his mouth and headed to the couch next to Adelle’s. “Once you guys are done eating, join me in my Dreamscape, and we’ll go from there.”
Jack nodded as he made his way through a pile of chocolate-covered pretzels. “What are we in for today? Lake, again?”
“It isn’t always the lake,” Marshall grumbled as he laid his head back against the pillowy arm of the couch.
“Definitely the lake,” Adelle agreed, settling herself into a more comfortable position on her couch.
“It’s nearly always the lake, Marshall,” Jack said around a mouth of food. He stood between a loveseat and a fainting couch, trying to decide which one was more likely to fit his bulk. Eventually he settled on the fainting couch and somehow managed to not look completely ridiculous on it.
Marshall closed his eyes and concentrated on his breath. Immediately his nose itched, and rather than scratching it, he focused on accepting the sensation. Before he could fully accept it however, five new spots on his body began to itch, and he expanded his consciousness to accept those as well. As soon as he fully embraced the feelings, they subsided, and it was then that he began to notice the sound of his companions as they settled into their couches. He heard Adelle sigh and heard Jack struggle to find a comfortable position on his tiny couch. When the sounds came to him, he let them drift through him as though he were made of light, rather than solid matter.
His senses ran together, bleeding into an ocean of colors and light. Marshall let go of any tension he had left in his body and allowed himself to become swept up in the tranquil waves.
They swept over and through him, doing their best to strip away his sense of self—something even a seasoned dreamwalker had to work to avoid. Unless he wanted to become one among billions of other dreamers in the world, trapped in their own personal dreamscape, he had to hold on to himself.
It had been ages since he lost himself to the waves. Their promise of oblivion was sweet, but nothing could compare to being a dreamwalker in the Dreamscape. Once there, the only limitations he had were of his own making. There were no unimaginative dreamwalker guardians; they would be useless to the cause.
Focusing on the feeling of being Marshall, he rode out the siren-like call of the waves and drifted with them where they willed. After an eternity, or no time at all—time was meaningless in the ’Scape—the waves dissipated and gave way to billions of tiny stars. He sent out a soundless call, searching for the one that felt like home and got an answer immediately. A strong, blue star that felt like Marshall grabbed his attention and pulled him in. Countless pinpoints of lights whizzed past him, faster and faster as the blue star grew larger.
Soon it had it encompassed his entire being, painting him in a light so intense he was burning with it, inside and out. He fought to accept it all—the pain and joy, fear and love, all the emotions that tore well-carved paths inside his soul—and simply allow them to be.
When he was younger, this part was effortless, but now entering his personal dream was a battle. A familiar but vital one he didn’t dare lose. If he failed to accept all he was, he’d be leaving a chink in his soul that could be used against him.
Slowly the light lessened, and new colors popped up here and there, forming shapes. The world settled around him, and up and down began to have a meaning again. Overhead, he heard an eagle cry out a greeting. Since he was here on business rather than pleasure, he chose his true form—the one he walked around in the Real in.
“Yay, the lake again,” Jack said unenthusiastically from several yards away.
Before them lay a placid lake, perfectly round with a single, large black rock directly in the center.
Marshall squinted an eye, and the whole lake leaped sideways, appearing under Jack’s feet.
“That’s why I’m always nice to him inside his ’Scape,” Adelle said, walking up to join Marshall by the side of the lake.
“It’s not like I can control what it is upon entry,” Marshall said. Every person in the world had an inner Dreamscape that conformed to who he or she was the moment they arrived. Only dreamwalkers could reliably control their surroundings in the Dreamscape, and even they were only able to shape it after they entered it. “You’re lucky I even let you in here at all.”
“I know.” Jack’s eyes grew serious for a split second, before lapsing back to their usual sparkle. “So, where to from here, boss?”
“I think we should go to the Blaike colony and see what it can tell us. Chances are good Stella ordered everyone to stay awake for the foreseeable future, so I doubt we’ll get access to any personal Dreamscapes tonight.”
“What are we looking for?” Adelle was touching each of her nails in turn, changing their color as she went.
“Any hint of nightmare activity, for starters. I seriously doubt Aeyliana can open demon portals. With her lack of training, she was lucky she managed anything at all in the cemetery.” Marshall spared a quick thought to his hair, making sure it looked acceptable, and for good measure, he told it not to get messy regardless of what happened to it.
“She’s lucky she didn’t kill everyone there, including herself.” Now that her nails were a rainbow of colors, Adelle turned her attention to her clothes. In the Real, they all dressed for the job—dark clothing that was loose enough to move easily in, but not so much that it would catch on anything. But in the ’Scape, all they had to do was tell their clothes to have the properties they wished. If Adelle wanted to, she could prance around in a bikini while enjoying the protection of full body armor. She put a hand to her chest, and the dark cloth of her shirt melted and twisted into something silky and colorful that matched her nails.
“Can I drive?” asked Jack, reaching out for Marshall and Adelle’s hands.
“Have at.” He placed his hand in Jack’s and motioned for Adelle to do the same.
Marshall’s Dreamscape faded into a blur of watercolors, and the terrain shifted and warped until the three were standing outside a monolithic castle overlooking a storm-swept sea.
“It looks perfectly normal from here,” Jack said, squeezing each of his teammate’s hands slightly before letting go. “Shall we go in?”
Marshall nodded his assent. There was no sense in wasting time snooping around the outside hoping for clues when what they were looking for was most likely inside.
Adelle snorted delicately. “It figures that the Blaikes would have a medieval castle as their colony. I expect we’ll see downtrodden serfs at any moment.”
“Observation-mode only, guys. There’s no point in letting anyone know we’re here until we know what’s going on.” Marshall waved a hand, and a hole large enough for them to fit through opened in the wall.
After they had all climbed through, he waved his hand and closed the hole behind them. Once he had closed the hole, Marshall felt something akin to a water faucet being turned off—only inside his body. He didn’t feel unduly alarmed, so he paid it no mind.
He’d never been inside the Blaike colony and was surprised to see the inside matched the outside, which was uncommon. In the ’Scape, things were rarely what they seemed upon first glance. He would have been less surprised to discover an old western saloon than what he did find—an empty courtyard that looked and smelled like it belonged in the 1400s.
It looked as though Marshall’s caution was unwarranted, though. His senses told him the whole place was empty.
“Nary a serf to be seen,” Jack said in a hushed tone.
“It all seems perfectly normal, though.” Adelle said.
Marshall looked around. “Maybe so, but we should still look around. Even if no one is asleep right now, there should be something here. A colony from a family as old as the Blaikes should be self-sustaining even without its dreamers.”
Early dreamwalkers discovered that—aside from having a personal Dreamscape—groups of people with a common interest, such as families, companies—or in modern times, fandoms for television shows—could create a colony for like-minded dreamers. Most people tended to have a main colony that housed their personal Dreamscape, but they weren’t limited to it. As a person’s interests changed throughout their life, they might find themselves visiting dozens of colonies in a lifetime.
Fire Team had a minuscule colony, including just the three of them, and each housed their personal Dreamscape in it. Of course, being dreamwalkers, their colony had layers upon layers of protection and modifications added to it, so it couldn’t accidentally or intentionally be entered by an outsider.
Marshall sent Jack to inspect the towers then instructed Adelle see if she could find any underground passages. He didn’t need to set up a link to join the team this time. In the ’Scape, it was the matter of a thought to communicate with another dreamwalker.
As he explored the outer bailey, he yawned and rubbed his eyes, idly noting the absence of animal life. Not that there had to be, but why would the Blaike family’s subconscious create a perfect replica of a medieval castle and not add in the ubiquitous horses, dogs, and cats one assumed they’d find there? Now that he thought about it, the fact that he had ruminated on the concept long enough meant at least a mouse should have manifested itself by now.
It wasn’t until he passed though the inner portcullis that he noticed the strange thrumming sensation building under his skin. He needed to check in with his team. Everything is perfectly normal here. Either of you see anything interesting?
Adelle’s thoughts touched his. All I could find was a set of catacombs stuffed to the rafters with a lot of really gross dead people. Otherwise, not a single soul to be seen. Perfectly normal.
Jack?
No response.
Addy, have you seen anything alive here? Anything at all?
She gave the mental equivalent of a shrug. No, but that’s . . .
Perfectly normal? Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around. He should be more worried about not hearing from Jack, but for some reason, it seemed like it wasn’t a big deal. Marshall closed his eyes, and the thrumming intensified, making it difficult to think. I think you should get back here.
Are you okay?
Perfectly normal.
I’ll be right there.
Marshall leaned against the wall of the inner bailey, and the rhythmic vibrations became so strong he could feel his teeth rattle. He let his body slide slowly to the ground, needing a minute to rest and gather his strength.
That wasn’t right. He put a hand against the stone floor and tried to lever himself back to standing with limited success. A dreamwalker didn’t get tired in the Dreamscape—the source of all their power literally flowed all around them, continuously creating reality. The only time a dreamwalker got tired was in the Real after using too much magic.
Panting, he forced himself up and held out a hand, for the first time in his life calling out for power in the ’Scape. All he felt was the thrumming sensation growing stronger. What if he wasn’t the only one this was happening to?
Jack! Report! He tried to sense him but was getting too much interference from whatever was affecting him.
“Marshall, I don’t feel so well.” Adelle walked to him slowly, looking wan and bleary-eyed.
“Same here.”
“It’s perfectly normal, though . . . right?”
“Yeah.” His eyes fought him for their right to close shop early, but he forced them to stay open.
Pain. Tentacles coiling around his body. Trapped. Cruel eyes behind a sharp beak. Too many, too close . . .
“Jack!”
A massive pulse of rainbow energy battered Marshall's senses, and his vision dimmed as the world spun around him. Adelle's sharp nails dug into his arms as she held him up, helping him to focus.
Marshall braced himself and pushed her away. “You get out of here, I have to find Jack.”
She smiled weakly. “It’s funny you think that’s going to happen. It’s all of us or none of us, brother dear. Besides, I’m a better finder than you are.”
He glared at her and huffed out a sigh that ruffled his bangs. “Fine. Take us to Jack.”
Adelle touched the pendant at her neck and closed her eyes, immediately turning to point to the looming, wooden doors of the keep. Before either of them could take more than a step, the doors swung open as Jack burst out of the entrance, shouting, “There’s an assload of perfectly normal nightmares right behind me!”
Fear clogged up his throat as Marshall took stock of his resources. His internal well of magic was nearly dry—something that shouldn’t be possible in the ’Scape. One look at his sister told him she was doing no better. He had various magical items ferreted all over his body, but without access to the Source, fighting a hoard of nightmares was certain death. He only had one option.
“Fall back!”
Once they got outside the colony, the three of them could convince the place that it didn’t exist, causing it to pop like a bubble. Everything in the colony would vanish, including the nightmares.
When Jack reached them, Adelle held out her hands to catch him and swing him around to steal the momentum he had built up from running down the steps of the keep.
As soon as he stopped, Marshall grabbed him and tried to take them away, but the effort took far more power than it should have and threw his mind into chaos. Synesthetic overload shocked his system, and he fought to remain upright as the hands in his grasp began to taste sharp and metallic. He felt his essence begin to unravel in lazy, freesia-scented bursts. “Generator . . .” The sound spilled greasily from his mouth, and he felt himself slide toward the ground, knowing when he landed, he would explode in a burst of colors.
Hands halted his decent, and his stomach turned over as it struggled to figure out which way was up. Just as he was about to melt through the hands holding him upright, he felt someone thrust something into his hands. It was cold and smooth and rightness radiated from it, racing up his arm, chasing away the sensation of dissolving into nothingness.
His eyes fought to refocus on the scene before him, and he became aware of his sister’s arms around him, holding him up. He reached out to stroke her cheek. “I’m back, I think.” Hesitantly, he pulled away to stand on his own, feeling loose and buoyant.
Adelle clung to his shirt as if fearful he would vanish on her. “Gods’ sake! Don’t ever do that again.” Finger by finger, she forced her shaking hands to release him.
The power boost from his personal generator had left him feeling giddy, and he bounced up and down on his feet. He was fortunate that past-him had siphoned so much of the Source into it.
“It wasn’t intentional,” he said quietly, fighting to bring his being back into balance. Over his sister’s shoulder, he saw Jack standing between his teammates and the nightmares that had followed him out.
“So,” Jack said conversationally, “how’s Marshall?”
“You know, I’ve been better.” Marshall came to stand beside his friend. “Why aren’t they attacking?”
“Maybe no one wants to be first.” Jack feinted a lunge toward the crowd of assembled horrors, and they all slithered back in fear. “Yeah, that’s what I thought!”
“Don’t taunt them, you overgrown orangutan!”
Jack looked at Adelle and gave her a have you met me? look and then turned his attention back to Marshall. “What happened when you tried to shift us out? It looked like you were fading, but…that isn’t possible in the ’Scape. Didn’t anyone tell you?” Jack’s levity wasn’t reflected in his eyes. Their impossible color swirled anxiously.
“I was. If Adelle hadn’t given me my generator, I’d be nothing more than a pattern of pretty lights in the air.” Marshall clutched the stone in his hand.
While awake in the Real, a dreamwalker couldn’t directly access the Dreamscape and had to rely on stored magic alone. Once they were tapped out, not only would they be unable to use magic, but their bodies would slowly begin to unravel without the magic of the Dreamscape to support them. It was because of this danger that each dreamwalker carried a stone that could serve as a backup source until they could make it back to the Dreamscape to tank up once more. He never imagined that the first time he’d needed to use one would be in the Dreamscape itself.
On a good day, Marshall was brimming with more magic than most guardians ever dreamed of—it was one of the reasons he was being scouted for the next praetor. But he had used a lot over the past day, and like a fool, he hadn’t bothered to fill up again once inside the ’Scape.
But before now, he’d never needed to. Once inside the Dreamscape, his soul naturally called the wild magic of the universe to itself until its reserves were awash with power. Until that happened, Marshall could draw from the ’Scape itself for anything he needed.
He thought about how weak he felt when he touched the walls of the inner bailey. “I think the walls are spelled to draw our magic from our bodies. Can you feel it?”
“I can. It’s like they are vibrating, though that’s perfectly normal.” Adelle’s voice had grown ragged. “I’m going to have to tap my generator soon.”
“What about you?” he asked Jack.
“I still have some left, but now that you mention it, I do feel off my game today. I’ll give it a look.”
It wasn’t surprising to hear Jack still had reserves. He had always had an even bigger tank than Marshall.
“Be careful. When I tried to get us out of here, the spell took everything I had left.”
“Roger that.” Closing his eyes, Jack tested the bounds of the spell while Marshall and Adelle watched the nightmares as they inched closer. “Damn clever witches. They’ve got us nice and trapped. These perfectly normal walls are easily defeated—from the outside. Of course they have that covered by entwining a nothing to see here spell to keep us from being suspicious. Now that we’re all inside, the walls will drain us until we fade into nothing.”
Marshall nodded in understanding. “That would explain why they’ve herded us against the wall.”
“They’re just waiting for it to do what they’re afraid to do themselves. Cowards!” Adelle spat.
It was an apt description. Spawned from the fears of sentient creatures, nightmares had little fight in them once they were faced head-on. One-on-one, a nightmare could never hope to defeat a dreamwalker, but with their current numbers, they were a sure bet against three fading dreamwalkers.
If Marshall was alone, he would throw himself into the mass of dripping, oozing monsters and take as many of them down as he could before they ate him. He didn’t see his team allowing that. But he knew even if they had been at full power, they would have been hard pressed to defeat a thousand nightmares at once.
As a guardian team, one of their primary jobs was to keep nightmares from banding together in numbers like these. Fire’s objective was no longer reconnaissance. Marshall knew they had to find a way to destroy these monsters before they established roots in the ’Scape and began to build a power base. Once that happened, they were nearly impossible to dislodge, and innocent people would suffer for it. But first Fire had to make it out alive.
“You know what we have to do, right?”
Adelle took his hand. “We can’t let them get out of here to feed on the dreamers.”
Jack took his other hand. “No heroics, boss. Remember, we have to get out of here so we can stop whatever they have planned for that girl and her champion.”
His friend knew him too well. “I haven’t forgotten. How much do you have left?”
“Well, I tanked up when we got here, so almost enough to unmake these guys—but not quite.”
“Aren’t you special.” Adelle said grumpily, making Marshall think she had made the same mistake he had in forgetting to fill up in Marshall’s ’Scape.
A wave of dizziness passed through Marshall again. His new supply was being drained at an alarming rate. Even though his generator had packed a punch, it hadn’t come close to topping him off and soon he’d be right back where he’d started—fading.
“Addy, tap your generator. Jack, have yours ready. I’m going to take nearly everything you have.” He made a silent promise to himself he would get his team out alive. No one else was going to die for Marshall.
They both responded by sending their power into him. He closed his eyes as Jack’s star-streaked rainbow joined the flickering ember of blue he had left. Before he could do anything, it surged toward his magic and surrounded it like a dragon protecting its horde. Adelle’s warm amber glow followed, smaller, but still brighter than Marshall’s. He felt their worry as they realized how low he was. I’ll get us through this. I promise.
All of us. His sister clarified.
Yes.
The gestalt created by their joined magic might be able to take out the horde right now, but Marshall would surely die in the process and the Blaikes would still be out there. He needed to try something different. Something a witch wouldn’t think of.
He listened to the hypnotic sound of feet, hooves, tentacles, and unidentifiable wet things moving across the stone as the horde began to close around them, tired of waiting for their meal, but he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. If he was going to have enough power to pull this off, he couldn’t afford to spend it on defense.
A small tendril of their power reached out toward the wall, questing. When it touched the spell inside, Marshall didn’t resist the pull he felt but instead let go of his resistance. I am you. He told it. I am you and you are me.
It was faint, but he heard its response, slow and cold. There is only me. Everything not of me will become me.
Marshall put every ounce of his soul into believing himself to be stone. He knew he was stone, he had always been stone, would always be stone. I am already you. We are you. We are all. Icy, wet claws scraped against his cheek, but he didn’t care. What could claws do against stone?
After an eternity, he felt the wall relax and accept his team as part of itself. We are stone. It agreed.
As their bodies morphed and became enveloped by the wall, he noticed how low his sister’s orange glow had become. Her generator must have held much less than his. Panic rose inside him, and he allowed it to flow through him, giving it no impediments, only observing the emotion as it came. Panic would not get him what he wanted.
Jack’s essence flowed around Adelle’s and cut down her input to their dreamworking to a trickle. Then, flowing over to Marshall, it cut his input almost completely. Once Jack’s magic ran out, they would all die in the time it took to take a deep breath. As the thought came to him, he felt the pull of the spell increase, winnowing away at what little protection they had left.
We believe in you. His teammates unwavering confidence bolstered his resolve.
Now that they had been accepted by the physical manifestation of the spell, Marshall focused on the spell itself. A dreamwalker shouldn’t be affected by witch magic in the Dreamscape. It would be like a fish holding an ocean hostage.
The original dreamwalkers had been physical manifestations of the Dreamscape—the source of all creativity—and could wield and bend such magic as easily as breathing. Witches were norms with a mutation that allowed them to draw directly from the Source, but only as much as their talent allowed. Even if witches physically entered the Dreamscape, their power would be no more than it would be in the Real. So why couldn’t Marshall defeat this spell?
He went deeper into the spell, looking past the layers of stolen magic, trying to see how it was powered, but he saw nothing. Adelle, can you do your thing?
The Adelle portion of their gestalt flared bright amber, shooting out a thin beam for them to follow.
Gently, he pushed his teammates to the back of his mind, towing them along in silent support as he chased the beam of light. They all knew only one person could drive, and if they were to survive, they could do nothing but wait and do their best to hold themselves together.
As soon as he saw the dense core of the spell, Marshall felt his mind begin to fragment. He was out of time. In less than a minute he would be gone, followed shortly by his sister and his best friend. He threw himself at the mass, burrowed inside, and found what he had half-expected—the heart of a demon.
It looked like a diamond, but it didn’t sparkle. Instead it sucked light into itself, hoarding it without giving any back in return. Without hesitation, he drove his hands inside the diamond, grabbed a handful of its essence, and pulled hard. After a brief resistance, the taffy-like substance gave way, spilling itself out of the hole he’d made until it was inside out. Keeping his hands on the oozing, stinking mess, he forced it to reveal its true form—a box with glowing eyes.
Demons were created when a nightmare fed enough to create and independently maintain a physical manifestation in the Real. In the Dreamscape, a demon’s power was magnified a hundredfold as it was bolstered by the fears of humanity. Judging by its size and the way it cringed from him, this one wasn’t very old. If he had been at full strength, unmaking this demon would be a cinch, but right now?
Marshall felt his fragmenting mind solidify—Jack must have tapped his own generator. Now he could focus on what he needed to do—unmake a claustrophobia demon.
The box tried to make itself bigger so it could draw him inside, but Marshall opened his arms and took the fear into himself, allowing it to Be. Terror built inside his chest and tried to suck him down into panic and despair, but Marshall had been doing this far longer than the demon had been around. He would be a poor guardian, indeed, if a shivering box with eyes defeated him. He laughed at the thought, and the demon he embraced popped like a soap bubble.
As soon as the demon was gone, Marshall could feel the Dreamscape again. He wrapped it around himself and took what was left of his team outside the colony.
Once they materialized outside the walls, Marshall sprawled out on the beach, unable to stand, and reveled in the Source as it poured into him, filling up the empty spaces of his being. Remembering his duty, he lifted his head and locked the castle down so nothing could get in or out. His head flopped down on the sand, and he rolled just enough to look at his teammates.
Jack.
Adelle sat on the ground, cradling in her lap as much of Jack’s enormous body as she could. “He pushed me away before I was tapped out.” She sniffed and brushed a lock of hair away from Jack’s too-still face, the usual warm brown of his skin now chalky and sallow. “I could have given more.”
“How did this happen? He just tapped his generator!”
“Marshall, he tapped his right after I tapped mine. The boost you got at the end was—” Adelle’s voice broke.
“. . . Jack.” Marshall finished for her. He pushed himself to his hands and knees shakily, feeling nothing inside. “But . . . his body is still here,” he heard himself say from far away.
“I can’t feel him.” She hugged Jack’s body to her chest and rocked back and forth.
Marshall crawled to his sister’s side and sat heavily. Numbness raced through his body, threatening to swallow him. Defensively, his mind went into action, trying to stave off the truth. “His body would be gone if he were . . .” He couldn’t say the word dead. Not in relation to Jack.
When a dreamwalker ran out of magic, the body dissolved, becoming nothing more than scattered remnants of the Dreamscape. Had he subconsciously dreamcrafted an image of his friend as they materialized? It was highly unlikely. A crafting of that nature would take more energy than a half-dead Marshall should be able to manage.
His hand kept reaching out and pulling back, reflexively. He wanted to touch his friend to see if he could sense something. Anything. But the idea of touching Jack—a man with more vitality than anyone Marshall had ever met—and feeling nothing, made him want to curl up in a ball and howl.
So he sat there and did nothing. For a while, he and Adelle sat on the rocky shore and looked up at the castle, watching as the nightmares threw themselves against the barrier Marshall had erected. Once Marshall’s magic had replenished itself enough, he held out a hand toward the castle and closed it into a fist, crushing the colony and its monsters. When he opened his hand, he saw the remains of the castle sitting there, like so much sand, and he let it fall on the beach beside him.
Dusting his hands on his pants, he stood up, feeling every single one of his one hundred and thirty-seven years. The void that had swallowed his parents, and most likely Nova, had opened once more to take his best friend—a friend who had been doing his best to keep Marshall from succumbing to despair. Now Marshall found himself teetering on the edge and wondered if it was worth the effort to fight his way free once more.
The sky around them grew dark, and the wind picked up. In the Dreamscape, Marshall’s will was law; if he lost to despair in here the consequences would be deadly. Enough people had died to keep him alive, and he knew in his heart he wasn’t worth it.
“Let me take him,” he said to his sister, bending down. Marshall couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to his friend and he had to make it back to the Real before he was swallowed by grief. At least in the Real he wouldn’t create something horrible when he lost control.
Adelle nodded wearily and uncurled her body to give him access.
When Marshall’s hand touched Jack’s arm, a multicolored spark leapt from him to

his friend. Jack’s body arched off Adelle’s lap, and he began to cough violently.
Marshall tumbled backward and landed on his ass, speechless while Adelle gripped their friend securely, trying to give him support while tremors wracked his body.
“Took you . . . long enough.” His voice was weak, but color began to leach back into his cheeks. Jack looked up at Adelle’s astonished face. “Can’t keep your hands off me, can you?”
Marshall jerked Jack out of Adelle’s lap and into his own, crushing the giant man to his chest. “I thought . . .” His throat closed.
“Yeah, I know what you thought, idiot.” His voice was muffled against Marshall’s shirt. “Next time check before you write me off as dead, okay?”
Adelle began to rain a flurry of slaps on Jack, which Marshall could feel through his friend’s body. “Why. Did. You. Make. Me. Think. You. Were. Dead?!" Each word was punctuated with a smack.
“I was! Well, mostly.” Jack rolled off Marshall as fast as his rebooting body would allow and hid behind him for protection. “Mars, keep her off me, man.”
For once, Marshall ignored the nickname he hated so much. He was too confused to do otherwise. “What the hell did you do? How did you survive?”
“I threw everything I had left into you. Didn’t know if I could do that, but surprise!” Jack grimaced, giving lie to his flippant tone. “I knew you were going to die if I didn’t. And I knew if there was anything of me left once you were done, you’d get me back to my body.”
Marshall buried his face in his hands and wanted to cry in relief, fear, and anger. Instead he laughed—a strangled sound that sounded like a crow hitting a window.
He pulled both of his teammates in for a hug, and they all sat huddled together staring at the aurora that appeared overhead. As blue, amber, and multicolored jets of light danced playfully in the sky, the team quietly adjusted to the near miss they had experienced.
Eventually Marshall stirred. “Okay, here’s the plan. We are going to stay here until every one of us is completely tanked up. Once we are back in our bodies, we are going to wallow in that palatial lounge of Clayton’s, and have all Jack’s favorite foods delivered to us, which we will then proceed to eat in front of him while he watches. Because, I swear to the gods, Jack, if you ever do something like that again, I’ll fade you myself! Copy?” His voice shook with emotion.
Adelle nodded soberly in agreement. “Copy.”
“Copy,” Jack said, though his mulish expression told Marshall the gravity of the situation was lost on him.
“And after that, we are going to show the Blaikes exactly how we feel about witches who consort with demons.”




Chapter Thirteen
Fourteen
The moment the compulsion had faded, he skidded to a halt. His heart was racing as though he had run, rather than ridden his bike halfway through the city. Sharp spikes of anger kept flooding through him, desperately burning away at the conditioning that riddled his mind. Pure emotion continued to sweep through him, only to be stopped cold by the nothingness that pervaded. It kept coming, swamping him in waves. Cold, then fire. Nothingness, then pure, unadulterated rage.
He turned the bike around.
When he found her, he was going to . . . what? What did he want to do? The obvious choice was to save her, though it was becoming clear to him she was going to fight him every step of the way. Once he had her back, he was going to take her somewhere safe. He had a safehouse in Montreal with a modified basement that might hold her for a time. If he wore earplugs, maybe she couldn’t order him into releasing her.
His bike darted into the morning traffic, and he ignored the indignant honking of the delivery truck he missed by an inch.
It would have been a challenge, but he could have gotten her away from her aunt. He could have gotten them both out if she had just fucking trusted him. Having a self-sacrificing handler was not something he had been programmed to deal with. Having a sexy, barely legal, self-sacrificing handler was going to get him killed.
Aeyli had turned him upside down and inside out mere hours after meeting her. He had gone from being a compliant drone to a man who had something to fight for. He thought of the dream they shared, and the cold slipped to the edges of his consciousness. If he had a choice in the matter, he never would have woken up. That would have been a damned shame.
His lips curled in a half smile as he remembered the sensation of waking up with her in his arms. Now that her effect on him had lessened, touching her skin was less of an intense therapy session and more of a religious experience. The feeling of her small body nestled against his was something he knew he could spend a lifetime studying and the idea that he could be free enough to do so was exhilarating.
Granted, having her as his handler wasn’t ideal. Her reaction when he’d admitted he had to let her do whatever she wanted was confusing, but he was willing to work with it. After so many years of having handlers use him like a toy robot, or worse, Aeyli was better than anything he could have hoped for. She treated him like a person, not a thing, and if Fourteen wasn't mistaken, she cared for him. If he could just get her to trust him . . .
He realized he was growling and stopped. He didn’t have the luxury of getting himself all worked up—he needed to be able to deal with whatever he found at the warehouse. He tried to focus on driving. It almost worked.
He made it back to the warehouse twenty minutes after he’d left, since he’d shaken off Aeyli’s order quicker than he could have hoped. It could have been much worse; he could have come to his senses in Canada—or never.
Aside from the still-smoking hole on one side of the building, Fourteen could find no evidence of the fight. The mercenaries he’d dispatched on his way out had been removed without a trace—there was no blood, not even a scuffmark to show where he’d grappled with his pursuers.
Frustration mounted as he tore the place apart, looking for any sign of Aeyli’s family, any clue that could lead him to where they were keeping her. After combing the ground floor without success, he looked at the wreckage leading up to his apartment and sighed, irritated by the idea of taking even more time to scale the wall to look for clues.
A quick search of his SUV turned up rope and a grappling hook. He managed to anchor it on the twisted remains of the railing next to the door of the apartment, but the action of throwing the hook caused him to discover a metal screw lodged in the meat of his shoulder. It must have happened when the stairs fell on him earlier. Absently, he plucked the screw out and flicked it onto the floor, barely noticing the ping as it landed.
It was a sign of how agitated he was by the whole situation that basic self-maintenance had been forgotten. The first thing he should have done when he came back to himself was a quick self-diagnostic. It figured that when he needed it most, his conditioning would falter. He couldn’t let that happen now. Later, when he had her back, it could go straight to hell for all he cared.
So he did what the waves of panic were screaming at him not to do: he stopped and centered himself. He took stock of his body, slowly and meticulously, refusing to leave anything out.
Fortunately, other than a random assortment of abrasions and a perforated shoulder, he was fine. Then he checked his weapons with painstaking care, reloading his SIG and his AK-47. Once he had finished, he sat quietly, free of all thoughts, allowing the insanity of the past several days to fall away.
It was fortunate he had done so. If he had been upstairs digging through the wreckage of his apartment, he would have missed the sound of a truck pulling in to his parking lot.
“It doesn’t look like much. Are you sure this is the place?” A rich baritone voice drifted through the hole in the wall.
Fourteen was on his feet, SIG in hand. Without a making a sound, he crept toward the hole, his back tight against the wall.
“Samantha said her spell pinged this area as a hotspot less than thirty minutes ago.” The second person was a woman with a husky alto voice.
“Look back here, this area is as whitewashed as Stella was.” The third voice, also male but deeper than the first, was only meters away from Fourteen.
Breath slow and shallow, he waited. If he could, he would wait until they were grouped together so he could take them out quickly. His gut told him these three were more dangerous than the witches he’d faced earlier. It was hard to tell if they were part of Aeyli’s family or not, but it was safe to assume from their words they were part of the Other. In his mind, any community that condoned what had been done to Aeyli was on his shit list.
“This place has definitely seen action, Adelle, look at this.” The man with the deep voice was close enough that Fourteen was about to lose the element of surprise.
Two out of three would have to do. He trusted his speed to get him to the other male if he tried to run. If he could take him alive, he could interrogate him. Cold satisfaction spread through him at the thought.
“Jack, you stay out here and cover us while we look around inside the—” Gunfire cut him off as Fourteen emptied his SIG into the man’s face.
Rather than wasting time reloading, he stowed it, pulled out his AK, and fired at the woman as well. Like his earlier battle with Stella and Sterling, spheres sprang into being around his targets, one orange and one blue, but rather than making loud noises of protest, the shields around them shimmered and made pinpoints of light where his bullets struck. The pinpoints of light pulsed and faded as they were absorbed by the shields.
Before he had a chance to see if his attack was making any difference to their defenses, the man and woman retreated out of his line of sight, forcing Fourteen to clamber over the rubble after them.
“Holy Vis, Marshall, shut him off!”
“Gee thanks, I never thought of that, Jack. Maybe you should teach a class on stating the obvious!”
Fourteen managed to put a few more rounds into the blue shield before its owner escaped around the corner. He jogged to the edge of the building and listened.
The man named Jack grunted. “Huh, it’s like he’s not even there. I can’t find a single trace of him.” Rather than sounding upset, he sounded curious.
“What’s a norm doing with shielding like that?” The woman also sounded more curious than alarmed, as if taking half a dozen bullets at point-blank range was as normal as going to the bank.
Fourteen pulled out his phone and opened the app controlling his security cameras. He was in luck. Out of the entire system of eighteen cameras, only four had been damaged in the attack earlier. Pulling up the live feed from the front of the warehouse, he could see three areas of distortion, grouped ten meters from where he was standing, right in front of the loading door.
He headed back into the warehouse via the hole and got into his heavily modified SUV. Nearly a small tank, it had a quiet engine, but he chose not to rely on the witches not being able to hear it. The second the engine turned over, he had it in gear, put the pedal to the floor, and aimed straight for the loading door. The SUV punched through the door like it was made of wet paper. He had a brief impression of a blue flash when the whole vehicle bounced off something and spun across the parking lot.
The hood had popped open in the crash, and the airbags were inflated, making it impossible to see. His injured shoulder protested loudly as he reached behind him and pulled out his spare AK-47, trying not to get it tangled up in the airbag as he exited the vehicle.
As low to the ground as he could get, he crept to the edge of the car to survey the scene. A quick glance told him very little. All he could see were three glowing shields, one orange, one blue, and one that reminded him of the night sky in Norway. They were completely opaque, obscuring the witches inside. Another look told him they were moving straight at him.
If he’d been able to take out Stella and Sterling’s shields, he could defeat these as well. Going back into the SUV, he dug under his seat for some extra magazines. He set himself up next to the hood and braced for what was to come.
The ebb and flow of emotions had now reached a crescendo in his mind. Maim, rend, and destroy was foremost in his mind, but on the edges of the maelstrom, his conditioning said Watch and wait. Right action will come. As he put round after round into the approaching spheres, the bloodlust eclipsed the calm. All he wanted now was for someone to pay for what had happened to Aeyli.
The spheres were almost on top of him and showed no signs of faltering under his attack. They nearly had him surrounded, and he tried to retreat. He couldn’t save Aeyli if he were deactivated.
Killed, not deactivated.
His mind was a tangle of confusion as unfamiliar emotions and long-time conditioning collided and fought for supremacy.
The orange shield darted forward impossibly fast and cut off his escape. He pulled out a knife and slashed, but the knife sank into the sphere and was held fast. Under his disbelieving gaze, the blade began to dissolve, so he released it. Behind him the other two spheres closed in and began to morph, each one creating a solid-looking wall penning him in. The orange one followed suit and joined with the other two, trapping Fourteen in a colorful triangular prison. He still had several weapons tucked in various places on his body, but with the exception of the grenades, which he knew were a bad idea, he had a feeling his armory would all be absorbed if he tried to use them.
“So, first I just want to say that you are absolutely terrifying. If we weren’t who we are, I’d need new pants right now.” Jack’s voice came from the shimmering, multicolored sphere.
“There’s a time and a place, Jack.” The unnamed man’s voice came from the blue sphere. “Let’s just give him a minute to calm down, okay?”
Fourteen’s heartbeat was so rapid it was hard for him to breathe. Calming down sounded like a good idea, but he couldn’t figure out how to accomplish it.
For lack of a better thing to do, he crouched down on the ground, a position that allowed him to rest and prepare to wreak maximum damage on all sides. He needed to get a handle on his body. If he could calm it down, he could regain control.
He closed his eyes. He’d still be able to hear them if they tried anything. For the count of one hundred and thirty breaths, he listened to his heart race. His captors stayed silent, allowing him the illusion of solitude. When his heartbeat slowed, he saw past the bloodlust burning in his mind. It allowed him to start thinking again.
Fourteen’s first thought was that this fight wasn’t anything like his earlier battles with witches. From the moment the Blaikes arrived on the scene, they did nothing but throw spells, heedless of innocent bystanders. This skirmish, while brief, was nearly one-sided. Now that he wasn’t being controlled by the mess inside his head, he could see the possibility that the people he’d battled might not be part of the Blaike family.
Everything inside of him stopped. His stomach lurched, as he realized he might have just attacked innocent people. It didn’t matter to him that they could easily take care of themselves. He wondered what Aeyli would think of him.
Without opening his eyes, he asked, “Are you Blaikes?”
An audible sigh of relief came from his left. “No, we’re guardians, actually. We were brought here by a blanket spell. We set one up over the city to let us know if another magical battle occurred. We almost didn’t come, you know.” He could hear amusement in the man’s voice. “The spell claimed that a battle was both happening and not happening at the same time. I’m guessing that had something to do with you.”
“Guardians.” Fourteen opened his eyes. “That means nothing to me.” Which was a lie. He remembered Aeyli saying something about the Guard shortly after he met her. It wasn’t a stretch to assume the guardians were connected to it in some way, but he preferred to play dumb. It was his favorite method for gathering information from a potential hostile.
The blue shield went transparent, revealing the face of the man he’d tried to murder in cold blood, moments earlier. Instead of anger, he saw calm in his eyes. “We are members of the Guard, an organization that oversees the magical community. Guardians are like peacekeepers. We try to keep everyone, including norms like yourself—” His speech was interrupted by a snort from the rainbow sphere.
The sphere became transparent as Jack said, “If you think this guy is a norm, you haven’t been paying attention.”
“I just meant that he has no inner magic. Obviously there is something different about him, er, you.” The man turned his attention back to Fourteen. “Forgive my rudeness, I’m usually better at this sort of thing. The past twenty-four hours have been . . . especially challenging. I’m Marshall, by the way.”
The third sphere became transparent as well, but the woman inside stayed silent, her face radiating a calm presence similar to Marshall’s.
Fourteen didn’t know what to think of these people. He’d done everything in his power to kill them. Up to now, that had meant the target died, sometimes horribly. His captors should be raging at him, torturing him, or even killing him, but instead he was getting an exposition. He rolled his aching shoulder and wondered if they would feel threatened if he reached into his pocket for some aspirin. Deciding not to chance it, he tucked the pain away behind a door in his mind.
“Peacekeeper Marshall, huh?”
“Guardian Marshall, actually, but yeah. We’re the good guys.”
“You realize that’s something a bad guy would say, right?” He should know.
“Ye-es-ss,”—Marshall drew the word out into three syllables—“but, for right now, let’s say for the sake of argument we aren’t. On the off chance that we are all on the same side, it couldn’t hurt us all to talk for a moment, can it?”
“Being trapped doesn’t make me feel very chatty,” he said pointedly.
“And having someone try to fill me with holes doesn’t make me feel very chatty, either.” The woman—Adelle, he thought he’d heard her called—was looking down at him with reproach.
Marshall gave her a hard look and said, “Can we call a truce for five minutes? You promise not to attack us, and we’ll let you out. Sound fair?”
Fourteen had broken promises before because, until now, they had meant nothing to him. Only a man could be held accountable for his actions; he had been merely a tool.
Not anymore.
After meeting Aeyli, he was more than a tool. He could decide what kind of man he would be. The only marker he had for being a man was the dim memory of his father—he couldn’t count anyone in the Company. What kind of man had his father been?
He was hit by the memory of being swung around in the air by strong arms. He had been crying about . . . something. The memory flitted away as he tried to go deeper. In seconds, it was gone entirely, but it was enough. His father was strength and safety. If he had to, he would guess his father had been an honorable man.
“Agreed. Five minutes.”
Besides, Aeyli had likened the Guard to norm police officers earlier when she’d tried to fill him in about her family and he knew how to deal with them. It was worth the risk to gain intel.
His prison fell away as his captors let their shields shrink back down to spheres. Fourteen took the opportunity to rise to his feet and position himself so he could face all three guardians at the same time. His hands itched to check his weapons, but it didn’t seem to be in keeping with the spirit of the truce. He refrained, instead taking a mental inventory.
“Can you tell us what happened here?” Marshall asked.
Fourteen told them the pertinent details but left out the parts between himself and Aeyli. He may not understand much about being a man, but he knew those moments weren’t for anyone other than himself.
“So you just let her get taken while you ran away?” The blonde woman’s voice could have melted steel.
He didn’t trust these people enough to tell them why he had no choice but to leave Aeyli. He didn’t care what they thought, but the accusation bounced around inside his chest, burning as it hit the places that could feel. Having an emotional landscape was crippling. How did people live like this?
“She ordered me to go!” He began to pace as he felt the bloodlust rise once more. When he saw the guardians’ shields grow brighter, he realized he was growling again and stopped. “There is more to this than I plan on telling you. Suffice it to say Aeyli has been taken by her family, and I will get her back.”
The three guardians looked at one another, frowning.
Finally Marshall stepped forward and said, “I know you don’t want to hear this, but there isn’t much you can do against the Blaikes.” He held up his hands at Fourteen’s snarl, placatingly. “Don’t get me wrong, you have some unique skills and features that have allowed you to make it much further than any other norm could have, but if you go in, you’re going to get yourself killed. Come back to the Chapter House with us. You can tell us anything else you might think that could help. We will get her back, I promise.”
Adelle’s glare at Marshall told him exactly how she felt about him coming back to their base of operation.
“Seriously, we’ll get her back, okay? Trust us, it’s what we do.”
Fourteen thought about it and decided it had been five minutes, give or take. He pulled an item out of one of his pockets, casually tossed it on the ground, then turned and walked away. As the stun grenade went off, amid the sounds of cursing behind him as he ran for his bike, he heard Jack say, “. . . and he’s gone.”




Chapter Fourteen
Fourteen
He looked over his shoulder and swore—his bag was gone. That’s what he got for only doing a mental inventory. He had to remedy that immediately. There was no excuse for being caught flat-footed.
Shading his eyes against the early morning sun, he sought out a safe place to regroup. After finding an appropriate alley, he pulled in and checked himself from top to bottom. He had his empty SIG, but no ammo, his loaded Glock and a spare magazine, two throwing daggers, a Bowie knife, three grenades, two packets of aspirin, medical tape, a pack of crackers and a granola bar. It wasn’t going to be enough.
The warehouse with all its gadgets and secret compartments filled with supplies was useless to him now. He didn’t know enough about his shield to trust it to keep him from triggering any spells the guardians or Blaikes might set to alert them of his return. He could restock his supplies from one of his caches around the city, but he couldn’t replace his SUV. The loss made him wish he could have given Marshall’s pretty face a few new bruises for the trouble he was causing. It irritated Fourteen that all three guardians were completely unscathed after their fight and he was reduced to racing for his closest supply dump.
Anger returned, a white-hot reminder that he could no longer control himself. How was he supposed to function when he kept getting blindsided like this? If he didn’t rein it in, would he return to the warehouse, intent on revenge? He couldn’t afford to rage out of control again. It was an enemy he had to defeat if he was going to get Aeyli back.
Fourteen knew from experience, the first step in killing someone was to know everything about them, so he observed the emotion as it tore its way through his chest. The anger burned brighter at the attention, but he watched it, waiting to see what it would do next. To his surprise, it flickered and weakened, almost like it could only gain power over him if he were unaware. He continued to watch the emotion until it turned into a low pulse in his chest, easily ignored.
Then other unfamiliar feelings burst to life inside of him. Uncomfortable as it was, he watched them, wary they too might try to take him over. He was interested to see that, after a short struggle, the emotions wilted under his regard just like the anger had.
Could it be so simple? Was observation the key to controlling the ridiculous inferno of emotions that kept ripping him apart? He was no stranger to vigilance; it was part of what made him a good sniper.
Unbidden, a memory came to him of being cold and dirty while lying in wait on top of a cliff. He had been there, unmoving for days, waiting for the president of a small country to sneak off to go hunting like Fourteen’s handler claimed he liked to do. After day four, Fourteen had gotten lucky and completed his mission with the simple pull of a trigger.
The president had been a good man and took care of his people. His only crime had been standing in the way of a company that wanted certain mining rights. His death sent the country into chaos and allowed the company to install a puppet as their new president. And Fourteen had made it all possible for them.
Fourteen’s head pounded, and his vision blurred as rage stomped on him with unforgiving, steel-toed boots. The anger had returned and brought backup. He was going to kill the Colonel for what he had done. What he had made Fourteen do.
Against his better judgment, he allowed the emotion free rein and watched it as it rose and tore through him, rending parts of himself he couldn’t even comprehend. When pain lanced through his temple, Fourteen was caught off guard and staggered over to brace himself against the brick wall of the alley. All he wanted was to fight, to kill, to destroy everything and everyone in his path to vengeance. Emotion was a monster digging its claws into his gut, gleefully tearing out whatever it found. How could anyone survive this? He felt like he was coming apart at the seams—he was a fool to think this would work. His rage was going to tear him to shreds and destroy everything that made him a person, leaving nothing but a soulless killer.
The stark terror on Aeyli’s face as she ordered him away shoved its way into the forefront of his mind. If he gave in to his need for revenge, he wouldn’t be able to help her. The Colonel would pay. But not today.
The monster thundering through him had proven too much tackle head-on, so instead he focused on the pain in his skull—on the physical manifestation of his anger. His attention made it flare up, and he saw double as white-hot pain throbbed in his head. He focused through the pain—it was an old friend. Abruptly, it lessened. His mind went from uncontrollable chaos to a manageable whirlwind in seconds. It was still there, but it was no longer kicking his ass.
He pressed his face against the cool brick and breathed a sigh of relief. Cautiously he poked at the anger, making sure it would stay in formation. It flickered defiantly but had none of the bite from a moment ago. When he was certain he was in control, he peeled his body away from the wall.
This was going to work. He wasn’t sure if this was how civilians dealt with emotions, but it was how he was going to do it.
Shaking fingers pulled out a packet of aspirin and tore it open, tapped the pills onto his tongue, and he dry-swallowed them. He considered the hole in the back of his shoulder—he could rig a makeshift bandage using medical tape and his shirt, but reaching it was going to be a challenge. He rolled his shoulder, testing it for impaired performance and found it to be satisfactory. Blood flow was minimal. Prognosis: it could be ignored with few repercussions.
He swung a leg over his bike, hit the ignition, and pulled in the clutch. With now-steady hands and a mind—temporarily—under his control, he let out the clutch while rolling back the throttle and darted into traffic. Outraged honks and shouting faded swiftly as he gained speed.
Would Aeyli like his Suzuki Hayabusa as much as he did? He had a feeling the freedom it gave would appeal to her and made a mental note to take her for a ride after he got her back.
✽✽✽
 
The first place he went to resupply was a bust. The abandoned gas station had deteriorated so badly the ceiling had caved in, burying the floorboard he needed access to under tons of rubble. What had originally made it perfect for his purposes ended up making it unusable now.
He had been banking on the gas station to resupply. The Company had no knowledge of this spot, so they wouldn’t think to come here looking for him. And they would be looking for him by now—it had been forty-eight hours since he had last checked in. Protocol dictated checking in once a mission was complete. After twenty-four hours passed with no sign of him or his handlers, they would send out a team to find out what had happened. The only reason they hadn’t found him yet was because they knew nothing about his warehouse. The other supply caches in town were a different matter. They were in place for any operative to use, so they were known to every agent in the Company.
Fuck his luck to hell and back again. Why hadn’t he made a second backup stash? He was paranoid enough to do so, but it was nearly impossible for him to hide anything from the Company. He hadn’t been trying to hide the gas station; both it and the warehouse had been outfitted hastily out of need. Otherwise one of his handlers would have discovered them. The gas station had been from a mission five years earlier. He’d abandoned weapons there to keep from being incriminated in case he’d been caught after an assassination gone south. He’d ended up in New York before he’d managed an extraction, so he’d never bothered to go back for them.
The warehouse had been for a mission requiring him to pose as an antiques dealer. It had been scrubbed before he had done more than set up his identity. The same day he had been pulled from the mission, he’d been given another and had been wiped of anything regarding the abandoned mission. He only learned about the warehouse’s existence after discovering mission notes and paperwork for it in a pocket of his equipment bag.
It had been common for him to find random things he had no memory of, so it hadn’t fazed him. The fact that he kept it a secret from the company, rather than sharing it upon discovery, made him feel proud. At the height of their control over him, he had still managed to rebel. If only he had managed to rebel a little more. With one more secret stash, he would be ignoring the stupid plan forming in his mind, rather than feeding it.
The Company had made sure each of its operatives was kept up to date on the location of the resupply stations that dotted every major city on the planet. To the best of his knowledge, there were ten caches in this city alone, but all of them were under some form of observation.
After deliberation, he chose the one on West Broadway—it was out in the open and—he squinted at the angle of the sun cresting over the buildings— at this time in the morning it should have enough people on the street so he shouldn’t have to worry about an open attack. He did a lap around the block to make sure it was free of surveillance then pulled his bike right up to the drop box on the curb. He could make a quick escape if he needed to.
The donation box had been a good choice on the part of whoever had been in charge of disguising the stash. It was waterproof and not likely to be moved.
A quick search of a side pocket turned up the key he needed to open it. He swore as a cascade of worn-out clothing assaulted him. Rooting through all of it to get to the secret compartment at the bottom was going to cost him more time than he was comfortable with.
Rather than waste time lamenting, he dug through the heap, throwing aside a pair of battered purple cowboy boots and a bag of hand-knit doilies. When his hand rested on a small, pink hoodie with a cat embroidered on one sleeve, he paused, thinking about the thin tank top Aeyli had been wearing and how ineffective it would be against the fickle temperatures of a New England spring day. He stuffed it down the front of his jacket and added a pair of white yoga pants that looked like they might fit her as well. He had no idea what shape she would be in when he found her and knew it couldn’t hurt to be prepared.
When he reached the false bottom of the box, he ran his fingers around the edges until he found the catch that would expose the compartment below. With a quiet click, he released the catch and eased open the lid. Inside he found a dark duffle bag that could have fit a large body inside it. Instead of wasting time searching for what he needed, as was proper procedure, he hefted the whole thing out and turned to go back to his bike.
Before he took a step, a voice from the bottom of the box said, “Initiate Protocol Seven.”
The command washed though him, finding all the cold, numb spaces inside and filling them with ice, causing them to expand. As his body sprang to attention, the areas of his mind that kept plaguing him with emotions stirred angrily, unwilling to succumb to the cold. Instead of becoming a mindless puppet as the command was designed to do, his mind remained active, but incapable of affecting his body.
He was a fool for allowing his desperation to lead him into a trap. Fourteen had only a handful of seconds before someone arrived in person to collect him, and there was nothing he could do about it. Trapped inside his unresponsive body, he raged at his inability to stop himself from being picked up from the side of the road like a bag of trash and carted to the closest facility. The first thing they would do would be to find out why he went AWOL. With the right commands they could get him to spill everything that had happened.
Everything about Aeyli.
He couldn’t let that happen. The Company would love nothing more than to get their hands on an asset like her. God, what they would do to her . . . His entire being blazed from the inside out.
Fourteen’s hand twitched.
Footsteps approached from his right. “Agent Fourteen, I had a feeling I’d be the one to find you.”
Harper. It didn’t surprise him that the Company would send their most diverse agent to bring him in. The man was known for being able to drop into any environment flawlessly, without previous knowledge of the situation. He wondered what Harper would have done if he had been in Fourteen’s shoes for the past two days.
“At ease, Agent Fourteen.” Now that he had triggered Protocol Seven, Harper was Fourteen’s temporary handler until he got him back to the base. The only person that could override him would be his original handler, but since Protocol Seven was usually enacted after the death of a handler, it didn’t come up much.
Fourteen relaxed at the command. He was no longer stuck at attention, but he could do nothing of his own volition other than talk until Harper told him otherwise. For lack of any other options, he turned to the one thing he had left at his disposal—his mind. He observed his opponent closely searching for anything, any weakness he might be able to exploit.
Harper hadn’t changed since Fourteen had seen him last, his sandy-blond hair was close-cropped on the sides, much like Fourteen’s—the Company was big on conformity—but Harper’s hair was straight where Fourteen’s was wavy. His navy blue peacoat and worn jeans made him look like he could be a grad student going out for coffee before class. They were close in height, but where Fourteen was densely muscled, Harper was lean. Visually, it looked as though Harper would crumble under a solid hit, but Fourteen knew better from years of sparring in the practice hall. The man was fast and seemed to flow like water when he was hit.
“The Company must not think much of me if all they sent to fetch me was you.” Fourteen kept his voice monotone, doing his best not to show how much he had changed.
Harper smiled broadly. “There may be one or two others running around looking for you. You do have the most kills, after all, but I’m not too worried about you. The Colonel has you bound much tighter than the rest of us. With a leash around your neck, you’re about as troublesome as an old Labrador Retriever. Now, if you were Rust, I would have brought back up.”
Fourteen kept his expression bland as he explored his inner landscape. He could feel the constraints Protocol Seven had placed around his mind, but it was like he was watching it from the outside, rather than being trapped within. Harper’s command wove around any action he considered taking, locking him down and preventing him from executing it.
“Now, I’m not supposed to ask you why you failed to report in. The Colonel has specific orders to bring you to him for debriefing, but if you felt like volunteering the information, well, I wouldn’t be averse to hearing about it.” Harper’s affected southern drawl grated on Fourteen’s nerves. He knew for a fact that the man had been born and raised in Romania and had yet to set foot in the South. He also knew Harper could have easily affect a convincing Boston accent, should he so choose, and was doing it specifically to be annoying. Considering that Fourteen was known for being unflappable, it was probably a test.
“Negative.” As he was also known for being taciturn, it felt like a safe response. He continued to throw random ideas at his constraints, hoping something would get around the barricade encompassing his mind, but it remained impenetrable. Panic crept up his spine, and his reptile brain kicked in, scrabbling wildly at the edges of his prison desperate for escape.
Agent Fourteen, retreat!
Startled, Fourteen almost jerked his head around to look for Aeyli before he realized he was only hearing a memory. He turned his attention back to his mental prison, and to his surprise, he found the tattered remnants of Aeyli’s last order to him entwined with Harper’s command.
He could work with that.
Harper gave a sigh, followed by another grin. “Ah well.” The southern accent was gone, and in its place was the neutral one all of the agents used when out of the field. “Okay, Agent, in the interests of keeping a low profile, you clear up this mess, and I’ll reset the cache. Be quick about it, the street is getting busier. I’d rather not have to answer a lot of questions. This was supposed to be a quick stop and hanging around here is going to look suspicious.” His eyes moved casually over the sidewalk, taking in a woman in her fifties wearing a purple tracksuit and carrying a box of doughnuts. He gave her a polite nod.
Fourteen bent to the task, efficiently and methodically clearing the clothing away from the front of the box, making sure that the pull-down door was unobscured. When asked, he handed the bag he had removed from the box to Harper so he could put it back inside.
“Can’t clear the place out, you know. It’s in the rulebook, man. Something in your head really must have gone off for you to forget that.” Harper said as he closed the false bottom and reset the latch.
Fourteen gave him his best dead-eyed expression and kicked Harper in the solar plexus, knocking him inside the box. With his other foot, he kicked the door closed and braced himself against it, sliding the lock into place.
Leaning against the box, he said conversationally, “So, got a minute?”
✽✽✽
 
“Let me get this straight. You’ve come up against a new kind of tech, and you want my help?” Harper couldn’t keep the skepticism off his face.
Fourteen had taken Harper to a coffee shop across town. He thought it would be a good idea to get some distance from the charity drop box. Too many people had noticed their interaction, and it was only a matter of time before someone called the police. Neither of them wanted that complication, so it hadn’t been difficult to negotiate a ceasefire.
Fourteen leaned his chair back until it touched the wall. He had pointblank refused to sit with his back to the door, a point Harper had grudgingly conceded him. “I’ll admit it sounds unlikely, but ask yourself this, would we be sitting here now if I didn’t need you for something?”
Harper’s eyes lost their customary spark of humor. “I have a feeling I’d be nothing more than an unpleasant surprise for the person that empties the donation box.”
If Fourteen had been running on his old OS, Harper would have been correct in his assumptions, but having more control over his own actions meant he could choose less lethal options now. However, Fourteen felt no need to correct the man. It suited his purposes for Harper to have a healthy fear of him, so he only smiled, making sure to show plenty of teeth.
Harper didn’t conceal the shudder it provoked. “Okay, so you need me for something, I’ll accept that much. What’s so terrible that even you need help?”
Here came the tricky part. Fourteen had no desire to spend the rest of the day convincing someone that magic was real, so he’d have to improvise. “Like I said, there’s a new company making experimental weapons for the American government. It’s unlike anything either of us have ever come up against.”
“And you want to, what? Steal it?” Harper asked, a glint of avarice flaring in his eyes. “If what you’re telling me is true, the Colonel would welcome you back with open arms. The loss of Steve and Frank would be nothing compared to this. That’s why you ran, isn’t it? You wanted to make up for bungling your last mission before coming back.”
It would have been smart for him to agree. He could have made that story work for him until it was time to bail, but the wash of red over his eyes at the mention of the Colonel made it a moot point.
Fourteen’s hand tightened around his cup, causing the coffee to spill over the edges, ruining the fancy heart the barista had drawn in the foam. “I’m not coming back. I’ll see you all dead before that happens.” His voice was a low growl.
Harper didn’t flinch this time; instead, his eyebrows came together in irritation. “Come on, man. It’s not that bad. We all volunteered for this gig, after all.”
He was ready for the anger this time and had taken his hands well away from his abused coffee cup and braced them on the table. “Volunteer? None of what was done to me was my choice. I didn’t even know how old I was until—” An audible crack sounded through the small cafe as the edge of the wooden table broke off in his hands.
“Oh for god’s sake, what is wrong with you?” Harper looked around the shop anxiously. Fortunately, the place was empty of customers, and the barista had gone into the back. “How could your training have degraded so quickly? Your file said you were fine a week ago.”
Fourteen was grateful the table had given out before he had a chance to reveal more than he’d wanted to. He watched the anger until it settled back into place before replying. “It’s not your concern anymore.”
“It’s my concern if you’re asking me to partner with you. Getting a chance to work with you in the field is one thing, but I’m not insane. I’m not going anywhere with you if you’re unstable.”
“Just don’t mention him, and I’ll be fine.” Harper looked unconvinced, so Fourteen elaborated. “Trust me, what I’m offering you is worth the risk.”
“I’m listening.”
“The people creating this new tech took something from me that I want back. There are enough of them that I am going to need every advantage I can get to get it.”
“So you aren’t after this weapon?”
“I don’t give two shits about their weapons, I just want . . . my property back.” He imagined what Aeyli would say about being referred to as property and smiled.
Again Harper looked unsettled by his smile. “What’s in it for me?” His eyes darted toward the door like he was about to bolt.
“I have armor that stops their weapons cold, and I happen to have a spare set I’m willing to give to you if you help me get inside.”
Harper’s body language shifted subtly; until now, he had given Fourteen the impression he was about to flip the table and run at the first sign of trouble. Now he looked conflicted. All Fourteen needed to do was emphasize the reward enough to override the man’s sense of self-preservation.
“Think about this: a new player shows up on the scene with weapons no one knows what to do with—they can bring WMDs anywhere and go undetected, they have cloaking technology”—Fourteen was wildly speculating at this point, but Astin had done something like cloaking when he was inside that hole of his—“the Colonel would kill to get his hands on. The entire world would be in an uproar, and then you show up with a set of armor that negates the energy that powers these things . . .” he trailed off, allowing Harper’s imagination to take it from there.
“How . . . how do I know you aren’t lying to get me to let you go?” Harper had completely abandoned looking for escape routes and was focused on the conversation. All he needed was one more push, and Fourteen was happy to oblige.
He pulled out his phone, opened his security app, and found the video he wanted. “This was taken two hours ago.”
Harper watched the security feed of the fight inside the warehouse. There was a lot of distortion, but the footage showed Stella creating something in her hands and throwing it at Fourteen and Aeyli. It also showed the something bouncing away at the last second and pulverizing the wall beside them. It was more than he wanted the Company to know about Aeyli, but her face was small and fuzzy in the shot, so it was an acceptable risk.
He pulled his phone back anyway, not wanting to give Harper the chance to see enough of Aeyli to be able to recognize her in the future. If he played it right, Harper would never even see her, but he’d rather not tempt fate.
“This could be faked.”
“True. But if it isn’t, you’ll be kicking yourself for not taking the chance. Come with me, and I’ll prove it. If I’m lying, you can abandon the mission. All I need is a distraction. Once it’s done, we can part ways and pretend we never saw one another.”
“If anyone finds out about this, I’m a dead man.” Harper’s words didn’t match the excitement on his face.
“I wouldn’t be asking you to help if I didn’t think you were good enough to keep this a secret.” Fourteen wasn’t lying—he’d known Harper long enough to respect him as an agent, and he knew he was lucky Harper was the one that found him. He had the skills necessary to get the job done, and unlike most of the other agents, he’d never treated Fourteen as an object.
A shadow crossed Harper’s face. “You really didn’t know how old you are?”
“No,” he said shortly, his voice not inviting further conversation on the subject.
“Well, I reckon a man has the right to decide his own fate,” Harper drawled irritatingly. “As much as I have the right to take a chance on helping you.”
“You’re a true humanitarian.”
“Soon to be a very rich one, I hope.”
Fourteen nodded. It was possible Fourteen’s spare set of armor would help Harper climb the ladder in the Company. Even if the magical community didn’t clash with the Company in the future, his armor was better than anything any of the other operatives had.
He just had to hope they could evade detection long enough to retrieve his armor from the warehouse. They were going to have to try. His plan wouldn’t work without it.




Chapter Fifteen
Aeyli
Being trapped inside a dog crate wouldn’t have been as bad if it hadn’t smelled so horrible. The odor of paint thinner and motor oil, wafting from the corner of the garage she had been stored in, couldn’t hope to compete with the reeking doggy bed she was sitting on. Aeyli was tempted to try and cram it through the narrow bars to get away from the smell but thought better of it. She had no idea how long she was going to be stuck inside the thing, and the idea of sleeping on a cold concrete floor in an unheated garage was more unappealing than the smell.

She shivered in her thin tank top. She should have taken the time to steal a shirt from Fourteen before they tried to make a run for it.

Waking up alive had been a novel experience. She’d been certain the family had decided to wash its hands of her, though if they were planning on sending her back to her gilded prison, she’d prefer death. It sounded less boring.

She’d held tight to the memory of Fourteen plowing through the mercenaries to safety and hoped he was far away from anything even remotely connect to the Other. If he could stay away from the Company, it was possible he could find his way to a normal life—get a job somewhere in security, meet someone . . .

Her heart twisted, and she kicked at the bars of the crate in irritation. It was selfish of her to wish to have a life with him, and she needed to get used to being alone. It wasn’t like they’d even spent much time together. It was ridiculous of her to feel so attached.

A snippet of memory chose that moment to interrupt the scolding she was giving herself, and suddenly she was drowning in the sensation of Fourteen’s hard body pressed against her own softness. She remembered the way he’d looked at her when they’d woken up together, like if he had to choose between being with her and breathing, he’d see how long he could hold his breath before he died. It couldn’t have just been the conditioning, she told herself. It had felt real to her.

A loud clattering shook her from her thoughts as the door rolled opened to the garage. Her mother sailed through the opening, looking like a socialite arriving at a press conference. Her blonde hair was piled artfully on top of her hair, and a large pair of sunglasses perched on top. The linen dress she wore was incongruous with the chilly weather, but witches didn’t make a habit of worrying about the cold. If they didn’t like the weather, it was a small matter of changing their own body temperatures. If she wanted, Elanor could have sauntered in wearing only her underwear and been perfectly comfortable. Aeyli shivered and chafed her bare arms with her hands, wishing she’d learned that trick before her confinement.

“Darling, I’m so glad they found you!” Her mother cooed and flapped her hands distressingly.

“Um.” This wasn’t what she’d expected at all. Threats and menacing glares, sure, but motherly concern? She hadn’t known Elanor had it in her.

“How could they put you in a crate? I could slap that boy sometime. Sterling!” She shouted through the door. “The future heir of the family does not belong in a dog crate! You go find something better for her this instant.” Elanor made a shooing motion, presumably to Sterling.

“What do you want, Elanor?” Aeyli did her best to channel Fourteen, making her voice as cold as possible.

Tears sprang up in her mother’s eyes, and her lip began to quiver. “Baby, how could you ever—” She cut herself off and looked toward the open door. “Okay, he’s gone now. Honestly that little shit is going to be trouble later.”

In a split-second her mother had gone from a forty-something, cooing socialite to an ageless, calculating creature. It wasn’t that her features had changed, but more like a hidden depth had emerged, exposing something dank and rotten. Aeyli gaped at the transformation.

“Oh my, was I supposed to keep up the façade with you too? Well, tough. You’ll be toast soon enough, and I am sick of this charade.” The woman in front of her made a harsh barking noise that sounded inhuman. Aeyli realized it was laughter and cringed inwardly.

“You aren’t my mother, are you?” At this point, she sincerely hoped she wasn't.

“I’d give you points for cleverness, but since it took you thirteen years to notice, I’m going to pass.”

“Who . . . what are you?”

The woman studied her as though trying to decide if the conversation was worth its time. She shrugged. “Why not? We have a little time before the big event.”

“What event?”

“Your coronation, silly. Do try to keep up.” The imposter wearing her mother’s face moved closer to her cage but stopped herself. “Kids today, honestly. If you could just refrain from asking so many questions, you’d find that illumination would come sooner.”

She looked around the garage until she found a stool. With a grimace of distaste, she gingerly moved the stool closer to Aeyli, but not too close. She reached into her purse, pulled out a handkerchief, and placed it on top of the stool before perching delicately on the edge.

“I am your grandmother, the first Hester Blaike. With about two—no wait”—a pink-tipped fingernail touched her mouth thoughtfully—“three greats in front of that. I suppose technically I am all your grandmothers and your mother, if you think about it. You have known me longer than her after all.”

“Run that by me again?”

With disappointed sigh, the woman said, “I suppose it was too much to hope for intelligence in a child who spent most of her life alone in a room.”

Anger spiked in Aeyli’s chest in violent shades of pink, making her skin feel too small for her body.

Elanor-Hester’s eyes widened slightly, and she scooted back on the stool, but her voice was steady. “Let me spell it out for you then. I make my way through life possessing my heirs. Once my current body dries up, I just hop into a new one, easy as pie. Hester is the name I prefer, by the way.”

“And you plan on hopping into me next because Elanor is drying up too fast for you?”

“The process does seem to be subject to the laws of entropy, unfortunately. Your mom lasted half as long as the last one for some reason.”

Hester’s body jerked like a marionette. For one ghastly moment it looked as though she had broken her own neck, but then she sat straight, and the wrongness around her intensified. “Love, should you be giving out all of our secrets, right now?” When she spoke, no trace of humanity remained, instead leaving Aeyli with the impression that the words spilling out of the creature in front of her were a thick sludge oozing across her skin. There was nothing left of her mother inside whatever she was facing now.

Another horrible jerk and the wrongness faded drastically, and Aeyli was looking at Hester again. The creature laughed, a high-pitched squeal of joy that clashed with the situation. “Darling, you’ve just given away our biggest secret of all. You are such a tease.”

Aeyli felt like reality was fracturing, and she gripped the bars of her cage tightly, unable to do anything but stare helplessly at the monster in front of her.

Hester laughed again. “Look at her! I think you broke her, sweetie.” She waved a hand in front of Aeyli. “Ah well, it doesn’t matter what you know or what state you're in, we just need your body. You see, the process is almost complete, so however long you last will get us the rest of the way. Right, dearest?”

Her body spasmed once more, giving way to the nightmarish presence. “We could probably do it now, but I’d rather be certain, wouldn’t you? No one wants to enter the demon realm at anything less than fully charged.”

Understanding dawned on her at last. From an early age, the children of the magical community were taught about nightmares. They were such a plague that the Guard wanted every person able to spot a nightmare possession to have the knowledge to do so. Before Aeyli had been locked away, she’d been brought up on stories of nightmares being defeated by dreamwalkers.

Her favorite one had been about Guardian Shael and his battle to destroy the nightmare-turned-demon that had subjugated an entire village. It had possessed the town elder and was using its power to consume unsuspecting travelers and anyone who had no family. At the height of its power, it had gone on a killing spree and had wiped out half of the town before Guardian Shael and his team arrived. Shael and his team had sacrificed their lives to bring it down before it could enter the demon realm, bloated on stolen life.

“How did no one notice?” Her voice was quiet as she absorbed the revelation. “Most of the people in our family are powerful enough to see you for what you are.” Aeyli herself should have been able to see it.

The body jerked and twisted like a puppet under the control of too many puppeteers. “I want to tell her, it’s just too clever to keep to ourselves.” Her grandmother Hester wiggled on the stool like an excited child. “We discovered if we possess a body together, my soul acts as a disguise for Sekt. He is free to consume the spark inside the body at his leisure, and my soul makes it look like everything is normal. Of course the last few months of the process make it harder to disguise what’s going on. A soul in its final moments of being devoured makes quite the spectacle—to a guardian anyway. So I hide away during that time staying with members of the family I can trust.”

“The family knows?”

“Most of the family knows, dear. You be surprised how many people are willing to sacrifice a few useless morals for the sake of more power—my sister, for example. When your magic showed you to be an undesirable vessel, I had decided to take her instead. Personally, I find it hilarious that she fought so hard to kill you. If she had, she’d be in your place right now.” Hester giggled, and the sound made Aeyli’s skin crawl. “Ah well, what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.

“That little brawl between you two ended up changing everything, by the way. When we saw that you managed to keep from driving that champion of yours away, it got us to thinking. If we could figure out how he resisted your ridiculous magic, we could find a use for you after all. I mean really, what use is possessing a body that drives everyone around them insane? Feel like cluing us in on how you did it?”

Aeyli spat at her in response. It always seemed so offensive when the heroine did it in a book. The satisfaction she received when Hester looked at her in disapproval was worth accidentally getting some on her pants.

“Try to at least pretend you weren’t raised like a savage, Girl.”

“I wasn’t raised at all, you saw to that.”

Her once-and-future grandmother shrugged. “It’s up to you how you spend your last hours in control of your own body. Personally, I would attempt to go out with class.”

“Is that what the coronation is? A spell to steal my body?” Aeyli wondered how much damage she could do to her body before she was stopped. If she encountered stairs on the way to the coronation, she was throwing herself down them. With some effort and luck, she might be able to break her neck or some important bones. The least she could do was give the bitch a broken body for what she’d done to Aeyli’s family.

“Once we’ve figured out how to control your power, there will be no need to keep you around, so why wait?”

“Good luck with that. You’ve had years to work on the problem, I don’t know what makes you think you’ll figure it out now.”

“Once we get our hands on your champion, it’ll just be a matter of time. After all, we don’t need his body to be in good shape, only yours.”

Aeyli forced herself to laugh even while fear made her throat painfully tight. She always hated reading scenes where the heroine had to lie her ass off to save her lover, but now that she was here, she knew exactly why they had done it. “Yeah, so here’s the thing, creepy Grandma Hester, that guy couldn’t give a crap about me. He was just in it for the money. Before Stella and company showed up, he and I were in the middle of an argument. He didn’t think putting up with me was worth what I was paying him. He was minutes from ditching me, so chances are good that you’ll never see him again.” She tried to look irritated but unconcerned. Whatever happened to her, she needed to keep Fourteen out of her family drama.

The abomination in her mother’s skin smiled enigmatically. “We’ll see.”

A knock on the door drew Hester away from where she was perched. With slow, lazy strides she drifted toward the door, a queen in her own castle. She opened the side door a crack. “Stella! Do you have what I need?”

Aeyli could just make out her aunt’s quiet tone. “You’re going to have to come see this for yourself.”

Hester looked back at Aeyli. “I’ll be just a moment, dear one.” She blew a kiss to Aeyli’s one-fingered salute and closed and locked the door behind her.

Aeyli didn’t feel as though the lying thing had worked very well. She would need to practice more if she ever got free. Though, in hindsight, it rarely worked out for the protagonist in any of the books she’d read, so she wasn’t sure she should waste any more time on developing that skill.

Rather than getting all worked up over the potential of having her soul eaten, she decided to figure out how to get out of her smelly crate. It was really beginning to get to her.

As she examined the structure, she specifically chose not to think about how her family might track down Fourteen. As long as he kept his armor on, any spellwork done would be fruitless. As she twisted her fingers around every screw and bolt she could find, she also specifically didn’t wonder about how angry Fourteen would be at her right now. If he could even be angry. It was possible, without her around, he would regress back to what he had been before—a mindless killer. It should probably bother her more that he had killed countless numbers of people, but it didn’t. She knew it wasn’t him.

As she was not thinking about Fourteen, she found a bolt holding one of the bottom corners together that wiggled a bit when she poked at it. The problem was, it was rusty, stripped and wedged deep inside the bolt hole. There was nothing for her to hold onto. The bars were spaced closely together, but upon further examination, she found a spot she might be able to fit her hand through. It was nearly a foot from where she needed to reach, but the alternative was sitting on her ass and being a half-frozen, helpless damsel in a stinky cage.

She squeezed her fingers through the bars, snagging strips of skin off her hand as it caught on bolt after bolt. Nausea swirled in her stomach, reminding her how much she hated pain. She told her stomach to stuff it and kept pushing. Slowly her arm followed her hand, and tears burned in her eyes as the bolts tore into her flesh the farther she pushed. When she finally reached the bolt, she had left a good deal of her skin behind and was panting from the strain and the urge to vomit. Gripping the nut as tightly as her blood-slicked fingers could manage, she worked at the rusty nut. It looked like she was well on her way to giving creepy Grandma a damaged body. She wondered if there were spells to counteract the effects of tetanus.

Once she had the nut free from the bolt, she had to push the bolt back through the hole but didn’t have the leverage necessary. She reached and twisted until she heard a pop and felt a sharp pain lance down her arm. Grandma was going to love that development.

Aeyli gritted her teeth and continued, ignoring the unstoppable tears springing into her eyes from the pain. Whatever she had done to herself had given her the reach she needed, but it had made her fingers go numb—ignoring any and all orders she was sending it. It took time, but she managed to flop her hand back and forth until it knocked the bolt far enough for her to pull it out from the other side. She eased her mangled hand back inside the crate, losing even more skin in the process. Gingerly, she placed the useless hand on her lap and decided to ignore it, instead inspecting the crate to see what her sacrifice had bought her.

She put her foot to the corner and pushed with everything she had, gaining herself a four-inch opening. When ten minutes of pushing earned her less than an additional inch of space and a reminder that her feet weren’t doing great either, she bit down on a howl of frustration. There was no point in drawing the attention of whoever was outside guarding the door. If the creature was to be believed, most of her family wanted everything to keep going as planned.

At least it wasn’t all of them, she mused. Creepy Grandma must have been keeping up the façade with Sterling. She was momentarily warmed at the possibility that her baby brother might not want her dead. If she could find a way to contact him, maybe he could help her.

Her attention went to the door as it opened.

“Look what we found!” Hester announced gaily as she breezed back into the garage. “Please put him over there.” She pointed at the floor next to Aeyli’s cage.

Her uncle Grant came through the door and took up a position by Hester. He avoided eye contact with Aeyli and watched silently as two young men dragged a body into the room. Hope shattered as she watched them drop Fourteen on the floor beside her.

“You should see your face!” Hester crowed triumphantly. “You really are the worst liar ever. If I hadn’t known he meant something to you before, there’s no doubt about it now. Are you going to cry? Please do, I’d like to see that.” She clapped her hands like a small child anticipating a special treat.

A guttural cry tore from her throat as a single thought resonated through her entire being —how dare they? After she had sacrificed his trust and her own well-being to get him away from a dangerous situation of her own making, how dare they drag him back here?

She began to thrash wildly in her crate, kicking and straining at the damaged corner of the cage mindlessly, screaming like a wild thing.

“Oh for . . . Aeyli, stop that, right now.” A welcome voice said in long-suffering tones.

She paused her efforts and looked at where Fourteen was now kneeling, hands bound before him, but looking none the worse for the wear.

“This would have worked better if everyone here thought I was unconscious, but I’m not going to let you damage yourself over this.” He frowned, as he took in her blood-stained, mangled arm. “What did they do to you?” he demanded, his voice sapping what little heat there was from the room.

“She did that to herself, champion.” Hester clucked her tongue in disapproval at Aeyli. “Did you really think I wouldn’t want your body if you injured it? This is nothing—a day wearing a few spellpatches at most.”

Aeyli ignored her. “Fourteen, you can’t—”

“Don’t!” His voice rang out sharply. “Just, don’t, okay?”

Hester clapped her hands again and twirled around in a circle in delight. “Oh yes! Stella told me about this. Does that beautiful man really have to do everything you tell him to? Aeyliana, you naughty minx, I can’t wait to play with him once I’m you.” She wiggled in anticipation.

Nausea returned in full force. Aeyliana. That was her name, her full name. It had been so long since she’d been called anything other than The Girl that she’d only been able to give Fourteen a mangled version of it. Hearing it come out of the mouth of the freak show in front of her sounded foreign and wrong.

“Over my dead body, bitch.” Aeyli would choose a reenactment of what she’d done at the cemetery over letting this monster have control of Fourteen.

During the interplay with her grandmother, Fourteen had crawled over to inspect her arm. “We need to get the bleeding stopped,” he informed the room. “This is worse than it looks.”

“I’m not an idiot. No one here is going anywhere near her until we figure out how to control her. If you want to patch her up, that’s your business.”

“Your people took everything I had, I need supplies.”

“Then I guess you’re out of luck. Why don’t you do us all a favor and fill us in on how you can stay free of her magic? Is it a norm thing?”

One of the young men in the room piped up. “When I questioned the people in her last apartment building, they all showed signs of being affected by her. If it’s a norm thing, it isn’t common.”

“Aeyli, I need you to promise me you won’t tell me to do anything for the next few minutes.” Fourteen whispered under the cover of the debate going on overhead.

“You can’t—”

“Promise!” he insisted harshly.

“Fine.” She choked down her protest. It was foolish of her to keep railing against what was happening. Unless she decided to blow up the entire building, and them along with it, she was going to need Fourteen to get them out.

“I’m holding you to that.” His bound and gloved hand squeezed hers awkwardly.

“I don’t know how you’re going to accomplish this. If my whole family is here, you’re looking at fighting off at least a hundred people.”

“I know what the situation is.” Fourteen came to his feet in a graceful motion. “Is it possible for you to accept that you might not?”

“And what do you think you’re—” Her uncle Grant’s demand was cut off by a boot to his throat.

“Oh for Vis’ sake!” her grandmother exclaimed. “This is ridiculous.”

Grant was one of the few members of Aeyli’s family who had only a small amount of magic to call his own. It made sense now why her grandmother had him in the room. Out of everyone in her family, he was the only one that had any self-defense training. Aeyli would have been worried for Fourteen, but it only took a few seconds to show her that fear would have been wasted.

Hester was dispassionate in the face of her great-something-nephew quickly losing ground to Fourteen. “You can’t fight all of us. It isn’t like we didn’t prepare for this. Did you think we wouldn’t be suspicious when you showed up to our tracking spell? You just stood there and let us take you, we aren’t morons.” Despite her nonchalant words, she had begun edging away from the fight.

“You just let them take you? What is wrong with you?” Exhaustion swept over Aeyli at his stupidity. “Now we’re both probably going to die horribly in the immediate future. How is that going to help anyone?”

One of the young men grabbed a tool from the workbench and jumped in to help Grant, who was bleeding from multiple places.

“It was the most efficient way to find you.” Fourteen dodged the tire iron swinging toward his head and used the momentum to kick the other young man—her fourth cousin twice-removed, Eli, she thought his name was—in the shield, and his foot sank in, slowing his momentum. Fourteen recovered in time to twist away from the glittering knife that had appeared in Grant’s hand.

The fight was too close for Aeyli’s liking. If Fourteen had been fighting norms, she wouldn’t be as worried—she’d seen what he’d done to a dozen trained mercenaries by himself—but with his hands tied and without a gun to eat up her family’s shields, this fight would last only as long as Fourteen’s body did.

Aeyli inspected the damage she had done to the crate in her frenzy. If Fourteen thought she was going to sit around twiddling her thumbs while he slowly fought himself to death, he was out of his mind. “That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard!” Aeyli was certain only dogs could hear her voice at this point.

“I imagine you would have suggested running away?” Fourteen asked, as he dispatched Grant by throwing his arms around her uncle’s head and slamming his face into Fourteen’s knee. She was irritated he didn’t even have the decency to sound winded.

“It would have been better than coming here alone against an army!” She was trying to keep herself calm, but the way her voice was making her own ears buzz made her think she was failing.

More people poured into the room—some of them members of the Blaike family, some of them mercenaries. Aeyli did her best to force her already battered feet through the hole she’d made and ignored the bolts of pain that shot up her legs as she did so.

“Who said I was alone?” he asked casually.





Chapter Sixteen
Aeyli
An explosion shook the ground beneath them. Fourteen smiled cockily, making an impression on Aeyli’s mind she would keep for the rest of her life.

Mine, her entire being shouted, and Aeyli redoubled her effort to get out of the cage.

“I really wish you wouldn’t do that,” Fourteen called over his shoulder as he threw her unconscious uncle into the people coming through the door. “It’ll be easier for me to get you out of here if you haven’t collapsed from blood loss.”

Uncle Grant stayed on the floor where he had been thrown, his head lolling at an uncomfortable-looking angle. Fourteen was still fighting the two young men who had brought him in, and it looked like a badly choreographed movie scene. They tried magically to throw random items from around the room at them, having gotten the memo about Fourteen’s shield. As soon as the magically charged item got within a yard of Fourteen, the weapon dropped to the floor, robbed of its momentum.

Fourteen would strike out at their shields and be slowed significantly. Apparently his armor could only do so much. Everywhere his shield collided with one of her cousin’s shields, the air would distort and time would appear to slow down.

As Aeyli contemplated how helpful having a nervous breakdown would be, Fourteen reached for the hem at the bottom of his jacket and pulled. She saw a glint of metal in his hand as he swung for her taller cousin’s head. Instead of slowing down this time, his hand punched through the shield and connected, tearing a line of flesh off the man’s face. Her cousin screamed in horror—he was young enough that it was probably the first time he’d been wounded so badly in a fight. Fourteen allowed him to turn and flee from the room.

Several more explosions followed the first one, and all the Blaikes except Hester rushed out of the room, glad for the excuse to leave the five mercenaries to stabilize the situation.

“This is getting out of control.” Hester was behind her, tying a rope to the crate, presumably to drag her out of the garage at a safe distance.

Aeyli did the only thing she could think of, she grabbed Hester’s arms tightly both hands.

“Why, you little . . .” The monster-mother’s face began to thrash as Aeyli held on for dear life.

As the creature twisted and screamed in her hold, she felt her body begin to heat up and the pinkness inside her flowed into Hester, much like it had with Fourteen, only a hundred times stronger. She felt incandescent, the power poured through her body, scouring away everything in its path.

If she had been able to scream she would have, but her jaw had locked tight along with the rest of her body. At this point, she couldn’t have let go of Hester if she wanted to. No matter how much it burned, no matter how much her injured arm and hand complained, she was stuck tight. As the pink inferno grew to intolerable levels of pain, she realized she was about to burn to death. She hoped that at the very least she would take her grandmother with her.

Without warning, she felt herself detach from her body, drifting away from it until she hovered over the scene in the garage. She could still feel the magic roaring through her, but it felt distant and unimportant. Idly, she noted her body hadn’t actually caught on fire and found she was surprised and relieved.

She looked below at the woman locked in her arms and felt the world around her change. The garage had vanished, and in its place was a cemetery on a hill overlooking a smog-covered city. What should have been a breathtaking sunset was almost completely drowned out by the smoke coming from the city below.

A horse whickered behind her quietly, and she turned to see an ornate carriage draped in black bunting coming to a stop several yards away. The driver of the carriage hopped down from his perch and opened the door of the carriage after letting down the steps. A woman, dressed in black from head to toe, held out a hand and allowed the driver to help her down.

“Leave me.” Her voice was cold and imperious as she ordered the driver away.

He hesitated, worried about leaving a lady alone in a cemetery at night.

“Go!”

His lady’s sharp rebuke was enough to decide him. Nodding once, he said, “As you wish, mum.” Tugging his hat, he climbed back up on his perch and drove the carriage away.

Aeyli couldn’t see the woman’s face under the heavy veil she wore, but something about the way she moved was familiar.

As soon as the carriage was out of sight, the woman strode over to a large stone structure, stalked up the stairs, and with a sharp gesture, sent the heavy doors flying open.

Aeyli followed her inside, curious.

A second gesture caused the lanterns on the walls inside the mausoleum to burst into flames. For a time, the woman stood in the center of the room silently. Slowly her shoulders began to shake. At first, Aeyli thought she was crying until a loud peal of laughter rang out from the woman’s small frame.

“I finally did it.” Her voice was raw with triumph. “I beat you, you bastards.”

“You know, you weren’t what I was expecting.” A harsh, confident voice spoke from a corner of the room. “Not at all.” In the darkness a pustulant, oozing wrongness radiated outward, filling the room. It was the same nightmare that had set up shop inside her mother’s body in the present day.

The woman held out both hands, crackling with red fire. “I’m a match for you, nightmare. Go find someone smaller to feed on.”

Laughter rolled out from the corner, slow and rumbling. It was a tangible thing that crawled over Aeyli’s skin leaving her feeling in need of a bath.

“My sentiments exactly, my dear.” Part of the shadow in the corner broke away, writhing and undulating toward the woman, growing brighter until it was the shade and consistency of bread mold. It stopped at a respectful distance. “I’ve been watching you, Hester. You lost much of your family in the revolt, so you should have been an easy meal for me. Nothing is more tempting, more delectable than the pain and guilt of a survivor. Imagine my surprise when there was little sustenance for me to feast upon.”

Somehow Aeyli had managed to recreate the effect she’d experienced with Fourteen when she’d stumbled into his memory of the past. She had been able to affect her surroundings there, perhaps she could do the same here. She watched as her grandmother lowered her hands slightly, intrigued by the creature before her.

“What do you want, nightmare?”

“I want what all of my kind wants when they get to the Real, a chance to feed and grow strong without interference from the Guard.” The creature spat out the word Guard like an epithet. “I have a desire to do more than live on the edges of society, feeding only when I am so hungry that the danger of being unmade is worth the risk. I want away from this world. It tempts me with its bounty but denies me the ability to slake my hunger.”

“You want to go to the demon realm.” Hester circled the nightmare thoughtfully, the red fire from her hands leaving trails in their wake. “What’s stopping you?”

“It isn’t difficult to get there for the likes of me, it’s true, but I want more than to be a pawn or, worse, a snack for one of the lords there. When I enter the demon realm, I want to go there in style. I refuse to claw my way up, like the sniveling demonlings nightmares become when they arrive. When I go there, I will go there to rule.”

“Draining me won’t get you the power you are looking for, nightmare. And even if it did, you wouldn’t survive the encounter. I didn’t get this far to die here.” The energy around her hands blazed brighter.

The creature gave off the impression it was smiling, and Aeyli’s guts felt like they were filled with worms. “Don’t waste your power, dear, you mistake my intentions. I want a partner, one ruthless enough to destroy half of her family to get what she wants. One with a desire for power equal to my own and willing to do anything to get it.”

The power in Hester’s hands dimmed as she took in the nightmare’s words, showing only small lines of energy crackling around her knuckles. “Partner.” It was a whisper on her lips.

“Why settle for ruling one family when you could be the queen of an entire realm—one even the Guard fears to enter?” The shadow closed the distance between them, reaching out a fuzzy tendril, pale and rotting, to caress Hester’s face.

A wall of red fire sprang up between them before it could touch her. “How do I know this isn’t a trap? You could be lying to get me to let my shield down so you can possess me.”

The creature’s voice lost its harshness and became smooth and seductive. “Your essence isn’t what I want from you, my dear. If you are half the creature I believe you to be, killing you would be a waste. I want you to be my queen. With your help, I could rule the demon realm.” It reached out a tendril again in offering.

Hester’s eyes were half closed, and her breathing became ragged. The wall of fire vanished. Her hand came up slowly, reaching out inch by inch until it brushed the edge of the tendril. The sound she made caused Aeyli to blush.

“Yessssss . . .” the nightmare hissed. It wrapped around her hand and crawled up Hester’s arm, burrowing into her skin.

She couldn’t watch this, she couldn’t let this happen. Logically she knew it already had happened, and any actions she took here weren’t likely to affect the present, but she couldn’t just stand there, so she leapt forward and sunk her hands into the nightmare.

Her hands felt like they had been plunged into nitroglycerin. The cold sank into her so quickly she lost all feeling in her hands and her heart begin to slow. Brutal, unforgiving brightness flowed through her, racing through her veins and invading every inch of her body. Her thoughts became vague and indistinct.

Where was she? What was she doing? She could feel no connection to her physical form, so there was nothing to anchor her mind as it spiraled out into white nothingness.

Aeyliana, you naughty minx, I can’t wait to play with him once I’m you.

Pink fire blossomed at the center of her fading consciousness, dragging her back together. As she solidified, she felt the fire permeate her entire being, racing to the edges of her mind, giving it a shield between her and the never-ending white void she had nearly succumbed to.

She became aware of her body again and saw she was still latched onto Hester, feeding pink fire into the twisted creature the woman had become. Hester wailed and pulled, trying to break free, but Aeyli clung to her, energized by the strength pouring through her body.

It continued for what felt like three eternities—long enough for her to decide, over and over again, that she had had enough and needed to let go, then change her mind and continue on regardless.

Her body protested loudly, informing her it was done with how she’d been treating it. The initial boost she had received faded quickly, and she was finding it difficult to ignore her dislocated shoulder, multiple lacerations, and the fact that she was losing blood much faster than she was comfortable with.

She dug deep trying to find some hidden reservoir of strength to hold on and was reminded of the story of Tam Lin. She could do it. She could be Janet, or at least channel Janet and hold on, despite the damage Hester was doing to her as she flailed around trying to break free. Though Janet got a hot guy at the end of her troubles, and all Aeyli would get would be . . . what? What was Aeyli expecting to happen here?

Her vision had gone dull and sparkly at the edges, and she was barely clinging to consciousness when the woman in her arms let out an unearthly howl and collapsed. Aeyli was barely aware of the billowing white smoke that rose from Hester and raced away through the open door.

Dizzily, she released the motionless body in front of her and flopped over onto her side. She panted and twitched as her body struggled to come to terms with what had happened. She felt empty and alone inside, and she wanted nothing more than to give up, to go to sleep, and hopefully never to awaken again.

The sound of metal hitting bone forced her from her lethargy, and she raised her head to see that Fourteen had gotten his hands free and was holding off two of the mercenaries with a pipe, nimbly dancing around the bodies of the other two. The smile on his face made her laugh wearily. It looked as though she had gravely underestimated him.

“Aeyliana.” Her brother’s voice chased her laughter away.

With the speed of a sloth, she sat up as much as she could and noticed one of her legs was still trapped in the hole she’d tried to make. “Please, don’t. Please . . . just go, okay? We only want to leave. He won’t hurt you if you leave right now.” Her eyes pleading, she reached up a shaky hand as if to hold off the violence she already anticipated.

“What the hell was that thing inside of Mother?” Visibly shaken, Sterling stepped closer, but he stopped when a bucket of paint thinner sailed past his face, clipping his nose as it went.

They both whipped their heads to look at Fourteen, who gave Sterling a narrow look that clearly said, That’s close enough. Her brother’s face grew pale, and he took a step back, rubbing his nose. Fourteen nodded sharply and impaled one of the mercenaries in the back with a well-thrown screwdriver.

Sterling took three more steps backward but persisted with his questioning. “Tell me what is going on! Please.” He shot a nervous look at Fourteen.

She related what Hester had told her, examining her brother for any sign of disbelief. When she had finished, Sterling looked decidedly green around the edges.

“You didn’t know then?” She held her breath, aching for it to be true.

“I knew there was something wrong. But not this! How could I have guessed something like this? Gods, Aeyliana, I thought . . . I thought it was you making everything so awful. I’m sorry.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Any time something shady happened, Mother said it was your influence that was the cause. She claimed you were twisting people’s hearts and making them into monsters.”

Stricken, Aeyli looked down at her hands, intently studying the contrast between the mangled one and the uninjured one. “Was that why you didn’t visit me again?”

“She wouldn’t let me. The only time I managed to get in, I had to sneak to do it. She caught me after I left.” He shuddered in remembrance. “I was punished so badly I never tried again . . . I’m so sorry.” Sterling’s voice had become so faint she had to strain to hear it from across the room.

“Hey, it’s okay.” She itched to hold her little brother and make it all better like she had when they were young. “You were just a kid. None of this is your fault.”

Sterling’s eyes darted toward Fourteen before inching forward. “When I heard you had escaped, I was so ashamed. I should have done more than just send you a crappy letter. I should have gone with you, but I was scared.”

“Of me?” She tried not to feel hurt, but it didn’t do her any good. That her baby brother could be afraid of her, yet still take so much blame on his shoulders for her sake? Her heart twisted. “Wait, you sent the letter?”

“I wasn’t sure if you would get it, but when I heard Mother and Aunt Stella talking about getting rid of you, I panicked. I had to do something.”

“You thought I was the reason bad things were happening in our family, and you still wanted to help me. Oh Ster . . .” The dull roar of pain that had been her constant companion since she had been forced to flee for her life stuttered. Sterling didn’t want her dead.

“Of course I did. I love you, Sunny.”

Tears burned in the corners of her eyes. The rest of her family might be clamoring for her blood, but her brother still loved her. It was a start.

“If you two are done bonding, maybe you could see if your brother could do something about your mother there.” Fourteen walked over to Aeyli’s crate and nudged the woman’s body with a toe. Behind him, his half of the garage had been completely destroyed, while her side had remained relatively untouched. She wondered if he had purposefully kept the fighting contained to his side for her safety.

“That is not our mother,” she said frowning. “That thing hasn’t been our mother for a long time. But you’re right, we need to do something about her. I don’t know what she’s going to be like when she wakes up—if she wakes up—but tying her up might not be enough.”

“She’s right. Mother—it—is strong enough to cast spells without using its hands.” He frowned, thinking. “Actually, I might be able to do something, but I’ll need you to move her away from Aeyliana.” He aimed a half smile at her in apology.

Fourteen leaned down and took hold one of the woman’s arms, but he paused. “Are you sure you trust him?”

Aeyli considered it. He had a point, it could be a trap. It was entirely possible she was letting her desire to have at least one family member on her side cloud her judgment. But what about the note? She had taken it with her, only the person who had left it would have known of its existence. “Yes, I trust him.”

The smile Sterling gave her burned away any lingering doubts she’d had.

Fourteen simply nodded and hauled the imposter’s body over to Sterling, dropping it to the floor at his feet with a faint look of disgust. “What can you do?

Sterling regarded the woman he had thought to be his mother and turned even greener. “I don’t know if it will work, but if you have a connection to someone, emotional, spiritual, or through blood, you should be able to share their power. Since she’s both my mother and great-whatever grandmother, I might be able to tap her power and limit her in what she can do. If I can drain her enough, it should be safe to tie her up. I’m just glad she’s unconscious, this would be impossible of she was awake.”

“I could kill her.” It was so very Fourteen to bring up the elephant in the room without batting an eye.

As tempting as it was to solve the problem of Hester in a more permanent fashion, Aeyli didn’t have it in her to allow Fourteen to kill a defenseless person in cold blood. “Let’s let Sterling try before we go too far down that rabbit hole.”

Sterling nodded in agreement then bent over Hester, placed a hand on her head, and closed his eyes, concentrating.

Looking back at Aeyli in her crate, Fourteen frowned, then swore. “I can’t believe you did this to yourself.” With two long strides, he was at her side, eyes boring into hers angrily.

“And I can’t believe you allowed yourself to get captured, just to find me,” she retorted.

“At least what I did was actually useful. This?” He gestured to her mangled arm and equally mangled and trapped leg. “This served no purpose at all.”

“I was trying to escape!”

“You didn’t need to, I would have gotten you out!”

“I was worried about you, okay? I was afraid they would hurt you, you idiot. Though now I wished I hadn’t bothered,” she grumbled.

Fourteen’s face softened. “You don’t have to worry about me so much, you know. I’m more durable than you are.” He pulled at the padlock on her crate and sighed. “I don’t want to waste time picking this lock, just stay still, okay?”

Mystified, Aeyli complied and stayed as still as her loudly complaining body would allow.

He gripped the twisted metal trapping her foot and pried it apart, freeing her. “Okay, scoot back as far as you can.” Grabbing one bar with both hands, Fourteen sat down and put a foot on the bar opposite and pushed out with his leg. The side of the crate peeled away like the top of a sardine can with an ear-piercing shriek.

“Gods, can all norms do that?” Sterling asked in a reverent tone.

Aeyli smiled, feeling proprietary. “Apparently this one can.”

Fourteen shrugged. “I work out.”

“Riiight.” He drew out the word into two syllables, his brows raised over wide green eyes. “Okay, so I’ve taken as much as I can without killing her. I think she’s safe to tie up.”

Fourteen located a rope on a nearby work-bench and tossed it to Sterling then turned back to Aeyli. “Can you crawl out?” His quiet voice had her worried. The crate was too small for anyone to come in and help her out, and his demeanor suggested he would tear the entire crate apart if her answer was no.

“I think so,” she said quickly, to avoid seeing what Fourteen would do if pushed. Tucking her injured arm against her side, she leaned heavily on her good arm and pushed herself forward. She sucked in a sharp breath when her foot let her know it was incredibly put out about how the evening had gone so far.

Fourteen backed up to give her room but remained close enough to hover over her protectively. When she was out, he looked her over, going quieter and more distant as he saw the extent of her injuries. His gloved hands were gentle as they patched up the worst of the damage, but the terrible blankness that had settled on his face sent chills down her spine. He had fallen back into his conditioning again.

When he finally spoke, it was in the robotic voice she had grown to fear. “You’ve dislocated your shoulder. I’m going to pop it back now before it gets too swollen, ok?” He stated it like a fact, leaving no room for discussion. He was going to fix her arm whether she liked it or not.

“Ok,” she croaked through dry lips.

“Lie on your back,” he ordered.

She complied, shaking with fear and hating herself for how weak it made her look.

“This is going to hurt.”

Aeyli kept her eyes fixed on Fourteen’s face as he braced a foot against her side for leverage. His features were stone as he took her injured arm and slowly pulled on it, creating traction. She tried and failed to hold back a moan of pain as he increased the pressure. Sweat broke out on her skin, and she started panting.

She tried to keep eye contact with him. If she could only keep looking into his cold, storm-cloud eyes, maybe some of that cold would seep into her to numb the pain.

Fourteen turned her arm slightly, and the resulting pain changed her panting into short mewling sounds of agony.

“Breathe.” Fourteen’s gaze held hers, and hints of his personality broke through his conditioning, telling her without words that he knew she could bear it, he knew she could do anything.

A sharp pop was accompanied by an immediate sense of relief. A gray fog settled over her vision—she was so done with being in pain.

“Hey, it’s okay . . . it’s over now. I’ve got you.”

The world came back into focus, and she found herself on Fourteen’s lap, his gloved hand stroking her cheek.

“Well, you said it was going to hurt,” she managed shakily.

“You did just fine,” Fourteen assured her, running a hand over her hair soothingly.

Aeyli tucked her face into his jacket and breathed in the rich smell of leather and Fourteen’s own intoxicating scent of metal and musk. It didn’t clear her head, but her breathing steadied, and she relaxed a little.

“I’m sorry, Aeyliana.” Her brother’s voice broke in on her reverie. “I know you’ve been through a lot tonight, but we have to get out of here now, while everyone is busy with the fire. Can you hold it together for a little bit longer?”

Before she could answer, Fourteen said, “I need to tie her arm down first, or it will only get injured further.

“How about her foot, is she going to be able to walk on it?”

“I’ll be fine—” she began but was cut off by Fourteen.

“It looks worse than it is, but it won’t be fun to walk on.” He appropriated a length of rope hanging from the wall and began to carefully bind her arm to her side. “Aeyli, I need you to try to walk, anyway. I need my hands free if I’m going to get us out of here.”
Affronted at being talked over like a child, her anxiety fled as she lost her temper. “I’m not a china doll, I can keep up. I managed to survive for weeks before I met you!” She conveniently ignored that she was shoeless, half-starved, and freezing when she met him, and the look he gave her in response told her he was thinking of the same thing.

Pulling her to her feet by her good arm, Fourteen leaned down and put his forehead to hers. The relief she felt from her power pouring into him made her weak in the knees—seeing him in broken-soldier-mode had been too much for her to bear.

The effect of her touch on him was immediate. His face became animated once again rather than the cold stone it had been. Now he now reminded her of a storm—full of barely leashed energy just waiting for the right time to strike.

Fourteen’s brows drew together, and his eyes blazed with intensity. “I know you can, I’ve seen how tough you are. If your body was as strong as your will, I wouldn’t have even asked. But you’ve lost a lot of blood, so if you need help, ask. I came here for you, and it would defeat the purpose to leave you behind because you were too proud to ask for help.” He punctuated this with a kiss to her forehead, robbing her of all righteous indignation.

Her forehead tingled where he had kissed it, and she reached up to rub the spot with her fingertips. Fourteen didn’t appear to have the same reservations as she did about her power robbing him of his free will. Was it possible she had allowed her fears to carry her away? Been blowing it out of proportion?

Her hand itched to touch his face. She wanted to feel the difference between his cheek and the stubble growing on his jaw, but she held back and focused on the conversation. “I didn’t say thank you again, did I?”

“Nope.” There was a twinkle in his eye as he leaned down to whisper in her ear, brushing it with his lips. “I’ll let you thank me later when we get out of here.”

She shivered at the promise in his voice, and the slow, liquid pull between her legs had her wanting to finish what they had started on the bed earlier that day, right here and now. They could have both died several times, and the idea that her fear and insecurity would have robbed them of the only happiness they might have ever had together made her want to kick herself.

Boosting herself up on her toes, she kissed him, refusing to make the same mistake again. Fourteen’s body froze, and for a second she thought she had severely misjudged the interaction between them. She pulled away, but his hand came to the base of her neck, stopping her retreat. His mouth came down on hers, and she stopped thinking, stopped worrying, and became a creature of pure sensation.

Her heart pounded as he nipped at her bottom lip, demanding she open for him. With a gasp, she allowed him inside and was helpless as he explored her like she belonged to him. The soft leather of his gloved hand caressed her spine, pulling her closer to his body until she was pressed against him so tightly she could barely breath.

Aeyli didn’t care about breathing, she only cared about getting close enough to Fourteen so she could show him how she felt. She wanted to erase the memory of his face when she’d ordered him away, wanted to make him forget it had ever happened.

A throat cleared across the room.

They both turned to see Sterling pinching the bridge of his nose with his eyes closed, looking very put out. “It’s clearly too late to avoid traumatizing me with things that can’t be unseen, but if it isn’t too much trouble, could we get out of here before more people show up?”

Fourteen narrowed his eyes menacingly.

Undaunted, Sterling continued. “I don’t care how scary you are, there are some things you just don’t do to a guy—like make out with his sister in front of him.”

Aeyli’s eyes flew to Fourteen’s face to discover—to her surprise—he looked like he was trying not to laugh. She squeezed his arm, allowing herself to enjoy the muscles he kept hidden under his jacket, and eased back down from her tiptoes. “Later.”

His eyes were dark and predatory as they scanned her face. “Later.”

His rough voice sent a shiver down her spine, and she wrapped her arms around herself, realizing she was still freezing.

Fourteen frowned. “I’ve got something for you.” Out of his jacket came a pink velour hoodie and a pair of white yoga pants. “The colors aren’t ideal for covert ops, but it’s better than what you’re wearing. Your pants didn’t survive their encounter with the cage.”

She glanced down to see one of the legs of her pants had ripped from ankle to hip. If she was this cold inside the garage, she’d hate to think what it would be like going outside in half a pair of pants. If her brother hadn’t been there, she would have kissed Fourteen again for his foresight.

With some help from Fourteen, she pulled the hoodie on, leaving her injured arm out of the arm hole, zipped safely inside. The cheerful visage of Hello Kitty winked up at her from her good arm. She chose to take the kitty as a sign of good luck.

When she got to the pants, she paused. “Um . . .” She wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to get them on herself, but having Fourteen help her in front of her brother seemed like a recipe for disaster.

“Maybe I should help you with that.” Sterling volunteered awkwardly.

Fourteen gave her brother a threat-filled glare, letting Aeyli know he wasn’t as indifferent about her brother’s shifting loyalties as he had seemed a minute ago.

Sterling held both hands up in surrender. “I get it, I get it, okay? You’ll rip my arms and legs off if I hurt her,” he said irritably and stepped forward to help Aeyli. He only made it two steps before stopping in his tracks with a strange expression on his face.

Aeyli hobbled backward hastily while Fourteen stepped in front of her looking ready for anything.

“Are you okay, Ster?” Aeyli asked, cautiously peeking around Fourteen’s shoulder.

Sterling shook himself and frowned. “Yeah, I just . . . maybe your champion should help you after all. I’ll turn around, just . . . hurry up, okay?”

Aeyli met Fourteen’s eyes, still dark with promise from their kiss, and gulped. “Okay . . .” Right now would not have been her first choice for letting him see the goods for the first time, but perhaps there was a work around for that. “Could . . . could you close your eyes?”

Fourteen nodded his assent and closed his eyes. She leaned onto his arm and did her best to shimmy out of her torn jeans one-handed without taking off her shoes—the floor was too icy to contemplate touching with her bare feet. At one point she nearly fell over, and Fourteen shot out a hand to stop her. Startled, she looked at him, expecting his eyes to be open but was curious to see them still closed.

“How did you . . .?”

Eyes still closed, Fourteen lifted a shoulder minutely in a shrug. “All part of the training.”

Shaking her head, she went back to pulling on the yoga pants over her sneakers. Fourteen had no idea how effortlessly cool he was. She finally managed, one-handedly, to work the pants up over her legs and reveled in the leftover warmth they retained from Fourteen’s body.

Once she was dressed, she called out, “All clear,” to her brother and then asked, “Okay, so what’s the plan? Even if we get out of here, we’ve got Sterling and Hester with us now. We can’t leave her behind or that nightmare will just go back to her. We can’t hide all four of us using your shield. Well, not for very long.” The mental image of Fourteen carrying all three of them around in his arms for the rest of his life made her smile.

Fourteen put a hand up reminding her of a child asking a question in school. “What’s a nightmare?”

He was so efficient at everything he did, she kept forgetting that he wasn’t from her world. “A nightmare is a creature that has escaped from the dreamscape; they are created from the fears of humans. Guardians are supposed to hunt them down and destroy them before they make it to the Real—the waking world—but I think this one has been running around here for a long time.”

“Guardians? I met some people claiming to be guardians earlier today, right after you got taken,” Fourteen offered.

Excited, Sterling said, “If we can get out of here and make it to the Guard, we might have a chance. Aeyliana, the entire family isn’t like her.” He motioned toward Hester.” There are a few of us who are just scared and want away from what’s been happening. If you go to the Guard, they can help you take over the family. I mean, it’s supposed to be yours in the first place.”

Aeyli looked at Fourteen, questioning.

“Whatever you choose, I’ll get you there.”

“Well, that’s no damned help at all.” She huffed out an irritated breath. Then, after taking in his stiff posture, she added hurriedly, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t take it out on you. It’s just . . . I’m not a leader. I’m not anything!”

He took her uninjured hand carefully, treating it like something more precious than diamonds, and kissed it. “Then your possibilities are limitless.”

When her magic rose to pour into Fourteen, she noticed it felt different than it had moments before. Instead of a desperate need to fix something, Aeyli felt like it was reaching out to greet an old friend. She gazed into his eyes, shadowed with the stress of the past few days, and smiled.

“What did I just say?” Sterling waved a hand between the two of them to break their eye contact and then jumped back to a safe distance. “We. Don’t. Have. Time. For. This.” He enunciated each word carefully to impart his full meaning.

Reluctantly, she pulled her hand free with a gentle tug. “Sterling is right. Let’s get out of here first, then we’ll can all decide where to go next.”

With a miniscule quirk of his lip, Fourteen nodded his assent and strode over to the door to peer outside. “My guy did a good job. Half the place is in flames. Sterling, can you carry Hester?”

Sterling made a face. “If I have to.”

Once he had loaded Sterling with the dead weight of Hester’s body, Fourteen said, “I’ll go first. I’ll wave my hand like this when I want you two to follow.” He made a quick motion with his hand. “Stay as low as you can and keep close unless I tell you to fall back. And remember, Aeyli, don’t issue any commands.”

She saluted with a wink. “Yessir!”

He quirked his mouth again and disappeared from the doorframe.

Aeyli hadn’t seen the compound her family had evacuated to—she hadn’t woken up until after she reached the garage. Fourteen must have taken careful notes though, he made his way through the buildings like he’d lived there his whole life.

At one point they heard shouting and saw three mercenaries directly ahead of them. Aeyli thought they would be trapped when burning rubble fell behind them, but Fourteen just stopped, shoved Aeyli and her brother down a small passage between buildings she had missed, and picked off all three mercs with efficient headshots.

She was grateful for the adrenalin pumping through her body. It allowed her to keep up with Fourteen—regardless of how her foot felt—as he wove through narrow alleys and shepherded them past open spaces. During their mad dash through the compound, she became so attuned to his body language that when Fourteen stopped abruptly, she stepped to the side automatically to keep from smashing into him. Sterling wasn’t so lucky, and Aeyli had dodge out of his way so her magic wouldn’t roll him.

“What is it?” She was so quiet she wasn’t sure he’d hear her.

“No cover,” Fourteen replied in a low rumble.

She peered into the darkness ahead and saw a barren field between them and the forest. There was at least three hundred yards of empty space between them and freedom.

“If we’re going to have to run for it, I’m going to need a rest. I don’t think Hester has been going easy on the snacks.” Sterling propped her body against the wall of the building giving them cover and let out a sigh of relief.

“No time. We need to get out of here while our distraction is intact. If you fall behind I will leave you here,” Fourteen replied coldly.

“Then you will leave me here too,” Aeyli stated, daring him to test her on this.

The corners of Fourteen’s eyes tightened, and she wondered if he would just throw her over his shoulder right then and make a run for it. “Fine,” he snapped and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “Two minutes.”

“Maybe I can help you carry her, Ster—,” she began but stopped when both men shook their heads.

“I’ll carry her if it comes down to it.” Fourteen said, ending the conversation.

“Don’t get so excited, okay? I just needed to take a breath before the big push. I’m sixteen—I recover quickly.” Sterling eyed Fourteen with annoyance. “Not like this guy. He’ll probably have a heart attack if he's not careful. What are you, forty?”

“Twenty-eight,” Fourteen said, unfazed. “Probably. Are you recovered yet, or do I need to carry you and Hester both?”

“I’m ready, Terminator.” Sterling tried to pull Hester onto his shoulder with one smooth movement and almost succeeded. When Aeyli tried to steady him, he scowled at her, and she skittered backward, remembering—again—the need to give Sterling plenty of room.

“On my mark, run as fast as you can. Aeyli, lean on me as much as you need to.” Fourteen peered into the darkness waiting for something Aeyli couldn’t sense. “Now.”

She did the best she could, but it didn’t take long for Aeyli to lag as her injured foot started to campaign loudly for an early day. She wasn’t going to make it. “Fourteen—” The sky above them burst into light, exposing their position to everyone in sight. Stunned, the group stopped in its tracks.

From the darkness of the forest, countless cousins, aunts, and uncles came out. All of their names had been long since forgotten by Aeyli. The clattering of boots rang out on the rooftops behind them, and she turned to see dozens of soldiers, all carrying automatic weapons and bringing them to bear upon Aeyli and her assembly, making her feel small and insignificant.

Twisted laughter came from the alley they had bolted from, and out stepped Stella—or what was left of her. She could see the wrongness even before her aunt emerged from the shadows. The monster possessing her aunt was making no attempt to hide itself now. It had no need to. It had them surrounded.

Her insides turned to ice as she saw how utterly and completely trapped they were. She couldn’t let her brother and Fourteen die here—not because of her. It was incomprehensible the gods would bring them into her life only to take them away so brutally.

“Let them go!” She shouted over the rising wind, but her words were whipped away from her lips and they came out sounding sound small and puny. “You can have me, I won’t fight.”

The monster smiled, a mockery of an expression that stretched grotesquely across her aunt’s face.

Behind her Fourteen growled. “Like hell.” He snatched Hester off Sterling’s shoulder and put a gun to her head. “Let all of us go, or she’s dead.”

Sterling made a squawk of protest.

“Boy, there is nothing of your mother left inside that husk. Why do you think we wanted your sister? We needed another body to sustain us.” Stella’s arm flopped back and forth like a puppet trying to make a shooing motion. “Kill her, that body means nothing to me. But a willing body with your kind of power? That means something. What do you say, Sunny? Want to make a deal with me like your great-grandmother did a few centuries back?”

The idea of sharing her body with the thing inside her aunt caused her bravery to shatter, leaving her an exposed, quivering child screaming for her mommy to make the monsters go away. But the monsters had eaten her mother. Paralyzed with fear, she couldn’t respond.

A warm body pressed against her back.

Fourteen. He wouldn’t leave her to the monsters unless she ordered him to, and even then, she had a feeling he would find a way around it. And if he wouldn’t leave her, Sterling didn’t have a chance on his own, so she might as well do something stupid.

Reaching back, she gripped his bare wrist, feeling his comforting energy mingling with her own, and said to the nightmare, “Fuck you.”

Throwing back Stella’s head the monster laughed, a horrible, howling laughter sounding like dozens of voices screaming in unison. It raised a hand toward the mercenaries above it and said. “Kill them.”

Fourteen dragged Aeyli behind him and jerked them both to the ground, but nothing happened.

Aeyli looked up at the rooftops in confusion. All the mercenaries were slumped over in sleep. Before she had a chance to react, the world dropped out from under her.





Chapter Seventeen
Marshall
“You know, I wasn’t expecting him to . . .” Marshall trailed off as he surveyed the destruction before him.
“What? Tear through the compound like a spicy burrito through an octogenarian’s digestive tract?” Jack added helpfully.
Once he and Jack had broken through the shield surrounding the secret hideout for the Blaike family, they had been greeted with complete pandemonium. Though it was long past sunset, the compound was bathed in light from over a dozen fires scattered haphazardly across the base. Sharp barks of gunfire were interspersed between unintelligible shouts from the people fighting fires.
Gunfire was an odd noise to find on property belonging to a member of the Other, even if it was under attack. Witches were far more comfortable using spells for combat over guns. It bore looking into.
“. . . Sure.” Once again, Marshall noticed his hand running through his hair, and he stopped, not wanting to make himself look like a mad scientist.
It was fortunate for Fire that Fzzt had been curious about their mission. The excitement from the day before had sent the sprite back to the Chapter House time and again to check and see if anything new had happened. When Samantha’s blanket spell had alerted them something may or may not be happening near the marina, Fzzt had noticed and decided to follow them.
As soon as he had dropped his strange smoking device and run, Fzzt had followed the warrior without prompting. Adelle had managed to attach a passenger spell to the air sprite before it took off, allowing Fire to experience everything the sprite did.
The team watched avidly as Aeyliana’s champion evaded capture and secured help, offering to give a set of armor to the Company—whatever that was—in return for help in releasing his friend. Marshall learned enough about Agent Fourteen to decide he had made a grave error trying to keep the norm on the sidelines.
After much debate, Marshall decided to allow Fourteen to go through with his plan. The family estate they had visited previously had been vacated, and they had no new leads to find where the Blaike family had holed up.
Normally Marshall wouldn’t allow a norm to be used as bait, no matter how resourceful, but his anger over the near-loss of Jack had changed things. He kept flashing to the echoing void he’d encountered on the beach. His gut would clench painfully, and his mind would race to find a way to prevent something like that from ever happening again. The lines between what he knew to be right and wrong became blurred, and the phrase acceptable risks kept popping up into his speech more often than he liked.
The looks he kept getting from both Jack and Adelle told him his behavior hadn’t escaped their notice, but he chose to ignore it. Once this was over, he would calm down and things would go back to normal—or whatever passed for his normal these days.
So the team had followed the man and watched in fascination as Fourteen had plunked himself down in the middle of a parking lot and taken off his jacket. The strange nothingness that he gave off had been stripped away, and Marshall had been able to fully witness the deep black of his essence, rather than the pale shadow of it he had given off when they met. The confusion Marshall had felt, when listening to the discussion between Harper and Fourteen about new tech and armor that could negate it, lifted.
His armor repelled magic.
Curious, Marshall had reached out a tendril of his own magic to learn more about the man and discovered another puzzle. Once inside the man’s head, he found only scattered fragments of a person. Delving deeper, Marshall saw that the fragments were knitting themselves together slowly but surely, and the person who was emerging from the fragments was someone Marshall wanted to know better.
After few minutes, Fourteen put his jacket back on, removing himself once again from magical sight. Shortly afterward, two black vans arrived, bristling with people, but instead of fighting, he put his hands on his head and allowed himself to be searched, bound, and stuffed into the back of one of the vans.
It was simple matter for Fzzt to follow the convoy north, right over the border to New Hampshire, with Fire trailing close behind.
The air next to them wavered as Adelle came through the shield around the compound. Her eyes went wide as she noted the uncontained fire sweeping through most of the buildings. “At least you don’t have to worry he’s in over his head,” Adelle remarked.
“There is that.” Marshall shook his head to clear it. “Come on, we need to get down there and see what’s going on.”
✽✽✽
 
Rounding the corner of the closest building, they came face-to-face with complete bedlam. Most of the outbuildings were on fire, and each had at least one witch casting suppression spells in an attempt to minimize the damage.
“Sheeze, are you sure our man is still alive in all of this?”
On the opposite side of the compound, they heard shouting, followed by gunfire.
Marshall raised his eyebrows and said, “I am now.” He motioned for his team to follow him and ran toward the sound of fighting.
As they ran, Marshall sifted through the surface thoughts of anyone within eyesight of his team and told the bystanders not to see them. He could have gone deeper to find out exactly what was going on, but the time it would have taken to do so might end up getting the heiress killed.
When they reached the far side of the compound, there was nothing but a pile of bodies.
“We need to find them. Fast. Ideas?” Marshall dug a hand roughly into his hair as if trying to pull out an idea.
Adelle chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Hold on, maybe we can’t find where soldier boy is, but what if we could find where he isn’t?”
“You mean looking for a deadzone? That might work in the ’Scape, but here, it’ll be fairly iffy. We’d need a lot of people around him for his nothingness to bounce off in order to find him.”
Adelle motioned to the chaos around him. “You don’t think the perpetrator of this has a ton of people after him?”
“Fair point.” He grinned sheepishly, “Cover me, I’m going to take a Walk.”
They crowded into the alley behind them, and Adelle and Jack bracketed him facing outward on either side. Marshall sat down and did his best to accept and transcend the chaos surrounding him. Immediately, pinpoints of lights popped into his awareness, and he saw a mass of yellow, red, and orange dots—converging on a point behind him and to the right. The general emotion of all the points was excitement, but without going deeper he couldn’t see why and he didn’t have the time.
He let his mind unfocus and zoom out to see if he could sense the nothingness of Fourteen. As he did, he noted a small cluster of blue, green, and purple lights grouped in the main building. He also noticed a swarm of aggression-laden black lights moving quickly toward the same place as the yellows, reds, and oranges.
He caught no trace of Fourteen’s nothingness, but the converging lights were enough for Marshall to go on. He was ready to come out of his trance until his attention was captured by a blazing white light so putrid—had he been in his body—he could have retched.
He came back to himself so fast he saw starbursts in his vision. “Demon. Great big massive demon. That way.” His body was panting and covered in sweat. Marshall felt like he had just run a marathon.
The flames from the building across the street illuminated Jack’s shocked face as he reached down and hauled Marshall to his feet. “How?”
“You tell me, I’ve never heard of them getting this big in the Real.” Even the one that took his father hadn’t been this size.
The edges of Adelle’s eyes tightened minutely. “Lead the way, we’re behind you.”
“At least we’re at full power this time.” Jack said, his weak smile doing little to back his brave words.
Marshall nodded in agreement, but inside, his mind crawled with terror and doubt. His team wasn’t up for fighting a demon without notice. No team was. He’d just come from a battle where he’d almost lost Jack. What if he lost his whole team?
They couldn’t run for backup. It could be hours before help arrived. Even if he pulled the entire Boston Chapter House, which consisted mainly of politicians and scholars, they’d never get there in time to stop what was happening.
At that moment, all Marshall wanted to do was run into the night with his friends and not look back—he was pretty sure he could control both of them long enough to get them far away. Only the memory of those who died to protect him kept his feet rooted to the ground. Being a coward was no way to repay them for what they had done. Fire Team was going to have to stand and fight. He hoped the soldier had something special up his sleeve.
“Adelle, on my mark, Sleep any norms you can find. The witches are probably protected, so don’t waste your time on them, but if you can take out the norms it’ll give us some breathing room. Jack, Fourteen probably has the heiress. Find him and get them to the Chapter House. Adelle will help you once she’s done giving the norms a nap, and I’ll meet you all there once I’m finished here.”
“You aren’t going up against the demon alone, ass,” his sister said firmly.
“Ditto,” Jack said mirthlessly.
He hadn’t thought it would work, but he’d had to try. “Fine. When you get them a safe distance away, you can both come back me up. But only once the civilians are safe. Better?”
“You’re damned right, I will,” Jack said, as if that had been the plan all along.
“Barely, but acceptable.” Adelle was still frowning but less so.
“You realize that I’m in charge here, right?”
“Sure you are, sweetie.” Adelle ruffled his hair. “We got you that plaque and everything.”




Chapter Eighteen
Aeyli
Her face felt like raw hamburger as she peeled it off the ground. Aeyli rolled over to look up at a sky filled with a mix of ash and snow and wondered what she was doing on the ground. Her entire body felt like it had been thrown into a dryer with a bag full of tennis balls set to run on high.
“That was not the best thing that could have happened,” her brother rasped out nearby.
Aeyli shook her head to clear it, and her vision swam. She saw stars, moons, and entire galaxies of constellations dancing inside her head, crowding the edges of her vision. Reality was just a touch too far out of reach for her right now.
She sat perfectly still, waiting for the effect to fade, but dared to ask, “What happened?” Only minimal constellations flared up from the effort.
“Someone took out the ground underneath us. We only fell a few yards, but your champion is down there somewhere,” he said, pointing toward a chasm a few feet away.
“Oh gods . . . Fourteen!” She leapt to her feet and promptly fell back to the ground as a supernova exploded in her head, and her foot gave out underneath her. Maybe she should lie still for one short minute before storming to the rescue—give her brain a chance to reboot.
“I’m fine, by the way.” Hester muttered from underneath Sterling.
“Thanks for breaking my fall, Mother,” he said, dripping with contempt. “Glad to see you can still be useful to us.” Grudgingly he rolled off Hester, allowing her to sit up.
She gave him a poisonous glare and pulled her knees to her chest. After noticing a hole in her stockings, she extended her glare to blanket both of her children. Sterling rolled his eyes.
When the sparkling lightshow inside her head faded to an acceptable level, Aeyli sat up slowly, trying not to dwell too deeply on how much damage she’d taken in the past forty-eight hours. The second she thought she could move without passing out, she crawled to the lip of the chasm, trying to make out Fourteen’s form. The sun had gone down at some point during her incarceration, and the fires were too far away to allow her to make out anything but darkness in the hole before her. If he was conscious, maybe he could hear her.
“Fourteen!” Something green splashed a foot away from her face and bubbled violently before burning away. She flinched and scrambled backward, setting off a new round of explosions at the edges of her vision. Aeyli looked up and saw two more spells—one orange, one red—detonate in the air above them. “He can’t be far if his shield is still protecting us.”
“Sorry, sis, that’s me. I activated my own shield the moment the ground gave way.” Sterling’s tone was regretful.
A painful wail tried to claw its way out, but she clamped down on it before it could carry her away. She had to find Fourteen and escape this hellhole first. Hysterics could come later.
“Can you get me down there?”
“Not and keep the shield going, I’m afraid. Even with the power-up I got from Hester, it’s taking everything I’ve got to keep this barrage off us,” he said.
As they spoke, the light show overhead intensified as dozens of spells exploded against Sterling’s shield.
“This is amazing, Sterling, I had no idea you could make a shield like this. It’s enormous.”
“It’s all thanks to dear old Mom, here. If it weren’t for the power I’m siphoning off her, we’d probably be dead now.” He poked the woman with a finger. “I’m surprised your people aren’t worried about hitting you in the crossfire. Care to enlighten us?”
“No.” Hester turned her face away looking sullen.
Sterling let out a surprised laugh. “It abandoned you, didn’t it? I guess that’s what a few generations of betrayal gets you.”
“Sekt wouldn’t do that, he loves me. He needs me! Stella isn’t enough for him, she—” She broke off suddenly very interested in fiddling with the restraints on her hands.
“She what, Hester?” Sterling shouted. “She won’t give him the sweet loving you can? What the hell is wrong with you?”
Aeyli ignored the argument and stared down into the dark, dust-filled pit that had swallowed Fourteen. She tried to find a way to climb down—a slanted ledge, a conveniently placed bundle of roots, anything—but all she saw was impenetrable darkness. For all she knew it was only ten feet deep. If that were the case, she could hang off the edge and jump the rest of the way. Or it could be a hundred feet deep and she would die, but if it was that deep, the likelihood that he would have survived the fall was slim. Her heart skipped a beat.
“Fourteen! Fourteen!!!” She made to swing her legs over the edge of the pit and came against Sterling’s shield as it shrank down and nudged her away from the hole.
“Sterling!” she snapped. “Let me out, I need to get down there.”
“Sunny . . .” Sterling’s eyes were pained. “I know I’ve messed up in the past, but I don’t think letting you get yourself killed is a good way to make things up to you.”
“Indeed it isn’t.” A lightly accented voice with Middle Eastern overtones interrupted their debate.
“Sweet Vis! How did you get through my shield?” Sterling fell over in surprise and scrambled backward toward Aeyli.
Fires raging in the distance framed the outline of an enormous man. With the flames behind him, it was hard to make out his face, but his size alone intimidated Aeyli. How were they supposed to fight this guy off?
Hester’s only reaction was to draw her legs further into herself.
“Dreamwalker.” The man poked himself in the chest as if it were an explanation.
It must have meant something to Sterling because his face went from shocked to hopeful. “The Guard is here?”
The Guard? Despite what she’d told Fourteen about them, Aeyli hadn’t been entirely convinced the Guard was anything more than the dreams and wishful thinking of children. She’d never seen any evidence of them before now and was affronted. If they were real, where the hell had they been while she was running for her life? Her chin came up stubbornly.
“Some, but not enough for this shitstorm. I’m here to rescue you lot—heroically and quickly—so I can get back to where I am needed. So follow me and don’t lag behind.” When nobody moved to obey him, he sighed. “I do have the right group, yes? Missing heiress-who-doesn’t-exist and Guests?”
Her teeth ground together hard enough to hurt, and she snapped out, “Yes, that’s us, but we aren’t all here.” She pointed to the hole behind her. “One of us is down there, and we aren’t leaving without him.” Mythical hero or not, she wasn’t taking orders from this guy.
“Of course you aren’t. And there’s no reason you should.” The man muttered. “Okay, let’s have a look.”
He sauntered over to where Aeyli stood, acting for all the world as if a battle wasn’t raging all around him. An exploding flash against the shield illuminated his face showing Aeyli impossible eyes. Time slowed, and she had the sensation of falling into their depths. As she continued to fall, she swore she could see stars. Dizzy, she averted her gaze. After she was free, she realized she couldn’t have told anyone the color of his eyes if her life depended on it. It also occurred to her that he seemed as unaffected by her aberration as Fourteen.
The guardian craned his neck, and Aeyli saw her brother’s shield ripple as his head passed though the edge of it. “Ah, there he is. I see your soldier boy, he’s down about ten meters or so. He’s moving, but it looks like someone really rang his bell.”
After looking into his eyes, she didn’t question how the man could see so well in the dark. “Can you get him?” She found her anger toward the Guard receding. If she got Fourteen back, all would be forgiven.
“I’ll see what I can do. My friend will be here soon—be nice to her, she bites. The name’s Jack, by the way.” Then he stepped over the edge of the hole and disappeared.
Aeyli blinked, bemused, but before she managed to form any words a woman dropped down beside her.
“Gods, you people have to stop doing that!” Sterling grabbed his chest. “I’m too young for a heart attack.”
“Nice to meet you too, I’m Adelle.” The woman said wryly. Her golden hair draped elegantly over one shoulder, looking pristine. With her dark formfitting clothes, she looked like she belonged on a runway rather than a warzone. “I suppose you’ve met Jack.”
“He’s down there helping our friend.” Aeyli pointed, beginning to feel a bit like the hostess of the hole.
“Fair enough.” Adelle walked over to Sterling and crouched down. “This is a nice shield you have going, but you don’t look so hot. How long have you been holding it?” She put a hand on his forehead.
For the first time, Aeyli noticed the sweat glittering on Sterling’s face and saw that his were hands shaking.
“Not too long, I’ll be fine,” Sterling said, trying to sound tough.
Adelle patted his head. “Moron. Here, this should help.” She closed her eyes, and Aeyli saw the world around the woman and her brother shimmer with a faint orange glow. When she opened her eyes again, she gave Sterling an appraising stare. “Well, that explains how you got the power to hold the shield in the first place. In any case, that should let you hold it for a bit longer. As for you”—in a smooth, fluid motion, Adelle settled in front of Hester—“you are a nasty little piece of work. You and I are going to have a talk later. I promise you.”
Hester said nothing and stared into the distance, haughtily.
Sterling put a hand to his chest and looked down at it, then back at Adelle, gaping in wonder. “T-thank you.”
Adelle stood with enviable grace and glided over to Aeyli and crouched back down, looking her over in the scant light. “You must be the one everyone’s been looking for. You’ve caused quite a stir, haven’t you?”
Under the woman’s penetrating gaze, Aeyli felt like more than her appearance was being examined. After her experience looking into Jack’s eyes, Aeyli was nervous, but when nothing extraordinary happened, she relaxed. “Um, they started it?”
“Aeyliana!” Sterling hissed reprovingly. “She’s a guardian, be respectful!” He had stopped sweating but still looked entirely unnerved.
The woman let out a low, rich laugh. “Your brother is right, I am a guardian, but”—her lovely eyes narrowed—“that doesn’t mean much to you, does it?”
The woman was perceptive, Aeyli would give her that. She was also as unaffected by Aeyli as her partner was. Curious. “Should it?”
“In a family like yours, you should have been taught much about the Guard by now. For that crime alone your family would need to answer to us. But now is not the time to begin your education, little one.” Adelle turned her head up to look at the ledge above them where a large chunk of the Blaike family had gathered and was doing their best to knock down Sterling’s shield. “Most of your family is protected from being put to sleep. I could do each one individually, but they would overtake us long before I finished. A distraction would be better, I think. Then you can escape while they are occupied.”
Aeyli was getting tired of enigmatic people showing up and assuming they could tell her what to do. She drew herself to her feet, pulling as much dignity and confidence around herself as she could. “Listen, I appreciate your help but—” she had been going to say, I’m not going anywhere without Fourteen, but her injured leg gave out, dropping her to the cold ground in a pathetic heap. She was certain people on the other side of the compound could hear her disgruntled sigh as she lay there face down in the dirt.
Adelle held up a hand to keep Sterling from running to his sister. “You save your magic to power the shield, I’ll fix your sister.” Adelle leaned forward to help Aeyli turn over, but when Adelle’s fingers grazed Aeyli’s bare hand, she sucked in a breath and snatched her own hand away in reflex. “You are full of surprises for someone so small.”
Aeyli looked at the woman’s face, expecting to see fear or anger there and was surprised when she only saw wonder. “Why doesn’t it anger you to be so close to me?”
Perfectly manicured eyebrows drew together. “I suppose it would present as anger in people who don’t understand what you are. Especially in a family like yours.” Adelle’s words were tinged with sorrow. “Oh, the crimes they have committed against you, little one.”
Rather than explaining herself, Adelle gently placed her hand on Aeyli’s chest and closed her eyes.
It didn’t feel like someone had a hand on her chest. Instead it felt as though Adelle's hand had sunk through her skin and reached right in to Aeyli’s soul. She felt the pinkness inside of her rise to meet the orange of the newcomer.
Watch. You might need to do this sooner than either of us might wish. The words formed warmly in her mind. Neither surprising nor invasive, it felt perfectly natural to have this woman speak to her in such a way.
Instantly, she was aware of three large dark spots in the pink and saw the orange weave tendrils through her essence until it met them. Aeyli watched as Adelle’s magic wrapped around her own, and like a mother guiding the hands of a toddler, the orange guided the pink, sinking into the dark places and encouraging them to heal. She felt power flow from Adelle to herself as they healed her wounds, but rather than diminishing, their power swelled until Aeyli felt as though she were about to burst.
Adelle opened her eyes and smiled. “That was lovely, thank you. I feel better than I did when I got here.”
“You’re welcome?” Aeyli flexed her hands and feet. The injured parts still felt tender, but completely useable. Even the persistent throbbing of her head has calmed. “I mean, thank you, too. I might actually make it out of here alive.”
Adelle caught and held her eyes, searching. “If only I had time to train you, this fight would be over in minutes. You are a gift to us all, you know?”
Aeyli snorted. “A gift? Lady, that’s the first time anyone has ever thought of me a gift, I can assure you.”
Adelle’s eyes went to the chasm behind Aeyli. “I wouldn’t be so certain of that if I were you.”
Aeyli followed her gaze, wondering if she had been referring to Fourteen. He had mentioned meeting some guardians earlier. Maybe this woman was one of them.
“If it weren’t breaking all the rules, as well as going against my better judgment, I would take you straight to Marshall. He could use someone like you right now. In fact, he’s going to need all the help he can get against that demon inside your aunt.
“Demon? I thought it was a nightmare.” Aeyli felt woefully uneducated about Other society.
“No, it’s definitely a demon, but I can see how someone untrained could make that mistake. Traditionally, nightmares can’t survive for long in the Real outside of a host. Once they are strong enough to take form and survive alone, we consider them demons. For some reason, this demon has continued to live in a host. I’ve never seen anything like it, I wish I knew what it’s end game was.”
“I know. I had some kind of vision when I grabbed a hold of Hester—um, my mother, I mean. My great-great-great-grandmother Hester and this demon have been possessing the matriarchs of my family for hundreds of years. They use their souls to hide the presence of the demon. It—she called it Sekt—is planning on entering the Demon Realm as some kind of super power.”
Adelle’s lovely face was twisted with horror. “We have to stop this thing right now. If it succeeds, others will follow in its footsteps. The Guard has been ruthless about nightmares for a reason. The demon population can’t be allowed to gain in numbers, we’re having a hard time holding them back as it is!”
“I can help,” Aeyli said before she could stop herself. Until now, all she wanted was to get to safety with Fourteen and her brother, but she couldn’t take off if there was a possibility she could actually be useful. She’d never been useful before and the idea that she might be needed for something important was like catnip for her soul. “I think when I grabbed Hester, it made Sekt run away.”
Adelle shook her head. “I’m sorry, little one. As much as it pains me to say no, I cannot accept your help.” She placed a warm hand on Aeyli’s cheek. “It really is too bad, help from one such as yourself would be invaluable right now.”
Aeyli had had enough cryptic statements, and she knocked the hand away with an angry jerk of her chin. “Plain English, lady,” she snapped. “What exactly am I supposed to be?”
Aeyli could hear the smile in Adelle’s voice when she said, “I promise I’ll tell you once we are out of this.” She cocked her head as if hearing something no one else could. “Jack is going to need one of my trinkets to get your friend out of that hole. Once we’re out, we can all go.”
She watched Adelle drop into the hole and blinked. She had made escaping seem like an afterthought. But what did Aeyli know about guardians? It was possible they wandered blithely in and out of battles rescuing random people for fun. “Well,” she breathed.
“Them being here is a good thing, sis. I promise.”
She looked at where her brother sat next to their traitorous grandmother, his body language announcing his readiness to pounce if she moved wrong. “How long can you keep this shield up? It isn’t going to hurt you, is it?”
“Nah, with what Guardian Adelle gave me, I feel like I could do this all day. It’s awesome. His eyes burned with excitement. “I wonder if the Guard accepts sixteen-year-olds?”
“I’m the wrong person to ask.” Aeyli watched nervously as the rim above them filled with more people. Some of them shone with a wrongness similar to Sekt’s, though none of them were as terrible as the thing that had set up shop inside generations of Blaike women. “Are you sure they can’t get through?”
“They’d be down here already if they could. They can’t touch us.” Sterling said with all the bravado of a teenage boy.
The earth underneath them began to tremble giving lie to his words. As a single unit, the crowd above them stepped away from the ledge as the sides of the crater began to collapse around them. Massive boulders began to pound against Sterling’s shield, causing him to wince as more and more struck. Aeyli barely noticed their own predicament, instead watching horror-struck as the hole Fourteen and the guardians were in filled with tons of rock and dirt.
“Can they get out of that? Do guardians have shields as good as yours?” Her voice sounded far away.
Shaken, Sterling sounded just as faint. “They must have. They must . . .”
Witches began to pour over the edges of the newly widened crater.
“They know you’re down here with us, right?” Sterling yelled, panicked at Hester.
“He’ll come back for me. He always does.” Hester said to her hands, but when spells began crashing against their shield with a renewed frenzy she flinched and shrank down further, hiding behind the fall of her once-pristine hair.
“What do we do?”
“Do what you did in the cemetery!”
“I can’t! You saw what happened there. The gods know what would happen if I did it on top of our friends!” More than half of the oncoming horde was running over the rubble covering Fourteen and the guardians. In order to be effective, her attack would have to be right on top of them.
“Then point it that way!” Sterling pointed at the dozen or so people climbing down the walls on the other side of them.
“Can you keep up the shield if I manage an attack?”
“I doubt it. The rock fall seriously weakened me.” Sterling had begun to look sweaty and pale again.
“Then I’ll save it as a last resort.” She resolved to take out the entire base if anything happened to Fourteen or Sterling. “Can you make it smaller? It could give us more time.”
Aeyli eyed the advancing horde and realized at least two or three terrible creatures were mixed in among the witches clambering toward them. It looked as though everyone from the compound had called a friend, then invited some of them to bring a pet monster along just for fun.
Sterling looked pained. “It would buy us more time, but you and I would have to get a lot closer than we are now.” The shame on his face was devastating. “I’m sorry, sis, but I still remember how it felt the last time I got hit by your power. I would be useless to you if it takes me over again.”
“Oh.” She had forgotten for a minute, the terrible burden of her gift. “If anyone should be sorry, Sterling, it should be me. I’m sorry I can’t control it. You’re too young to have to put up with any of this. I’m so sorry you are here with me.” Tears began to roll down her face.
“Oh for the gods’ sake, let down the shield so we can finish this. If I have to listen to one more sappy monologue, my dinner is going to make a second appearance.” Astin’s caustic voice cut in.
Hastily Aeyli wiped her tears away. She was grateful for her cousin’s arrival; anger was easier territory to navigate than shame. “I’m surprised you didn’t get eaten after Fourteen shot you, cousin. The demon realm isn’t known for going soft on easy prey.” Or so she imagined.
Fourteen had clearly managed to do some damage, she could see spellpatches peeking out from under the sleeve on one of her cousin’s arms.
Astin ignored her and called out, “Sterling, you little shit, cut this out right now, and we’ll let you live. Your sister is too far gone to save, she needs to be put down.”
“Like hell you will!” Sterling said angrily. “You forget that I know you.”
Astin sighed. “I locked you in a cupboard one time, kid.”
“For two days!”
“I got busy and forgot. I said I was sorry.”
“Forget it. I don’t care what’s inside her. She’s my sister, and you can go fuck yourself.”
Shrugging his shoulders theatrically, Astin said to the crowd around him, “You heard him. Kill them both.”
“So your orders are back to killing me? What happened to needing my body?” Aeyli didn’t expect an answer.
Astin winked at her, making her blood boil. He knew the whole thing was a charade. It wouldn’t surprise her if she found out he had been in on the whole thing from the day she had been first locked up. How many of her family members facing them knew the whole truth? And for those who didn’t, what lies had they been told that could have convinced them to fight on the side of monsters?
Once more the ground rumbled ominously. One look at Sterling’s face, now devoid of any color, had her convinced. The next attack that came for them would be the end.
Then the world beneath her erupted.




Chapter Nineteen
Fourteen
There was a loud cracking sound, followed by a lot of screaming. Then there was nothing.
Then there was pain.
Fourteen didn’t know how long he had been out, but he did what he always did following unplanned unconsciousness—a full system diagnostic. His face had two abrasions, one across the temple, one on his left cheek, the first one potentially serious, the second one minor. There was also a low throbbing in his shoulder from when he had damaged it during the fight at the warehouse. A pile of small to medium rocks were pinning his lower body, but neither of his legs were more than superficially damaged. He detected a bruise on his sternum—the exact area where he had removed a plate in his armor. It wasn’t an ideal spot to leave exposed, but it was the only plate that came loose when he had the idea to see what would happen if he used his armor offensively. It had been exceptionally useful in hand-to-hand combat during his rescue of Aeyli.
Aeyli.
He blamed his head wound for addling his mind enough to forget where he was and what he was in the middle of. He tried to locate her but couldn’t see for shit. From the sounds above, there was still a battle going on above him, and he needed to get to it. Aeyli was damaged and had nothing but her questionable brother to help her. Hopefully, she could recreate the godforsaken spell she had managed in the cemetery—he had a feeling they were going to need it tonight.
He worked on removing the rocks on his legs and was halfway done when he heard something heavy landing behind him. He whipped his body out the rest of the way, going for expedience over caution, and ignored the pain as fresh lacerations bloomed down the side of his left leg. He rolled to his feet and whirled around, wielding the plate from his armor in one hand and a sharp rock in the other.
“Whoa, buddy, whoa! I come in peace!” A soft light appeared in front of a familiar face.
Fourteen relaxed his stance minutely. “Guardian,” he said cautiously.
“I’m touched you remember, but I mostly go by Jack. Aeyliana sent me to fetch you topside so we can all get out of here, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to give you a few upgrades first.”
Upgrades? What the hell was that supposed to mean? “Call me skeptical, but I’m not taking something from the person who trapped me the last time we encountered each other.”
“Fair, but in my defense, you tried to kill me and mine. A lot.” Jack rubbed at an eyebrow with the palm of his hand and sighed dramatically. “I don’t have time for the trust exercises and therapy necessary to get you to let me touch you, so why don’t I just show you the severity of your situation.”
The light grew to expose the hole Fourteen had fallen into. Immediately, he saw what Jack meant. The bottom of the hole could have accommodated three of his SUVs with just enough room to open the doors on one of them. Five meters from the floor, irritatingly smooth walls closed in to form a wide gash with rough walls that appeared scalable if only he could reach them. He walked forward to examine the glossy surface of his prison and hissed in pain on the first step. The ambient light showed a small rock imbedded in his calf. He pulled it out and flicked it to the floor. Further examination showed the blood flow from the wound to be within acceptable parameters, so he ignored it and limped to the wall.
It was smooth to the touch, like glass, and continued through the entire base of the hole. Even with his considerable climbing skills, he couldn’t get himself out. Panic rose, but he didn’t have time for it, so he told it to piss off until later. Surprisingly, it worked.
He turned to Jack. “This doesn’t look natural to me.”
“Whoever cast the spell was trying to trap you, probably so they could kill her.” At Fourteen’s murderous growl, he threw up his hands defensively. “Which they aren’t! Her brother has a decent shield around them, and my partner Adelle, who you’ve already met, is with them. They are completely safe right now. Mostly.”
If Fourteen wanted to get back to Aeyli’s side, he was going to have to sacrifice his need for control of the situation. “What did you have in mind?”
A broad smile formed on Jack’s face. “This is going to be fun, but I’m going to need Adelle for this. She has a Crafted object I’m going to need.” The man’s dark eyes went unfocused, and Fourteen was caught briefly by their swirling depths. Something about them made him feel restless, and he was forced to look away until Jack snapped back to attention. “Okay, Adelle’s made your group as safe as she can for the moment, and she’ll be right down.”
Had he hit his head harder than he’d thought? Fourteen touched the abrasion on his temple gingerly.
“Oh hey, I can help you with that if you like. Um, I think I can anyway, just . . . uh, don’t hit me, okay?” Jack reach out a tentative hand in offering.
“What are you going to do?” Wariness laced each word.
“Heal you, I hope. I’m going to need to touch your skin to do it, to get past your shield. It’s going to feel weird, but it won’t hurt.” Jack waggled his fingers expectantly.
Should he trust this man? He appeared friendly and helpful, but Fourteen had been betrayed by friendly types before. He could always kill him if he tried something. Jack had at least six inches on him and was built like a tank, but Fourteen would be inside the man’s shield, so he felt confident of his odds. At least one of the ten different ways he could think of to kill this guardian would do the job. He cocked his head, examining Jack, and added three more to the list.
He stripped a glove off and offered his nondominant hand to Jack. He could do a lot with either hand, but it paid to be cautious.
Jack took it in his and closed his eyes. “Huh. You got a lot going on in here, don’t you?”
“Is commentary necessary for this task?”
“No, but it passes the time.” Several heartbeats passed. “Adelle’s coming down, don’t freak out.”
An arm’s length to his left, a tall, blonde woman landed lightly on the floor in a crouch. Fourteen silently approved of her black-on-black ensemble—it would suit her well for the evening’s operation. When she stood, she moved with the agility of a warrior.
Fourteen met her eyes and nodded curtly.
She gave him the ghost of a smile. “Good to see you again, too. I’m glad you two are managing to play nicely.”
“You wouldn’t believe what he’s got going on in here. Fascinating!”
“Stop sightseeing and finish up. The sooner we get them out of here, the sooner we can get to Marshall.”
The ever-present smile on Jack’s face faded. “No need to nag, I’m nearly done.”
Done? As far as he could tell, Jack had done nothing, everything still hurt the same as before . . .Then Fourteen felt a buildup of pressure in his head. It felt like his brain was expanding, but his skull had chosen to remain the same size.
Jack had lied. It hurt. Fourteen wasn’t surprised.
Before the pain grew to intolerable levels, he felt something in his head pop, and a cooling sensation flowed through his body, easing pain as it went.
“Okay, done.” Jack opened his eyes, let go of his hand, and stepped back with an expectant look on his face. “Better, yes?”
Fourteen’s eyelid twitched. The guy may have lied about the pain, but his results were undeniable—a quick self-diagnostic showed all injuries to be healed, including several old aches and pains he had long ago grown accustomed to.
He decided not to punch him.
“Better. Yes.” Fourteen agreed and then frowned. Everything around him appeared different than it had before Jack had healed him. Everything seemed sharper and more vibrant. The walls surrounding him pulsed with a subtle light they hadn’t had earlier. He blinked, but the effect continued.
“I, uh, also tinkered with your sight while I was in there. I thought it would be a good idea if you could see magic—just for a little while!” The big man said hastily. “It will wear off by the end of the night. You’ll need every advantage you can get.”
Fourteen felt dizzy as his eyes tried to make sense of the kaleidoscope of colors emanating from Jack’s body. He didn’t like surprises, nor did he feel confident that seeing magic qualified as an advantage—it was far more likely to distract him than help. “My eyes worked fine the way they were.” He growled. “If you have any more upgrades, you can keep them to yourself.”
“You’re going to need them to get out of here, so stop giving me death glares. Let me do my job, okay?”
“Upgrades? Jack . . .” Adelle said, warning flashing in her eyes. She had an orangeness about her, which quivered and leapt when she spoke.
“Seriously, Adelle, we have some leeway, I slowed time down in here, didn’t you notice?”
“Great, so Marshall has twice as long before he goes and gets himself killed, very comforting,” she snapped, and her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What are you planning?” The orange light around her twitched like an angry cat’s tail.
“Don’t worry, this is going to be awesome. I can actually do the first part alone, just let me . . . ouch!” Jack snatched his hand back and stuck his injured finger in his mouth. “Why did you slap my hand away?”
“Why were you groping me?” Fourteen wasn’t about to allow someone he barely knew to touch him without permission, no matter what he was selling. Especially if merely looking at the man made Fourteen want to heave.
Jack smacked his forehead, and small rainbows splashed out from between his fingers, “Right, right, trust issues. There was a whole mess of them in that captivating brain of yours. Sorry, I get carried away sometimes.”
Adelle tapped her foot impatiently and cleared her throat. Fourteen tried to ignore the way the color around her writhed, but he failed miserably. He was finding it difficult to function at all right now, let alone well enough to fight. Desperately, he touched one of the cold places inside his head, trying to find his equilibrium.
The effect was instantaneous: the conditioning wrapped around him and allowed him enough space to process the new information his eyes were giving him. Now he could attend to the situation at hand.
Jack gave Adelle the stink-eye and continued. “May I touch your clothes? I need to examine them to see what I can attach my spell to. Your shield makes this sort of thing tricky.”
“Please say yes before we all die of old age,” Adelle pleaded, her eyes turned toward the battle raging overhead. The orange around her was little more than an irritant for him now.
The part of Fourteen that wasn’t wrapped in cold screamed in protest. Allowing Jack to touch his hand was one thing, but to be poked and prodded was another. And for what? Another magical surprise that may or may not distract him while he was trying to fight? He hated this. Everything about the situation he was in either pissed him off, scared him, or made him feel out of control.
But he couldn’t do this alone. Harper had most likely buggered off by this point—he’d only agreed to stay long enough to be a distraction. Fourteen needed these damned guardians to get him out of this stupid pit. Not to mention Aeyli didn’t have the time for him to indulge his fears right now—he had no choice.
He gritted his teeth and ground out, “Just do it.”
Fourteen watched with barely leashed tension as Jack put a hand on his chest armor. Jack’s body froze the moment his fingers contacted the material.
“Huh,” he muttered, and his face grew thoughtful. Jack continued his exploration, running his hands lightly over the leather of Fourteen’s jacket. “I, ah, need to touch your pants too.”
“I said do it. What, do you need an engraved invitation?”
“Just trying not to get stabbed.” Jack eyed the metal plate still clenched tightly in Fourteen’s fist. He explored the pants quickly and efficiently, occasionally nodding to himself as he went. When he reached Fourteen’s boots he slowed and looked up. “You didn’t armor your boots?”
Fourteen felt his face heat up. “I lose my shoes a lot. No point in wasting expensive materials.”
“Ooookay. I think I can work with this, but”—Jack paused with a strange expression on his face—“in order for the spell to take, I think I need your permission to do it. When I healed you, I was touching your skin. That was enough permission to breach your protections, but anything I place on your boots is going to slide off like water.”
Fourteen could hear shouting overhead, but it sounded distorted and slow, making it impossible to understand what was being said. He couldn’t hear the one voice he wanted to, and that was enough to quell any reservations he had about giving Jack permission. “You have my permission, do your thing and get me back up there.”
A sound like thunder vibrated the walls around them. Neither guardian looked concerned, but Fourteen had already been in one rockslide this evening and didn’t like the idea of another.
Jack plopped his bulk on the ground next to Fourteen’s feet and went to work. “You might want to hold on to something, I’m going to need to layer this over the soles.” From his pocket he produced something egg-shaped that caught the light and refracted it, sending it bouncing off the walls.
Fourteen was forced to look away before its brightness completely ruined his eyes for night fighting. This turned out to be a mistake as Jack chose that moment to lift Fourteen’s boot off the ground. Only years of training kept him on his remaining foot.
Adelle held out her arm in offering, but Fourteen ignored it. “She’s safe for now. I juiced her brother up before I left—right now his shield could hold off a tank. Don’t worry, we’ll be back before it breaks.”
Jack dropped Fourteen’s boot and hoisted the other one into his lap, forcing Fourteen to grab Adelle’s still-proffered arm. He could see her fighting down a smile.
The thunderous rumbling shook the walls once more. Rather than ignoring it, Adelle jerked her head in surprise and shouted, “Incoming!”
Without hesitation, Fourteen tried to push Adelle to the floor so he could throw himself on top of her, but instead he bounced off her suddenly rock-hard form and was sent sprawling to the ground minus one boot. The top of their prison came crashing down as the rim collapsed, sending tons of rocks, dirt, and plant matter drifting down lazily as if the rubble had all the time in the world in which to crush them to death.
Jack continued working as though nothing had occurred.
It took a full thirty seconds for Fourteen to realize none of it had made it to the bottom of the hole. He rubbed his sore shoulder feeling stupid and confused—he had hit Adelle with more force than he had intended. Had he hurt her?
Adelle stood where he had bounced off her, seemingly unscathed, with one hand reaching for the ceiling. He could see a ring on her index finger blazing orange and forming a shield overhead.
She turned to fix laughing, hazel eyes on him. “Sorry about that, but I couldn’t let you distract me.”
“No offence taken.” He was just glad his gaffe hadn’t killed them all. It was possible Aeyli had been correct when she suggested his ignorance of magic was dangerous. Fourteen sat up and caught his boot as it came sailing toward him.
“Done. Put it on, but don’t walk in them yet.” Jack yelled to his partner, “Do I still have time to give him a weapon?”
Adelle cocked her head to one side, her eyes blank and unfocused. “Barely.”
“Okay, I can work with that. Throw me the thing.”
The thing ended up being a stick-like object, roughly the length of Fourteen’s forearm. He couldn’t conceive where Adelle had managed to store it under her clingy outfit. Jack plucked it casually out of the air when Adelle tossed it, making it look like a well-rehearsed move from a movie.
“It’ll be quick and dirty—but better than nothing. Here, give me your hand.”
This time Fourteen obeyed without thought.
Jack took Fourteen’s hand and folded it over the stick. “We call this a dummy. It’s something made in the Dreamscape that can be brought to the Real and Crafted there. Usually that sort of thing can only be done in the ’Scape, but some people, like our boss, can make some truly remarkable things to bring into the Real. This was his invention.”
The object grew warmer but not unpleasantly so.
“Okay, think about your favorite weapon—not a gun, please, that would be disastrous.”
Fourteen ran through a list of his favorite weapons, but none suited his current need. A sword would be too flashy for his purposes, the size he would need would only slow him down. A staff would be helpful for keeping multiple targets at bay, but it wasn’t lethal enough. A pike would be better, but he wanted something with even more stopping power.
“That’s enough to go on, I think.”
Fourteen frowned. “I haven’t picked anything yet.”
“Shush. Let me work.”
“Things are about to go critical upstairs!” Adelle called, eyes still unfocused, staring at something Fourteen couldn’t see.
“You shush too.” Jack muttered under his breath.
Fourteen felt a rush of something go through his hand, and the stick glowed, pulsing through a rainbow of colors. He watched, mesmerized as the dummy lengthened and changed shape before his eyes.
When the glow faded, Jack stepped away, leaving Fourteen to inspect his work. He’d never seen anything quite like it. One end looked vaguely like a poleax mixed with a scythe. Rather than ending in a point, the blade went to the very end of the weapon, and the edge was jagged, rather than curved. It looked positively lethal. Fourteen smiled.
He looked closely and noticed the edge shimmered with the multicolored light he was starting to associate with Jack.
“Oh wait, one more thing.” Jack took the weapon back and ran his hand along the base of the staff leaving a blaze of rainbow fire in its wake. He handed it back to Fourteen. “That end is for normal-looking people. If they have a nightmare inside of them that should knock it out once you get through their shields.”
Fourteen held out the metal plate from his jacket and showed it to Jack. “I used this to take out a witch’s shield earlier. Is there any way to attach it to this?”
Jack gave a low whistle. “That . . . would be a bad idea right now. I’d need time to keep it from blowing up in our faces, but maybe we can experiment after this is over?”
Fourteen’s smile broadened. He was starting to like this guy.
“Anyway, the other end is for anything coming at you that is squiggly, slimy, or just fucking terrifying. It probably won’t stop ’em, but you should be able to slow ’em down.”
“We have to do this now, Jack, or their shield won’t survive what we’re about to do!”
“Looks like time has caught up with us.” Jack grabbed Fourteen by the arm and pulled him over to Adelle. “Take her hand, and when I say jump, you jump with everything you’ve got.”
“Copy.” Adrenaline flooded through his system. He had no idea what was about to happen, but he was ready for this fight.
Jack flung the egg from earlier at the rocks overhead. It suspended in midair and pulsed, faster and faster, until it looked like a strobe light. His night vision was going to be completely shot.
By some unspoken gesture, Adelle dropped her shield a split-second before Jack shouted, “Jump!”
Fourteen complied and was relatively unsurprised as the ceiling gave way before them as they flew up and out of the pit. He hadn’t been certain what to expect, but he’d already decided Jack and Adelle were to be trusted—for now—and he only gave his trust to people competent enough not to smash themselves against several tons of rock for no apparent reason.
As they came down, he tried to find Aeyli, but the debris from their dramatic entrance made it impossible to see anything.
Rather than smacking into the ground as it rushed toward them, they touched down lightly. Fourteen assumed he had his boots to thank for that.
“Was that the only jump they had in them?” Fourteen didn’t want to have to take off his boots to keep fighting, but he didn’t like the idea of fighting in something he hadn’t practiced with.
“The only big one, yes, but for the next hour, you’re going to want to be careful with your fancy ninja moves.” Jack winced as a large rock rebounded from a tree and crashed against his shield.
What about this?” He shook his new weapon. “How long will it last? And I’m not a ninja,” he murmured that last part to himself.
A handful of witches staggered toward them out of the gloom and dust. Even at a distance, Fourteen could see something white and malignant pulsing inside their bodies—it looked like he was about to get a crash course in fighting with Jack’s upgrades.
“You keep telling yourself that.” Jack put his back to Adelle, and Fourteen saw him pull something out of his sleeve that looked like a sword made of living flame—it crackled and hissed angrily. “Your weapon will last as long as I want it to, so have at it.”
Beside him Adelle pulled off her belt and snapped it. It blazed with orange fire, lengthening and growing until it grew to the size of a bullwhip.
No, these guardians weren’t so bad after all.




Chapter Twenty
Aeyli
Aeyli, Sterling, and Hester flew skyward, bouncing around inside their shield like a trio of unfortunate hamsters inside a ball. Absently, Aeyli noticed it looked like they weren’t the only ones affected by the blast. Most of those assembled around their shield had become airborne as well.

The shield sailed through the air, arcing over the heads of dozens of huddled figures looking for cover, and bounced into the forest, exploding upon impact with an old rotted-out log. Its dying act had been to take the brunt of the fall, but all three occupants lay dazed and disoriented in a tangled mass of limbs on the dark, dank floor of the forest.

“Get your butt off my face!”

“Only when you stop stepping on my hair!”

There was a great struggle as all three bodies tried to sort themselves out. Too late, Aeyli remembered one of their members needed to be closely watched. When the rock hit her head, she saw stars and fell to her hands and knees, barely registering the muffled swearing from the ensuing fight as Hester escaped into the night.

“Well, I’m pretty sure I just swallowed a bug,” said Sterling said conversationally. His shoes squelched noisily as he attempted to pull his body out of the mud pit he’d been knocked into. “Good riddance to her anyway. At least you and I made it out.”

“We still have to find Fourteen before we can leave.” Her stomach clenched. What if he hadn’t survived the blast? “If he’s still alive, I mean.” She tried for a neutral tone, but her voice cracked at the word alive.

Sterling waved her comment away, a blurry gesture in the dim light. “He’ll be fine, that guy can clearly take care of himself. And anyway, he’s with the guardians—I wish we’d been in that hole!” He heaved himself out of the muck with a loud sucking sound.

Aeyli wished she could have been as positive, but until she saw Fourteen with her own eyes, she wasn’t going to be okay. “How can you be so cheerful after getting your ass kicked by our mom? Don’t think I’m letting that go any time soon.”

Sterling sputtered indignantly. “Okay, first, that creature isn’t our mother, and second, could you not mention this to Adelle next time you see her?”

She laughed and instantly regretted it. “Ow.” Gingerly, she poked the side of her head, recently abused by a rock. She sighed ruefully—she had just gotten it fixed, for Vis’ sake. “You know we have to go after her, right?”

Regardless of their predicament, Aeyli could feel the grin still stretched across her face. Of course a sixteen-year-old boy would get an instant crush on someone as beautiful as Adelle. It was nice to have something as normal as her brother’s hormones to laugh at amidst the pain and horror of the past two days.

“Yeah . . . Here let me help you up.” Her brother’s form loomed over her, and she took his hand without thinking.

“You really are the best, you know? Hey, remember that one summer, we did that thing with Helen?” Sterling put an arm around her shoulders and laughed.

“You mean when we took all Astin’s clothes and put them on the horses?”

“No wonder he hates us so much!”

“It was Helen’s idea!”

Sterling began giggling like a drunk. Aeyli was supporting most of his weight at this point and was sinking slowly back to the ground, but she found she didn’t care. She felt warm inside. Not at all like she had just been blown across a field. Her knees hit the dirt, and she did her best to keep her brother off the ground.

“We have to get out of here!” Sterling howled as if it was the funniest thing he’d ever said.

“We’ll get right on it. Any minute now.” She burst out laughing too and, again, regretted it. “Ugh.”

Still draped over her, Sterling’s body shook as he laughed helplessly. “I don’t . . . know why I’m not . . . getting up right now.” He gasped between giggles.

“I know! We could be swarmed any minute now by Astin and his friends!” She grinned, not giving three rotten oranges about their impending doom. Sterling’s elbow was digging deeply into her side, and she pushed at him, forcing him to fall away from her. The bubbly, drunken feeling lessened, and she could think more clearly.

“What . . . what the hell was that?” Sterling’s laughter had faded, and now he just sounded bewildered.

“I’m not sure. My magic has been doing some weird things since I ran away.” She pushed herself back to standing, keeping well away from her brother. “We need to move before they find us.”

“Yeah, right . . .” Sterling’s dark shape rose unsteadily from the ground. “I know the woods around here pretty well. If we circle around that way, we might be able to sneak back into the compound without anyone seeing us.”

“Which way? I can’t see you pointing, I can’t see anything in here.” She imagined what Fourteen would say if she accidentally got herself killed while stumbling around in the woods at night. Probably nothing nice.

Sterling hesitated then said, “Maybe you could hold onto my jacket and follow me? I’m standing pretty close to you right now, and all I feel is a little tipsy. I don’t feel angry or murderous at all.”

“Thank the gods for small favors,” she muttered. It might be frustrating to have such unpredictable magic, but at least it was doing more than just driving people into homicidal rages. There was a glimmer of hope in her mind that, if they got out of here alive, she might not have to spend her life locked away or on a deserted island somewhere.

Before they set off, she smeared more mud into her white pants to keep from standing out like a beacon in the night, but she might as well have saved herself the time and effort. Five minutes of stumbling and tripping after her brother gave her ample opportunity to wreck her clothes and cover them with dirt.

Once they reached the spot Sterling had mentioned, he said, “You know, I don’t even feel drunk right now, just mellow. It’s kind of nice.”

Aeyli patted her brother’s back. Even with the world crashing down around them, he was still trying to make her feel better about her freakishness.

Movement on the compound caught her attention. She and Sterling watched as a beehive of activity swarmed through a break between buildings. Three nightmare-tainted witches flew back, past a dormant rosebush. One smacked against a car, and white smoke shot out of her chest, only to dissipate like dandelion seeds in the wind. The other two collapsed to the ground, the larger one crushing the smaller one under his bulk. As soon as they landed the same white smoke drifted away into the night. A deep orange shield flared into view, and another two witches followed the first three, also losing their nightmares upon hitting the ground.

The shield became transparent, and Aeyli could just make out Adelle’s features. “She’s alive!” She stopped herself before running out to meet her. What did she think she was going to do? Stand off to the side and cheer loudly as Adelle fought twice as hard because she now had someone to protect?

Aeyli couldn’t just stand around and watch someone fight for their lives, but before she could figure out what to do, Fourteen came into view brandishing a new toy. As he fought a shadow made up entirely of beaks and eyes, he swung a massive staff that glimmered with the same nebula of colors she’d seen in Jack’s impossible eyes. With every swing of the weapon, another chunk of monster fell to the ground and melted away.

Fourteen radiated the same grim joy and focus he had during the fight in the garage, but Aeyli was terrified—with good reason. The second Fourteen incapacitated the creature in front of him, a portal opened releasing a fresh horror to take its place. Even seeing Jack come around the corner didn’t make her feel better—he had another monster following him. There had to be something she and Sterling could do to help.

“Can you do anything?” she cried, her voice shrill with desperation.

“I don’t think so. On a good day, I wouldn’t be able to defeat one of those things. Only guardians are equipped to take on demons and nightmares.” He gulped as they watched Fourteen lop off the head of a creature with a rotting clown face and seal flippers. “And that guy too, apparently.”

“Can we do anything about the holes? If we could cut off their reinforcements . . .” She knew she was stabbing wildly but couldn’t stop herself.

“Those are portals to the demon realm. That’s so far above my level of training, I wouldn’t even know where to begin, and right now I don’t know if I have enough magic to scare a mouse.”

“Damn it! We are going to be zero help here.” Aeyli growled, frustrated with their collective uselessness. Then something occurred to her. Something incredibly stupid. “Maybe you should get out of here. You could go get help. Maybe you could find more guardians and bring them here.” If she was going to pull off her incredibly stupid idea, she didn’t want Sterling around. Now that she had him back, she had no intention of getting him killed.

“And leave you here to frolic with monsters and such? Not going to happen. What if Hester comes back for you?” His voice squeaked indignantly, making him seem much less like a teenage boy and more like the child Aeyli had once known.

“Like she wants to tangle with me again. At best we’ll end up in a stalemate.” Unless Hester hit her with another rock. Aeyli rubbed her sore head and scowled. “Besides, you know where to go to find help, I don’t. And with this near-concussion, I’d be dead weight slowing you down.”

“The Chapter House is over an hour away! Any help I bring will come too late.”

Clearly Sterling was going to be a pain in the butt about being sent to safety. She abandoned her first attempt and moved on to the next. “What about the rest of the family? You said not everyone was in Hester’s pocket, where are they?”

“The main house has a dozen or so people tucked away in the panic room for their own protection. It’s what I was coming here to tell Mother—er—Hester. It was my job to oversee their safety if we came under attack,” he said bitterly. “In hindsight, the people in there were all the ones who were less than enthusiastic about what has been going on here lately.”

“How was Hester able to keep them from running to the guardians for help? How did she hide this corruption from you all?”

He sucked in a hissing breath of air through his teeth and shifted his weight. At first Aeyli though he wasn’t going to answer. Then he let out the breath, and it was like the floodgates had opened. “I don’t know how much you remember from before you were locked up, but family loyalty has been shoved down our throats since I can remember. Things would have had to have been terrible for anyone to consider going outside for help. Until the past month or so, everything ran same as usual, with the exception of random temper flares from normally calm people. We all attributed it to you, to be honest. We just assumed they got too close to your building. Everyone was strictly warned to keep away from it. Of course, random mood swings are also a side effect of prolonged demon exposure, but none of us even considered it as a possibility.

“Clearly, some people in our family knew exactly what was going on. Astin is an obvious choice for demon bitch of the month—he has been into some really sketchy portal magic lately. And the magic Stella used to get us away from your champion was probably demon magic as well. Gods, how could I have been so blind?” He threw back his head and shouted up at the stars.

“Flagellating yourself isn’t going to help anyone right now!” Aeyli tugged at his sleeve, but he refused to turn toward her. “Sterling. I need you to focus. Can you get our family out of the panic room and to safety?” If she could convince him he was needed, she might be able to get away after all.

Slowly, heavily, he tilted his head back down.

In the darkness, she couldn’t tell if he was looking at her, but she chose to assume she had attention. She might not be able to fix his issues right now, but she could give him something else to focus on and accomplish her goal at the same time. “They need you, Ster.”

Silence stretched between them, but she could almost hear her brother thinking.

Sterling snapped his fingers, startling Aeyli. “With everything that is going on, there is a good chance no one is even thinking about the panic room.” He began to pace, a dark shadow weaving in and out of the underbrush before her. While he moved, his words came out faster, as he gained confidence in himself. “I should be able to get them out, but you can’t go back in there. If someone recognizes you they’ll either freak out or try to capture you, and that’s not going to help anyone.”

Now he was doing her work for her. “If I hide here I should be safe enough until you return.” Aeyli crossed her fingers behind her back, though it wasn’t exactly a lie—she probably would be safe here. If she stayed, that is.

“Good. Give me fifteen minutes, and I’ll meet you back here.” Aeyli could hear the relief in his voice. She imagined he was probably congratulating himself on keeping her out of harm’s way.

The second she could no longer hear her brother, she stumbled and thrashed back the way they came. Her aunt Stella was a beacon of evil flashing against her senses. If she couldn’t be of any help to Fourteen during a fight, perhaps she could go where she would be needed. Adelle had said some guy named Marshall would need her help fighting Sekt, so that’s where she was going to go.

It took longer than she liked to fight her way back through the forest. Snow had drifted through the thin defenses of the bare branches overhead and was making it impossible to walk. After falling for the third time, she resorted to crawling across the cold forest floor. She was fortunate Adelle had helped her heal herself—if she’d had to do this with a recently dislocated shoulder and a sprained ankle, she would have quit right then and there. She was cold, tired, and terrified. And starving—she would cheerfully maim someone for a taco right now.

Aeyli was one hundred percent done with this day. All she wanted was to be somewhere warm while she curled around a healthy and happy Fourteen. Everyone else could just fall straight down a well, for all she cared.

But Fourteen wasn’t safe, and her brother was only slightly less unsafe. She was going to have to lady up and get this over with before she could have her well-earned and hopefully taco-laden snuggle.

By the time she made it to the edge of the forest closest to where she could feel the demon, her bones ached with cold, and her fingers were completely numb. She shuddered to think about how she would feel if Fourteen hadn’t thought to bring her more clothes.

She was about to take a short rest, but when she emerged from the forest, she saw a young man lying prone at the feet of her aunt. In the firelight, she could see his features twisted in agony as something bright tried to force its way into his body.

Time slowed for her as she raced toward the young man. Snowflakes pelted her cheeks and clung to her eyelashes. The wind shifted, and a wave of heat from a nearby fire melted them away.

Three feet from her destination, her still-tender ankle folded under her, and she slipped, skidding until she landed on top of the man. She braced herself on his chest with one hand and put another hand up to push Stella and Sekt away. The man’s hand shot up to wrap around her wrist, and she was plunged into chaos.





Chapter Twenty-One
Fourteen
Turn. Dodge. Strike. Twist. Kick.
Fourteen had never been more in his element. Side by side with Jack and Adelle, he felt free, powerful, and in complete control of himself. If he could only get to Aeyli and get her out of here . . . well, he was getting to that part.
“On your six!” A black, formless shape had stolen up behind Adelle. It crept over her shield, flesh sizzling as it made contact. In front of her was an older man, roiling with the white, cancerous rot of a nightmare, trying to overwhelm her shield with raw magic. Angry white and yellow lightning burned at her shield, trapping her against the black sludge at her back.
Both guardians had stopped using their shields offensively once the sheer numbers against them forced them to begin conserving magic. Both had adopted a fighting style more akin to Fourteen’s—it took more finesse, but it had combined the three into a lethal fighting unit.
Adelle’s whip lashed out at the man, grabbed him by the neck, and snatched him off his feet. She ducked and rolled under him, using the momentum to throw him into the demon behind her. It swallowed the man whole without slowing down.
“Keep them off our backs!” Adelle shouted to Fourteen.
As he swung his weapon in a wide arc, a trail of rainbow fire drove back a crowd of nightmare-infested witches straining to get at Jack. Now their attention was on him. He wasn’t worried—Fourteen only needed to keep them occupied until his team managed to exorcise the demon. There were only eight of them. No problem.
He spun his glorified poleaxe, enjoying the play of colors as it moved through the air, waiting for someone—anyone—to be brave enough to attack.
He wasn’t in the best surroundings for such a confrontation. The building beside him was putting off enough heat to make his pants burn hotly against his leg. The smell of overheated leather coming from his jacket let him know he wasn’t too far from being cooked in his own armor.
It was a small mercy, but he was grateful the fire kept too many witches from ganging up on him at once. Between the occasional gusts of flame bursting randomly from the window between them, to the wall of unconscious bodies he had formed on his other side, he was able to keep his opponents down to reasonable numbers.
A man dressed like an accountant lurched through the flames, hands outstretched and spitting orange and white fire at him. Fourteen allowed the fire to roll over him as he angled his poleaxe—friendly side pointing at the man—and scored a direct hit to his solar plexus. With a twist of his wrist, he lobbed the unconscious body onto the pile.
A smaller figure vaulted over the pile trying to catch him off guard, and he twisted his body to kick at the teenage girl he had recognized from the cemetery. His enchanted boots no longer had the initial power from his first jump, but they still had enough juice to send the girl sailing back into the crowd of Blaikes, causing her head to smack against the head of a young man. Judging from the amount of blood pouring from both of their faces, they would be out of the fight for some time.
Fourteen smirked. He could do this all day.
He had the next wave onto the pile with little effort, and the three remaining Blaikes hung back, unwilling to engage.
Pent-up energy buzzed under his skin and begged to be released. Normally he would pace, but with each step he took, the boots lost momentum. He’d rather save what they had left for the fight. He risked a look back at his teammates and saw Jack kneeling, hands outstretched with Adelle standing behind him, her hands on his shoulders as she pumped orange fire into him.
A loud groan at his back had him turning around to see the wall of bodies undulating. An arm at the bottom twitched and smacked frantically at the press from above. A woman’s eyes stared at him hatefully from under the arm. To his magical sight, the pile of bodies had been giving off nothing more than static feedback, but now a white aura filled person after person, starting from the bottom and moving toward the top like a wave.
He took an involuntary step back. “I hope you guys are almost done, because things are about to get really messy over here!”
The wall writhed and pulsed as bodies fought to untangle themselves. Fourteen took the opportunity to stab his weapon into as many bodies as he could but had to jump away as four witches, still somewhat entwined, flailed their way off the top of the pile to come at him snarling and spitting with fury.
He managed to dispatch them, fighting his instinct to simply fling them into the fire on his right. There was a small chance some of these people were unwilling puppets, and he’d rather not have more innocent blood on his hands than he already did.
With a tortured groan, the wall of bodies tipped over. More nightmare-tainted people struggled to break free of the mass of writhing limbs, kicking and clawing as they went. The wet pops of dislocated joints and compound fractures followed them as they fought their way to freedom.
Fourteen exorcised them, nightmare after nightmare, as they came for him. Most bodies were far too damaged to be effective, but they kept coming, trying to bury him with sheer numbers.
He faced an unstoppable onslaught as more and more bodies managed to untangle themselves from the pile.
Thought ceases. Cold pours in.
Thinking is certain death. Training is all.
He slices, stabs, kicks, spins, thrashes, cuts, disembowels—the bodies pile up around him until he can’t breathe. He is failing, failing, he must keep going no matter what. An unending wave of death and destruction rushes over him. He’ll keep going, he’ll never stop. Stopping means losing. Losing is not an option. Swing, slice, kick, stab, slash. Pain. Ignore. Keep going. Never stop. Never. Stop. Protecting. Her.
“You can stop now.”
Behind him. Somehow, they got behind him. He had to stop them. 
Fourteen spun bringing his full weight to bear on the enemy behind him and stopped his blade an inch from Jack’s throat.
“Fourteen, it’s over!” Jack reached out a careful hand to lower the glimmering blade from his neck. “It’s okay, you got them all. You got them. You can stop now.”
Blink. The coldness reigned inside Fourteen’s mind. Why did he stop? What could have induced him to stop his swing at the last moment? Who was the man in front of him? The ice inside his mind gripped him tighter, demanding he finish what he started.
Jack’s hand went to his shoulder. “This isn’t you. Don’t let him do this to you. Come back. Come back, man.”
A shudder swept through his frame, and he closed his eyes. Weakness, the coldness insisted. It wanted him to kill his way out of the situation and continue to his goal. He didn’t need anyone else to finish his mission. He was trained from the start to rely only on himself, or, if absolutely necessary, Company operatives and there were none of those on site.
The hand on his shoulder tightened, bringing him back to his body. Fourteen opened his eyes, and his gore-covered hand caught his attention. It was clenched around the staff. He felt completely disconnected from it. What was it going to do next? Would it try to kill his new comrades again? Would he be able to stop it?
“This was done to you, Fourteen. This is not of you. You can control this, I know it.” Jack’s voice was calm and low. His hand gentle but firm, as it squeezed Fourteen’s shoulder in a rhythmic, comforting pattern.
Fourteen concentrated on the feeling in his shoulder, trying to bring awareness to the rest of his body. He realized he wasn’t breathing and released a slow, stuttering breath. Slowly his body came back under his control, and finger by finger, he pried his hand away from the weapon. It seemed an eternity before he heard the clatter it made as it hit the pavement.
Panting, he said, “Is it dead?”
“I think everything around us is dead right now.” Adelle’s dry voice came from behind Jack. She pointed to his right. The pile of unconscious bodies had become a pile of dead bodies.
He felt like a puppy that killed the family cat. He should be put down before he did something worse.
“Oh, no, none of that now. We’ll get this shit out of you, just hang on a little bit longer.” Jack shook him.
The hand on his shoulder was griping him hard enough to press his armor plates painfully into his skin, but instead of shaking it off, Fourteen welcomed the pain. It cleared out some of the cold invading his mind, telling him he was nothing more than a misfiring weapon. Now that he didn’t feel like he was freezing to death from the inside out, he could think.
“He’s back.”
The hand left his shoulder. He didn’t miss it. Regardless of his temporary break with control, he still disliked being touched.
“Good, unmaking that demon made me tired. I didn’t relish binding this one.”
Fourteen stiffened at Adelle’s words.
“Relax, he’s got this. It was just a small lapse. Ready to go, soldier boy?” Jack scooped up Fourteen’s poleaxe and offered it to him.
Fourteen raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
“Adelle’s connection to Sterling said he was that way. Is that still true?
Adelle nodded. “Yep.”
“You are still interested in getting your girl back, aren’t you?”
“Yes, but . . .”
“Then take up your weapon. You aren’t charming enough to rely on your personality to get you past these monsters. I, on the other hand, could probably manage it if I didn’t have you two weighing me down.” Jack’s fathomless eyes sparkled impishly in the firelight as he held out out the poleax.
Fourteen eyed the weapon thoughtfully. All he had to do was keep it together long enough to find Aeyli. After that it didn’t matter what happened. If he fell apart, Aeyli could fix him, and if she couldn’t, at least she had the guardians to help her now. They weren’t Fourteen, but they would be the next best thing in keeping her safe.
He closed his hand around the staff of the weapon. Damned if it didn’t feel good. “Where to?”
Adelle’s face went distant, and he saw her magic flare around her head briefly before she snapped back to the present. Her eyes locked on to Jack’s, and Fourteen saw a thin thread of orange stretch out to touch Jack. After a minute, she nodded curtly and said, “Fine.” She jerked a thumb back in the direction of the glittering mess of dissolving demon behind her. “This way.”
Their boots scattered the remnants of the demons as they tromped through. Hopefully the glitter clinging to his pants would dissipate as well—it wasn’t covert to sparkle.
Fourteen followed Adelle as she led their team unerringly to the main building and questions swam in his head. Why would Aeyli not run to the forest? Had she been captured again? How did he know she was still alive? All he had was the word of near-strangers that she was.
He quashed the last thought before it had a chance to sink hooks into him. Said near-strangers had saved his life multiple times tonight, and he knew questioning his allies at this point would only hamper the mission. They were all he had, and he had no choice but to follow them.
The main building had escaped Harper’s fires, probably because it lay at the center of the compound. At first glance it was an unimaginative three-story prefabricated box, but the magic climbing up the walls made Fourteen look at it again. The windows crawled with a red mesh of power, writhing and pulsing inside the glass rather than on top of it. He was willing to guess they were not a weak point of entry. The red bled out into the subtle orange woven into the walls and the effect was unsettling. It made him feel like the house was breathing.
As Adelle stalked up the stairs, the red sigils enmeshed with the front door lashed out violently, only to be absorbed by the warm orange halo surrounding her. She pressed forward, drawing the red into herself and transmuting it into orange. By the time she passed though the door, it was nothing more than the white rectangle its original designer had meant it to be.
Fourteen covered their six as he entered the building. If they were going to be attacked, now would be the time for it. “Where is she?”
“He is straight ahead,” Adelle corrected. “It’s quicker to follow the magic I pumped into Sterling, all I have to do is look for it.”
“You mean you aren’t even looking for her?” His voice was a barely controlled growl.
Adelle was unfazed and turned her back to him as she made her way down the long hall in front of her. “Aeyli’s essence is different than other witches. It’s more slippery and tends to blend in with the magic around her, making her difficult to find. If I checked specifically for Aeyli, I’d have to stop every few yards and reconnect to her to make sure she hasn’t moved or been affected by someone else’s magic. In this situation, it’s quicker for me to follow the brother.”
“It’s sound logic.” Jack jumped in to assure him. “I mean, if he didn’t cut and run on her before, he isn’t likely to now.”
“Unless they were separated by the explosion.” Fourteen pointed out angrily. He might respect their fighting skills, but optimism was a weakness that had no place on the battlefield.
Adelle hesitated and turned, “I’m sure—” The door at the end of the hallway burst open releasing a dozen or so people—all running as if their lives depended on it. Sterling brought up the rear.
“It’s nice to see you guys,” Sterling grabbed Adelle’s arm and turned her back the way she had come, “But for now, run!”
Fourteen stood his ground and blocked the way. “Where. Is. Aeyli?” He gripped the staff so tight he heard the leather of his glove creak.
“Safe in the forest. Now go!”
Fourteen complied.
As one, the team raced back the way they came, quickly catching up with the people in front of them. He was fairly certain he saw the building ripple around him.
“Not that I don’t love a good run, but might I inquire—?” Jack attempted.
“No!”
They reached the front door only to come up against a bottleneck as several people tried to force their way through one small door.
“This wouldn’t have happened at the old house,” Sterling said with a touch of hysteria, shifting his weight anxiously from foot to foot. “She couldn’t have spent a few more dollars on a set of double doors?”
The walls rippled again, and this time, Fourteen felt something in his body ripple too.
Pulling a slender prepubescent boy out of the doorway to make enough room for an old man and a rotund woman to fit through, Jack asked, “Sterling, what did you . . .? You didn’t?” He threw the young boy through the opening as soon as it was clear.
“The entire upper floor was full of monsters, and I was out of magic!” Sterling dove through the door with Fourteen at his heels.
Fourteen turned at the bottom of the steps to see Jack throw Adelle out of the door and jump after her. The entire house blinked out of existence seconds after Jack’s feet left the concrete. The only thing left was a hole where the foundation used to be.
“What the hell?” Fourteen thought he was past being surprised by the magical world, but apparently not.
“Astin had us trapped in a room upstairs . . . He . . . he wasn’t Astin anymore!” Sterling shuddered and hugged himself. “Alex cut a hole in the floor—he has a carpentry gift—and we ended up in the infirmary. They were going to catch us. Astin was already coming through the hole we made—. There were so many of them, and they had something horrible with them.” Sterling choked as he tried not to cry.
Adelle put her arms around the boy and crooned, “It’s okay, you saved everyone, it’s okay.”
“There was a crate full of crystal boxes that hadn’t been unpacked.”
Jack’s face was grave as he nodded as if in confirmation to himself.
“So, I threw it to the ground and smashed everything inside and ran. I was hoping for a distraction . . .” He buried his face in his arms and shivered. Adelle tightened her arms around him and stroked his hair.
Jack whistled. “That would do it. That much magic blending together and refracting off the crystal . . . My guess is the buildup of all that undirected power took everything it was touching back to the Source.”
“Can we get them back?” Sterling asked sounding much younger than his sixteen years.
Jack’s kind face creased in sadness. “I’ll check when we get out of this, but . . .”
Adelle kicked him.
“There’s certainly a chance of it.” Jack finished lamely.
“My condolences on you killing half of your family, can we find Aeyli now?”
The look Adelle threw him was pure violence, and Fourteen would have been more concerned if he’d seen her magic flare up behind it. Instead, he allowed the cold inside him to show through his eyes. The fewer Blaikes he had to deal with, the better. Hadn’t he just proved that in the alley? If something inside him writhed at the thought, he chose to ignore it.
Sterling straightened and pulled himself away from Adelle’s protective embrace. “You’re right.” He wiped his eyes on a sleeve. “Let’s get Aeyli and get out of here.”
“Can you find her?” Fourteen asked Adelle, holding back an I told you so and feeling virtuous. Even a killer needed a few manners to fall back on from time to time.
Adelle nodded and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I’ll see what I can find.” She closed her eyes and went still.
Fourteen saw the orange around her pull in tight against her body, condensing and growing still, echoing her body language. He accessed levels of restraint he usually didn’t need to keep from bouncing impatiently.
The orange around Adelle flared out like quills on a porcupine, and her eyes flew open. “Sweet Vis, she’s with Marshall.”




Chapter Twenty-Two
Aeyli
Stillbringer.
She could hear snatches of a baby’s cries and loud, stressed-out voices. When the world solidified around her, she was looking through the window of an old-fashioned wooden house. Inside she could see people dressed like they were in a Regency romance novel, but there was nothing romantic about the dying woman on the bed. Next to the bed, a man was clutching a red, screaming infant to his chest as he sobbed.
Aeyli’s eyes burned in sympathy, and tears fell down her cheeks unchecked.
“That’s me he’s holding.” The young man she’d been trying to rescue stood at her side. His ageless eyes were a calm oasis amid the chaos, and when he squeezed her hand, instinctively she squeezed back, comforted. “I was told that when I was born, it was like the life flowed right out of my mother as I was leaving her body. There was nothing they could do to save her.”
The scene changed as the light and noise ended abruptly. The wind whipped at her hair, and for a moment she thought she might be back at the compound in the growing snowstorm, but there was no fire and no buildings. A terrible roar assaulted her, and she tried to cover her ears, but the man held fast to her hand, so she only managed to cover one.
“What is that?” She whispered, not wanting to attract the thing’s attention. She decided to let the stranger keep her hand for now. It was absurd, but she felt more comfortable knowing she wasn’t here alone.
“That is the thing that killed my father. He got it in the end, but it took him with it.” His gentle voice sounded detached, as though it was an event that had happened to someone he had only heard about. “I’m Marshall, by the way. I’m guessing you are Aeyliana?”
At least she found the right guy. “Aeyli,” she corrected. “I think I’d rather be called Aeyli, if you don’t mind.”
A large, dark shape rolled over the dark countryside, and a yellow flash flared against its side, eliciting another ear-splitting roar.
“That useless lump by the tree is me. I got taken out in the beginning of the fight. You should be able to make out a faint shimmer around it. That’s the shield my father put over me to keep me safe. He probably would have survived if I hadn’t been there—he used up all his magic killing that demon. Throwing that shield around me is probably what used him up.” Marshall’s eyes were unfocused as he spoke, and he played absently with a lock of his hair. “Thank you, by the way. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be in the middle of that, trapped and helpless. Instead you’ve given me a buffer. It’s a bit disorienting, but it’s better than experiencing all of the horrible highlights of my life at once.”
She burned with embarrassment. She’d wanted to help Marshall, not roll him. Though on the plus side, at least she wasn’t driving him insane. “Sorry, I can’t really control how I affect people.” She started to pull her hand away from his, hoping it might give him a chance to reorient himself.
He squeezed her hand tighter, keeping it trapped in his. “No, I don’t think that would be a good idea right now,” Marshall said. “I just need to adjust to it, and then we can figure a way out of here.”
We. Marshall included her in their escape without hesitation, without even knowing her. Her chest swelled with heat, and she noticed once again the pink glow of her magic filling her body. She could sense it flowing down her arm and into Marshall’s. Her attention was drawn to the magic flowing between them, and she saw her pink mingling with his cool blue. It reminded her of working with Adelle to heal herself. Except when her magic mixed with Adelle’s, their colors didn’t blend together; they stayed separate as they worked to fix her injuries. Right now, her pink bled right into Marshall’s blue, creating a vibrant purple that ran rampant through his body.
She concentrated, trying to imagine the pink pulling back from his blue, but it felt like trying to push a dump truck up a hill.
It must have done something because Marshall’s eyes lost some of the dreamy expression they held. “Keep going.” He breathed. “If you can pull back a little more, I should be able to take it from there.”
Her teeth bit into her lip as she fought to pull her magic back, millimeter by millimeter. She swayed, but Marshall held her up. They were like two drunks, bracing themselves against one another for the long walk home.
Her mind began to fragment and lose focus and she was certain she was about to pass out, when suddenly she was no longer in the driver’s seat. It felt as though her magic was a ball of yarn and someone was carefully winding it back up.
“There we go, that’s much better.” Marshall’s eyes had lost their dreamy quality and were now focused on Aeyli. “We don’t know one another nearly well enough to blend our magic without serious confusion. Now, we can figure out what went wrong.”
“What do you mean? What went wrong was that Sekt and my aunt are trying to eat you, and we need to figure out how to stop them.” Aeyli could stand on her own now, so she pulled back but made sure to keep her hand in Marshall’s.
“You know its name? That’s helpful. I wasn’t able to get that far.” He looked impressed. “What are you doing here anyway? You should be long gone, by now. What happened?”
“Things have gone sideways out there. Nightmares are using my family as puppets and are letting demons and nightmares through portals as fast as they can. Our friends aren’t going to be able to hold them off much longer.” She couldn’t understand why he was wasting time quizzing her when they should be doing something, anything, to get out of this place.
The scene around them had switched to a street lined with houses. In the distance, she could make out a group of people battling strange, flying creatures in front of a house that had been torn in two.
Rather than responding to the urgency in her voice, he frowned. “That doesn’t explain why you are here. The job was to get you out and then come back for me.” Irritation edged into his speech.
“Adelle mentioned that I might be able to help you?” What had been intended as a confident statement of fact ended up sounding more like a meek question.
His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “There is no way she told you to come here. You’re an untrained civilian. It doesn’t matter what you’re packing in there.” He tapped her chest lightly, belying his angry tone.
“She may have been distracted and mentioned that I would be an asset under different conditions,” she admitted grudgingly. “Listen, we don’t have time to be standing around chatting about who sent who where. We’re being attacked right now. For all I know we could be dying!”
“We probably are dying,” he agreed benignly, “but we have time to figure this out. Time works differently here. Outside of this trap, you’ve only just gotten between the demon and me. It’s only been seconds since I grabbed your hand. But you’re right, we should figure a way out of here.”
Marshall stood and stared dispiritedly at the fighting figures down the street and then shook his head. The scene switched to a cemetery, where a man holding a baby stood with a young girl with honey-colored hair next to a headstone.
“To defeat this thing, I need to find out what I did wrong the first time. In order to defeat a demon, a dreamwalker has to unmake it. This demon is incredibly old, but it shouldn’t have taken me out without so much as a whimper. I don’t want to brag—”
Aeyli was unable to suppress a snort of disbelief. “That’s exactly how a bragger begins his sentences.”
Ignoring her, he continued, “But I am fairly powerful as dreamwalkers go. Once I’ve identified how a demon or nightmare has come to be, I can unmake them. This guy surprised me. It took no effort at all to see that he was born from xenophobia. He all but slapped me in the face with it, but when I went to unmake him, I landed here.”
Her memory poked at her. “Can they have more than one origin?” She had no idea if it was a stupid question or not, but now wasn’t the time to be getting squeamish about sounding ignorant. The extreme isolation of her formative years left her feeling constantly out of the loop, and the only way to learn more was to ask questions.
“Why do you ask?” Rather than being irritated by her question, Marshall’s eyebrows drew together as he pondered her words.
“Well, earlier I accidentally went into one of Hester’s memories—his original host—and I learned a lot of things, one being that he and my great-great-whatever-grandmother have been possessing Blaikes for generations.”
Marshall raised his eyebrows at this but motioned for her to continue.
“The other thing they talked about was that his favorite thing to feed off was guilt. It sounded like he found survivor guilt to be especially desirable. Does that have anything to do with their origin?” Internally she cringed, preparing to be told—probably kindly if she was any judge of character—that she was completely off base.
Marshall’s hand went back to his head tidying his already-perfect hair as a myriad of expressions crossed his face. Confusion warred with suspicion as he ruffled his hair and then smoothed it back down again.
On impulse, she grabbed his hand. “You’re going to make yourself go bald if you keep that up.”
Ruefully, he grinned. “Habit. From what you said, it sounds to me like Sekt might have learned a new trick. Instead of hiding his origin like most demons and nightmares, he threw his out into the open. Like an idiot, I grabbed it and tried to unmake him, no questions asked. If I had just slowed down for a minute . . .” He caught himself, waving away his self-recrimination. “It doesn’t matter.”
Aeyli found herself being dragged along behind Marshall as he began to pace. It looked as though he wasn’t planning on letting her go any time soon, so she forced her short legs to work double time to keep up with him.
“He must have created a fake origin to trick me into attacking prematurely—and once I went for the bait, I was no longer as focused on defense, which left him free to swoop in and feed on me. And what a bounty he found . . .” he murmured the last part to himself.
He stopped abruptly, and Aeyli smacked awkwardly into his side. Marshall looked at her as if he had forgotten she was there.
“So what do we do?” She may not know much about her world, but she did know guardians were supposed to be a tenacious group. Aeyli was willing to bet Marshall already had a plan.
Marshall let out a short bark of a laugh. “So much confidence in me after such a short acquaintance, Stillbringer? I hope your faith in me is warranted, but it’s going to be you as much as me that will get us out of here.”
Stillbringer. She’d heard that word when she’d fallen into his nightmare. It sounded like a title, but she’d never heard of it.
“What do you need me to do? Whatever you need, I’ll give it. Just . . .” She paused, embarrassed at exposing her feelings to a stranger, but she pushed on, needing it to be said. “Just promise me you will get my brother and Fourteen out of here alive.”
His hazel eyes met hers, and he cradled both of her hands gently, dwarfing them inside his own large ones. “I promise I will get you back to your soldier, and together, we will save what is left of your family.”
Marshall’s gaze promised her a level of safety she’d only felt with Fourteen—which made sense if she thought about it. Both men were warriors, and both of them were clearly hardwired to protect.
“First things first, let’s get out of here.” He blew out a deep breath and shook himself like a boxer readying himself for a fight. “This is going to suck.”
At Aeyli’s quizzical look, he clarified, “For me, not for you. I’m going to have to go back in there”—he pointed to the scene ahead of them. It had cycled back around to the monster on the moor—“and face my own demons. All you have to do is stay with me. Don’t let go of my hand, and focus on your magic. Imagine it flowing to me, but not into me. I’ll take it from there. Adelle was right to want you here. If you hadn’t dropped into my lap, I don’t think I could have done this.”
“You are planning on explaining these cryptic statements at some point, right?”
“The moment your soldier boy lets you up for air, you come find me, and I’ll explain it all.” Marshall said, with laughter in his eyes.
Aeyli’s felt her cheeks go red, but she didn’t protest. She already knew what she wanted. She just hoped it was what Fourteen wanted too.
Gripping Aeyli’s hand tightly, Marshall asked, “Ready?”
At her affirmative, he squared his shoulders and strode toward the battling figures on the moor. The wind picked up the moment they stepped forward. Soon Aeyli was holding on to Marshall, not just to support him magically, but to keep from getting blown away. He pulled her in close to his side and arranged it so he had one arm around her while holding tight to her with his other hand.
She burrowed into his warmth and focused all her attention on keeping her magic from invading his. It was only slightly less exhausting than pulling it back, so it wasn’t long before Marshall was supporting most of her weight again. He was even taller than Fourteen and didn’t seem to notice the added weight.
In fact, he didn’t seem to notice her at all. Instead, his attention was completely focused on the tall, gangly man throwing fistfuls of raw magic at a creature that appeared to be made up entirely of rock. Random flashes from the battle illuminated Marshall’s now-expressionless face. Aeyli felt a pull at her magic, and she fought hard to keep from spilling herself into Marshall’s essence.
They were right at the base of the tree now, standing next to the memory image of Marshall lying prone on the ground. Marshall’s father was only yards away chipping away at the demon, piece by piece.
Marshall bent down to touch the yellow shield covering his memory-self, keeping Aeyli tucked up against his body. She felt his body shake and saw tears falling down his face.
“Just take it off,” he whispered. Then he stood, dragging Aeyli with him, and turned toward the battle that was nearly on top of them. “Da, take it off!” he shouted brokenly.
A massive shard from the monster cracked off and crashed through the area they were standing, leaving them unscathed, but taking out the tree above memory-Marshall. The shield over him flared as it absorbed the impact.
A massive pull on her magic had Aeyli disoriented. After a moment, she felt like the scene had shifted, but she couldn’t place how. Then she shouted, “Take it off!” with a voice that was not her own.
An internal check showed her that, not only was her magic bleeding into Marshall’s, but the two were so entwined there was almost no pink or blue anymore, just a blazing purple that seemed endless.
Grief and guilt swelled in her heart with an intensity that overwhelmed her. She wanted to curl up in a ball and die. There was no point to her being there. What use was she/he to anyone? What good was magic if it couldn’t protect the ones he loved? The world would be a better place if he/she weren’t in it. Surely his loved ones would be safer if they weren’t constantly needing to sacrifice themselves for him.
Aeyli was lost. She couldn’t tell what thoughts and emotions were hers and what were Marshall’s. All she could feel was pain. And around the edges of the pain was . . . joy?
She had to fight through pain, anguish, and the unbearable weight of existence to reach it, but once she did, she inspected the joy and found it laced with white, cancerous evil. Camped right on the edge of the field was a familiar, monstrous presence.
Sekt.
The demon was feeding off Marshall’s pain with the joy of a child at Christmas time.
Grief-guilt-self-loathing. It pulled her back in, but now she knew what she was facing—this time she fought her way free faster. She couldn’t allow this to happen to Marshall. She had been marinating in his soul, and the core of it was filled with such kindness and gentleness that what was happening to him made her want to cry. There was nothing this man had done to deserve being literally eaten alive by guilt.
What could she do? All she had was herself, and that wasn’t worth much in a fight like this. Maybe Marshall had something more offensive at his disposal, but he was trapped in despair and didn’t seem likely to come to the rescue right now . . . Did she dare use Marshall’s power? Or would it be like the cemetery all over again? Overthinking this right now was going to get people killed. She searched for the endless wellspring of purple she shared with Marshall, and—inspired by his father—grabbed a handful, and threw it at the demon.
The demon’s joy turned to a rage that quickly ate through the power she’d thrown. Left with no other option, she grabbed another handful of the shimmering purple magic and threw it. Sekt roared angrily, and the purple melted away like a snowball in a fire.
She was only irritating Sekt with her actions, and that wasn’t going to get her out of here. Angrily, she switched tactics. Reaching inside once more, she pulled on their magic, but instead of breaking off a chunk, she pulled on it and kept pulling, treating it like taffy. Once she thought she had enough, she threw it at the demon like a lasso.
Rather than tying it up, once the rope reached Sekt, the magic shimmered out like a purple blanket and covered the demon, surrounding it and trapping it and continuing to pump what seemed like an endless supply of magic onto the thing.
“That’s one way to do it,” their voice said, and she realized it was Marshall. The thought sent her tumbling back inside her own body, but she could still feel Marshall’s grief like it was her own. “But unless I can get him out of me, he’ll keep feeding until we die.”
A wave of guilt nearly sucked her back into Marshall’s body, but she managed to hold onto herself. “No more of that, mister,” she snapped. “You didn’t do this. None of what I’ve seen here has been your fault.
The scene switched to the gutted house in suburbia. “This was my fault. If I had been stronger . . .”
“Stop it,” she said impatiently as guilt tried to suck her in again. Then, feeling like she kicked a puppy, she tried again more gently. “Did you tell whatever these things are to come attack you?”
“There’s more to it than that,” Marshall began wearily.
“It doesn’t matter. I can already tell from our connection that you didn’t cause any of this.”
Aeyli looked for any part of her soul that still had pink in it. Even a scrap would do.
At first it seemed fruitless, but eventually she saw a small bit around the edges of the mass that was currently Marshall and Aeyli. This gave her hope she might also find a small bit of Marshall left over. She had no reason to think this could work, but her gut told her to try it.
Feeding a small line of her pink toward his spot of blue, she imagined it with a protective shield around it, much like what Marshall’s father had put over him. Only with this shield, she imagined it to be slightly porous. Carefully, she wrapped her shielded magic around Marshall’s.
“You are a protector. You help, you don’t hurt.” Then she willed Marshall to see the truth. “Don’t let the bad guys convince you otherwise. That’s not you. This is.”
She pushed an image of Marshall’s magic shining blue and bright at him, and she saw the scrap she cradled so carefully respond. It brightened and expanded, becoming blindingly incandescent.
The scene around them broke, and they were back outside in their actual bodies, both lying on the snow-covered field with Aeyli sprawled across Marshall’s chest.
Marshall sat up, tucking her body against his as he looked at Stella.
Sekt’s eyes glared out of Stella’s face, and he snarled. “I hope that pathetic display doesn’t mean you think you’ve won. I have more than enough demons and nightmares to pin you down while I eat you, Dreamwalker. You can’t unmake us all, and feasting on you will be enough to get me the power I need to cross over.” Spittle flew from Stella’s once-beautiful mouth, spraying Marshall and Aeyli. “I’ll save the girl for Hester. She’ll enjoy killing Aeyliana after what she’s done.”
Aeyli wiped her arm and crinkled her nose in disgust. “Then I’ll be around for a while. Hester pulled a runner a little while back. It didn’t seem like she felt welcome around you anymore.”
“Please.” Sekt sneered, causing Stella’s face to become painfully distorted. “She knows this body is nothing more than a tool. Stella and I had a disagreement on who was in charge when I first stepped inside her. She wanted her sister dead, and I didn’t, so I had to destroy her. Some of her orders might have made things messy for Hester, but most of the Blaikes are dead now, so it shouldn’t be a problem anymore.”
“That’s all I needed, love.” A bedraggled Hester emerged from the shadow of a nearby truck. “I was just waiting for you to get the troops back in line.”
He reached out an arm in invitation, and Hester limped over to where Sekt stood in her sister’s body, and kissed him. Aeyli fought the urge to vomit.
“Oh gods,” she moaned into Marshall’s chest. “I never needed to see that.”
Marshall’s large frame shuddered, and he squeezed her shoulder sympathetically. “I think they’re done now.”
“Sorry I haven’t been more help, love. That nasty little boy tied up my magic and is using it against us. Kill him for me?” She touched her tongue to Stella/Sekt’s cheek flirtatiously.
“Apparently I was wrong, sorry.” Marshall’s voice sounded choked, and Aeyli couldn’t tell if he was trying not to laugh or gag.
She knew which one she was trying not to do and just hoped she managed to keep her clothes clean if she failed.
“Anything for you, dear one. Let me just wrap things up here first.” Sekt squeezed Hester’s ass and then let her go. “Why haven’t we tried this before? The possibilities are delightful.”
“Focus, dear.”
“Work, work, work. Okay, where was I?” Sekt returned his gaze to Aeyli and Marshall, still huddled together on the ground.
“I’m going to need the reins for this.” Marshall whispered in her ear.
Aeyli realized she still had full control of their shared power and relaxed her hold, willing it over to Marshall.
White fire rimmed with blood-orange lightning formed around Sekt’s hands. It expanded outward into a circle, multiplying in size until a large dog, or small human, could fit inside. This didn’t bode well for her.
“Why don’t you save us the fight and just climb inside, kid? I promise we’ll eat you quickly, Dreamwalker, if you give her up.”
Aeyli looked around and saw monsters of every size, shape, and color ringing the field. There was nowhere to run. Sekt had these many demons under his control? What was he waiting for? He obviously had the power he needed to enter the demon realm in style. Adding her and Marshall to his essence was unnecessary gluttony.
Marshall wrapped his arms around Aeyli, pulling her tight against his hard chest and trapping her hands inside his. “No.”
Then he pulled.
In a flash, Aeyli was back inside Marshall’s mind. She cast around for her own pink magic, preparing for another onslaught of grief and pain, but she felt like she was floating on an ocean of calm confidence.
That was you, Stillbringer.
Great.
More cryptic statements in the middle of a life-or-death situation was exactly what she needed.
She felt amusement from Marshall but nothing more.
Well, you might feel confident, but I’m freaking out. What the hell is going on?
In an instant, she could see out of Marshall’s eyes. Time had once again ground to a stop.
Nearly.
A monster with the head of a lizard and the body of a cat was a foot away, and Aeyli could see a colossal paw filled with razor sharp claws moving, ever so slightly, toward their bodies. Right behind it was a mass of rats grouped together in the shape of a rat the size of a motorcycle.
This does not make me feel better.
Try to relax if you can, I’m going to need everything you can give me for this.
This? What is this? Have you done this before? Aeyli had never felt less relaxed in her entire life.
If I say yes, will you feel better?
Probably not.
Then no, I haven’t. But it should work.
Maybe it’s better if I can’t see.
Suit yourself.
Aeyli was back to floating in the purple sea of their combined power. At first, it seemed like nothing was happening, but it didn’t take long for her to notice the sea growing smaller. A subtle tension filled the air as the edges of their power began receding at an alarming rate. The magic went from a seemingly endless sea to a large lake.
The tension continued to build in the air, and images formed overhead. Ghostly monsters came crashing down into the lake, and she floundered about, trying to swim out of the way. She had barely had enough time to build up to a proper freak-out before the first monster—the lizard cat—dove head first into the lake, inches from her arm. Rather than making a splash, it vanished upon contact with their magic. More demons followed close behind: the rats, a strange colorful mist, a mutilated buffalo. One after another, they all fell, succumbing to the stillness of the lake without leaving so much as a ripple.
She couldn’t take it anymore; she had to know what was happening.
This time she didn’t even need to say anything. The thought was enough to allow her access to Marshall’s eyes. Gone were the demons she’d seen vanish into the lake. In their place was the same shimmering smoke she’d seen come from the nightmares Adelle had destroyed earlier. Everything had taken on a purplish hue, and time had gone back to normal.
From several feet away, Sekt and Hester were giving them matching murderous glares.
A demon with the face of a goat raced toward Marshall and Aeyli, but shortly after running past its master, it burst into smoke. Behind it floated something dark and covered with spines, and it too met the same fate.
Aeyli looked closer and realized they were running into a barrier created by her and Marshall’s magic. So that’s what the lake was doing.
Demons were rushing the barrier from all sides, but nothing made it through. Aeyli was beginning to feel victorious when she felt a sharp pain in the center of her body.
What was that?
A complication.
Aeyli looked for their magic and saw nothing more than a glorified puddle being choked with monsters. The stillness of the pool hadn’t abated, but soon there would be nothing of it left.
It’s time for you to pull back, Aeyli. Find our friends and get out of here. Marshall’s confidence in his own authority was almost enough to get her to do it. Almost.
What will you do?
Hold them off until you all escape.
Yeah, that’s not happening. It hadn’t taken Aeyli long in Marshall’s company to figure out his MO—protect everyone, even at the cost of his own life—and she wasn’t going to put up with it. It would be no different than letting Sterling or Fourteen throw themselves away for her sake. She’d just have to come up with another option.
Aeyli hesitated. What if there was no other option? Whatever kind of special snowflake she might be, she was completely untrained. Everything she had done up to now had been due to extreme luck—or intuition. What if the best option was for her to run and save as many people as she could on the way out? As long as she stayed, Fourteen would never leave. If she couldn’t figure out a way to help Marshall quickly, she would be condemning Fourteen to death right along with her.
But abandoning Marshall to save Fourteen wasn’t something she could live with, any more than she could deal with the idea of losing Fourteen. Her mind ran in circles, and she began to feel a familiar void open inside her chest.
During her years of isolation, she had fallen into a stupor of despair many times. It rendered her insensate to the rest of the world around her until her mind was ready to come back to reality. Right now was the worst possible time for this to happen. She would be worse than useless if she went catatonic. She had to fight it.
Don’t resist. 




Chapter Twenty-Three
Aeyli
The soft, but strong voice, which was decidedly not Marshall’s, came from the same place she felt her magic reside.
Out of ideas, out of time, and very soon to be out of resources, Aeyli complied. The void opened wide and swallowed her whole.
Very good. Now follow me, and I will show you what you need to know. A tug at her center gave her something to latch on to.
Time meant nothing to Aeyli as she followed the voice through the terrible void. As she went, she felt her sense of self being stripped away. All the illusions she had built, in order to protect herself, were falling to the side as she continued on.
Aeyli watched them as they fell, and she could see how tightly she had clung to being a victim and the energy that had clung to the concept. Once it detached from her, it became a glimmering cluster of light that drifted off and vanished into the nothingness of the void.
This continued, with each illusion she had built around herself: her need for independence, her insistence that she was useless, her fear that the only thing that made her special was how Fourteen looked at her. They all fell away, each forming a light that faded from existence shortly after it left her body. And as each illusion left her, she felt more and more herself, like she was waking up and becoming the person she always was, but had forgotten.
Finally she was left with only her true self in this timeless place, and she realized the tug had stopped.
Remember this place, Stillbringer. You will have to find it on your own next time.
Aeyli could have sat and reveled in the stillness of Being for eternity, but she knew she had a job to finish. With intention, rather than panic, she willed herself back to Marshall and the shrinking puddle. Up she rose through layer upon layer of nothing until they gave way to form and thought. Behind her, trailing like a cloak, was the infinite stillness of the universe.
As she rose, she came up underneath the small puddle of purple, now only large enough to take one monster at a time into itself. She reached out a hand to the bottom of the pond and felt the stillness flow through her and into the pond, doubling, then tripling it in size. Stillness continued to pass through her into the pond until they both seemed to be infinite.
Aeyli? What did you do?
Smiling, she accessed Marshall’s eyes, wanting to see the results of their handiwork.
Marshall had slowed time back to a crawl, probably to give his friends time to escape, but Aeyli willed it to resume its usual steady march. They had all the resources they were going to get. Win or lose, it was time to see if it would be enough.
The purple barrier was flickering and had contracted down to a small circle. Aeyli’s and Marshall’s bodies were only inches away from the hordes assembled against them. She watched as their barrier brightened and hummed.
Demons were packed around them in a tight wall, but wherever there was a chink she could make out the colors of Jack’s and Adelle’s magic, as they desperately tried to carve their way into the crowd. She couldn’t see him, but she knew Fourteen was with them. She could feel his presence—a velvety wall of protection pressing against her mind. Warmth rippled through her stillness. He would never leave her behind.
Front and center was Sekt, his eyes glowing with the zeal of his assured victory. Together, she and Marshall flexed their will and sent out their shield as far as it would go.
Power ripped through the monsters like tissue paper in a tsunami. It happened so fast, it was over almost as soon as it had begun. What had been an army of horrors one minute was now a field of glittering smoke, mixed with snow.
She could see their friends across the field stumbling over themselves, still caught up in the momentum of the fight. Then, as a single unit, Jack, Adelle, and Fourteen began to run across the field toward them.
We should sort ourselves out now, or this could get confusing, Marshall said.
How do we do that? she said sleepily. She could still feel the power swirling out from her endlessly, but it seemed less a part of her now and more an entity of its own.
Just like before. You pull back as much as you can, and I’ll push you out the rest of the way.
Oh. Right. Her mind was so hazy now. All she wanted was sleep, but she figured she could do Marshall the decency of extricating herself from his soul before she dropped off.
That would be nice, yes. Marshall sounded amused.
She summoned just enough energy to pull her magic back from Marshall and was glad when he managed to send her back to her own body. Blinking up at him, she smiled drowsily.
Marshall returned her smile with an equally exhausted one, squeezed her tightly against his chest for a moment, and then sighed deeply into her hair.
“My gods, Marshall, what the hell happened?” Adelle demanded as she, Jack and Fourteen pounded to a stop a few feet away.
Fourteen took in Aeyli’s position in Marshall’s lap with narrowed eyes.
“Aeyli happened.” Marshall said, laughing shakily.
Dropping to his knees, Fourteen raked his eyes over Aeyli’s form looking for injuries. When that wasn’t enough, he grunted, “Let me have her,” and pulled Marshall’s arm away.
“Easy, soldier, easy. I’m not getting in your way. She just tired, that’s all.” Marshall relinquished his hold and passed her over to Fourteen.
“Aeyli did all of that?” Jack kneeled as well and touched Marshall’s hand.
“She could have done twice that much and been fine. And don’t worry,” he said as Adelle crouched to touch his other hand. “I’m not going to fade. Aeyli tapped into her Stillbringer power before I had a chance to do something stupid.”
“Stupid, huh? Sounds like you.” Jack punched Marshall’s arm none-too-gently then turned to Aeyli, who was still getting checked out by an anxious Fourteen. “Good for you, I had a feeling you were special.”
“I knew she was,” Even after being in the middle of a warzone, Adelle was the epitome of calm and far better groomed than she had any right to be. “Thank you for rescuing my brother from himself.”
Aeyli pressed her face against the now-familiar buzz of Fourteen’s jacket. “He wouldn’t have had to be here if it wasn’t for me.”
The stillness had receded from her entirely now. With its departure, all her old insecurities had returned. Part of her could remember now that they were only an illusion. It was something she was interested in exploring further later, but for right now, she had a hard-earned snuggle she’d been promising herself.
“This is our job, and from where I am sitting, you’re worth it.” Adelle said a little too forcefully. “Your family has a lot to answer for. Where is Elanor? Did she survive?”
Aeyli filled the guardians in on the real story of what her mother had become while they searched. They found her body a hundred yards away, cold and unmoving.
“She did it to herself,” Jack informed them before Aeyli had a chance to wonder if she had killed her own mother. “She probably did it as soon as Sekt was unmade. From what you’ve told us, I’d say she willed herself to die once her lover was gone.”
“Witches can do that?”
“Witches can do a lot of things. You’ll learn soon enough.”
Aeyli kept expecting to feel something, anything about her mother’s passing, but she couldn’t. Maybe later, once the rawness of the situation had faded, she would be able to mourn the woman who’d had her life torn away and perverted.
Slowly the five of them began to seek out the survivors—but found none. Adelle told them about a pocket of witches in the woods not far away and began to lead them there. According to her, Sterling was with them. Thank the gods.
Fourteen and Aeyli followed the guardians into the woods but allowed themselves to fall behind. The air was crisp —they must have been upwind of the fires—and the snow had finally stopped. The clouds had made way for the moon and stars, allowing their gentle light to reflect off the new-fallen snow and giving her just enough light to examine Fourteen’s tired face.
Upon noticing her regard, he winced. “So you and Marshall defeated the bad guy, huh? I’m going to go ahead and guess it was mostly you, since all I know about him is that he can’t dodge a bullet to save his life.” Disdain dripped from his voice.
In a fake whisper, Aeyli heard Jack say, “Should we tell them we can hear them?”
Marshall grabbed one of Jack’s arms, Adelle grabbed the other, and they forced marched him until they were out of earshot.
Laughter overcame her, deep, rolling belly laughs that were so contagious Fourteen joined her. It was cathartic, and they hung onto each other as it rolled through them, dispelling the tension of the evening’s events.
Wiping tears from her eyes, Aeyli said, “He’s actually not so bad. We would all be dead without him.” Then the implications of Fourteen’s words caught up to her. “Wait, are you saying you shot him?” She turned wide eyes to look up at him.
“He caught me at a bad time.” Fourteen shrugged dismissively.
“Boy, did we ever.” Jack’s voice came faintly from ahead. Marshall and Adelle resumed their hold on him and forced him even further ahead.
Fourteen caught her hand and pulled Aeyli to a stop. “You can’t order me away like that again. I can’t keep us safe if I don’t trust you. What if I hadn’t been able to shake off your command? You’d be dead now!” His fingers dug painfully into her upper arms, and he shook her slightly to emphasize his point.
The snow had muffled the noises of the forest, and Aeyli could no longer hear their companions ahead. It was so quiet she could hear her heart pounding as it reacted to Fourteen’s anger. “I couldn’t let my family take you,” she whispered.
“But I was supposed to let them take you? Aeyli, I would rather die than let something happen to you.” His hands gentled but stayed locked around her arms like he was afraid she would vanish if he let go.
“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t stop thinking that this wasn’t your fight. And how you shouldn’t have to put up with all of this just because of me.”
“It became my fight when I met you.” His fingers tightened around newly formed bruises before he visibly forced himself to relax.
Aeyli didn’t protest. The pain reminded her he was alive. If anything, she wanted more contact, not less.
Fourteen closed his eyes, and slowly, painstakingly, he pulled his hands away from her. When he opened them again, his mood had changed like a switch had been flipped. Now there was an impish gleam in his eye. “It will be a moot point soon enough. When I ran into a member of the Company earlier, I shook his command off even faster than I did yours. Once I get this garbage out of my head, you won’t be able to get rid of me.”
Fear gripped her. “They found you? What happened? What did they do?” She couldn’t stop herself from running her hands over him to make sure he was okay, even though, logically, she knew his presence meant he had gotten away.
Fourteen took being manhandled well, allowing her to raise his arms and poke at his ribs. “An agent by the name of Harper tried to take me in with a command, but I shook it off and managed to trap him long enough to make a deal. I traded him my spare set of armor for a distraction once I got inside.”
“But they know where you are now? We need to get out of here!” Aeyli quit poking him and began pulling instead. It was like trying to move a glacier.
“Calm down, we’ve got time. Part of the deal was a head start after the fireworks were over.”
“Do you think you can trust him?”
“I trust Harper to find it unsporting to go back on a deal. He won’t be looking for us until tomorrow. We could be anywhere by then.” He took her hand in his, and the warmth of it made her realize how cold she had gotten. She shivered as her magic lazily spilled into his bare skin. She really shouldn’t be touching him, but she couldn’t make herself let go.
“You want me to go with you?” Hope reared its ugly head. Even after everything they had gone through, most of her expected Fourteen to take off as soon as he felt she was safe.
“You think I’m going to trust these guardians to keep you safe? Aeyli, you were locked up and isolated for ten years. They might be good at guarding some things—but not you.” Fourteen began walking again but kept her hand tucked inside his. “Will you come with me? I promise you’ll be safe with me.”
He was tall enough that she couldn’t make out his expression while walking beside him. She wanted to see his face so she could guess what he was thinking.
“I want to come with you, but I’m afraid.”
She felt his hand loosen from hers. “Oh, I see.”
“Not of you,” she said quickly, gripping him tight. She had to get this right. There was no time for being squeamish about sharing her feelings. Aeyli was certain, unless she told Fourteen what she feared, he would assume it was him, and he would disappear from her life. “I’m afraid I am bad for you.”
He chuckled softly. “Did you hit your head during the fight? Because it sounds like you might have a concussion.”
“Well, yes,” She admitted and rubbed at the spot with a grimace. “But that’s not the point. Just hear me out, okay? This is hard enough without you making fun of me.”
“Fine.” He conceded, sounding petulant and completely unlike the cold, distant man she had first met.
“I can’t control my magic, you know that. And at first I thought you were immune to me, but soon we learned that you really, really aren’t. Whatever the Company did to you combined weirdly with my magic, and it looked like I was helping you. Then I sucked you into that nookie-dream, and you had to make out with me whether you wanted to or not. Now I have no idea if you can even give consent to the things I think about, like, all the time.” Aeyli’s face burned with humiliation. Maybe she hadn’t needed to share everything. Now would probably be the right time to crawl off into the darkness and find a hole to hide in.
“All the time?” Fourteen’s voice was husky.
“That’s what you latched on to?”
“Only because I think about those things all the time, too.”
“You do?”
“I’d have to be dead not to around you.”
This time she pulled him to a stop. “But how do I know it’s really you thinking these things? What if you only feel this way because I do?”
“Aeyli, admittedly my mind has been put through a blender, but I know how it feels to be controlled. Everything that is me is forced away until the only thing inside my head is another person’s wishes. It’s a cold, empty feeling. The way I feel about you is crazy and confused. It’s feels like there is a brass band inside my head with confetti flying and people dancing. And as embarrassing as it is to admit it, that’s all me. Every part of me is shouting to be with you, to protect you, to . . . love you. I can’t stop it. I don’t want to stop it. Trust me when I say the way I feel is not being forced on me.”
With every fiber of her being, she wanted to believe him. What he was saying sounded so perfect it couldn’t possibly be true, could it? Could this beautiful, irresistible man be meant for her?
If only there was some way she could be certain.
A soothing pulse from her hand brought her attention to the magic flowing from her to Fourteen. Why had he taken off his glove in the first place? Did he want to be under her control? Her magic pulsed again like it was trying to get her attention. Then something occurred to her. She closed her eyes and followed the pink of her magic as it sang through her hand, straight into Fourteen. She needed to see if it was corrupting him like it had Marshall.
She followed her magic into the velvety warm blackness that was Fourteen’s soul. The beauty of it was breathtaking. It was untarnished and pure—nothing like what she would have found if he had been the assassin he believed himself to be when they first met.
She combed it over and over again for any sign of being tainted with pink, but instead she discovered her magic only cradled it, without mingling with it. They were completely separate.
She was about to leave when she noticed the music.
It was so hauntingly familiar she had to find the source. She searched through the sweeping tendrils of Fourteen’s soul, hoping to find where the music was coming from, not even sure what she was looking for. When she reached a place where her magic came in contact with Fourteen’s soul, she paused. The music was louder here.
Aeyli dove deeper, drawn in by the poignant beauty. The music was coming from both of them. Where the essence of their souls connected, they resonated together to make the most intoxicating sound she’d ever heard.
Opening her eyes, she looked at Fourteen’s shadowed face. “I’m really not controlling you, am I?”
“I promise you, you aren’t. And I should know.”
Placing her hands on his chest, she boosted herself up on her toes and tilted her head up. Before she could complete the motion, Fourteen’s mouth had already found hers and was giving her a preview of all the things he had been thinking about.
Fire raced though her body, consuming everything in its path with white-hot flames. Reason flew out the window, and her hands fought to get inside Fourteen’s jacket. She needed to feel as much of his body as she could get to, and the leather was in her way.
Her feet left the ground as Fourteen lifted her up. Then her legs were around his waist and her back was against a tree as Fourteen kissed and nipped his way down her neck. His hot length pressed against her, and she resented the distance their clothes put between them.
“Aeyli? Jack told me you guys were over here.” Sterling’s voice was a bucket of ice water to her senses, and she froze, mortified she was about to be caught trying to mount Fourteen like an animal in the forest.
Fourteen buried his face in her hair and whispered in a gravelly tone, thick with thwarted desire, “You’re not going to let me kill him for this, are you?”
Shakily, she laughed. “Not this time, but the next time, you won’t have to. I’ll do it myself.”
Fourteen stepped back and allowed her to drop back to her feet. She began to shiver at the loss of his body heat, and he pulled her under his arm to keep her warm. She smiled and kissed him—quickly so she wouldn’t get caught up in him again. She failed.
Several minutes passed before she said, “We’re over here, Ster.” She was proud of how steady her voice was.
When he found her, Sterling grabbed her hand and pulled her away from Fourteen, who growled softly in response.
Sterling stuck out his tongue and turned his back to Fourteen, maneuvering himself between the two thwarted lovers. “There are more guardians here now, and they’re setting up a camp, of sorts.”
Aeyli smiled ruefully and allowed herself to be towed toward a spot of light in the distance. “It figures help would arrive after all the heavy lifting is done.”
Aeyli wasn’t sure how she felt about the Guard, especially now that Fourteen had pointed out to her they had missed the complete internal destruction of one of their most prominent families. Marshall’s team was okay, though. Without them, everyone she loved would be dead now.
When they reached a spell-lit clearing in the trees, dozens of faces turned to her, some she vaguely recognized, most were strangers. Clapping began, followed by raucous cheering.
Unsure, Aeyli shrank back into Sterling. “What is going on?”
He held an arm out wide, motioning to the remnants of their family. “They are cheering for you, Aeyli. The new matriarch of the Blaikes, who upheld the family’s honor by rooting out the darkness.”
Sterling began to giggle, and Aeyli hastily skipped three steps to the side to give him room. He might not be raging out of control, but it was still possible she could be driving him insane.
“I can’t be the matriarch. I don’t know anything about it. I don’t even know anyone here!” Her skin felt hot and prickly at the idea of being in charge.
“You know us.” Marshall stepped forward. “We’ll help you figure things out.”
“We owe you that much at the very least,” Adelle’s smile was brighter than the spell lights overhead.
Aeyli’s stomach picked that moment to announce to the crowd that it had been far too long since it had been fed. She clutched it and giggled nervously. Now that the fear of impending doom was no longer looming over her head, she could get down to the business of listening to her body again. What a novel concept.
“I can’t believe how hungry I am right now. I mean, I’ve been hungry in the past few months, but this is impressive.”
“It’s all the magic you used. Your body is either going to want sleep or food, stat. Fortunately for you, we sent someone to raid the compound to see if anything can be salvaged from the fires.” Jack’s eyes twinkled.
“Any chance we could get some tacos?” she asked hopefully.
“We’ll be lucky if they find anything more than half-burned potatoes,” Sterling said. “When we were running away I caught a glimpse of the storage shed, and it was almost gone.”
“We might be better off with Fourteen’s MREs. What do you think? Did you think to bring any for the rescue?” Aeyli teased over her shoulder.
When she didn’t get a response, she turned to see nothing but barren, snow-covered trees.
“Fourteen?” She raised her voice expectantly but got no reply. A chill ran down her spine. “He wouldn’t just leave like that.”
But she wasn’t sure. She didn’t know him very well yet. He could have social anxiety and hate crowds, or it was possible he had decided to scout the perimeter if he didn’t feel safe. Except that he’d just told her they were safe tonight.
Aeyli turned without explanation and ran into the woods. She ignored her brother calling for her to stop and ran as fast as she could through the trees. She sensed a presence at her side, and for a brief second, she thought it was Fourteen, only to realize it was Marshall keeping pace beside her.
He spoke a word she didn’t recognize, and the world around her turned bright as day. “That should make finding him easier for us.” Marshall gave her a smile that was probably meant to be reassuring, but Aeyli wasn’t comforted. Inside, she felt like her stomach was filled with shards of ice.
She heard movement off to her left and saw Jack’s back vanishing behind a cluster of trees.
“Addy says she’ll check for norms in the area, but with Fourteen’s shield, she’s going to have a hard time finding him. If she finds any norms in the area, she’ll shut them down, and we’ll go check them out.”
“One of the agents from the Company has a shield just like Fourteen does. He traded it so he could get help to rescue me.”
Marshall frowned then jerked his head in the direction Jack had gone. “Jack’s found something.” He turned on his heel and ran in the direction Jack disappeared.
Branches whipped her face, drawing blood as she ran after Marshall, but she barely noticed. “What did he find?” she shouted at Marshall’s back, but he either didn’t hear her, or he didn’t want to respond.
She caught up to Marshall and saw him bending over something on the ground. His body blocked what he was looking at, so Aeyli craned her neck and saw a familiar pair of black army boots. The world tilted oddly, and Aeyli’s body felt tingly. She staggered forward and fell against Marshall’s back.
“It’s not him,” Marshall twisted with cat-like agility and caught her before she fell to the ground. “It’s not him.” He continued to repeat it into her ear until she understood his words.
Pushing free of his arms, she said through numb lips, “Who is it then?” Her voice sounded like it was coming from someone else.
“There’s a note addressed to you, pinned to his chest.” Jack said.
He meant it literally. Aeyli pushed Marshall’s arms away and sank to her knees beside the body. Her eyes were glued to the knife sprouting out of the dead man’s chest. It was more than she had in her to look at his face. If Marshall was wrong, she wasn’t ready to know yet, so instead she focused her attention on the piece of paper tied to the handle of the knife.
Her hands trembled as she untied the note labeled Ms. Blaike. She dropped it in the snow twice before she was able to unfold it, and on her second attempt she caught a glimpse of sandy blonde hair out of the corner of her eye. Fourteen’s hair was brown. Her hands grew steadier, and she was finally able to reveal the note’s now-sodden contents. Her voice wavered as she read out loud:
Ms. Blaike,
I hope our services were of use to you this evening. Please feel free to contact us again should the need arise. I regret to inform you that we won’t be able to supply you with the same operative who helped you this time as he will be indisposed for the near future.

Best of luck in your future endeavors.

Yours,
The Colonel
There wasn’t enough air. She was in the middle of the woods, and she couldn’t get enough air. Her hand clenched around the note, crushing it into a soggy mess. “They took him. He said we would be safe tonight.” She staggered to her feet. “I have to go after them.”
Marshall grabbed her, stopping her easily. “Adelle says there is no sign of him or anyone beyond us and the survivors as far as she can sense. We won’t find him that way.”
“I can’t just sit here, you don’t know what they did to him!”
She’d promised they’d never get to him again. The world was tinged an angry, dark pink. The sphere. They were going to put him in that disgusting sphere and take everything away from him again.
She thought about the half-dead boy she dragged from the chamber and rage swept over her. All she could see was a wash of magenta.
“Marshall . . .” Aeyli heard Jack’s voice come from far away.
“I know,” came Marshall’s calm reply.
“If you don’t get a lid on her, the less charming aspect of her power is going to slam the eastern half of the state.”
“I know . . .”
She thought she felt hands on her face, but the energy building inside her was so strong she couldn’t think, couldn’t see. Fourteen . . .
Aeyli.
She wanted someone to pay. The Colonel. She would find him and kill him for what he had done. He needed to pay. The magenta became the color of old blood.
Aeyli! Come back, this isn’t you. The hands on her face tightened. You aren’t alone this time.
She was always alone. No one gave a shit about her until Fourteen.
I care, Aeyli. So do Jack and Adelle. We’re going to help you get him back.
Cool, soothing blue caressed her mind. Her rage faltered.
An image formed in her mind of Fourteen standing beside her, holding her hand and looking serious, but at peace.
We will get him back.
Blood-red faded to magenta as she saw Dream-Fourteen turn to smirk at something Dream-Jack said.
Keep this in your heart. You have to believe you will get him back.
Dream-Adelle pushed Dream-Jack, and everyone in the image laughed. She wanted this future more than she wanted her next breath. Fourteen safe and protected. Friends who cared about her.
“You have the last part.” Marshall’s voice was right next to her ear. At some point she had ended up cradled in his lap again.
“We’ll make sure you get the first part too.” Jack’s impossible eyes were serious. “Trust us, it’s what we do.”
Aeyli reached for the vision Marshall had given her and found it safely nestled in her mind.
“It’ll be there whenever you need it.” Marshall promised, giving her a squeeze.
She sat quietly and focused on the sensation of Marshall’s hand stroking her hair until the pink had receded to the corners of her mind. Hesitantly, she asked, “Is everyone okay? Did I hurt anyone?”
Jack’s face went distant and then snapped back into focus. “You scared the shit out of your family, but they’re okay. You two locked it down before anyone went crazy.”
“That’s a possibility?” She’d known her power was bad, but she hadn’t known how bad it could be.
Jack sat on his heels beside them. “I could spend hours lecturing you on being the Stillbringer, but this isn’t the time for it, so I’ll give you the abridged version. You, my dear, have the ability to tap into the stillness of creation. When trained, you could step onto a battlefield and bring it to a halt. Untrained and unfocused, you bring out the best and worst in people. If you are unhappy, unless they know what to shield from, everyone else is going to be unhappy too.
“Likewise, for the people around you. Unless you shield, you’re going to leak raw energy at people and amp up their emotions until they go spinning out of control. It’s no wonder your family had such a hard time with you. They were so tainted by Sekt’s influence that exposure to you brought out some seriously dark shit.”
“So . . . I’m not broken?” The concept was mindboggling.
“No, just unique.” Jack reached out and poked her in the nose.
Marshall’s voice rumbled in her ear. “When you are fully trained, you are going to be glorious.”
“Gods help the Colonel when you find him.” Jack added with a smirk.
Aeyli nodded darkly. Gods help him indeed. As the new matriarch of the Blaike family she now had monetary resources she could only have dreamed about before. She would train hard, would spend every dime she had, use every resource at her disposal. She wouldn’t stop until she got Fourteen back. It was what he would have done for her. And then she would make the Colonel pay.
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