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Chapter 1
Marshall
Five years ago
“I can’t believe we’re getting away from this place for the next three months!” Adelle wrapped her arms around herself and spun in a circle. Marshall assumed she still had more energy to release when she grabbed his arm and started swinging him with her.
He allowed it for three full turns before stopping her. “Okay, okay, enough! My clothes are all over the room now.”
He had been in the middle of packing when Adelle burst in the door, raining her enthusiasm all over the place. When she seized his arm, he had been holding a small mountain of colorful shirts, now decorating every available surface of the room.
He frowned at the mess.
“Sorry, Mars, I’ll help you finish. Anything to get out of here quicker.” Adelle hated the heat, and southwest Texas in July had enough heat for three summers. “British Columbia is beautiful this time of year, and it’ll be nice to visit the lake house there, but I still wish we could spend summer break in the ’Scape.”
“You know Nova would never last a day in the ’Scape; she has no magic to protect her. With her luck, she would get stuck as a tree or something.”
“I know, I know, it’s just been so long since we spent any real time there. I could use a break from all of this normality.” She shuddered at the last word, as if it were a contagious disease.
“It has been a while, hasn’t it?” Marshall sounded wistful. “I’ll make sure and get you a break while we’re up there. How does a week sound?”
“It sounds like heaven.” A rapturous expression had just begun to settle on her face when practicality intruded. “What about you and Jack? Can we work out breaks for all of us? We should take turns.”
“I don’t want to be away that long. And you can ask Jack, but he never seems to mind being out of the ’Scape, no matter how long.” It was a bit strange for a dreamwalker to not need the ’Scape. While it was true they could recharge from dreaming, most dreamwalkers started feeling antsy the longer they stayed in the Real.
Visiting the Dreamscape was like coming home, and Marshall had been away for far too long. The last time he’d had a vacation there, he’d spent the time as an eagle soaring freely over colonies and wildlands. It had been very restful. Maybe he could manage a short stay. Even a day or an afternoon would be bliss.
“He’s an odd one, our Jack.” His sister broke him out of his thoughts. “He goes for months at a time without a visit. If I tried that I would claw my skin off.” She scratched at her arms absently.
Marshall pulled her hands away from their task and gave them a basket full of unmatched socks. “I haven’t packed any socks yet, match as many as you can.”
Sorting through the pile, Adelle said, “You aren’t like Jack, though. You need this as badly as I do, maybe even more. The world won’t come to an end if you take a break.”
Marshall muffled a sharp laugh, knowing she was serious. “The Praetor might disagree with you there.”
“The Praetor would love to have you in the Dreamscape more, and you know it.” She tossed each sock bundle neatly into his open suitcase. “Though she would have half a dozen problems for you to solve the minute you came through the gate. Maybe you are better off here.” She frowned, her worry for him marring her perfect face. Marshall might be the team leader now, but Adelle never lost the drive to watch over her little brother.
“Don’t worry about me, Adelle. Next time I go in for a debriefing, I’ll have the meeting take place in the ’Scape. I’ll have enough time for a quick recharge, but not enough time to get caught up in Guard politics.” Hopefully.
“You’ve been doing that far too much lately,” she groused, but let it go.
Marshall was closing his suitcase when Nova and Jack thundered up the stairs and spilled out into his room, falling over one another.
“I beat you!” Nova was doubled over Jack’s back, panting.
“I let you!” Jack struggled out from under her, striking a manly pose, then wilted. He just managed to wobble over to drape his long frame on Marshall’s bed, where he proceeded to look like a ragdoll missing its stuffing.
“Sure you did, cupcake.” Nova grinned, exhausted, but triumphant.
“Well, I was going to let you, but you were too damned fast.” He groaned into the bed but managed to shoot her the stink-eye through his shaggy, black hair.
Adelle looked disgusted with both of them. “I think you’re both idiots for racing in this heat. Just looking at you two makes me want to climb inside the freezer.” She fanned herself with a photo she swiped from Marshall’s desk.
Marshall took it from her hands and replaced it with an old flyer he didn’t care about. As he carefully smoothed the creases from the picture, Nova sidled up to him and snuggled up against his body, looking at the picture too. He noticed she’d been doing that a lot lately. It stirred up a cluster of flashing warning signs in his mind, which he tried his best to ignore. She was only a kid—he didn’t need to worry about that yet, did he?
Still, he eased her arm away from his waist as casually as possible and created a little distance just in case. The last thing he needed was for his charge to develop a crush.
“I remember this day,” Nova said, seemingly unaware she’d caused Marshall discomfort. “It was Testing Day. I was so mad I didn’t test positive for magic that I ran away.”
Jack lifted his head off the bed. “You tried to run away but did a garbage job of it. We found you in five minutes, lurking in the garden out back.”
“I wasn’t garbage at it, and I wasn’t lurking. If you’ll remember, I was trying to get you guys to come with me.” She smiled at the picture of the four of them coated in cotton candy. “It worked, too. I had so much fun at the carnival with you guys, I decided that running away for the afternoon was long enough.”
“Remember how Jack decided to stay and be an elephant trainer.” Adelle sat next to Jack and ruffled his hair.
Marshall laughed. “I remember how he changed his mind right after he saw the trainer get pooped on.” Never in his life had he seen Jack look so horrified. Now that was a moment worth photographing.
“It was the scariest thing I’ve ever seen,” Jack said, deadpanned.
Nova went over and climbed on the bed, plopping herself down on Jack’s behind. “Oh, mighty dreamwalker, tamer of Nightmares, how could a normal creature defeat courage such as yours?” Nova tried to tickle him, but Jack rolled over, causing her to fall off the bed onto the rest of the clean laundry with a loud squawk of indignation.
“The man got hit with at least twenty pounds of elephant crap. It knocked him unconscious!” Jack sat up and hugged Marshall’s pillow to his chest. “Nightmares I can take—the worst thing they can do is kill me. But unconscious on the floor covered in feces? I’d never get another date for as long as I lived.”
Marshall helped Nova up off the floor and nudged her toward the door away from his mangled laundry basket. He gave Jack a dark look as he began meticulously refolding his clothes.
Jack raised his eyebrows in alarm. Marshall had banned Jack from his room before for making a mess and wasn’t above doing it again. He had standards about how his space should look, and his friends were going to respect them if they wanted access to his bedroom. He hadn’t invited any of them here in the first place. If it were up to Marshall, they’d all hang out in the living room like normal people, but for some reason, his room continued to be where they inevitably ended up.
Jack scrambled off the bed, sat down on the floor, put the basket in his lap, and started to repair it, managing to look nonchalant and guilty as hell at the same time.
“Crap.” Nova dug around in her pockets. “I think I left my phone back at my house. I’d better go get it, you know how Mom gets if she can’t get ahold of me. I’ll be back in a few minutes, guys.”
Once the sound of her footsteps faded down the stairs, Jack said, “She tried to ditch me again earlier. I’m pretty sure she is starting to suspect something.” His playful tone vanished. Jack was usually able to keep his good humor while switching from play mode to work mode. The fact he was being serious told Marshall that Jack was worried.
“Maybe she just wanted some alone time,” Marshall suggested, but he knew Jack was right. Nova was growing up quickly—she was nearly sixteen—they’d have to tell her soon before she found out on her own.
“Or she could be getting sick of your face. It happens you know.” Adelle winked at Jack and tossed a newly paired ball of socks into Marshall’s open suitcase.
“Have you seen this thing lately?” He gestured to his face. “Because if you had, you’d know that to be a complete impossibility.”
“Basket.” Marshall nodded to the forgotten project in Jack’s hands.
Jack paled and went back to nudging the reeds back to their proper places. “Don’t just laugh this off, guys. Even if she isn’t on to us, I have a feeling the way we operate is going to change soon. She’s growing up after all. I mean, what are we going to do when she goes off to college? As chummy as we all are, it’s going to be impossible to be with her all the time without her noticing.” He looked from Marshall’s stony expression to Adelle’s carefully neutral one and sighed.
“We don’t have time to get into this now. She’s going to be back in a few minutes, and this isn’t the ’Scape. We can’t hide conversations from her here.” Marshall was good at finding reasons not to talk about the Nova Situation, but his team was making it harder than normal for him today.
Surprisingly, Adelle was the one to press the issue. “We’ll hear her coming long before she makes it to the stairs. Dainty, she isn’t. Marshall, I know you don’t want to hear this, but we need to tell her soon.” Her cool hazel eyes held his gaze calmly. Marshall recognized what she was doing. He couldn’t be swayed by loud voices and accusations, but calm, well-reasoned arguments were his downfall.
“I . . .” He closed his eyes trying to avoid the truth for as long as he could. “Exactly which part of it are we supposed to tell her? The part where we aren’t who we pretend to be? The part where we are nearly ten times older than we look? Or maybe we should just focus on the part where we aren’t her friends, but her bodyguards?” His voice was cold and cruel, but the cruelty was pointed toward himself. He never wanted to hurt Nova, but it seemed inevitable at this point. He sat down heavily on the bed.
“Marshall, love.” Adelle hurried to his side, sat down, and put her arms around him offering wordless comfort.
Jack rose from the floor and came around the bed to sit on his other side and lean against him companionably. “She has to understand. I’ll bet she’ll even be flattered—she has the coolest guardian team in the Guard looking after her.”
A loud strangled gasp cut through the air. “Guard . . . ?” Nova walked shakily around the corner and came through the door looking like someone dropped a log on her head. “Guardians? You guys are guardians?” She leaned against the doorframe and wrapped her arms around her stomach as if trying to keep her intestines inside.




Chapter 2
Marshall
The whole team stared at her in shock. All three of them were frozen on the bed.
Marshall recovered first. “Nova, we—”
As if he hadn’t spoken, Nova continued. “I mean, I knew you all were hiding something, but I thought it might be a surprise for our vacation. How could I have guessed it would be something like this? Guardians . . .” She shivered, then looked even more horrorstruck than before as a thought occurred to her. “This is about my father, isn’t it? This is about Noah!”
Nova had never mentioned her father in the ten years they had all known one another. By unspoken agreement, the rest of the group did the same. Not only from compassion, it had also been so Marshall had less to lie to her about.
Adelle pulled away from her brother and stood up carefully, as if trying to calm an unstable animal. “Your mother came to the Guard for help when you were little. She had run out of resources and . . . Maybe you should ask her about that part. But the result was us being assigned to protect you from your father.”
“Why would the Guard step in for a case of domestic abuse?” Nova stayed calm, but her voice wavered on the word abuse.
Adelle’s eyes flashed to Marshall, wide and pleading for help—as the head of the team it was ultimately up to him to decide what to tell their young charge. He sighed in resignation. He’d waited too long, and now he had to pay the piper.
“It wasn’t domestic abuse, Nova. Your mom didn’t want you to know the whole story until you were older.” His voice was as gentle as he could make it, though on the inside he was at war with himself. No kid should have to hear what he was going tell her. “She caught him experimenting on you when you were a baby.”
“W . . . what?” She staggered back until she hit the bedroom wall, her face going from angry pink to a sickly white.
“Your father was a very sick man. When Fumiko caught him, she took you and ran. She didn’t come to us right away, but once her resources dried up, she asked for our help in protecting you.” Marshall paused when Nova’s lower lip began to tremble. He could tell she wanted him to stop, but he knew it was better for everyone that he get it all out in the open, so he forged on. “We don’t know what he was trying to do to you. Your mother wouldn’t let us do any tests to find out. And since it was years after the fact, and you were a perfectly healthy little girl, we didn’t push.”
“So you three just uprooted your lives to follow me around for the past ten years? How can you be my bodyguards? When I met you, you were all kids, like me.”
“We Crafted our bodies.”
Nova’s eyes widened, and from her expression, Marshall knew she must be remembering the time Adelle attempted to Craft a phone for Nova’s birthday and nearly died in the process.
So right about now, Nova must be wondering which one of them was powerful enough to effect such a powerful working.
Dreamcrafting was one of the rarer magics in the dreamwalker arsenal. The crafter had to physically be in the Dreamscape in order to do it. They took their own essence and combined it with the raw magic of the ’Scape. It was a matter of will and magical ability. If the dreamcrafter could convince the ’Scape that the object was real, the object could be taken from the ’Scape into the Real.
When Adelle had attempted to Craft her a phone, she’d managed to fully envision it enough to create its form in the ’Scape, but when she’d tried to use her essence to bring it through the gate into the Real, Adelle’s body had gone fuzzy around the edges, and she’d nearly unmade herself. It was the only time Marshall had ever been angry enough at his sister to threaten to kick her off the team.
After a long moment, Nova asked the question Marshall had been hoping she wouldn’t ask. “Which one of you did it?”
He considered putting her off, but both of his teammates gave each other a look and then pointed at Marshall. He braced himself, half expecting the same look of disappointment he got from everyone else about how he was clearly wasting his potential. Instead, Nova’s face crumbled, and he thought she was going to cry.
“How could you just uproot your lives like that? To protect a little girl for so long . . . What must that have been like for you all? To pretend to care—” Her voice shook with emotion.
Like a flipped switch, Marshall went from defensive to protective. He didn’t want her to feel for a single second that she wasn’t like family to them. “It wasn’t a pretense. I knew from the moment we met you were someone worth protecting. We all did.”
“You’re a special girl, Nova.” Adelle walked to her side. “It’s been lovely to watch you grow up.” She tried to take Nova’s hand but was rebuffed.
“Of course you’d say that. That’s what I would say if I were you. Anything to comfort the frightened child. That’s exactly how I must just seem to you. Like a child.” She paused as if a new thought occurred to her. “How old are you all?” Her face was shuttered, but the quaver in her voice belied exactly how important the answer was to her.
“I’m one hundred and forty-two and . . .” Adelle looked to her brother who gave a curt nod of consent. “Marshall is one hundred and thirty-seven. No one knows how old Jack is—he won’t tell us.” She flicked a mischievous glance at Jack then faux-whispered, “Personally, I think it’s an affectation. He’s probably only seventy.”
“Ha! You’ve known me for longer than that. How could I be born after I met you?” Jack grabbed a shirt from the floor that Marshall had missed and tossed it at Adelle, who caught it and began folding it. Then he sat next to his mostly repaired basket and attempted to weave the last tattered bits together.
Nova watched the exchange with a frown, and Marshall realized the old joke between Jack and Adelle was one she’d never witnessed before. The dawning expression of hurt on her face told him she was feeling left out.
Nova blinked, as if coming back to herself. “I need to get some water.”
“I’ll get it for you.” Jack jumped up.
“No, I . . . just need a minute to myself. I’ll get it,” Nova said
Like Adelle had earlier, Jack looked to Marshall, who nodded his consent.
As smart as ever, Nova caught the exchange. “Mars is the leader, isn’t he? Of your team, I mean.”
“He’s our captain, for better or for worse,” Jack said. “Don’t look like that, Nova. We’re the same people you knew ten minutes ago. We just also come with a job title.
She blinked several times. “Water. Now.” She croaked and fled from the room.
“That could have gone much worse. She didn’t even throw anything.” As usual, Jack tried to put a positive spin on the situation.
“Yet,” said Marshall.
“She’s not going to throw anything, Mars. You’re her favorite and the one she has the most reason to be mad at. If she was going to throw something, she would have done it by now.” Adelle picked at a nail, seemingly bored with the situation.
He smoothed a hand over his curls, taking comfort in the fact that they were impeccable, as usual. “Her favorite? What makes you think so?”
“Please, like I need to waste my time inflating your ego.” Adelle brushed him off. “Just be extra nice to her for a few days, and she’ll get used to the situation.
“She’s not a puppy. She’s our friend.”
“She’s our charge, captain. And if our intel on Noah is correct, we might be done with all of this soon.” She sighed. “I like her too, okay? But this has gone on for far longer than we planned, and we’re all more attached than we should be. Let’s just get through this vacation, and who knows? Maybe this will all be done when we get home. Then, if you really want to, we can be her friends.”
“Or anything else either of you might be thinking of.” Jack piped in as he stood from the floor, brandishing his newly repaired basket.
Marshall gave Jack a dirty look. “Let’s get everything loaded into the car. I’m sure she’ll have more questions. We can fill her in on our way north. Adelle—”
An explosion flung them all to the floor.
The whole team was scattered around the room like ragdolls. Marshall managed to pull himself to his feet, but before he could do anything, the wall behind him let out a horrific creak and broke off from the rest of the house, taking most of the room with it. He had just enough time to activate his shield before the floor collapsed underneath them. He latched onto his sister as they fell but couldn’t see Jack. He flung his shield out as far as he could and hoped for the best. The shimmering, blue forcefield caused them to bounce once they hit the floor, flattening everything underneath them into rubble.
“Jack! Status!” His voice was clear and efficient as he went into survival mode.
“Undamaged, boss. Mostly.” Jack was lying on the floor looking up at the support beam that had come down with them. It was pressing against Marshall’s shield, inches from Jack’s head.
Marshall unwrapped himself from Adelle and checked her over. Once he was sure she was okay, he pulled them both to standing. A small part of his mind noticed that the basket Jack had mended had escaped the chaos completely unscathed.
Another fireball announced itself by blowing out what was left of the living room windows, sending glass raining against his shield.
“Get out there and stop whatever the hell that is from bringing down the rest of the house. I’ll get Nova.” He ran toward the kitchen, dreading what he might find, but once he got there, he discovered it was empty.
Marshall turned on his heel and raced back through the house to sift through the destruction, hoping he wouldn’t find her crushed body. Once he ascertained the house was empty, his stomach twisted as dread settled in the pit of his stomach. He couldn’t lose her now, not after all this time. Not now that they were so close to the end of the mission.
He sent out his senses to find her, that soft pulse of black light that was so familiar to his mind. She had been a gentle constant in his head for so long he thought he’d always be able to find her anywhere.
But not now. It was gone—she was gone.
He expanded his search past the streets and houses of their neighborhood, farther out into the city, but he felt nothing, not even Jack and Adelle. He couldn’t sense anyone at all. In a panic, he ran toward the front of the house, fearful that his friends had been killed, that all of their neighbors had somehow been killed, but as he burst out the front door he saw them facing off against living fire.
“What the hell are ifrit doing in a populated area?” Adelle shouted to Jack after her shield absorbed a fireball. She was surrounded by a wall of fire, completely pinned down and shouldering a constant barrage from half a dozen of the small winged horrors.
“Making an awkward situation awesome?” Jack shouted as he moved around the battle scene like a dancer, scooping random items from the ground to charge with raw energy then chucking each one at his flaming targets. For him, this was all just a game. Marshall shook his head.
“Awesome? We’re going to need a new house!” Her hair was smoking a little, which was a bad sign. If the ifrit were powerful enough to wear down her shield so quickly, they were in trouble.
“The Guard can get us a new house. They can’t get us a new Nova. Well, they could, but there are laws against that kind of thing.” Jack threw a charged trashcan lid at an ifrit—narrowly missing Adelle—and scored a direct hit on its flank. Unfortunately, it only served to make it angry, but not angry enough to break away from Adelle. “She looked pretty mad back there, didn’t she? Hopefully fending off these little nasties will change her mind about us.”
Marshall didn’t pause as he took in the scene. Instead he plowed into the wall of fire penning in his sister. He purposefully didn’t think about how much damage his shield had taken in the fall as he entered the hellish inferno. The flames surged, doubling in size and wrapping around him, trying to prevent his escape. He sent more of his essence into his shield and struggled to reach the other side, feeling as though he was swimming through taffy. As he ran for the other side, he thought he could hear Jack swearing loudly over the deafening roar of the flames.
The smell of burning hair told him the heat was overwhelming his shield’s ability to ward it off, which was a problem—dreamwalkers had some of the strongest shielding among the Other. If the ifrit’s fire could defeat them so easily, his team was in trouble.
He didn’t understand why the ifrit were even coming after them. Of all the benighted—creatures of the Other who couldn’t blend in easily with norms—ifrit tended to keep to themselves. Barely venturing even into Other society, they usually preferred to live inside active volcanoes.
Marshall had never even seen one before. He only knew them from his studies to become a guardian. Ifrit were created when a clan of Nightmares born from the fear of fire had preyed on a remote village on an isolated chain of islands in the Pacific Ocean. For years they had made merry in the bodies of the villagers, nearly achieving demon status, until a chance visit from a lone dreamwalker guardian named Hala had ruined their plans.
Once she had torn through the village and freed the people from the possessing Nightmares, the guardian left, not realizing that a small number of the children born during the years of possession had been born with strange abilities. Nearly a hundred years later when she’d come back through the area, the island had been empty of all human life—every man-made structure had been destroyed.
She would have left, but a final, desperate scry showed her that a cluster of nonhuman creatures had nested inside the island’s resident volcano. Hala had been prepared to unmake them, but when she discovered their nest, they acted more like frightened children then monsters.
Hala had chosen to scan them and learned that the villagers had fled out of fear, leaving their horribly misshapen children behind. Further probing also showed her they had inherited none of the inherent evil of their Nightmare parents, only an odd, scaly- winged appearance and an affinity to fire.
So why were they attacking the Guard like it was their job?
Marshall joined his sister where she’d taken shelter by the concrete steps and touched her arm in a silent greeting. She returned the touch and gave him a wry smile.
The fire wall was now so high it was impossible to see their other teammate.
“Jack!” He shouted but could hear nothing over the roaring inferno. He set up a quick mental link with his team, so they could hear one another over the sound of the noise. Any sign of Nova?
Negative, but we’ve been busy with these guys. Adelle’s mental voice was clipped. Marshall wasn’t surprised. She hated when someone got the drop on her. Being forced to hide and wait for backup would ensure that she was livid.
Sorry, Mars. Jack’s voice wasn’t angry. Jack was never angry, but Marshall could sense a thread of worry behind the man’s words.
Marshall’s mind raced. He wanted to go after Nova, but he couldn’t sense her. Even if he knew where she was, he couldn’t leave his team behind to deal with this mess. As it was, they’d be lucky to get out of here alive with all three of them working together.
He hadn’t even known hiding people from his senses was possible. Even if Nova was dead, she’d give off some residual essence for Marshall to sense. Someone must be blocking him. He briefly closed his eyes, trusting his sister to keep him safe and imagined being wrapped in cotton wool. He flared his essence and burned it to ash. His sense of his teammates and a few cowering neighbors returned to him all at once. But still no Nova. Shit.
A barrage of fireballs pounded against their cover, reducing the steps to burning slag. As his shield took up the slack, Marshall’s essence told him he would soon be in danger of needing to choose between his shield or his ability to fight.
Marshall’s shielding ability was considered the strongest out of all his fellow dreamwalkers, so the ifrit must be packing some serious power if they were able to take it down so easily.
His team was going to have to finish this quickly.
Who knows something helpful about ifrit?
All I know is their origin, I’ve never dealt with them before.
Unsurprisingly, it was Jack who answered. He was always sharing random bits of knowledge, usually whether the listener was interested in hearing it or not. This time Marshall was very interested in anything Jack had to say on the matter. These guys are super nonconfrontational. The only time they fight is to defend themselves. If they’re coming after us, either they think we’re a threat, or someone has something over them and is using it to force them into attacking us.
Shit. If that was true, it meant Marshall couldn’t kill them. Which would have been quicker and safer for his team. We’ve got to trap them then.
Marshall wasn’t looking forward to this. With failing shields and little magic, he and his team were going to have to figure out a way to capture six incredibly powerful creatures.
He vowed to never let his team get caught so defenseless again. If they hadn’t gotten so complacent over the years, they would have been prepared for this.
We need to form up. If we combine our shields, we’ll stop bleeding away essence so quickly. I’ll distract them. Hopefully that will break the firewall, and Jack can get to us without burning up too much essence.
Copy.
Copy, boss.
Marshall charged a small rock and aimed for a young tree in the neighbor’s yard across the street. It exploded on impact, and the crown of the tree fell, scattering the flying ifrit clustered above the street. Two of them were pinned under the tree, and as Marshall had hoped, it had been enough to break the groups’ concentration enough to dampen the intensity of the fire wall.
Jack darted through the smoke and flames to join them, and Marshall held out a hand to draw him into the connection he was already beginning to form with his sister.
They weren’t used to bonding like this. Marshall’s team wasn’t one of the heavy hitters, so they didn’t often get called into cases that led to battles. Before Nova—before the death of his father—his team was a simple patrol team. Jack had only been teasing Nova when he claimed they were the coolest guardian team. Usually, they spent their nights roaming their section of the ’Scape making sure their dreamers weren’t preyed on by Nightmares. It was simple, boring, and safe—a lifestyle Marshall worked very hard to achieve.
Until the death of Marshall’s father, the worst thing he’d ever had to face was a baby Nightmare, puffed up on false bravado. He’d find a personal dreamscape radiating distress, swoop in, find some horror perched on top of a terrified dreamer, and unmake the thing.
Marshall would get to feel like a hero, and the dreamer would usually forget the whole thing. And if they did remember it, the norms had a simple rationalization for the experience—they called it sleep paralysis.
At the moment, Marshall didn’t feel much like a hero. He felt like a child who desperately wished his father weren’t dead and would come and take care of the problem for him. He allowed himself to wallow in the thought for a split second, and then he banished it. His dad wasn’t here. Marshall was the one in charge, and his teammates were looking to him for leadership. So he pulled on his big boy pants, centered himself, and allowed acceptance of the situation to flow through him.
On either side, he could sense Jack and Adelle doing the same. As each teammate allowed the chaos around them to be and settled deeply into the moment, they drew closer together.
He felt Adelle’s comforting, warm orange wrap around him. Loving and protective as always. It was followed closely by Jack’s brilliant nebula of colors, as whimsical and complex as his best friend. He cherished them and blended with them until they were all one.
One mind, three bodies.
Together they spun a shield around themselves that shimmered with all the colors of the universe.
“Wow.” The word came from Jack, but all three of their bodies uttered the word.
Marshall agreed. They’d never done anything quite like this before. They’d combined their essences, sure, but never so closely and never with such a sense of urgency. When this was all over, he fully intended on exploring this new ability of theirs further. It was pretty neat.
The ifrit had collected themselves and managed to reform the firewall, but they didn’t renew their assault. Was it Marshall’s imagination? Or did they seem more hesitant than before?
We need something to corral them. Adelle’s voice brought him back to the matter at hand.
True.
But what? We’re weaponless.
He was ashamed to realize they’d grown lax enough to allow themselves to be taken so unaware, and he felt an echo of shame in his teammates.
This could never be allowed to happen again.
This would be so much easier if we could simply kill them. Jack groused, though Marshall knew he wasn’t advocating for the death of the pawns arrayed against them, only venting his frustration. We have the power now to finish this.
It was true. They were brimming with enough power to unmake every single one of the creatures before them. Or at the very least bend them to their will, but doing so would violate everything the three guardians stood for. Changing the fundamental nature of a sentient creature was strictly forbidden.
Maybe not change them irrevocably. Perhaps they could simply confuse them?
Marshall took command of the power of his team, and they allowed it, trusting in their leader to make the right decision.
He scooped up the fire-colored lights of the ifrit’s essences in his mind’s eye and held them still, causing the firewall to dim slightly.
He seeped into their minds and saw a chaotic haze of fear and rage. The rage wasn’t pointed toward Marshall’s team, but instead it was aimed at the image of a dark-haired man. Marshall rifled through the creature’s minds and saw that their children were being held hostage. If the ifrit didn’t do as the dark-haired man said, they would be tortured to death.
We can help you. Marshall tried to penetrate the wall of violent emotion ensnaring the creatures’ minds.
As one they let out a horrible, frenzied wail that knocked Marshall and his team back out of the ifrit’s collective consciousness.
Reeling from the burst, Marshall, Jack, and Adelle all fought to stay centered enough to remain connected to each other.
Well, that was a bust. What now? Jack asked mildly, as though they made an error in calculating the tip for a meal.
Marshall marveled at the man’s confidence in him and was determined to live up to it.
If only they could trap the creatures, like Adelle suggested. If his team could hold them long enough, the ifrit might calm down enough to be reasoned with. The Guard would find and protect the ifrit’s children, and he knew if he could convey that, they could come to an understanding.
But without changing the fundamental nature of their protective parental response, they wouldn’t be able to mentally calm them. And that was out of the question.
He had nothing on him that was useful in this fight. A small enchanted pocket knife charmed to always keep a sharp edge and a comb. Both completely useless.
Marshall cursed his lack of a magical weapon—he might be able to shape it into something useful—but it had been so long since he’d needed one, he’d stopped carrying one unless they were going out. Right now, all of their weapons were currently lying trapped under a loose floorboard in the living room, buried under a few tons of rubble
Does anyone have anything helpful on them? I need a physical object that has major mojo on it.
Jack chagrin radiated through their bond. Sorry, boss. I’ve got a bag of somewhat singed and traumatized cookies in my pocket, and that’s it.
Adelle was silent.
Addy?
After several heartbeats she responded. I’ve got Mother’s locket.
Marshall’s world stilled. It was one of the few things they had left of their mother—very little of hers had survived the ravages of time.
At their mother’s death, their father bequeathed Adelle the locket he’d given his wife the day of their handfasting. His sister had kept it on her body for more than a hundred years. It had entered the ’Scape with her countless times and been through numerous spell battles. The locket had also soaked in the essence of their mother for years before her death. At this point, it fairly radiated with the blend of both women’s magic.
The little boy inside Marshall wanted to revolt. He wanted to scream, throw things, and demand to know why they had to sacrifice the only important thing he and his sister had left of their mother. But the leader in him knew what had to be done. He gave the little boy a mental hug and then gently nudged him aside. Childishness wasn’t what was needed right now.
He could feel Adelle’s grief as he reached out and unclasped the necklace from her neck. His finger went to her cheek and caught the tear rolling down it, and he gave her a mental hug too.
His gaze went to the locket in his hands, and he traced its filigree pattern with his eyes hungrily, committing it to memory. Then he breathed deeply and focused on it, drawing the minds of his teammates even closer as he dropped into the familiar magic of the necklace. He nudged at it, careful not to taint the essence of it as he worked. In his hands it lengthened and twisted, stretching and growing until it reached the length and shape he desired.
With a silent apology to his mother for turning her necklace into an instrument of violence, he whispered, “Ignite.”
His team mouthed the word with him.
Bright orange flame whirled around them as the whip came to life. It crackled and hummed with power. He gave it an experimental crack and smiled when it cut through the air smoothly, obeying his thoughts as well as his actions. Unbidden, a satisfied huff of laughter escaped him. If anything could capture the ifrit, it would be this.
Marshall wielded the whip, but all three minds drove the weapon as they urged it to find and trap the now wary creatures surrounding them.
It moved like lightning. The ifrit never stood a chance. The whip struck out and lashed around the creatures, and in seconds they were all tightly bound together, writhing and shrieking, but now completely under Marshall’s control.
Which was, of course, the least useful time for help to arrive. Like magic, several cars pulled up to the front of Marshall’s now ruined house and over a dozen guardians spilled out into the street.
When he saw Callum charging toward them with his wild, red hair flying behind him like a banner, a thrill of discontent rippled through their bond. Marshall recognized the emotion as Jack’s and decided now would be a good time to disconnect from one another. Callum required diplomacy, and it would be hard for Marshall to talk to him with Jack’s perpetual irritation at the man breathing down his neck.
He took a long, slow, calming breath and bade farewell to his friend’s and his sister’s consciousnesses, giving them a mental stroke of thanks as he left.
“I’ll take Callum, you two calm our new friends down.” Marshall jogged away from his team and toward Callum. Out of the corner of his eye, he observed Jack and Adelle as they worked on calming the immobile ifrit. They were as competent and professional as he could have hoped for. Pride for his team warmed his insides as Marshall was debriefed by his father’s old friend.
“I knew you had it in you, sonny.” Callum clapped a hand on Marshall’s back, eliciting a wince from him when it encountered charred cloth and burned skin. “I always said you were wasting your potential, and now you’ve proved it.”
Marshall realized every guardian on the scene was looking at him and his team with a bit of awe. “Please, Cal, don’t start this again.” If he had to sit through another lecture, he might just unmake himself.
“Son. I’m not here to berate you.” Callum peered at him thoughtfully. “You don’t realize what you’ve done here, do you?”
“Besides lose my charge and destroy most of this neighborhood?” Marshall gestured to the surrounding burning buildings. Guardians were already working frantically to contain the blaze.
“Boy, if someone gave you a chocolate sundae you’d complain because it was shit-colored.” Callum barked out a raucous laugh. “Marshall, no one has ever captured an ifrit, let alone six at once. Why do you think we work so hard to get along with them? They’re a bitch to unmake and impossible to contain, but you three managed it like it was no more strenuous than a lazy Sunday afternoon.”
Marshall snorted. “I almost got us all killed.”
“But you didn’t. Instead, you saved the lives of your teammates and pulled off the impossible.” The older man leveled a shrewd gaze at him. “And because of that, you’re still alive to go and find your lost girl.”
Marshall stared down at the whip still clutched in his hands and nodded, not trusting himself to talk around the lump in his throat. At least Nova was only lost, not dead like his father.
“This calls for a celebration!”
Marshall shook his head. “No. I need to search the area to see if I can find any clues about who took Nova.” He turned to where his teammates were talking quietly with their captives. “And I need to question the ifrit. They saw the man responsible for this. I only got a glimpse, but I’m pretty sure it was Noah.”
Callum nodded slowly, grimacing. “No surprises there. The intel we were working from turned out to be false. It was probably a ploy to get you to let your guard down, and that’s on me, not you. I was the one who told you we were about to catch the bastard.”
“No, I know who you got that intel from. She’s a solid guardian. If Alana thought she knew where Noah was, she had good reason to think so.”
Callum gave Marshall a rueful smile. “Aye, even so. Well, enough of this handwringing, you have work to do.” He took a step back to indicate Marshall could go about his business. “The captain of Team Fire knows what he’s doing.”
“Team Fire?” Marshall nearly dropped the whip in surprise. His team had never had a name. Only the elite teams were named, and Fire was the name of Callum’s team before he’d retired from active field work. Callum’s team was legendary for the battles it had won and the disasters it had averted.
“It’s about time that name found a new home.” Callum winked at him and, without another word, turned and walked away, leaving Marshall standing there speechless.
“Hey, I think the ifrit are calm enough to talk!” Jack’s shout jerked Marshall out of his daze.
He nodded and began to make his way over to his team, but he stopped when the shimmering light of the whip caught his eye.
Marshall contemplated the weapon in his hands. If he was going to be worthy of the name Fire, he had a lot of work to do. Already, ideas were flooding his brain, coming up with better Crafting designs, new shields, and so much more.
He’d never get caught unprepared again.




Chapter 3
Aeyli
Present Day
“Imagine you’re holding a rock.” Marshall began, somehow managing to sound teacher-y and casual at the same time. “Feel the texture against your skin, the weight in your hand—”
“What if I have a passionate dislike for rocks?” she interrupted, biting the inside of her cheek to keep in a smile. Baiting Marshall was one of her favorite pastimes. It distracted her from thinking about the weight of responsibility resting on her shoulders, and it distracted Marshall from their lessons, which were her least favorite part of the day.
It wasn’t that she didn’t like learning about magic, far from it. If it were up to her, Aeyli would spend the rest of her life in a library learning all of the various ins and outs of magic and spellcasting. No, the problem wasn’t magic, the problem was her specific magic.
She’d expected it to come easy to her, mastering her Stillbringer powers. After she’d mopped the floor with Sekt and his minions two weeks ago, she’d assumed taming the magic inside of her would be a cinch.
Unfortunately, the only things she’d been able to manage so far was keeping her magic from rolling over everyone around her and shielding. And the first had been nearly impossible. It had taken her a week just to figure out how to rein it in, even though Marshall had joined his mind with hers and shown her how to do it over and over again. When she’d finally gotten it, she almost cried.
She suspected Marshall had nearly wept in relief as well, but he was too polite to show her anything but a warm smile of congratulations.
Jack, on the other hand, had swept her into his arms, flung her over one brawny shoulder, and announced to everyone within earshot that he was taking her to a bar to celebrate. He managed to spell the bartender into not carding her, and Aeyli got to spend her first night out in the world free from her curse getting completely plastered for the first time.
Marshall and Adelle had joined them, of course. As far as Aeyli could tell, Fire was nearly inseparable. Even if they didn’t agree—like when Marshall had griped at Jack all the way to the bar about the dangers of testing Aeyli’s newfound control by exposing her to alcohol—it was always done good-naturedly.
And when Aeyli began to get queasy and lose control, Marshall stepped in and shielded her to keep her from flooding the bar with her magic without saying a single word, while Jack worked on magicking the alcohol out of her system.
The drive back home hadn’t been filled with recriminations, or lectures, only laughter and kind teasing.
She could certainly go for a drink right now. Now that she had recently learned shielding, Marshall thought she was ready to start controlling her Stillbringer power so she could actually use it on purpose with finesse, rather than the random flailing about she’d been doing. Unfortunately, it wasn’t going well. Yesterday had ended in complete disaster when she lost control and nearly inflicted her power on the neighborhood.
Today, however, was supposed to be different. Marshall had not only warded the room they were in, but he was also trying a more benign technique. The plan was to teach her to trust her power. According to Marshall, her fear of it was the main reason she couldn’t control it.
“Then I suggest you stay away from lapidaries.” Marshall’s patient reply told her she wasn’t going to be able to distract him from her lesson today. He was a tough nut to crack. “But if it’ll make you feel better, you can imagine a flower instead.”
She considered pushing her luck, but one glance at Marshall’s handsome face made her reconsider. She’d far rather make it smile than frown in disappointment. Not that he did that much. Marshall was big on praise-based learning, and Aeyli was a happy recipient.
She closed her eyes and imagined a flower, forming each petal in her mind, giving them a soft, dewy texture. It was pink, of course, since the flower was supposed to represent her magic. She felt Marshall’s presence touch her mind.
“Good, just like that.” His warm voice washed over her and mingled with the touch of his essence. Aeyli felt a tingling in the pit of her stomach. “Now I want you to focus on your essence and draw it into the flower. Your Stillbringer power is tied to your essence, so when you have control of one, you have control of the other—as you learned in our first lesson.”
“True, but our first lesson was only frustrating, not potentially lethal,” Aeyli muttered under her breath, forgetting about Marshall’s enhanced hearing.
“That train of thought isn’t your friend right now. Put it out of your mind and focus.”
“But . . .” Something soft hit her in the face and her eyes popped open to see Marshall holding a handful of squishy, colorful pom-poms. “Hey! Teachers don’t throw things at their students.”
“This teacher does.” Marshall smirked. “They were supposed to be rewards, but if you’re going to be difficult, you’re getting one to the face.” He threw another one, but this time Aeyli caught it and stuffed it in her pocket. “All right, enough goofing off. Now close your eyes and focus.
She slumped her shoulders and closed her eyes. No more putting this off. It took a few minutes to regulate her breathing and get back to drawing her power into the flower, but she eventually managed it. She poured her essence into the flower until it was made entirely of light. When it began to grow, she sensed Marshall’s approval.
“Excellent. Allow it to grow as big as it wants, you have all the space in the universe in there.” Marshall’s voice was like velvet to her senses. Everything about the man radiated confidence in her abilities.
The shining blossom unfurled as it grew, becoming more and more a part of Aeyli as she fed it. Now its petals were part of her body. Each one like a limb, or a finger.
“Okay, now I want you to let the power drain out again.”
She imagined a faucet at the base of the flower and reached out with mental fingers to turn it on, letting the power flow back out again.
“Yes, exactly like that.” Marshall purred.
A blush danced across her cheeks. Did he know how he sounded when he did that?
Her stomach started doing a fluttery thing it had only done for Fourteen.
Fourteen.
What was he doing right now? Was he okay? Of course he wasn’t okay, he was probably being tortured right now while she was sitting there playing with an imaginary flower and trying not to flirt with her teacher. What the hell was wrong with her?
“Aeyli.”
What if they put him in that horrible machine again? What if they erased him completely, and she never found him again? She’d never see that devilish smile of his or feel his skin against hers . . .
“Aeyli!” Marshall’s voice brought her back to herself.
The flower had now grown to monstrous proportions and had turned an ugly blood red color. It was wrapped in thorny vines that lashed out and whipped her cheek. Startled, she opened her eyes and put a hand to her face. When she lifted it away, she saw blood on her fingers. “How . . .?”
But Marshall wasn’t paying attention to her anymore. His face was screwed up in concentration. Then she realized that, even though she wasn’t focusing on the flower anymore, she could still feel it in her chest like it was a living thing. But it felt wrong somehow.
Aeyli closed her eyes and realized the flower was nothing but strangling, malevolent vines now, and Marshall was in the midst of them. His hands were deep in the center mass, and it appeared as though he was attempting to calm them. A loud rip grabbed her attention—rather than allowing themselves to be pacified, the vines were attempting to tear Marshall to pieces.
Well, she couldn’t have that.
She imagined herself beside him, right in the thick of it. “What can I do?”
“Think of happy things.” A vine snapped across Marshall’s forearm, and he winced. “Very happy things.”
Up until now, she didn’t have many things that made her happy. Not until Fourteen.
The vines shuddered and grew even faster. She and Marshall were up to their hips in angry plants now.
“I don’t think that was a happy thought,” Marshall said casually, as though commenting on the weather.
Aeyli gave him the stink eye. “And I don’t think you’re being particularly helpful right now.”
Marshall laughed, and the smile transformed his face, leaving Aeyli temporarily dazzled. The vines faltered.
“Should I have Jack come in here and do a dance for you?” His eyes twinkled in amusement, and he sent her an image of Jack twerking.
She couldn’t help it. The goofiest, noisiest, most unladylike laugh erupted from her. Her eyes flew open, and she laughed so hard she had to bend over and hold her sides. When she snorted, she laughed even harder. A large, warm hand rested on her back and rubbed it in soothing circles.
When she stood up straight, she realized the vines were gone, her essence once more under her control.
Until she saw Marshall covered in scratches. Then she felt an uneasy ripple inside her chest.
“Sweet Vis, Marshall. Look at your face.” She reached out a hand and stopped short of touching his bloody cheek.
“What this? This is nothing. Here, I’ll fix it right now.” His eyes went unfocused for a split second, and a shimmer of blue skated across his skin, erasing the cuts and abrasions her vines left behind. “Here, I’ll do you too, if you like.”
He held out a hand, giving her a chance to say no, rather than just doing it.
She stared at it. “How can you be so blasé about this? I just attacked you.”
“No, your power got out of control. There’s a difference. And since I’m your teacher, it was partially my fault. So if you’d let me heal you, you’d be doing be doing me a favor by easing my guilty conscience.” He wiggled his fingers, gesturing for her to give him her hand.
Tentatively, she reached out and touched him. His essence flowed over her, and she sighed in pleasure. It was like stepping into an air-conditioned room after working all day in the hot sun. Her cheek tingled as it healed, and she noticed several other spots on her body tingle she hadn’t even known were injured.
Then she felt a delicious shivery sensation in her tummy that traveled down . . .
She snatched her hand back. “Thank you, I feel much better now!” Aeyli hoped she didn’t sound as fake cheerful as she thought she did.
Marshall had a puzzled expression, but he didn’t press her.
“So, I feel like we’re making progress.” At Aeyli’s snort of derision, Marshall held up a hand. “Hear me out. We managed to keep your power contained to this room, so we’re already ahead of yesterday. And, unlike yesterday, before you lost your focus, you managed to call and dismiss your power. I’m going to call that a win. You can do this, Aeyli. You are doing it.” Marshall’s hazel eyes caught hers, and Aeyli had the distinct impression he was looking past her eyes all the way into her soul.
Temporarily rendered mute, she nodded.
Fortunately, that was enough for Marshall. He blinked and smiled, releasing her from his gaze. “That’s probably enough for today.”
“Oh thank the gods.” The door banged open, and Jack strolled through—all six and a half feet of him. “I was dying of boredom out here.”
“You know, if you were waiting outside, you could have helped. I nearly strangled us both to death!” Aeyli couldn’t keep the exasperation out of her tone. Jack was like a giant child sometimes.
“But then I would have gotten my favorite shirt all ripped up.” Jack gave her the full force of his kaleidoscope eyes. Paired with his patented smile and boyishly handsome face, Aeyli was again temporarily wordless.
“We didn’t need you anyway, slacker.” Marshall poked a finger through a long slash in his sweater and frowned.
“Well.” Aeyli snorted, remembering the image Marshall had created of Jack to make her laugh. “Maybe we did need him a little bit.”
“I am very useful, you know.” Jack’s eyes narrowed at her in suspicion.
“So useful, buddy.” Marshall clapped him on the back.
“And don’t you forget it.” Jack grumbled, clearly aware that there was something he was missing.
“Don’t be like that,” Adelle said as she breezed tough the doorway. “Aeyli, just coo over his muscles, and he’ll be fine.”
Her eyes traveled over Jack’s incredibly well-muscled form, and her throat went dry. He made Marshall look small, which was no easy feat. The thin material of his long sleeved cotton T-shirt clung to his arms like it had no other mission in life but to highlight Jack’s attributes to the best of its ability. Aeyli could get behind that mission.
She coughed. “They’re, um, very nice, Jack.”
Jack’s answering smile was a gift from the gods. His teeth blazed white and contrasted beautifully against his dark skin. His eyes were a twinkling rainbow of color.
Aeyli looked at the ceiling and counted to ten before turning to Adelle to ask, “Has there been any word?”
Adelle shot a questioning look at her brother. “Is this the best time . . .?
Marshall gave Aeyli a considering look and then nodded.
“Sorry, I just wanted to make sure you were settled enough for this.” Adelle smiled apologetically.
A chill went through Aeyli. “So there is something.”
“Not exactly. As you know, we have all of our friends looking for your soldier. If he pops up in the ’Scape, we’ll be ready to move at a moment’s notice. But I think his captors are keeping him in or near his armor all of the time. If he comes to the ’Scape when he dreams—and he should—that armor of his is keeping him hidden.”
“This isn’t anything new.” Aeyli sagged in disappointment. She’d tried so hard not to get her hopes up, but apparently she’d failed.
“That isn’t new, no, but we have had reports of holes in the ’Scape.”
“Holes?”
“It isn’t usually the sort of thing we’d notice. I mean, dreamwalkers have enough work on our plates that we don’t go looking for things that aren’t there, but after meeting Fourteen, I had a hunch we might be able to look for him by finding places that are empty but shouldn’t be.”
“That’s our girl!” Jack strode over and gave Adelle a giant, smacking kiss on the cheek. “You make the rest of us look like idiots.”
She pushed him away with a fond look of exasperation. “We haven’t found anything concrete yet, but I have had two separate dreamwalkers tell me they thought they saw an empty space in a colony. The good news is that it was the same colony on two separate occasions.”
“What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” Aeyli started for the door, only to be stopped by Jacks hand on her shoulder.
“Not so fast, kitten.”
“But she just said she has a lead.” Aeyli frowned at the hand restraining her. She tugged, but Jack’s hand stayed put. There was a flicker in her chest, a faint echo of something much darker. She rubbed the area and tried to focus on breathing.
“I’m sorry, Aeyli, but it’s not enough to go on. Colonies in the ’Scape don’t have a physical location in the Real. They are made of an assortment of like-minded people. Sometimes it happens for towns. Sometimes it happens for people who have a particular passion—knitters, for example—but have never met.” Adelle leaned forward in her chair and smiled reassuringly. “I told the dreamwalker to investigate the people around the blank spaces and see if any of them were connected with the Company. It’s a long shot, but it’s still something.”
The flicker faded away, and Aeyli relaxed. Jack pulled his hand away, but not before giving her a squeeze. “It’s better than anything I’ve found so far.” She kneeled by Adelle’s chair and took one of her hands. “Thank you.”
The tension left Adelle’s face, and she put a hand on top of hers. “You are very welcome.”




Chapter 4
Aeyli
“I said, are you listening, Matriarch?” An overly polite voice startled Aeyli out of her reverie, and she jerked her head up.
On a normal day, she wouldn’t consider the desk in front of her as particularly comfortable, or enticing, but at the moment, it was all she cold do not to allow her head to drop down onto it for a nap.
After her training session with Marshall, Fire left her to her own devices. Usually that meant she could comb through the Chapter House library—her favorite thing to do—but moments after they left, Sterling, her brother, arrived with the family solicitor, Gwen, and an irritatingly smug smile.
“Of course I am.” She lied. “I was just thinking about your question.” Over Gwen’s delicate shoulder, Aeyli could see her brother shaking in silent laughter. She narrowed her eyes at him, and Sterling covered his mouth to keep in his mirth.
Gwen’s impossibly symmetrical eyebrows lifted a hair, making Aeyli think she hadn’t fooled the woman a single bit. “Excellent. Then what do you want me to do about it?”
Aeyli shot a pleading look at her brother, and he smirked and rolled his eyes. Then he sketched out the lines of a building with his fingers, allowing just enough magic to escape that he left a faint trail in their wake. At first, she was confused, but when he added a few fingers of fire to the building, Aeyli understood. Gwen had been asking her what she wanted done with the burned-out compound.
In the wake of destruction, caused mostly by Fourteen, what was left of the Blaike family had moved back to the stone mansion by the sea in Massachusetts. Aeyli had to decide what was to be done with the wreckage of the New Hampshire compound Hester had created when she and Sekt had gone into hiding for the final part of their plan—becoming strong enough to enter and rule the demon realm.
“You know . . .” Aeyli sighed. “I think I’d be happier if we just sold the place. I mean, we lost most of the family there, I don’t feel the need to commemorate that day by rebuilding it and trying to live there.”
Gwen frowned apprehensively. “Forgive me, Matriarch—”
“Aeyli.” She corrected for the tenth time that evening.
“Of course.” Gwen wrinkled her nose in a fashion that told Aeyli the woman would rather die than break protocol in such a manner. “Forgive me, but that might not be wise. There was a lot of magic thrown around that day. It would be incredibly irresponsible to allow just anyone to buy the property.” She reached into her briefcase and pulled out a photo to hand to Aeyli.
Aeyli took it and saw a large hole in the ground with an odd ripple effect in the space above. “What am I looking at?”
“That’s where the main house used to be,” Sterling said in a bored voice. He looked every inch the sixteen-year-old boy he actually was, rather than the supportive guide to the Other she had become accustomed to. This made Aeyli think he was deeply affected by the photo. “I may have accidentally sent it back to the Source while trying to escape Astin.”
Aeyli nodded in understanding. They hadn’t talked much about that day. By unspoken rule, she and her brother put most of their efforts into helping the family recover from the trauma of being under the control of a demon for more than a hundred years and left actually discussing what happened on the back-burner.
Following Sterling’s lead, she pretended like it was nothing. “This might be a problem better handled by the Guard. Maybe they can clear up this problem. Samantha?” She called into thin air.
A moment later, the door opened, and Samantha strolled in. She would probably be considered regular height by most people, but in the knee-high leather boots she wore with three-inch heels, she looked like an Amazon to Aeyli. The maroon dress she had on accentuated curves Aeyli could only dream about, and her long, curly, dark hair framed a strong, pleasant face.
“What can I do for you, Aeyli?” Samantha’s rich, warm voice asked.
Gwen’s face screwed up in displeasure, but Aeyli ignored it. She’d far rather be treated normally than like Other royalty.
She showed Samantha the picture and explained the situation. “Do you think this is something the Guard can take care of? I mean, I’d be willing to give them the land in return for making it safe.”
Samantha did an admirable job of pretending not to hear the indignant cry Gwen hadn’t been able to contain. “That won’t be necessary, dear. This is what the Guard is for, after all. You were right to bring this to me, I know just the right people for the job, too.”
“Wonderful, I’m so glad that’s settled.” Gwen butted in quickly, giving Aeyli the impression she was afraid her matriarch might give away the family fortune if she didn’t distract her. “Now there was one other matter we should discuss before I go. Would you like privacy for it?” She gave Samantha a pointed look.
Samantha laughed musically. “Don’t worry, I have too many things on my plate to sit here and snoop on your family affairs. I need to check in with Clayton on the Association of Elemental Sprites convention we’re having next week.” She turned and strode from the room with so much grace and poise Aeyli sighed in envy.
Gwen’s gaze followed her from the room. “You know, I don’t know why you’re staying here, Matriarch. The family complex is much better suited to take care of your needs—”
“My teacher is here.” Aeyli cut her off, making sure her voice left no room for discussion.
She picked up an iron paperweight and studied it, trying to look bored. She didn’t want to admit the real reason she was staying here. She didn’t want to hurt Sterling’s feelings, after all.
Gwen pursed her lips together but didn’t press the matter. Instead she moved on to another, even more distressing topic. “Our family investigator reported in to me this morning.” From the tone of her voice, Aeyli could already tell she didn’t want to hear the results.
Ten days ago, she’d sent out five different investigators to hunt down the Company—one of them was a Blaike determined to impress her new matriarch.
All of them had been armed with spells and a mountain of shady contacts willing to do anything for a price. Unfortunately, four of her investigators had already let her down. The family investigator had been her last hope.
Aeyli didn’t trust her voice at the moment, so she motioned Gwen to continue.
“When she reached the warehouse, there was no one there. I went through the pictures she took, it looks to me as though the place was abandoned in a hurry.”
“Show me.” Aeyli’s voice only wobbled a little.
Gwen handed her a brown envelope, and Aeyli opened it with shaking hands. She scanned each photo, hoping to find some clue, some hint of Fourteen, but there was nothing. Only broken machinery and burned-out rooms. She held out hope until she came to the final picture.
The envelope and pictures dropped to the floor. In the corner of the last picture was a familiar white sphere.
The edges of her vision filled with static.
A long, bloody handprint streaked across the sphere.
Pulse.
Someone was saying something, but Aeyli didn’t know who. Her ears were drowning in the sound of her heartbeat.
Throb.
She thought someone was shouting, but it didn’t seem to have anything to do with her. Was it her imagination, or was the photo in her hand turning blood red?
Her hand was crushing the photo. A shame. Someone might need to look at it to find . . . what? What was she looking for?
Darkness.
Her vison grew dim, and she tried to breathe. There was something she was supposed to be doing, or not doing. If only she could remember.
Warm hands on her face drove the darkness back enough for her to remember where she was and what she was doing. She was with her brother and Gwen looking at pictures of . . .
Darkness.
Anger.
“. . . got you, sweetheart. I’ve got you. We’re going to find him, I promise you.” Marshall’s voice came from far away.
The confidence radiating off of him called to her. Being with Marshall sounded a lot better than being trapped in all of this darkness. She reached out and felt his cool, blue essence trying to breach the nightmare of rage she found herself trapped in. She clung to it like a lifeline and pulled herself toward him. But as she did, she discovered she was coming back to reality as well. A reality she didn’t want to face.
“Don’t hide from it, Aeyli. It gains power from your fear.”
“But he’s gone . . . hurt . . .” She managed through painful sobs.
Marshall’s voice was close to her ear. “I know, sweetheart. He’s gone, but only for right now. We will find him. And once we do, I know you want to be there to show the Colonel exactly what your power can do, right?”
Aeyli opened her eyes to see Marshall’s face inches from her own. She nodded.
“Then you have to face this. If you face the truth, face your pain, you will be able to control your power, I promise you. And if you can control it . . .”
“I can save him myself.” 
It was why she’d been enduring lessons with Marshall. She knew Fire could handle anything a group of norm mercenaries could throw at them, but she wanted to be there.
Rather than telling her she was too young or inexperienced, Marshall had offered her no resistance. He had told her that if she could get her power under control, she could come with Fire when they tore the Company down to its studs.
All she had to do was face the worst emotional pain she had ever felt in her life.
It sounded simple, but it was far from it. Sometimes she thought she had a handle on it, but then something would come along, like today, and sideswipe her. Then she would be drowning in her power and become a danger to everyone around her. Speaking of which . . .
“You told me she was safe!” Gwen hissed from somewhere behind Marshall. Aeyli peeked over Marshall’s shoulder to see Sterling and their family solicitor huddled against the far wall of the dreaming room. Both of them were white, shaking, and bearing scratches on their exposed flesh.
“What did I do to them?” She didn’t want to know, but she needed to.
“You only scared them, they’ll be fine.”
“I will not be fine!” Gwen stood up unsteadily, still pressed against the wall, doing everything in her power to stay as far from Aeyli as possible. “That monster should be locked up where she belongs.”
Sterling snatched away the arm he’d been using to support her and frowned. “Shut it, Gwen, she’s on a learning curve. I’d like to see how well you’d deal with what she’s gone through.”
Gwen scuttled toward the door, keeping her eyes on Aeyli the entire time. “We’d all be better off if she were unmade.” Her eyes were like daggers as she backed out of the door.
Sterling threw Aeyli an apologetic look before following Gwen and shouting, “You’re a replaceable employee, you know!”
“Why is this so hard?” Aeyli whispered and leaned into Marshall’s shoulder.
His arms came around her and pulled her in close. “This sort of thing is never easy, but for you, it’s worse.”
She burrowed into his chest, enjoying his sandalwood smell. “Why?”
“Jack knows more about this than I do, he’s actually met a Stillbringer before, you know? I think you should ask him if you want the whole story.”
“How about the abridged version?” she mumbled into his sweater and felt his laughter rumble through his body.
“The abridged version is that, since you’ve experienced so much trauma before you came into your power, it has a stronger hold on you.”
“I think I need the unabridged version.”
“For that you need Jack.”
Aeyli sighed and nodded.
Marshall nudged her face away from his chest and tilted her chin up to look at him. “She’s wrong, you know.”
Marshall always seemed to know exactly what she was thinking. Sometimes it was comforting. Right now, it was a pain. If it were up to Aeyli, she’d fall asleep on Marshall and allow her subconscious to process the shitshow of a day she’d just had. But since her teacher was a dreamwalker, he was all about facing demons, both inner and physical.
“Gwen isn’t the only one in the family who feels like I’m a monster. I don’t blame them—they’re reacting to years of manipulation from Hester and Sekt.” Okay, maybe she blamed them a little, but she could work around it.
“We’ll just have to reeducate them.” Marshall ran a comforting hand down her back.
“Right.” She nodded, trying to convince herself. “But until then, can I stay here? Just in case they decide to lock me up again?”
The hand on her back stilled, and Marshall’s body went tense. “No one will ever lock you up again, Aeyli. That I can promise you.” His voice was a low growl.
“Agreed.”
Adelle’s voice startled Aeyli. She’d been so caught up in her own drama she’d completely missed her coming into the room. Aeyli pulled away from Marshall self-consciously and took in Adelle’s tall, lean form. As usual, she looked like a fashion model, but she had changed clothes since this morning—now she was wearing the close-fitting, all-black outfit she usually wore on missions.
“We’ve registered you with the Guard.” Adelle continued. “Now that they know a new Stillbringer has appeared, they aren’t going to let her fall off their radar. You’re kind of a big deal among the higher-ups.” She gave the lack of space between Aeyli and Marshall a measured glance, and the corner of her mouth twitched as though she were repressing a smile. “And for us as well.”
Aeyli took two steps back and bumped into an ottoman. “So the Guard would notice if I went missing?”
“We would notice if you were missing first, but yes. Even if something happened to all of Team Fire, the Guard will still be here to protect you.” Marshall’s fierce tone surprised Aeyli. He was usually so calm around her.
Adelle coughed politely, and Aeyli realized she’d been staring at Marshall. She cast her eyes around the room and found a painting of the Boston Harbor to stare at instead.
“Now that we’ve cleared that up—” Adelle began.
“We’ve got a mission.” Marshall interrupted his sister. “I was coming this way to tell you about it, which is why I got here so quickly when you were triggered.” His brows drew together in concern. “I’m sorry, I know this is sudden. Will you be okay? I’ll try to make it as short as possible.”
That explained Adelle’s uniform. Aeyli’s eyes went to the darkness outside the window. It was getting pretty late. She’d usually be going to bed soon, but if Marshall was going on a mission, she might have to hold off.
Since her power had been triggered so spectacularly, Aeyli had been having intense nightmares. After her first nightmare sucked in all the norms within a mile radius, Marshall had been watching over her dreams. When she got trapped in a nightmare, he would show up and transform her dream into something pleasant.
When she’d protested, he’d told her it was his job to help her. According to him, her power made any bad dreams far more likely to turn into Nightmares—monsters capable of running rampant in the ’Scape. If Nightmares managed to escape the ’Scape, they would prey on norms until they could manifest a physical form. Once that happened, they became incredibly dangerous demons—as Sekt had proven only two weeks ago.
Marshall was planning on making her a permanent ward for her dreams to keep her subconscious fears from creating Nightmares, but his dreamwalker duties kept him so busy, he hadn’t had a chance. Until that happened, Aeyli was only supposed to sleep when Marshall did.
She gave an internal shrug and decided she could catch up on some reading while he was gone. “Not a problem. I’ve been wanting an excuse to try out the new espresso machine Clayton got last Friday.”
Marshall laughed. “Just don’t go overboard. I may be able to help you sleep, but even I’m helpless against too much caffeine. You don’t want to be awake until next week.” His eyes sparkled with mirth.
Behind her brother, Adelle mouthed, He’s lying, confirming Aeyli’s suspicion that Marshall was a great, big mother hen.
“Of course not.” She lied. The second they left, Aeyli was going straight to the kitchen to begin experimenting.




Chapter 5
Nova
The campus was on fire with all the colors of autumn, and the air was crisp. The back-to-school excitement was just starting to fade from the campus as all the coeds were beginning to realize exactly how much work was ahead of them.
The afternoon sun glinted off the end of an ebony curl that was slowly being strangled to death by nervous fingers.
“This can’t be right.” Nova’s other hand tore through the rest of the curls on her head and destroyed the half an hour of work she had put into them that morning.
“How did this happen?” she muttered to herself. “The school year just started.”
She sat down on the nearest bench and stared out at the duck pond. This sort of thing didn’t happen to her. It happened to people like the idiots currently wading into the pond courting a severe case of tetanus.
“Here ducky, ducky!” The voice of a blond boy floated over to her. He was the closest one in the group to the duck holding a frisbee. “I’ll give you some Pocky if you just . . .” Splash.
One down, Nova thought as the blond guy flailed around helplessly in the water. She watched as the duck swam tantalizingly out of reach of the would-be frisbee players who were left.
She sighed at the graded quiz in her hand. This wasn’t supposed to happen to her. She was a straight A student—had been her entire life. Apparently, now she was a straight A student taking a real math class for the first time ever, not like the Algebra 1-A and 1-B classes she managed to get enrolled in during high school.
The duck swerved away from another subgenius, causing him to trip and be completely submerged in the pond.
I bet I wouldn’t be failing Calculus if I were that duck.
She got up off the bench and put her hand to her nose to warm it up. That must be one heck of a Frisbee for them to brave the water at this time of year. She should be reveling in the weather—October was her absolute favorite month. Nothing could compare to fall in New England, but today she couldn’t summon up her usual enthusiasm for the season.
Stupid math, it ruins everything.
In all honesty, Nova knew why she was failing the class so spectacularly. Aside from not giving two petrified yak droppings about the subject, all of her focus was getting used up on her true passion, Asian languages. This year she was concentrating all of her efforts on Japanese—something that delighted her mother to no end. Her mom always regretted not raising her child in Osaka, where she herself grew up. And while she’d spoken the language around her when she was little, Nova had never become fluent in it. She was always too busy exploring the world around her to sit still long enough.
Now that she was older, she felt nostalgic for the country she never knew, so she had an incentive to do the work. She spent most of her time memorizing Kanji and practicing them, loving the way it felt to draw the sweeping lines of each character as she mastered each stroke.
Well, she was going to have to start focusing on math now if she wanted to keep her scholarship. No time like the present. She turned away from the spectacle of the pond, and as she started walking back to her dorm, she heard another loud splash. Nova smiled to herself and silently congratulated the duck for taking out its final foe.


✽✽✽
 
“What are you doing here?” The irritated voice of her roommate greeted her as she walked into their shared room.
“Nice to see you too, Adelle.” Nova pushed past her and sat down at her own desk with a despondent thump.
Their shared space wasn’t roomy, but it was big enough to allow two near-strangers to cohabitate peacefully enough. Unless it was she and Adelle.
The two women had yet to manage anything more than a strained tolerance of one another. She couldn’t figure out why. They had enough in common, both being in the Language Department. Adelle’s focus was on Middle Eastern languages, but they were both busting their asses in the two toughest programs in the department. It should have been something to bond over, but it wasn’t.
Adelle stayed by the door, obviously intent on heading out, but for some reason she didn’t leave like Nova expected her to. Instead she stood there, watching Nova with her unfathomable hazel eyes. Then Adelle closed the door and walked over to her side of the room and perched on the edge of her impeccably made bed.
“What are you doing here?” Adelle asked again, voice taut and looking like the answer meant a lot more to her than it did to Nova.
“I know, I’m usually in the library at this time of day, but you don’t need to be weird about it. You can’t say I was interrupting you—you were just about to leave. Feel free to resume.” Nova made a shooing motion toward the door.
Adelle didn’t respond for a moment, gazing intently at Nova. Then her entire personality shifted into something resembling tolerable. “It was nothing important. Why don’t you tell me what’s got you off your routine. That’s hardly like you, Miss Daily Planner.” She smiled vexingly.
Nova bristled. “Being well organized is one of the things that helps me study. In fact . . .” She trailed off, the wind going out of her sails as she remembered why she was in such a bad mood. Putting her head in her hands, she continued dejectedly. “If I had been better organized, this wouldn’t have happened.” She looked up and tossed the crumpled paper at Adelle, deciding that she really didn’t care what her annoying roommate thought.
Snatching it neatly out of the air, Adelle smoothed out the paper and read it, then looked up with some surprise. “You’re failing calc? Already? It hasn’t even been four weeks since the semester started. How’d this happen?”
“Apparently, I forgot how crappy I am at math. It’s been years since I took math, and I need this course to fulfill the department’s requirement.” Nova scratched at a fossilized coffee stain on her desk, feeling sheepish. “I forgot all about it, and this was the only open class that I could get into! I won’t graduate if I don’t pass.”
A reptilian smile spread over Adelle’s perfect features. “You know, I know just the person to help you with this.”
“And that would be . . .” said Nova in a voice laden with suspicion.
“Oh, no one special, just my brother.” Adele paused for effect as though she expected a reaction.
“You have a brother? Why am I not surprised that it took this long to mention it?”
Adelle’s mouth made a brief moue of disappointment before transforming back into her usual irritating scowl. “He’s a big math whiz. You should talk to him. He’s a calculus TA, so he’s used to dealing with pathetic losers throwing themselves at his mercy.”
“Gee, thanks. I feel all fuzzy inside.”
“No worries, I live to give. Now, come on.” Adelle hopped up smoothly from the bed, making it look like a well-choreographed dance move.
“Right now?” Nova boggled at the sudden and inexplicable helpfulness of her roommate after weeks of living through the Cold War: College Edition. The idea of going anywhere with her made her balk. She’d seen the movie Carrie, and since she actually liked the silk top she was wearing, she preferred it to be pig’s-blood-free.
“Yes, now, unless you want to cram your graduating semester with another math class and hope you don’t fail that one too. I wouldn’t chance it. Personally, I’d like to get at least some sleep next spring, I don’t know what your plans are.”
Nova didn’t like the idea of owing Adelle any favors, but she did need help, serious help, if she was going to graduate. And it wasn’t like Adelle was actually going to be helping her. It would be her brother doing the tutoring.
“Ow! What the hell?” Nova grabbed her suddenly throbbing shin and glared up at the evil blonde goddess masquerading as her roommate.
Apparently Nova was taking too long to decide, and Adelle thought she needed to give her a good solid kick to get her moving.
“Don’t be a baby, it was just a love tap. Now, are you going to be an embarrassment to our whole dorm and flunk a basic math course, or are you coming with me? I don’t have all day here,” Adelle asked, already knowing the answer.
“You have serious emotional problems, you know that?” Nova heaved herself up off the bed, making a big production of it. “Fine, I’m coming. I hope your brother isn’t as much of a pain in the ass as you are.”
“You have no idea.”
✽✽✽
 
They ended up in the library—a place Nova had become well acquainted with during her career as a student. It was an enormous brick monstrosity that towered above all the other buildings on campus. Outside, there was a long metal canopy covering the entrance to the bottom floor and an ornate fence surrounding the rest of the building.
When she first arrived on campus she thought it odd since none of the other buildings had anything like it. She mentioned it to her RA, who immediately launched into a tale about the library’s architect who had forgotten to take into account the weight of the books when designing it. Apparently, no one had discovered the flaw until the building was finished. The end result was that, occasionally, a brick would come loose and fall to the pavement. Considering the building was twenty-eight stories tall, it was a serious danger to anyone walking within twenty feet of the building, hence the canopy and fence.
Nova wasn’t sure if she believed the story, but she did notice a broken brick on the ground just past the canopy and made yet another mental note to never linger outside the library. Her brain was already giving her a hard time with this whole math business, a brick to the head was the last thing she needed.
“Don’t you need to call him first?” Nova asked. “I mean, how do you even know he’ll want to help me?” She hated the idea of barging in and expecting favors from someone she’d never met. She had more class than that.
Adelle seemed to have no such problems. “Trust me on this one. This is right up his alley.”
They walked inside, and Adelle led them to the elevator and pressed the button for the fifth floor once they were inside. Nova vaguely knew of it as the place where the hard-core students liked to hibernate in private study rooms. Nearly everyone else preferred the solidarity of the common rooms. It was louder there, but more fun.
Adelle stepped out of the elevator without a word, walked down the hall, and barged right into the closest room without knocking, letting the door slam shut behind her.
Nova didn’t know what to think. Should she follow? Should she knock? She was considering walking back to her dorm and forgetting the whole awkward situation when the door opened, and Adelle yanked her inside.
“Marshall, this is my roommate. She needs your help.”
She stepped into the poorly lit room—one of the bulbs overhead had gone out. There was a small chipped wooden table with several uncomfortable-looking, green, molded-plastic chairs crowded around it. She was already underwhelmed by the idea of spending any time in this room on purpose.
Nova’s first impression of Marshall was of a pale young man with rounded shoulders. He was obviously someone who spent a lot of time indoors, possibly on a computer. It was exactly what she would expect a calculus TA, who spent most of his time in a private study room, to look like.
Marshall stared at her blankly and a wave of dizziness passed through her. She needed to stop skipping lunch. The burned-out light overhead made a zapping sound and came back on.
She blinked at the sudden brightness and looked at Marshall again. Bad lighting definitely was not the man’s friend. Now he looked a lot more like she imagined the brother of the lovely, if heartless, Adelle should look.
He stood up suddenly, and the process seemed to take a while. His large body kept unfolding until he towered over the two women. His short, honey-brown hair had a bit of curl to it and looked bunny soft. Her fingers itched to run through it.
She realized the room had been quiet for some time as she sat and gawked at Adelle’s brother. “Um, hi, I’m Nova, your sister’s chronically math-challenged roommate. Nice to meet you.” She held out her hand.
No response.
A heartbeat passed. Then another.
He blinked. Then, as if having rebooted, he said, “Nice to meet you, too.” And gave her a warm smile that sent electrical pulses shooting through her body.
Forgetting all about the awkward moment and any reservations she might have had, she smiled back. “Do you think you can help? I’m pretty far behind at this point.”
“Well . . .” he said in a slow drawl. “I think it can’t hurt to try. I am pretty good at this sort of thing, apparently.” He shot a look at his sister.
Adelle walked over to her brother’s side and linked arms with him. “Don’t be so modest, Marshall. You and I both know that your potential is limitless here.” The way she said it sounded more like an admonishment than a compliment.
He shook his arm free and gave her a look Nova couldn’t interpret. “Thanks for the endorsement, sis. I think.”
“I don’t think you two losers need me around anymore.” Adelle said abruptly. “So if you’ll excuse me, I have an actual life to enjoy, filled with normal, attractive people to talk to.” She treated them both to a brilliant, fake smile, then turned and sauntered out of the room with a grace that left Nova feeling inadequate.
“Sorry about Adelle . . .” Marshall began, looking embarrassed
Nova stopped him. “Don’t worry, I’m used to it by now. I’ve been her roommate for a month.” She imagined he had to apologize for his sister often. The number of times she personally had apologized for Adelle’s behavior to her own friends suggested as much. “Honestly, I’m surprised she cared enough about my plight to introduce me to you.”
“She’s not so bad once you get to know her.” He looked down at the table and organized his papers absently. “So, shall we get started?”
“Okay, but I have to warn you, I really am terrible at this class.”
“Didn’t you hear my sister? I have limitless potential. I can do anything, including help you get a passing grade.”
They worked for most of the evening, and Marshall quickly proved he was a math whiz. But even more than that, he was a great teacher. He managed to take a subject, which had always left her feeling like she’d rather jam raw hotdogs in her ears than wrap her brain around its arcane rules, and make it tolerable. He broke each step down into such simple terms that even a novice like herself couldn’t help but understand. He had a true gift, and Nova was grateful to be a recipient.
Of course, it didn’t hurt that he was a serious piece of eye-candy. She sometimes caught herself noticing one of his many pleasing attributes and had to work extra hard to focus on the material he was explaining to keep him from realizing he had lost her attention.
Sometimes he would trail off from an explanation, and his face would go blank for a bit. It was strange, but at the same time familiar. She had seen many people do the same thing when they got a text from someone. Maybe his brain was texting him, she thought. Geniuses were known to have quirks—maybe this was his. She didn’t care. It was kind of adorable.
After two hours he said, “I think that’s enough for tonight. You must be exhausted.”
She was surprised. Time had never passed quickly for her during anything math-related. “Actually, I could keep going. This is much easier than I expected. I might be out of your hair for good by next week.” She kicked herself as soon as the words were out of her mouth. The man in front of her was a giant walking bundle of lady-nip, and she wanted to roll around in him and enjoy herself for a few hours. Something that wasn’t going to happen if she didn’t have an excuse to spend time with him.
He gave her a pained grimace. “I’m sorry, but I really do have somewhere to be right now. I should have left a while ago, but I got caught up.”
All of Nova’s wishful thoughts evaporated. Of course he would have something else to do. Probably someone else, in fact. It would explain why he seemed distracted all evening. Why in the gods’ name would he want to tutor a perfect stranger all night long?
“Oh, of course you do. Thank you for the help tonight.” She should give him an easy out in case he was only being polite this entire evening. “In fact, I can probably figure out the rest on my own.” There was no way she was ready to pass that stupid class on her own, but she’d rather not embarrass herself by lusting after some guy who was already taken. “Setting me straight on the fundamentals of the class was what I needed, and I didn’t even know it.”
“That tends to be the problem with most people, but I think you still need a little more help. Not that I think you are stupid.” His ears went adorably pink as he backpedaled. “But I’ve found that things can seem clear one minute, and then the next day they vanish. Let’s meet at least one more time before you go at it on your own.
He’s probably just being nice! Her subconscious shouted. She told it to shut the hell up. “How about after my next calc class, the day after tomorrow? At three?”
“That’s a good time to do it. If you are going to get confused, it’ll be during your next homework assignment.” Marshall opened the door and gestured for her to go first. “It was so nice to meet you, Nova.” His hazel eyes looked straight into hers, kindling a fire inside her stomach. She felt like he was saying so much more, but she couldn’t understand what.
Nova started to walk past him and paused as she brushed against him on her way through the door. Her skin felt hot and tingly where they touched, and she found herself unable to keep walking. Looking up, she gazed at his face, and for a moment, it seemed as familiar to her as her own.
“N . . . nice to meet you too.” She managed to stammer, and then she fled.




Chapter 6
Nova
All the way back to her room, she cursed herself. Somehow, Nova had managed to stay free of any real interest in the opposite sex during her time in college. Obviously, she had had an encounter or so with random people who meant very little to her, but none of those experiences had prepared her for this. The electric sizzle in the air of the study room tonight had been intoxicating. Just sitting in a chair next to Marshall made the entirety of her sex life up to now seem like a friendly handshake at a mixer.
The thought that he might not have been similarly affected made her stomach tighten painfully. He seemed to be in a hurry to leave at the end there, so who knew what he was thinking, really. For all she knew, he was doing what he always did—valiantly help out some dumb student in need and then go about his life like normal.
She didn’t like this at all. This wasn’t who she was. Nova wasn’t that girl—the one who stressed constantly over what some guy thought about her. She had seen more than enough examples of that girl crying over her dinner in the caf, moaning to her friends about how to get a guy’s attention, all the while letting her grades and social life go straight down the toilet.
Now having experienced a taste of that energy, Nova finally had a drop of empathy for those girls. That didn’t mean she was going to turn into a stalker who followed Marshall’s every move, but it did mean she needed to make sure not to allow her focus to narrow down to nothing but him.
Something that was easier said than done. Nova flushed when she realized she was in her dorm and had no memory of walking there.
Maybe she should try something completely off script for her tonight. Normally she would have stayed in her room for the night and finished any homework she might have had, watched a movie, and then gone to bed. Unfortunately, thanks to Marshall, she had no homework, and all the movies she had queued up were mushy romances.
She needed to prove to herself she wasn’t some soft-headed coed who sat and flailed about uselessly while mooning over some guy.
There was a knock at the door.
Welcoming any distraction, she opened it gratefully and discovered her next-door neighbors, Shia and Claire.
Claire was tall and built like a lamp post—if lamp posts came with an abundance of wild red hair—and Shia was shorter, rounder, and had straight dark hair. But while their physical differences abounded, on the inside the two women were nearly identical.
They had latched on to her last year when they noticed she didn’t do much other than study. The two of them decided to take her on as a project and make sure she ended up with regrets—the good kind, not the lame kind where you wish you had done something, or someone.
“I told you she’d be in here,” Shia announced smugly.
“Hey, excuse me for being a positive thinker. It’s entirely possible our good example has rubbed off on her. I mean, we’ve been banging our heads against this problem for a year now. Results were bound to start showing,” Claire said.
I’m going to regret this. Nova usually had fun any time she went on an adventure with her neighbors, but the aftermath was rough. The last time she’d gone out with them, she had a sprained wrist and was missing a shoe by the time she got home. She always laughed when she remembered how it happened though.
“I’ve had enough studying for tonight. What are you ladies up to?”
Claire blinked in surprise. Usually it took at least thirty minutes to pry Nova out of her room, so she’d probably been expecting more of a fight. “Are you feeling okay, Nova?” She put a hand to Nova’s forehead.
Nova laughed and shook her head, deflecting as hard as she could. The last thing she wanted was for the girls to clue in to her boy troubles. “I’m just feeling cooped up and need to get out. What’s on the agenda for this evening? Anything that might take me near my lost shoe?”
Claire snickered. “No, I don’t think we should go anywhere near the reservoir any time soon. Let’s give them some time to forget our faces.”
“I’m pretty sure they didn’t see our faces, Claire,” Shia said. “Our butts maybe . . .”
“Our butts definitely.” Nova put in. “I’m just glad it was dark enough to let us get away.”
“Next time we go skinny-dipping, I’ll make sure there aren’t guard dogs.” Claire assured them.
“Next time? You’re crazy if you think I am ever letting you talk me out of my clothes again, woman,” Shia declared, shoving her friend’s shoulder playfully.
“That’s not what you said earlier tonight. I’m crushed.” Claire clasped both hands to her chest and mimed blood spraying from her body.
“We share a room, I had to take a shower!”
“Hush, sweetie, there are no secrets between us and Nova.” Claire put a finger on Shia’s lips.
Nova was never entirely sure if Shia and Claire were a couple, or if they were so close they had no boundaries. Either way, the bond between the two was something she envied. It was probably what kept drawing her out of her room each time they showed up at her door.
“I swear to the gods, someday I’m going to kiss you in front of your boyfriend. That will shut you up,” Shia mumbled around Claire’s finger.
Claire paused for a moment to consider then laughed, dropping her hand from her friend’s face. “Ha! Do it, I dare you. It would make his week.”
Shia ignored her. “Anyway, Nova dearest, we came by to coerce you into joining us for The Game tonight. We plan on starting early and getting a good spot.”
Instead of referring to football like most people would assume, Shia was talking about a game that had recently become popular on campus.
Loosely based on a zombie game played on campuses across the country, an anonymous person had created an app to make it more interesting. Nova had resisted playing The Game so far, but it looked like tonight was her night.
Nova took a deep breath, gritted her teeth, and said, “Count me in.”
“Shia, doth mine ears deceive me? I think she just agreed to come with us.” Claire pretended to clutch at a fake strand of pearls and fanned herself.
“I feel faint, I might need to lie down for a while.” Shia feigned a swoon.
Grabbing a pillow, Nova proceeded to vigorously swat both women until everyone was laughing.
“Just tell me what I need to bring with me,” Nova said after she caught her breath.
Claire patted her bag. “I’ve got everything we need in here. Look, I even made a gun for you!”
Due to the growing popularity of The Game, Nova had been seeing people all over campus modifying toy guns in order to make them shoot marshmallows. She had seen everything from simple ones that had to be reloaded after every shot to semiautomatic monstrosities that usually jammed up after the first five minutes of The Game.
What Claire pulled out of her bag was somewhere between the two. “It’s my favorite one, but I’ve decided you deserve it for being brave enough to come out with us tonight.”
It was the length of her arm and had a small, clear bubble on top filled with mini marshmallows. There were pink tubes attached to it with no clear rhyme or reason, leading Nova to believe at least some of them were decorative. The barrel was flared at the end like a blunderbuss, and the whole thing was painted with hot pink flames. Against all odds, she loved it. “Show me how it works.” She tried not to sound too eager.
“It’s simple. You pump this part to build up pressure, then pull the trigger, see?” Claire shot Nova with a dozen or so mini marshmallows.
“Um, thanks, I think.” Nova plucked off a marshmallow that had gotten stuck to her eyebrow and ate it. “Now help me clean this up, or Adelle will lose her business when she gets back.”
After the cleanup, the trio left to make their way toward the spot Claire declared prime zombie-killing real estate.
“Here, I’ll download the app on your phone and set up an account for you while Shia fills you in on what you don’t already know.” Claire reached into Nova’s pocket for her phone, assuming that lack of resistance was consent. Nova was used to it and ignored her.
“I know the basic mechanics of The Game. Humans use marshmallows to kill the zombies, and zombies have to get close enough to a human to take away their bandana. Everyone playing a human has their bandana tucked into their pants, and if they get tagged as a zombie, they have to take off their bandana and tie it around their heads.” She had seen enough of The Game to figure that much out. “What happens if I want to go to the bathroom, or I need to study for a test? I’ve heard these games can last for days.”
Shia lifted her head from the bag she’d been rummaging through for snacks and narrowly missed running into a trashcan. “You can take your bandana off for short periods of time, but you have to log it in your phone. If you take too many breaks, or stay away for too long, you will be disqualified. Also, there are a few areas that are off limits, like bathrooms, the caf, and, technically, classrooms. A lot of teachers allow it as long as the fights are short.”
“Probably because some of the teachers play The Game, too.” Claire interjected.
“What are you watching?” Nova noticed a video playing on her phone. “I thought you were setting up my account, not playing with my phone.”
Claire turned Nova’s phone so she could see the screen. A clip of a couple holding hands by the Golden Gate Bridge bore a subtitle proclaiming the bridge to be a romantic tourist destination. “Sorry, but it’s necessary. Every time you log on you have to watch a short commercial. The developer managed to find a sponsor for The Game, which is where the prize money comes from.”
“Pretty smart, if you ask me,” Shia said, in between bites of a candy bar. “With how popular this game is getting, it’s going to be hitting other colleges any time now. The guy who made this app is going to be rolling in it.”
As they waited for the ad to end, Nova found herself starting to look forward to The Game. It wasn’t something she would have chosen to do, but as a distraction, it was great. Marshall hadn’t even crossed her mind tonight. Until just now, of course. She tried to kick him back out again, reminding herself she wasn’t interested in pursuing a guy who was taken—no matter how pretty his assets might be.
“Here you go, Sexyfox.” Claire gave Nova back her phone, but crowded beside her so she could see it too while they walked.
“What? Are Shia and Matt not enough for you anymore?”
“That’s your user name, dear. It’s random, I swear!” Claire was the picture of innocence, but Nova didn’t buy it. “Don’t worry, Shia, love. She means nothing to me.” She winked at her roommate.
Shia rolled her eyes. “She’s all yours, Nova. Just a warning, she snores.” She ignored Claire’s squeak of outrage. “The Game is going to start soon, so what do you want to know, Nova?”
“How does The Game end?”
“Once all the Zombies are dead or the humans are turned, The Game is over.”
“How do we know if all the Zombies are dead?”
“Good question, I forgot to tell you this part.” Claire butted in. “If you get turned into a zombie, you have to enter it into your phone. If you get killed as a zombie, you enter that in as well. It’s really simple, see?” Claire pointed at the buttons at the bottom of the app. “Once you press the zombie button, the button next to it lights up. That’s the one you push to register that you’ve been killed. The app will send out an alert when all of the players on one side are either killed or turned.”
“You can also look to see how many people are left on either side.” Shia put in. “This lets the people who are tired choose whether or not they want to sit and wait at the rally point or join the more hardcore players finishing off the stragglers. Once The Game is over, directions to the party site are sent to your phone.”
“Party site?”
“Where everyone gathers for the afterparty, of course! How else would we convince the losers to finish The Game?” Claire looked at her like she was simple. “The winners split the prize money, and everyone who makes it to the end gets one hell of a party. The bar is always phenomenal, and the music”—she started dancing to music that was only in her head—“is fucking fantastic.
“There aren’t a lot of students I know who would turn down free booze,” Nova admitted.
“I registered you as a human, like us. I hope you don’t mind, but I am dying to try out the guns we made. There weren’t any zombie spots left anyway. Those go fast. ” Claire was an art major with a focus on modern sculpture. Nova wouldn’t be surprised if she had found a way to combine making the guns with her final project for the semester.
“Anything else?”
Nova considered. She didn’t know enough about what she’d just signed on for to ask any intelligent questions, so she went with her default. “What did you wish you knew your first game?”
“I would have wanted to know where to go. The first game I went to, there were a lot fewer players than there are now, so I spent most of my first night running around in the dark alone looking for someone to kill and feeling like an idiot.”
“You won’t have to worry about that tonight, Nova,” Claire said. “We have the perfect spot to stake out.” Her eyes were wide with excitement, and she was bouncing up and down on her toes.
“Where are we going, then?” Nova asked.
“Okay, like Shia said, in the first few games they started slow because there weren’t enough people playing to find a zombie or a human without looking for a long time. In order to make The Game more fun, people had to start getting creative. Some people threw Game parties to get big teams together so they could go out hunting in droves, some people hacked the app to find out who was signing up so they could stalk them as zombies—”
“Which is totally meta, if you ask me.” Shia interrupted.
“And some people, like us, started stalking the stupid people throwing parties openly and letting the first zombies know where to score easy prey.”
“Why are they easy prey?” Nova asked.
“The first zombies get to be hidden for the first five minutes of The Game.”
“Like plague carriers that are unaware they are sick, so they infect tons of people.” Nova mused.
“Exactly. They can pretend to be regular party goers, or just students hanging out in the hallway near the party, and if they're fast, they can snatch up a dozen flags before anyone knows what happened.”
Claire pulled Nova to a stop outside of a tall brick building. She skipped to the top of the stairs and flung out her arms in the jazz hands position. “Ta da! Welcome to my favorite strategic location.”
“I was wondering what we were doing so far out. We’re practically in town.” Nova chose to ignore her friend’s theatrics.
Claire’s lower lip pulled down in a pout once she realized Nova wasn’t going to pander to her. “Currently, this dorm has the largest Game parties. We’ve done our research.”
“It won’t after tonight!” Shia grinned.
“It sounds like you’re telling me dozens of zombies are about to come through those doors,” Nova said nervously.
“I hope it’s more than that.” Claire’s eyes held a zeal that didn’t do anything to alleviate Nova’s nerves. “Each gun I’ve made is tailored to handle multiple targets. If we reload quickly, I bet we can take on fifty,” she said confidently.
“Fifty?” Nova remembered now why she usually had to be dragged out of her room for fun with her friends. “We’ll be decimated!”
“Maybe!” Shia said cheerfully. “If so, we get to eat everyone’s brains, so there’s a consolation prize, at least.”
All three of the women’s phones chimed at once. Game time.
“Quick, take your ammo.” Claire shoved two bags of mini marshmallows at Nova. “This can either go down fast, or we might have to wait while the zombies clear the building floor by floor.”
“Do we even know there will be zombies in there? What if it’s just full of humans? Or worse, drunk college kids.” Nova wasn’t sure she was dressed warmly enough for a long wait outside. She should have brought more than a sweater tonight. It was still nice enough during the day, but being in New England meant the nights got cold quickly.
“Trust me,” Claire said and crouched down behind a shrub.
Nova looked around and saw she was standing alone and exposed in the night. Shia had already hidden somewhere behind the columns to the left of the front door, and Claire was invisible in her position by the bushes.
Where was she supposed to hide? A quick 360-turn told her the trash can was her best bet. It was more than enough to conceal her from anyone leaving the dorm, though she was conscious of the fact that anyone walking or driving by would see her crouched there. Hopefully, no one called the cops on her.
Time stretched oddly around her as she waited. Her left foot itched in her hiking boot, but the leather was so thick she couldn’t scratch it. The sounds of night filled the air around her—a door slamming, a dog barking, ubiquitous crickets chirping, someone getting gunned down by humans close to the library . . . So much for Claire’s plan for finding the action.
Then, of course, the door slammed open, and mindless zombies stumbled through. “Braaaiiinssss . . .” They slurred in unison.
Nova didn’t even think, she jumped out, pumping her chamber furiously and fired.
The first wave went down right away, but she ran out of ammo and needed to reload. There was no way she had enough time—the next group of shamblers was almost on her, but she still shoved ammo into her gun as quickly as she could.
She wasn’t going to make it.
Nova backed away as fast as she could while she worked to reload, knowing if she turned and ran they would have her flag before she took two steps.
Just as the lead zombie reached out for her, he took three giant marshmallows to the back. “Die!!!” Shia came out of the darkness mowing down everyone in her path.
Nova took the time to finish reloading and heard Claire’s semiautomatic raining marshmallowy death on the shamblers continuing to spill out of the door.
“Why aren’t they running away?” Nova asked.
“It’s in the rules,” Shia explained. “Once a zombie sees a human they have to keep going until either you or they are dead. You know, like a real zombie would.”
“A real zombie . . . right,” Nova said slowly, remembering hearing somewhere it was better to agree with crazy people than to argue.
Ten more zombies made a break from the dorm and tried to swarm them, but Claire took out two from the side, while Nova finished off the rest with a blast of tiny sugary doom.
Shia walked up to Nova as she stood there, shaking and silent. “Are you okay? Your first time can be a little overwhelming. You can take a break if you need to. It’s a bit early, but it’s in the rules.”
“Why would I want to take a break?” Nova eyes snapped up to lock on her friend. In the back of her mind, she wondered if it was normal for her body to feel like it was filled with carbonated Vanilla Coke. “There are more monsters to kill!”
“We were killed by a virgin?” One of the dead zombies on the pavement complained.
“And in the first ten minutes of The Game!” Another guy groused and sat up.
“Take your lumps, gentlemen. Look at her, she’s hooked now, so you’ll have a chance for revenge next Game.” Claire promised them.
“Where did you get your guns?” the first complainer asked. “And do they come in anything other than pink?”
“Custom made, by yours truly,” Claire said and grinned. Her smile turned sly and said, “I could probably find time to come up with a design for you if you’ve got the money. You can even pick your own color.” She made a subtle gesture toward Shia with her hand.
“I don’t know, Claire. You have a lot of work this semester, when are you going to find the time to make guns for other people?”
Nova caught on to the idea and added, “Anyway, do you really want to be arming the competition? What if you want to be a zombie next time?”
Claire frowned and said, “You’re probably right. Never mind, guys, sorry.” She turned to leave.
“I can pay you cash. Is two hundred enough?” Complainer Number One sounded frantic.
“I’ll give you two-fifty!”
“Three hundred!”
Several of the dead guys started rifling through their wallets to see what they could come up with. Some looked disappointed with what they found and didn’t join in on the bidding war. Others decided to pool their resources and joined in waving their cash in Claire’s face.
Laughing with delight, Claire said, “Guys, guys, calm down, I’ll see what I can do. Let me give you my email, and we can work the details out later. Right now we’ve got dead guys to kill—er, kill some more? Rekill?” Her eyes crossed a little at the effort of figuring out the proper wording.
“Slay?” Shia suggested.
“We’ve got dead guys to slay!” She pumped a fist in the air.
After Claire gave out her contact info, one of the dead guys came up to the front and said, “Excuse me, ladies, but I was supposed to give this to whoever killed me.” He gave Claire a note card.
“What’s this about?” Claire asked.
“All I know is that ten minutes after I signed up as a zombie, someone shoved an envelope under my door. There was a note on the envelope that said to give the contents to whoever killed me.”
“What does it say?” Nova asked.
Claire squinted at the card, trying to make out the words in the dim light. “It says, ‘I was a volunteer for a clinical trial.’” She turned to the dead guy. “What does that mean?”
“This is new,” Shia said. “Has anyone had this happen in a game before?”
“Of course we’d get killed the night The Game gets more interesting,” Complainer Number One complained.
“Hush, dead guy,” Shia said. “We’re thinking.
“My name is Brian.”
“Hush, Dead Brian. I know what it means,” Nova said. “A clinical trial is an experiment done to learn more about a medical treatment of some kind. They need volunteers to do the tests on. Like, they take a person and deprive them of sun for a few weeks to find out what happens to their brain in order to learn more about insomnia.”
“They can also test new drugs on people, formulated on information gotten from other clinical trials,” Dead Brian said. Everyone looked at him. “What? I’m a bio major.”
“He’s right.” Nova thought for a moment. “I’ll bet our first dead guy was a test subject for some evil drug company, and whatever they gave him made him into a zombie.” She felt proud of herself. Googling random terms in her spare time had finally paid off.
“That’s wonderful.” Claire gave Dead Brian and Nova each a pat on the head. Grudgingly, Nova accepted it, knowing if she resisted, she would probably get chased down the street until she acquiesced. “But what are we supposed to do about this information?”
“I don’t know, let’s keep playing, and maybe we’ll learn more.”
“Sounds like a plan, Nova. Thanks, mystery zombie, thanks, Dead Brian! It was a pleasure killing you all this evening!” Claire started giving everyone a round of hugs.
“Are you going to hug everyone we kill tonight?” Shia asked. “Because that could get tedious.”
“We don’t mind!” someone shouted from the group of dead guys heading back inside the building.
“Yeah, we should play together next time!” another guy yelled.
“Claire, how do you only have one boyfriend? You’re like boynip,” Shia asked.
“Through constant and persistent not giving a crap.” She smiled. “Matt is perfect, who needs those guys?”
Suddenly weary of the conversation topic—it made her think about Marshall, something she was actively trying to avoid—Nova asked, “Where to now?”
“Let’s head toward the pond.” Shia waved at back in the direction they came from. “Though we don’t want to get too close. It’s too out in the open there, so you can get mobbed if anyone sees you. We’re just going to see how the conversion is going. Sometimes it’s fast, and there will be a swarm of zombies down there. If there is a swarm this early, we’ll be in for a rough game. It’s good to be prepared.
“What’s to stop the guys we just killed from wandering off and continuing The Game after we left?”
Claire shook her head. “Cheating is a big no-no around here, Nova. If you get caught cheating, your app will delete itself from your phone, and you won’t be able to download it again. It’s self-regulated by the players, and everyone takes it seriously.”
“Do they really need the app to play?”
“I guess not, but they need the app to find out when The Game is. Plus the names and faces of anyone caught cheating are listed on the app, so everyone knows to ignore them. If you get killed by a cheater, it doesn’t count.”
“Note to self, no cheating,” Nova said.
They wandered through the central residential area picking off a few stragglers, but they didn’t run into any other groups.
“This is boooring!” Claire groaned. “How are we supposed to test our new guns if we can’t find more than one zombie at a time?” She kicked a rock.
“We can try the duck pond.” Shia suggested.
“I know what I said before, but it’s a bit early for the horde to assemble, it’s only been”—Claire checked her phone for the time—“two hours since The Game started.”
“The duck pond is where the zombie horde assembles once enough players get turned.” Shia turned to Nova and explained. “When they get enough people, they roll through the campus and turn everyone in sight. It’s a lot of fun to be a part of.” She sighed wistfully.
“Next time, zombie lover,” Claire told her. “This time, the hunters are going to win!”
“It can’t hurt to check. Besides, one of our ammo caches is near there. We can top off our bags.”
“Good point.”
“I was going to ask about that,” Nova put in. “This gun goes through marshmallows pretty quickly.”
“We’ve got you covered, my friend, I have supply stashes all over campus. Flashlights, glow sticks, trail mix, water, ammo . . . you name it, I got it.”
Nova raised an eyebrow. “There’s no kill like overkill, I guess.” Claire loved to go all out when she was deeply immersed in a project, and apparently The Game was no exception.
“Scoff if you want, but this game can get intense fast. One minute you are on the winning side, and the next, you’re out of allies, hungry and trapped. Last game I spent three hours stuck in the shrubs by the Old Chapel. I was starving and needed to pee. It was brutal.”
Nova winced sympathetically. Did Claire have an empty bottle squirreled away on her person in case it happened again?
“Here, I made you a map of where I hid each one, which you’ll need it if we get separated.” Claire shoved a piece of paper under her nose.
Nova tucked it into her pocket.
As they made their way toward the pond she said, “Did you guys know Adelle has a brother?” She hadn’t meant to bring him up, but now the action had quieted down, she was having a hard time keeping Marshall out of her thoughts.
“I did not know that. Shia, did you know that?” Claire asked casually.
“I did not know that piece of information either, Claire,” Shia said, equally casual.
Then they turned in unison and asked, “Did you sleep with him?”
Nova’s cheeks went hot. “Jesus Christ, guys! What is wrong with you two? I was just going to tell you he was tutoring me in calculus.”
“Sure he is, sweetie. I’ve seen Adelle. There is no way she has an ugly brother.” Shia fanned herself as she imagined what he might look like.
“Hold on, Shy.” Claire held up a hand. “We haven’t asked if he has Adelle’s personality problems. That would be a serious deal-breaker.”
“He’s nice!” Nova defended him. “He spent two hours trying to convince my brain it knew how to math, and he didn’t try to make me feel stupid once.”
“Definitely not like Adelle.”
“Notice she didn’t deny he was hot,” Claire faux-whispered to Shia.
“Uh-huh.” Shia agreed.
“So does His Hotness have a name?”
“It’s Marshall,” Nova said miserably, unable to comprehend how the conversation had left her control so quickly.
“So, Marshall is nice, hot, and smart—and you didn’t sleep with him.” Claire spoke slowly as if trying to understand such a foreign concept. “You do realize that you’re in college, right? The place where fun and bad decisions go hand in hand?”
“I just met him. I mean, it isn’t like that!” She thought of turning her own gun on herself and calling it a night. “I think he’s dating someone else.” She added morosely.
“That’s why you came out with us tonight without a fight! Okay, first, kudos to you for such a good choice of companions. We are masters at distraction and problem-solving. Second, why do you think he’s dating someone else?” Claire’s hands were balled up into little, quivering fists next to her heart, and she bounced up and down on her toes. Nova must have made her night with her little revelation.
“He stopped our session and said he had plans.”
“That’s it? That doesn’t mean he’s out on a date, maybe he needed to go to the bathroom and didn’t want to say so. Some people don’t like admitting that sort of thing to people they like.”
“I can’t imagine you ever having that problem, Claire.”
“Of course not, but then again, I say everything I think. I have no governor in my head. Some might say it causes problems, but I say it makes things simple. I don’t have to remember what secret I’m keeping—”
“Or remember to be nice to people you hate,” Shia interrupted. “Don’t tell me that doesn’t cause problems. Remember your linguistics teacher last semester? If you had managed to keep your feelings about her voice to yourself you might have passed that class.”
“Her voice was so shrill it was causing internal hemorrhaging. I might have died if I hadn’t spoken up,” Claire said haughtily. “I was doing the class a public service.
As they came up to the Fine Arts Center, the trio slowed down. Since it was close to the bus stop, it was a popular area, which made it a perfect place to hunt.
Claire sauntered straight down the sidewalk while Nova kept right against the building, hiding behind bushes as much as possible. Shia was on the other side of Claire about ten feet away, keeping her gun hidden in her coat. It’s a good thing the campus police know about this game, Nova thought. Otherwise this could get dangerous.
The campus police not only knew about The Game, but they even participated in it when off duty, or so Nova had heard. In general, the entire campus faculty’s easygoing nature toward The Game was surprising. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if she ran into a teacher tonight. She thought about how satisfying it would be to shoot her calculus teacher.
Then she wondered if Marshall was out playing tonight too. Maybe he and his girlfriend were on a team together. Maybe they made out between kills . . . She forgot about Marshall and his girlfriend when she noticed a zombie trying to sneak up on Claire. “Behind you!”
Claire spun around, red hair flaring out around her head as she pulled her semiautomatic up to point at her unwitting victim. The zombie took three marshmallows to the chest, and he went down groaning. “Thanks!” Claire saluted the shadows where Nova was still hiding.
Three more zombies ran out from the bus stop shelter toward Claire and were obliterated in a rain of fire from all three sides. “You guys are making it too easy for us.” Shia taunted.
One of the zombies, a girl from Nova’s Japanese literature class, raised her middle finger and stalked away. The other two—a guy with a long beard and a girl dressed in camo—came up to Claire and asked her about her gun.
“At this rate, I can start paying off my student loan.” Claire joked as she finished entering her number in a girl’s phone.
By the time they made it to the Old Chapel where their ammo stash was, they had managed to kill six more zombies, two of whom inquired about Claire’s guns.
“This was a great idea, Shy, there are zombies everywhere. Who cares about the duck pond? The way things are going, we’ll have this game won by morning.” Claire pulled a gym bag out from behind several bushes and started handing out ammunition to her comrades.
Nova took hers and stuffed them into her backpack as tightly as they would go. She had nearly gone through her original supply of mini marshmallows and hated the idea of running out. At this point, she wanted to win almost as badly as Claire did.
“Uh, guys?” Shia’s voice squeaked.
“What?” Claire asked, rooting around inside her own pack, rearranging things so she could find everything.
“I think we need to get out of here.” Her voice was just a whisper now.
“I’m done anyway.” Claire said and looked up past Shia, now seeing what Shia had. “Crap.”
“What’s going on?” Nova asked and scrambled up to see what they were looking at.
Around the corner of the chapel was the duck pond, a field, and a sidewalk leading to the Student Center. In the field stood hundreds of zombified students, wandering around aimlessly.




Chapter 7
Nova
There was movement on the other side of the field. A small group of hunters came around the student center, laughing and pushing each other playfully. The lead hunter stopped when he saw the horde.
He waved his hands, trying to herd his friends away, but it was too late. The horde turned en masse and swarmed them with a roar, muffling the hunters’ cries of, “What the fuck?!” and “Watch it! That’s my personal area.”
Nova and her friends slowly backed away during the massacre, hoping the chaos would cover their escape.
Crash. “Ow, ow, OW!” Claire yelled as she backed over a trash bin and fell to the ground.
The friends froze and looked back at the field to see if the horde noticed them. It had. A few hundred heads swiveled to look in their direction. Half of the horde broke off and started running towards them.
“Run!” Nova yanked Claire off the ground and dragged her down the sidewalk.
Rather than following, Shia panicked and ran toward the first building she saw and tried to get inside. She tugged on the door handle fruitlessly, then turned around to see death coming for her.
Nova looked over her shoulder to see Shia pull her flag out of her pocket and handed it to a zombie with blonde hair and a painted scar on his face. “Hey, you’re kind of cute. Will you help me tie this on?” She smiled at him.
Claire laughed as they ran away, the horde right on their heels. “That girl can turn anything around to her advantage.”
“At least we know she’ll still be having fun. This way!” Nova ran past the Fine Arts Center and headed toward Whitmore.
“Why are we going to the administration building?” Claire panted and held a hand against her side. Endurance running clearly wasn’t her thing.
“Sometimes they leave the door . . . unlocked at night so people . . . can work late.” Nova managed to gasp out. Running wasn’t exactly her thing either. And considering how many outings with her friends ended up with her fleeing into the night, she should probably work on it.
The pair rounded the corner of the building, and the horde dropped out of sight. They might actually make it after all.
They ran along the side of the building and came to the far end where Nova found the door and sighed with relief when it opened. “Hurry inside, before anyone sees us.” She picked a spot away from the windows to stop and rest. “What are we going to do now?” she asked. “That looked like half the campus. We can’t kill that many zombies, no matter how good your guns are.”
“Join them, I suppose,” Claire said simply.
“Join them? I thought you wanted to win. You were more excited about this game than any of us, and you just want to quit? What was all that running for just now?” Nova glared at her friend. Claire wasn’t a quitter, she was the kind of woman who would beat her head against a problem long after everyone else gave up. “What’s going on?”
“You remember how I told you that the first zombies had five minutes before they had to reveal they were infected?” Claire focused intently on her fingernails in the dim light and buffed one with her sleeve.
“Of course, it was two hours ago.” Nova was starting to get a bad feeling in her gut.
“Well, please forgive me for holding this part back, but I felt it would be more fun to let you find this out on your own . . . All zombies can choose to wait five minutes if they want to!” Claire lunged for Nova, making a grab for her flag.
Nova caught her arm, but Claire swept her leg out from under her, and she landed on her ass. Nova was seconds away from joining the horde when Claire yelped in surprise as a marshmallow bounced off of her face. “Who did that?”
“Sorry about the headshot, lady, but I didn’t think you’d notice otherwise,” a familiar voice drawled.
“Marshall?” Nova asked.
“Marshall!?” Claire exclaimed.
“Marshall.”
“Jack!” A mountain masquerading as a man jogged up to Marshall’s side and brushed a windswept lock of black hair out of his eyes. “What? I was feeling left out.” A charming grin broke over his face. Nova couldn’t quite place his accent, but she thought it might be Middle-Eastern—though which part she wouldn’t presume to guess.
A thrill of excitement zinged up Nova’s spine. Marshall was playing The Game tonight, and he had just saved her from zombie Claire. If she had stayed home tonight, the most excitement she would have found would have been during her shower. Racing through the dark from monsters and stumbling across Marshall was way better.
“Sorry.” He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck. “It’s just me and Jack tonight. Adelle is with the horde painting faces on zombies. She makes a killing from these events.”
“Trust Adelle to make money off of a game she wouldn’t be caught dead playing.” Claire muttered the looked up at Marshall. “Sorry, I know she’s your sister.”
“No worries,” he laughed. “I know my sister can be abrasive sometimes. She’s an acquired taste.”
Like liver.
Nova barely managed to keep the thought to herself.
“Does your girlfriend mind that you spend your evenings running around outside, rescuing ladies in distress?” asked Claire, giving Nova a meaningful look.
Nova choked at the question. Claire was about a subtle as a toilet seat to the back of the head. She was going to rip her friend’s arms off and beat her with them the first chance she got.
“Ha!” Jack laughed. “This nerd couldn’t get a date if he paid for one.” He pounded a king-sized hand on Marshall’s back. “Especially not with someone like me around. And even if he did manage to get one, he’d be too busy to go on it.”
And after she was done beating her, she would kiss her senseless, Nova amended.
Marshall shot Jack a dirty look. “Not too busy to save the campus from being overrun by zombies. We’ve got our work cut out for us tonight.”
“I don’t know what you’re planning on doing,” Claire said. “It looks like most of the players have been turned. How did it happen so fast this time? Normally it takes between twelve to twenty-four hours to turn that many people.”
“Our best guess is that the zombies were more organized this time.” Marshall plastered himself against the wall and looked out the window. “Have you noticed all the hunter parties that have popped up?”
“Stupid,” said Jack. “If you advertise where you are going to be at the beginning of The Game, of course you’re going to get wiped out.” He shook his head.
“That’s what we did, though clearly, we were the only hunters to think of it.” Claire rubbed her forehead and frowned at her hand when her fingers came away sticky. Sighing, she looked down, seemingly resigned to discover her shirt was smeared with half-melted jumbo marshmallows. She picked at them half-heartedly. “If people are smart, it won’t happen again after tonight.”
“A lot of wars have been lost because people assumed the people on their side were smart.” Nova inspected her own person and was mortified, but not surprised, to discover she looked as though she were growing a field of tiny marshmallows on her pants. “Actually, I think this is more fun, I wasn’t looking forward to hiding in the cold all night, looking for monsters. This is more interesting. Especially with the new plot twist.”
“You guys got a clue too?” Marshall asked. “What was it?”
“We killed a zombie who was a volunteer of a clinical trial. That’s all we know. Did you get one too?” As discreetly as possibly, Nova tried to brush off the stowaways clinging to her jeans.
“We got this off of a zombie a few minutes ago.” Marshall handed Nova a piece of plastic. “It’s an ID badge for Shiel Pharmaceuticals.”
“I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that’s probably where the clinical trials were held,” she said. “Is it a real place?”
“It’s the trailer next to the bio building. They’re working with grad students to develop vaccines for the common cold.” Claire came up behind Nova. For a moment, Nova thought her friend was lightly poking her, but then realized she was pulling marshmallows off of her back.
“Well, if that doesn’t scream zombies, I don’t know what does,” said Jack. “You missed one right there.” Jack pulled a marshmallow off of her elbow, eyeballed it, shrugged, and popped it in his mouth.
“Let’s go check it out.” Marshall said, kindly ignoring the frantic marshmallow exorcism going on in front of him. “You coming?”
She looked at Claire, who said, “Don’t worry about me. I may be dead, but I still get to go to the party. I’m going to go slip into something less sticky. Have fun!” She smiled at Nova in encouragement, saluted Jack and Marshall, then turned and skipped off down the dim hallway.
Nova took a breath and nodded. “I’m in, but there are a lot of zombies between us and the bio building. How are we going to get there alive?”
Marshall and Jack shared a look, then Jack said, “We’ve been doing this for a while, I think we can handle whatever comes at us, especially now that we have you.”
✽✽✽
 
Nova had been expecting nonstop action the whole way there, but the trip was oddly uneventful. After they left Whitmore, they circled back around the front of the Fine Arts building to avoid the duck pond. There was a large group of zombies next to the bus stop, but the shadows must have been a lot darker than she realized, because they snuck right past them with no incident.
“This is too easy,” she said, thinking out loud. “It’s almost boring. Where is everyone?”
“I agree,” said Jack. “What’s the point of playing if we don’t get a little excitement?” he asked Marshall, giving him a strange look.
Marshall raised an eyebrow at his friend but didn’t get a chance to respond before five zombies ran across the street—all going straight for Jack.
Nova unloaded on them and took out the first three, giving Jack a chance to react. He pulled up his gun and fired at the remaining attackers, hitting the first in the chest, but he missed the second. He danced backward, trying to keep his flag away from the zombie’s grasping hands. The look he threw Marshall was pure venom when he tripped and fell, fortunately landing on his flag.
“I’m sorry, did you want some help? Or did you want to enjoy this excitement all on your own?” Marshall asked, rubbing a smudge off the barrel of his gun.
Her gun was out of ammo, so Nova grabbed Marshall’s and shot the zombie wrestling with Jack. “What kind of teammate are you?” She rounded on Marshall and slammed his weapon against his chest. “I know this is just a game, but that was mean.” She turned away and offered Jack a hand up.
Jack took it and winked at her. “Don’t be mad at him, sweetheart. He’s just jealous of my many manly attributes. That and he hates not being in control of a situation. It makes him grumpy.”
“I don’t understand.” Nova frowned down at her gun as she reloaded.
“It’s an inside joke.” Marshall glared at Jack. “We won’t make anymore, since they aren’t funny anyway.”
“It was funny to me.” The last zombie looked up from his phone, finished logging in his termination. “You know, until she shot me.”
Marshall gave him a salute then turned his attention back to Nova. “You’re pretty fast with a gun. I’m glad you’re on our team.”
“I’ve never used one before tonight—it must be a gift,” she said to cover up her confusion. How could he be a jerk to his friend one minute and kind to her then next? It made her wonder if he was pretending to be nice, or if something else was going on. The vertigo she got when she first met him swept over her again, and she shivered.
“Are you cold?” he asked with concern in his voice.
“A little,” she said. It was cold outside after all. No need for her to tell him that that wasn’t why she was shivering.
“Here, take my jacket.” He put it over her shoulders before she had a chance to protest.
She decided to ignore the incident for now. Who was she to judge their friendship? Maybe they had known each other forever, and that was how they interacted. After all, Jack didn’t seem to mind.
“Thanks.” His jacket smelled sinfully good, like sandalwood and something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She hoped he didn’t turn out to be an asshole. It wouldn’t be fair.




Chapter 8
Aeyli
Aeyli could feel the brick wall at her back. She was trapped—surrounded by an army of faceless soldiers. She flung out an arm to grab for Fourteen and found the familiar feel of his leather jacket beneath her fingers. But when she looked at him, expecting to see the confident joy he usually radiated in the heat of battle, all she saw were cold, unrelenting shards of ice where his eyes were supposed to be.
She yelped and snatched her hand away. “No . . . not again. I tried to find you, I swear!” Aeyli backed away from Fourteen, heedless of the soldiers surrounding them.
The ice from Fourteen’s eyes began to spread across his face. “Don’t worry, I can’t feel a thing. Soon you won’t either.”
Cruel arms grabbed her from behind, and she kicked and twisted, trying to get free.
“Oh no, this won’t do.” A comforting, accented voice came from thin air.
Suddenly, the arms around her turned into cotton candy, and she stumbled free and fell to the ground. Aeyli shot to her feet, desperate to reach Fourteen, and saw he’d turned into a small black kitten playing with a bit of string. Towering over them was a troupe of soldiers all transformed into elaborate candy sculptures. With their gumdrop eyes and rainbow licorice hair they were even less intimidating than the kitten cavorting in front of her.
“You didn’t tell me you were having nightmares, Aeyli. I would have helped.” Jack materialized in front of her, concern etched on his face. It was all Aeyli could do to not throw her arms around him in gratitude.
“Dammit. Of course it was just a dream.” Aeyli smacked herself in the forehead. “I must have fallen asleep. I was waiting for Marshall to be done with your mission before I went to bed—he’s been helping me with the nightmares. He said someone as powerful as I am needs to be careful about having too many nightmares, in case I create actual Nightmares. I’ve only been sleeping when he can keep an eye on me.” She’d given staying awake her best effort. She’d made it until the sun had peeked through her window, but clearly she hadn’t lasted much past that.
Jack nodded sagely and put a large, warm arm around her shoulders, instantly making her feel safe. “He’s right. Now that I know, I’ll watch out for you too.” His arm tightened around her briefly and then dropped. Aeyli missed the contact. She’d spent far too long without human touch, and now she relished every scrap she got. “But you don’t have to wait for me to be done with a mission to help out, I’m excellent at multitasking.”
She squinted at him. “What does that mean?”
“It means that sometimes I can be in two places at once—well, in the ’Scape anyway.”
“Well, aren’t you special?” she asked, cheekily, poking him in the ribs. Something about Jack just drew her silly side out.
“I am, actually. Very special. Thanks for noticing.” Jack bowed with a flourish. When he straightened, a silky, black lock of hair had fallen over one eye, and Aeyli had to resist the urge to tuck it back in place.
“Well, Mister Special, since I have you here, can I grill you about something? Marshall told me you were the very best person to ask.” Aeyli had found shameless flattery was the best approach when dealing with Jack. Something she found quite easy. Once she looked behind his flair for the dramatic, he was actually quite an impressive person.
“Honestly, I don’t know why you bothered asking anyone else. I’m always the best person to come to about everything.” Jack fell backward into a garishly green chair that materialized out of nothing. “So tell me, what burning questions do you have that only I can answer?”
She rolled her eyes at his antics and scooped up Kitten Fourteen. If she couldn’t have the real thing, a kitten version would have to do for now. “I’ve been having a hard time dealing with my emotions lately. I keep getting so angry, and it’s getting in the way of my training.” That and her ability to not scare the crap out of everyone around her. “I was hoping you might have some insight since you used to know a Stillbringer.”
A strange expression passed across Jack’s face, but it was gone before Aeyli had a chance to identify it. “I did. He was a good man, that Rahoul. Very mellow guy.” He paused and stroked the paisley print on the arm of his chair, looking contemplative. Aeyli was about to ask him if he was okay when he shook himself and turned his gaze on her. “I met him after he’d come into his power though. I’m not sure how much help I can be. Marshall is much better at this sort of thing.”
Aeyli felt a wave of irritation. “But . . . he told me to ask you.” Kitten Fourteen meowed, and she realized she’d dug her fingers into his fur. She whispered an apology into one of his bat-like ears and smoothed the ruffled spot.
Jack looked as though he were struggling with himself. “If I did have any advice for you, it would be to stop going to outside sources. Rahoul was all about bellybutton gazing. He once told me something I never forgot. You can ask a thousand different people advice on a subject and get a thousand different opinions. When it comes to your life, the only opinion that matters is yours.”
What the heck was that supposed to mean? She was going to press him further, but when she opened her mouth, she realized Jack looked like he’d rather be anywhere than where he was right now. Something about the subject seemed to bother him, and since nothing seemed to bother Jack, it was probably a big deal. Maybe this Rahoul had been a close friend and thinking about him was stressful.
She tried steering the subject away from Rahoul and back to her problem to see if that helped. “So, you’re saying I should find the answer to this myself?”
“I’m not saying anything at all, sweetness.” The tension had left Jack’s shoulders, but he still wasn’t meeting her eyes. Instead he seemed extremely focused on removing something that looked suspiciously like a miniature marshmallow off of his sleeve. “There’s a reason Marshall is the one teaching you. I’m just no good at it.”
Then why had Marshall told her to turn to him? She thought of asking Jack, but after taking in his subdued appearance, she decided to let him off the hook. He had rescued her from a terrible dream after all. Maybe he’d be chattier about it on a different day. Besides, she hated that something she’d done had dimmed the sparkle in his eyes. She’d have to do something about that.
She strode over to his chair, and planted her butt on one of the arms. “That’s okay, we can’t all be perfect at everything. Besides, you’re pretty enough to get by on your looks, so I wouldn’t worry about it.”
His eyes flicked to hers and for a second, she though he might not take the bait, but then his customary sparkle appeared. He winked at her. “You know it. Marshall and Adelle are lucky I even deign to be seen with them.”
Encouraged, she asked, “Do you think it would be in poor taste to eat one of these soldiers?” She used her kitten-free hand to motion to the cotton candy mercenaries surrounding them.
“I think you’d be crazy not to. Especially after we made you wait up all night for us. You deserve all the candy you can eat.”
She got up and made for the closest soldier, eyeing it warily. She had mostly been joking, but she wanted to make Jack laugh, so she broke off the end of a rifle and popped it into her mouth. The world narrowed down to the taste explosion in her mouth, and all she could do was moan. Finally she managed, “Oh my gods, Jack. Why is this so good?”
She turned to him, expecting to see him laughing but instead she thought she saw a flash of heat in his eyes. He recovered quickly, bowed, and tipped a cowboy hat that appeared on top of his head.
“All in a day’s work, ma’am. I defeat bad dreams and deliver delicious treats to beautiful women.” Jack waggled his eyebrows.
Aeyli threw a chunk of candy soldier at him. Jack caught it in his mouth without missing a beat.
“I’m actually glad you fell asleep, though I’m sorry you had to experience that.” Jack gestured toward the cotton candy soldiers surrounding them. “I need you to do me a favor.”
Still grateful for being pulled from her nightmare and happy his strange mood had lifted, Aeyli would have agreed to nearly anything Jack asked at the moment. She’d only known him for a short time, but Jack was swiftly becoming one of her favorite people in the world, second only to Fourteen—and possibly Marshall. His humor and optimism never failed to pull her out of despair when she got caught in it.
Something that happened a lot these days.
“Anything for you, Jack.” Aeyli hugged Kitten Fourteen tightly so she wouldn’t do something weird, like hug Jack.
Jack narrowed his eyes at the kitten. “I’m not sure when our mission is going to wrap up, but I have a feeling it won’t be long now. When Marshall gets back he’s going to need you. He’ll try to shake you, but don’t let him. Just give him your best sad-Aeyli face, and he’ll be defenseless. The man has a soft spot for you, you know.”
She felt her cheeks grow warm. What the hell was wrong with her? She barely knew Marshall, and she had neither the time, nor the inclination to have those kind of thoughts about him.
And the last thing she wanted was anyone noticing and getting the wrong idea. Could she stop the flush on her cheeks? She was in the Dreamscape after all. Maybe she wasn’t a dreamwalker like the rest of Fire, but she should be able to have some control over her own dream. Shouldn’t she?
She thought about how her skin felt in the winter. She might not have had a lot of experience with the outdoors since her family had locked her up, but her time on the run had more than made up for it. Countless times she’d had to hole up in an abandoned house, wearing little more than a thin T-shirt and threadbare pants she’d managed to steal—anything different than what she was wearing when her family had found her yet again would help throw off their tracking spells.
She was intimate with the sensation of being too cold, and she’d use it to her advantage now. She captured that feeling as if it were a picture, and then she wrapped it around her face, focusing specifically on her cheeks. Sharp, ice-cold pain startled her and she gasped.
Her cheeks were frozen solid.
Jack burst out laughing and trailed a finger over her skin, instantly fixing her mistake. “Don’t worry about it, you’ll get the hang of it. Inside your own dreamscape, you should be able to do just about anything as long as you know you’re dreaming. Just . . . don’t try and leave it without one of us, okay? You’d get eaten alive out there.” Jack’s impossible eyes lost their customary twinkle.
“No worries on that front, Marshall’s already scared me enough with tales of non-dreamwalkers running amok in the ’Scape.”
Aeyli really appreciated that Jack made no comment about her blushing over Marshall. As plainspoken as he was, he could be surprisingly sensitive at times.
Besides, Aeyli would have to be dead not to notice how attractive Marshall was. With those arms and those pretty hazel eyes, the man was a menace. It didn’t make her any less loyal to Fourteen for noticing. And she’d certainly never forget him or stop looking for him.
Her stomach lurched at the very idea she could ever forget Fourteen. He’d torn into her life like a blazing meteor, completely changing her landscape forever. She would find him or die trying.
Even if her investigators all sucked at their jobs.
She blinked and tried to remember what they had been talking about. Oh yes, Marshall. “What was the mission? What’s going on, Jack?”
The colors in Jack’s eyes swirled anxiously. “I think it’ll be better if you hear it from him, sweetheart. Just remember, don’t let him shake you.” He bent down to brush his lips across one of her formerly frozen cheeks.
Suddenly, Aeyli was back in her bed and blinking at her ceiling.




Chapter 9
Nova
There was only one more zombie attack on the way to the lab, and Marshall killed both of them before either Jack or Nova had a chance to react.
“Show off.” Jack said, giving his friend a good-natured shove.
“I try to be my best.” Marshall saluted him.
“Whatever, you two.” Nova rolled her eyes. “We made it here in one piece, which is lovely, but how are we going to get inside?” Nova jerked her chin toward the dark, locked building in front of them.
From out of nowhere, a voice said grumpily, “Finally! I thought I was going to freeze to death out here.”
Nova jumped about a mile in the air, but her teammates seemed unsurprised to find another person there.
The voice belonged to a short, stocky girl hiding in the shadows next to a bike rack. “I have a key with the name of this building on it that I swiped off a zombie about an hour ago. I wasn’t about to go in alone because I know there is no way this place isn’t infested.”
“One can only hope.” Jack said with a gleam in his eye.
“So is she eye candy? Or is she actually useful?” The girl pointed at Nova scornfully.
Thanks to her roommate, Nova was used to dealing with caustic people, so instead of rising to the bait, she put the girl on her mental list of people to avoid when possible and said. “Come inside with us, and you’ll find out.”
The girl emerged from the shadows, and Nova took her in. From the tips of her rainbow high tops to the top of her multicolored hair, she was a dizzying array of color. Against her will, Nova found herself admiring the contrast of cheerful aesthetic to grouchy personality.
As the girl stomped up the steps to join them on the landing, Nova bit back a smile. It was a bit like being charged by a baby unicorn.
“My name is Sadie.” All five feet of her planted itself firmly in front of Nova’s team as if she was ready to throw down. “You guys had better be good, because if you aren’t, this game will be over in a few minutes. I think we are the only ones left.”
“You’re in good hands, Sadie.” Jack grinned, ignoring her vitriol. He draped his arms around Marshall and Nova and squeezed. “We’re pretty good at this sort of thing.”
Clearly unimpressed, Sadie snorted. “No offense, beefcake, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Sadie went to put the key in the lock but hesitated when Nova asked, “Do any of you even know what’s in there? I mean, this could just be someone’s idea of a prank.”
“Oh for god’s sake, princess, just let me just open the door. It’s cold out here!” Sadie snapped. “Would you rather plow through that field of zombies back there or take your chances inside?”
Nova threw her hands in the air, conceding the point.
“Actually, I think Nova might be onto something.” Marshall put in, causing Nova’s heart to glow. “Sadie, you unlock the door, but Jack and I will go through first.”
“Whatever.” She sighed heavily, as though granting an enormous favor, but unlocked the door.
By unspoken agreement, Marshall went in first, and Jack followed, leaving Nova and Sadie to stand outside staring awkwardly at one another.
Nova opened her mouth to make an attempt at small talk but snapped it shut when Sadie rolled her eyes at her. Instead, she turned her back and peered out into the shadows, searching for any sign they’d been discovered.
After what felt like forever, Jack opened the door and popped his head out. “All clear.”
“All that build up for nothing?” Sadie ducked under Jack’s arm where it held the door open.
“Maybe not for nothing.” Marshall called out from inside. “Come look at this.”
Nova followed Jack into the trailer, marveling at how small he made the hallway seem. Down the hall stood Marshall, half inside a doorway, beckoning for the group to come in. The room was a typical lab but was completely trashed. Beakers were broken on the floor, agar plates crushed and smeared against the far wall, and crumpled papers littered every available surface.
“I hope they got permission for this,” Nova said slowly. “Otherwise, this will be the last Game on campus.”
“You know, I love the diversity of this team,” Sadie remarked caustically. “Princess Goody Two-Shoes and Beefcakes One and Two. How could we possibly lose?”
“Feel free to leave anytime you like, Sadie.” Marshall pointed down the hall toward the door. “Or you could put your mind to solving the puzzle. Either way, stop antagonizing my friends.” His polite tone had a hint of steel in it.
Sadie paused for a moment, indecision warring on her face, then said, “Ugh, sorry, sorry. I’m terrible at this whole team thing, I’m more comfortable talking to people online. I’ll play nice, chief.”
Marshall smiled, “I guess that’s better than Beefcake.”
Jack cleared his throat. “Says you, I’m thinking of getting the name on my student ID changed.” He leaned down and fake whispered to Nova, “Jack Beefcake has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”
“It’s lovely,” she said and patted his arm.
Marshall smiled at Jack with indulgent fondness. “Now that that’s settled, let’s look around.”
A pile of torn paperwork was scattered all over one corner of the lab and from the way everyone else was avoiding it, Nova decided she’d need to be the brave one and dig through it.
It was slow going. It didn’t help that her tired brain finally began to register its exhaustion by causing the words on the page to blur and dance before her eyes. Add to that the tears and smudges on each page, and deciphering the contents turned out to be as challenging as her math homework had been.
Sheer determination eventually won out, and she managed to make sense of some of it.
Most of the papers were handwritten daily dosing schedules and reactions of the subjects. Until yesterday there had been no response to any of the treatments, then the notes ended abruptly mid-notation. It didn’t matter that it was an overdone trope, it still gave her the creeps. The notes on the experiment were very thorough, considering that it was just a game.
She was about to give up on finding anything when a particularly torn and smudged piece of paper caught her eye. The words ANTIDOTE and SOULCLEAVER stood out clearly. “Hey, guys?”
Jack and Marshall were in deep discussion next to a small empty cage and didn’t notice her. Sadie was counting how many cigarettes she had left and had a sour look on her face. On a whim, Nova decided to check it out herself.
She searched the room for something that screamed plot device. Half expecting something like a glowing green refrigerator, she was disappointed when she unearthed a partially crushed box containing a bag full of birdseed that had the word SOULCLEAVER written on it. There was a note attached to a string that had the words READ ME written on it in bold strokes, so she did. Once again, her brain rebelled, and the words swam before her. She was going to sleep so hard after this was all over.
After processing the contents of the note, she thought, If this was a movie I would go and do something incredibly stupid for the sake of my friends and loved ones. She snorted. Nova was the kind of person who yelled at the screen when characters did idiotic, self-sacrificing things—unless she was alone, and it was incredibly romantic. Then she cried like a small child. Either way it was time to share what she had learned with the group.
She walked over to Jack and Marshall, hesitant to interrupt because it looked important, but when she heard Jack say, “No, if a zombie bit a duck it would just die.” she thought it might be okay to butt in.
Marshall glared at his friend and was about to retort, but Nova said, “I found the cure.”
“I . . . what?” Marshall took a minute to change tracks.
“Where is Sadie?” Nova looked around the room.
“Smoke break.” Jack said. “She said it keeps her mellow.”
“Mellow enough not to murder people when I come into a room and find them talking about me,” Sadie said as she came inside. “Something I strive for these days.”
“Good for you, it’s always important to have goals,” Jack said cheerily. “Now what’s this about a cure, Nova?”
“When I was going through that pile of papers, I found this.” She showed them the smudged paper.
“Antidote? That’s great, now we just have to find it and figure out how to disperse it,” said Sadie.
“Actually . . .” Nova held up the birdseed packet and the note. “I found it in that box over there,” she said, pointing. “Listen to this.” Nova began to read out loud. “Though I don’t anticipate any trouble in this phase of our research, it only seemed prudent to develop a serum to counteract the effects of our miracle drug in case the results are less than favorable.” Everyone crowded around her to look at the note, while Nova continued, “Then at the bottom it says: ‘Drop this bag into the middle of the zombie horde to win The Game.’”
Marshall beamed at her. “And this is your first Game. I don’t know what you need us meatheads for.” Nova’s insides went all tingly from the praise, but she managed a sassy smile.
“Nice!” said Jack as he punched his fist in the air. “I don’t think anyone has ever won The Game with so few hunters. The reward is going to be sick when split between only four people.”
“Um, excuse me, Beefcake.” Sadie said to Jack, who winked at her. “You make it sound like a done deal. How in the name of Sailor Moon are we supposed to get to the middle of the horde alive? There are hundreds of zombies out there.”
“We can get you there,” Marshall said. “It’s what we do.” From anyone else, such bravado would have sounded cheesy, but the quiet assurance he exuded made Nova believe him.
Sadie raised her eyebrows but didn’t argue any further.
“So what happens when we get the bag to the middle of the horde? How is everyone supposed to know we won? They didn’t get all these fancy notes like we did,” Jack said.
“Let’s hope we make it far enough to find out,” Nova said grimly.
✽✽✽
 
The team huddled on the far side of the pond and observed the assembled zombie horde. It would have been creepier if most of the horde hadn’t been playing with their phones. Though it did make them all seem zombified, just in a different way.
“Does everyone understand their part of the plan?” Marshall asked in a low voice, cutting a dashing figure in a dark sweater that molded perfectly around his shoulders and arms.
“You and Jack go do your thing, Sadie and I will get the package to the center of the horde.” Nova hoped her response made it sound like she had been listening rather than ogling Marshall. Since no one looked at her oddly, she felt like she had succeeded.
The teams split, each making their way stealthily in opposite directions around the pond. Once they had gotten far enough apart the fireworks started—literally. She hadn’t been expecting Jack and Marshall to produce actual small explosions, but they certainly distracted the assembled horde.
Nova and Sadie had no problem mingling with the zombified students while everyone watched the spectacle Jack and Marshall were making. They had almost made it to the middle of the crowd when someone shouted, “Human!” and pointed at Sadie.
Nova dropped to the ground and acted like she had just been killed by Sadie, trying to lay on her flag to keep it out of sight. When everyone converged on Sadie, Nova rolled away and crawled as fast as she could to the center. She kept getting tangled up in other people’s legs, but no one tried to stop her. Everyone seemed confused. It was likely no one had ever tried to attack the horde before. Such a thing would be suicide.
A sudden boot to the face left her completely disoriented. She curled in on herself and wasted a minute trying to breathe through the pain. When she had recovered enough to continue, Nova realized she had gotten completely turned around. Which direction was she supposed to go in? She fought to see through the forest of legs, but it was too dark and her throbbing head was making it hard to focus.
She was out of time. Sadie had to be turned by now and would come looking for her as soon as she got her bearings. But Nova didn’t know where to go, for all she knew she was crawling in the wrong direction, taking herself and the cure further from her goal.
She couldn’t quit though, she had come so far. The Game had started out as a distraction, but now it was something more. Like the start of a new Nova, one who had fun sometimes instead of working until she dropped.
Not to mention she wanted to see the look on Sadie’s face when she realized Miss Goody Two-Shoes had won The Game. And maybe Marshall’s face, too.
She continued forward, inch by punishing inch, getting her fingers stepped on and even once having someone try to stand on her back to get a better view of what was going on. That was enough to seriously make her think of quitting. How much punishment could a girl take? Just when she didn’t think she could go any further someone pulled her to her feet.
“I don’t know what you are doing down there, but it’s not safe to crawl around in a crowd like this.” It was Claire’s boyfriend, Matt—Nova’s new favorite person in the world.
“Thanks! I was getting crushed down there.” Nova looked around and spied a beautiful, wonderful thing. The bench they had designated as the center of the horde. “I’m really sorry about this.” She kissed him on the cheek, then pushed him aside and jumped on the bench. Taking out the bag, she threw it on the ground and shouted, “Game over!”
For a long moment, nothing happened. The people around her stared at the bag dumbly, then everyone’s phone beeped and flashed the words: CURE DISTRIBUTED. HUMANS WIN. After a minute, a page popped up explaining the details of how it happened.
A collective groan was heard as the information sank in.
Nova looked at Matt sheepishly, but he only smiled at her. “I don’t care if it did lose us The Game. I wasn’t going to leave you down there to get kicked to pieces.”
Claire pushed her way to his side and kissed him grandly. “That’s my guy.” She bragged. “You get a big reward for saving my friend later.” She winked suggestively.
A Jack-shaped brick wall hit Nova and hugged her breathless. “Everyone is going to go crazy when they find out you won The Game on your first try.”
Nova looked around for Marshall. “It was a group effort, and that last part was blind luck.”
“Remember that when you collect the reward.” Sadie’s smile belied the sharpness of her words.
“Don’t worry, we’ll split it with you.” Nova was only partially paying attention to the conversation. She kept craning her neck, trying to get a glimpse of Marshall.
“He’s over there talking to Adelle.” Jack pointed toward the Old Chapel.
She only made it a few steps before Marshall saw her and came running over. He acted like he was going to hug her like Jack did, but he hesitated and stopped when he reached her.
“Nice job.” He tucked a strand of hair behind his ear. “I’m glad we found you.” His eyes burned into hers, making her feel like he meant it with every fiber of his being.
“Me too, being zombie bait wouldn’t have been half as fun as that just was. You guys were brilliant, by the way. Did you make it to the end?”
“Of course they did.” Adelle butted in as she walked up. “Those two never fail once they’ve set their minds to something.”
Claire and Shia bounded up to the group like a couple of puppies at dinner time.
“Nova!” Shia hugged her until she couldn’t breathe. “I can’t believe you, girl. You’ve been holding out on us.”
“From now on, you are always on our team. You too, Marshall and company.” Claire said. “Do you know where Matt found her?”
“Leave it, Claire.” Nova said desperately. She didn’t want everyone to know how stupid she must have looked.
Ignoring her, Claire continued. “She was crawling in the dirt and getting trampled by the crowd, right, Matt?”
Marshall frowned. “What?”
“It was the only way to keep people from seeing me.” Nova looked anywhere except Marshall.
She felt hands on her arms. “It was just a game.” His gentle voice washed over her. “Not worth your life.” She looked up and melted inside. He didn’t think she was stupid at all. He cared about her. “I will definitely be on your team in the future,” he told Claire, but his eyes stayed locked on Nova’s face.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Adelle pulled on Marshall’s arm. “I need to tell you something I learned about the . . .”
“Not her!” His voice was a barely distinguishable growl. “Not here.”
Nova froze in place, surprised. Not her, what?
“I’ll be right back.” Marshall’s voice was gentle again, and Nova nodded vaguely.
Jack followed the two as they left. Apparently he was invited, at least.
“Are you okay?” Claire asked her. You just kind of spaced out there for a minute.”
“Yes, it’s just, what do you think that was about?”
“What do I think what was about?” Claire looked confused. “They said they were going to get food. Let’s go over to the bench and wait until we get instructions for the party, okay?”
“No, they didn’t.” Nova felt dizzy again. She must be running on fumes at this point, it was nearly two thirty in the morning. Nothing ever made sense to her that late. But still. “They were arguing about something.”
“I think you both need some food,” Shia said. “No one said anything. They just left.”
Nova didn’t know what to think now. “I’ll be right back, guys.” She turned and headed in the direction Marshall’s group had gone.
For a moment, she thought she lost them, but then she heard, “It’s not like she could hear me, mama bear.” Adelle’s grumpy voice was unmistakable.
“I don’t care. We don’t do that to her. She’s one of us, even if she doesn’t remember it.”
What?
“She’s just a job gone wrong, Marshall. Maybe she’s better off where she is. She’s probably happy.”
“She was never just a job.” Marshall’s voice was nearly unrecognizable in its seething fury.
“Addy, don’t be a bitch just to stay in practice. Nova is one of us. It’s up to us to find out what happened to her.” Jack’s voice rang out in her defense.
A job gone wrong? What did that mean? Nova peered around the corner of the chapel and saw them standing huddled together, shouting in one another’s faces. She plastered her body against the building and went still.
“We’ve got our intel now. There is no other reason to be here.” Adelle picked at her nails, looking bored.
“What are we going to do about Nova?” Jack put a hand on Marshall’s shoulder.
“We don’t know where she is, we have to stay. I have to stay.” Marshall sounded desperate.
“The world doesn’t revolve around your girlfriend, Marshall.” Adelle dropped her pretense of being bored and got in Marshall’s face.
“It isn’t like that, Adelle, and you know it. We owe her, she’s family.”
“We’re going to have to report in soon.” Jack shoved between them holding up his hands as if in fear of getting shot..
“I need more time,” Marshall said, unyielding. “If you don’t like it, there’s the door.” Part of the wall started to shimmer blue.
Nova blinked rapidly, sure what she was seeing wasn’t real. Had she gone mad or had the laws of reality just rewritten themselves? She had to find out what was going on.
Without thinking she stalked forward. “What are you guys doing?”
Again Marshall’s voice smoothed and became gentle. “We’re going to get some food for everyone, we’ll be right back.”
“Why are you lying to me?” Her head started to pound.
“What . . .?” He started.
Nova interrupted before he could lie some more. “What did you do to my friends? Why don’t they remember you guys yelling? What is up with that door?” She flung out a hand to point at the door that changed from a friendly, shimmering blue to a twisting, dizzying azure.
Three faces stared at her, completely gobsmacked.
“Have I gone insane? Have you? What the fuck is happening?” She was dizzy and more pissed than she could ever remember being. There was movement in the corner of her eye, and she turned. A familiar face looked at her in shock. Who was that?
She turned back to Marshall and his friends, who continued to stare at her like she had sprouted tentacles. “Answer me!” The dizziness slammed down over her like a wave sweeping her away.
Then she woke up.




Chapter 10
Nova
Nova shot up from the bed like it was on fire. The high-pitched shrieking sound that woke her up was coming from the hallway.
Slowly, she staggered toward the sound, desperate to end the ear torture, but still entangled by the leftover bits of sleep clinging to her mind and body, she made little headway. Banging her elbow painfully on the doorframe helped to bring her more fully into the waking world, which allowed her to identify the smoke alarm as the current bane of her existence.
Smacking it did nothing to shut the foul thing up, nor did poking the reset button. It was similarly unaffected by swearing, but at least she felt better after doing so.
“Try pushing the button!” her brother yelled unhelpfully into her ear, startling her.
“I’ve only pushed it about sixty-seven times!” she yelled back. “Any other suggestions, genius?”
Her brother jabbed ineffectively at the reset button several times before ripping it out of the ceiling.
“That works,” Nova muttered.
But it hadn’t worked. The blasted thing was still emitting a shrill sound loud enough to wake the dead—or two lazy trust fund babies sleeping off a long night out.
“What now?” Niko was starting to look frantic. His dark hair was sticking out in a hundred different directions, and his ice blue eyes—so like her own—were somewhat crazed.
Recognizing this look, Nova knew things were going to go south if she didn’t act quickly. Her twin didn’t deal well with stress first thing in the . . . what time was it? Late afternoon? Early morning? Whatever. It was time for her to shake off her own sleep-clouded funk and work the problem.
“Smack it,” she suggested loudly.
He complied with gusto, but the alarm continued making merry with their eardrums.
Snatching it away, Nova accidentally took some of Niko’s shirt with it.
“Ow!”
And apparently some of his skin, too.
“Sorry. Let me take out the batteries—it can’t work without a power source!” Nova shouted and viciously dug out the 9-volt, throwing it on the floor.
The godawful wail continued. The siblings stared at it dumbfounded, for the moment shocked into silence. Then they both proceeded to freak right the hell out.
“Is that even possible?”
“Does it have another battery?”
“What kind of smoke alarm has two batteries?!”
Niko tore the offending item out of Nova’s hands. “Look at the thing, there’s no place for another battery!”
Nova stared at him blankly. “So . . .”
“Call the police! We have money! They’re supposed to cater to rich people, right?”
“The cops have no jurisdiction over the black arts, Niko.” Nova said, deadpanned. “This is obviously some kind of witchcraft. We’re on our own here.”
“Dammit, Nova. This is exactly why Dad didn’t want us living alone.”
She and her brother shared a house overlooking San Francisco Bay. The floor-to-ceiling windows showcased an unparalleled view of the bridge. It was a serious booty-magnet, as Niko liked to say. Their father had grudgingly given it to them on their 21st birthday, and as presents go, it was pretty lavish. It boasted an indoor pool, a gym, several bedrooms, a few rooms Nova wasn’t entirely sure why they had, and—her favorite part—the gourmet kitchen.
“Really,” she drawled loudly and started down the hallway, suddenly inspired. “To protect us from smoke detectors. You don’t think it might have been because of The Incident?”
“Th . . . this is hardly the time to bring up ancient history.” Niko sputtered hotly as he hurried after her.
“It was three months ago!” By the time she reached the kitchen, Nova started trotting toward her destination, and her pounding head picked up the tempo.
“Where are you going? You can’t just throw it on the lawn.” He said once she opened the door to the garage. “I mean, yes, I’m all for torturing the neighbors, but this is a bit much, don’t you think?” Then he caught on to her plan. “Oh, brilliant!”
Nova opened the deep freezer and chucked the demonic device inside, then closed the lid and locked it for good measure.
The twins listened and smiled at one another. Only the faintest sound came from inside the freezer. They walked back through the garage, up the stairs to the kitchen, and closed the door. Once inside, nothing could be heard from the alarm.
“There you go,” said Nova. “Blissful silence. Okay, now make me coffee.” She gestured at him with gimme hands.
“Bossy baggage.” Her brother smiled sweetly then flipped her hair over her face.
She stuck out her tongue.
“Okay.” He capitulated. “But only because you defeated the monster. That deserves coffee and a bagel, I think.”
Nova stood up, sauntered over to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, love. I’m going to run take a shower while you do the coffee thing. I didn’t get a chance before I crashed last night.”
“Last night was pretty crazy, right?” Niko rummaged through the basket of K-cups until he found a hazelnut. He was picky about what he considered acceptable coffee flavors in the morning—and his taste changed every day. “Whatshisname will never forget it, that’s for sure.”
She laughed as she exited the kitchen, thinking about Derek, or Whatshisname to Niko. Exposing him for the jerk he was to all and sundry was the pinnacle of her evening. It was one of the rare times she’d actually enjoyed a job their father gave them.
Her legs were still shaky from the excitement of the morning, so she took her time as she laid out an outfit for the day. A lone tulip in the flowerbox outside her window caught her eye. It was the last of its kind—for the season, anyway. Why did it bother her so much? Why did she think it was supposed to be fall?
She sat on her bed, feeling like she had forgotten something but couldn’t quite put her finger on it. When she couldn’t figure out what she might have forgotten, she got up to take her shower before her coffee got cold.
As she stood up, she was swamped by a barrage of fleeting images—a flash of smiling hazel eyes, the feel of a gun in her hands, and a sensation of complete and total rightness followed by a wave of dizziness that brought her to her knees.
“I can’t believe I forgot . . .” She found herself saying and stopped. What was she supposed to remember?
Nova tentatively touched her aching head then tapped it lightly to see if it would jar the memory loose. When nothing happened, she tested her legs and discovered they would hold her. Since she couldn’t glare at her brain, she glared at her legs instead, but they stared back at her innocently, acting as though nothing had happened.
“Man, I need to start getting more sleep.” Nova ran fingers through her sleep-tousled hair and pulled away a glitter-covered hand. Ugh, she so needed that shower.
Her tank top and sleep pants went in the general direction of the hamper and she made her way into her massive en suite bathroom. She ignored the jacuzzi and went for the shower, preferring the gentle massage of her multiple showerhead system.
She hurried her way through her shower routine, ignored her makeup table, and threw on the clothes she’d picked out. She didn’t need to be presentable; she needed coffee.
When she got back to the kitchen, Nova was just in time to see Niko take a giant bite out of what she assumed was her bagel—seeing as there were no other bagels around.
She smacked him in the back of the head.
“Ow!” The bagel thief complained loudly. “Why always the head? Every freaking time . . .”
“Maybe someday I’ll smack the dishonesty right out of you.” She patted the spot she had smacked then snatched the rest of her bagel out of his hands. “Mine.”
“If you hadn’t taken so long, I might not have bowed before temptation. I swear, you and your endless showers, what do you do in there that takes so long?” Niko handed her a cup that emitted a heavenly smell. Taking it eagerly, Nova took a sip. Bliss.
From his comment, Nova realized her dizzy spell might have lasted longer than she realized and decided Niko, ever the worrier, was better off not knowing about it. So instead of telling him, she quipped, “Normal things that people concerned with personal hygiene tend to do.”
“Just because I don’t dump buckets full of mysterious goop on myself every time I bathe doesn’t mean I have hygiene issues.” Niko puffed out his chest and struck a pose worthy of a GQ spread. “The general population seems to have no quarrel with how I smell.”
She couldn’t argue with him there. All of the women—and some of the men— of their acquaintance reacted as though he had spilled a bottle of gorgeous all over himself. Albeit grudgingly, she could see some of the appeal.
Nova couldn’t complain. While they were fraternal twins, they looked nearly identical. It was as though some higher power had decided to make male and female copies from the same dark-haired, rose-gold-complexioned pattern. They were nearly the same height too, with Niko coming in at one inch taller than her 5’8”—something he had lorded over her for their entire lives. However, the idea of admitting out loud that he was anything more than a butt-faced pain in the ass grated on her, so she rolled her eyes and waved the ridiculous conversation away with her hand.
“Whatever. What are we doing today?”
“I got a text from Dad while you were in the shower.” He shook his phone at her. “No rest for the weary.”
She took it out of his hand. “We just finished a job last night! It was a big one, too. What are we, robots?”
“He says it’s important . . . Look, just read it.”
She read out loud. “Go to Safe Haven and have a drink. A drink. This is a job?”
Niko threw up his hands. “If you’d bothered to keep reading, you’d see it also says he’ll tell us more about it at our debriefing from last night’s job. God, it’s like your eyeballs randomly glue themselves shut throughout the day. ”
“I just don’t see why he has to be so cryptic about everything. This isn’t Charlie’s Angels.” Nova’s head throbbed, making the pain it had been giving off earlier seem like a gentle spring breeze in comparison.
“You’re damn right. I’m prettier than every single one of those girls.” Niko mimed checking his makeup in a pretend mirror.
“Oh course you are, dear,” she said without much feeling. The pain was becoming more persistent. If she wanted to be of any use today, ibuprofen was going to be a necessity.
Her brother didn’t seem to notice anything lacking in her response. “I don’t know why you’re complaining. The club jobs are always fun.”
He wasn’t wrong, the club jobs didn’t usually feel like work. But most of Nova’s enjoyment came from watching Niko do his thing. His grasp of human nature made him a natural at convincing random strangers to do his bidding. “You’re right, love. They are fun.” She couldn’t stop the smile from forming on her lips.
Nova wasn’t sure what she would do without her brother. While it was true the two of them were more at home arguing than getting along, they had a synergy that couldn’t be denied. They had yet to fail at any job their father assigned to them—something Noah Long prided himself on. Nova didn’t know how many times she heard him say to an employee, “If you can’t get it done, then I’ll put the twins on it.” This was always immediately followed by him firing said employee. Noah didn’t put up with incompetence.
The twins had earned a reputation at the company for controlled chaos, or so Noah would have them believe. He might not approve of their methods—he claimed they were sloppy and embarrassing—but it had never stopped him from making full use of their talents.
“Okay, fine. When are we supposed meet with Dad?” Nova examined a strand of hair, studiously avoiding her brother’s eyes.
Niko sighed in frustration. “Someday you’re going to learn how to read, but obviously not today. We really should be there in about—” he broke off when his sister cried out in pain.
Clasping one hand to her forehead, she put the other hand in the air signaling him to wait as she recovered herself. “Okay. OW! That is getting annoying.”
“What, has this happened before?” Niko furrowed his eyebrows.
“It’s why I took so long getting dressed, but it’s nothing.” She flashed a smiled to reassure her brother. But when another wave of pain shot through her left eye, rendering her temporarily speechless, Niko looked less than assured.
He put an arm around her to steady her so she wouldn’t fall. His eyes were frantic as he asked, “What can I do?”
Still reeling from the pain, Nova couldn’t reply, so Niko scooped her up and carried her to the couch in the living room, then stroked her hair worriedly until she recovered enough to rasp out, “Thanks.” After a few minutes of snuggles, she expounded with, “I guess last night was harder on me than I thought. I suppose this is what happens when I don’t get to finish sleeping it off.”
“Well, you are getting on in years . . .” Niko’s gruff tone belied the playfulness of his words.
“We’re the same age, Grandpa. Anything you can do, I can do better, faster, and in high heels.” She tried lifting her head, but it revolted and wrested control from her, burying itself deeply under a pillow. “I just need a short bout of cranial chrysalism before I emerge even more amazing than before.”
“Listen, why don’t I take the meeting with Dad? You can meet me at the club once you feel better.” Clearly, Niko wasn’t buying her fine speech. If anything he sounded even more anxious than before. “I can order you Pad Thai before I go.”
Maybe she should use short, simple words to come off more casual. “That sounds wonderful,” she managed and tried to burrow even further into the couch cushions.
“I don’t have to go.” His weight abruptly left the couch, and she heard him start to pace. “If you need me, I can tell Dad to hang in the breeze for a while.”
Casual wasn’t going to work if she couldn’t get her traitorous body under control. Too bad it wasn’t listening to anything she had to say on the matter. Time for levity.
“You almost sounded serious there.” She injected as much lightness in her tone as she could bear.
Of the two of them, Niko was the most devoted to Noah’s cause—the cause of filling the Long family’s bank accounts until they exploded. It was only a way to pass the time for her, but for Niko, their father’s word was law. Suggesting that they not immediately jump on one of Noah’s jobs was downright radical for him. If she didn’t figure out how to calm him down soon, she was looking at a ride in an ambulance in her very near future.
“I am.” His voice was as serious as she could remember hearing it. “If you need me, I’ll stay. I can even drive you to the doctor.”
“For a headache? I’ll be fine, brother dear.” She closed her eyes as another wave of pain came over her. “Noah would mock you mercilessly if you let a little thing like this keep you from work. It’ll be bad enough with me missing the meeting. I need you to cover for me so that he doesn’t pick on me later.” She forced her head out of her pillow fortress so she could look at him. “Please, for me? You know how mean he can be when he’s cranky.”
She must have been convincing enough because he had one of his lightning-fast mood swings, causing his mouth to turn up in a sly smile. “Okay, I’ll cover for you, but you’ll owe me.”
Happy to avoid further drama, she said, “Anything, darling. But I want Pad Thai . . . and ibuprofen before you go.”




Chapter 11
Marshall
The moment Nova vanished, everyone began talking at once.
“That really was her, right?” Adelle’s hazel eyes were round, and her eyebrows had vanished under her bangs.
Jack’s impossible eyes were no less astonished than his friend’s. “Did she just—?”
“Quiet, both of you.”
Marshall’s team fell silent at his sharp tone.
“I’ve got to follow Nova right now, but we still have a job to do.”
“Don’t worry about us, boss, we can follow up on Sadie ourselves.”
At Adelle’s nod of agreement, Marshall prepared himself to leave the ’Scape, but stilled at a hand on his arm.
“Marshall, wait. She heard us, didn’t she? That wasn’t just me?” Rather than the air of annoyance Adelle had carried around since she’d brought Nova to him, his sister looked confused and worried—emotions that were completely out of character for her.
It wasn’t surprising. Marshall had always known that when they found Nova, the whole team was going to get flipped on its collective ass. He was now doubly glad they’d stumbled across Aeyli two weeks ago. They were going to need her calming influence.
“She did.” Marshall ran his hands through his hair and forgot for once to tell it not to stand on end. “I can’t do this right now, Addy, I have to go after her.”
“I get that you’re stressed out about this, Marshall, we all are, but there’s nothing you can do right now that we haven’t already tried. Stay and talk to us.”
“She’s right, man. This is the first break we’ve had in years, anything new we find is going to be here in this colony.” Jack patted the stone wall next to him for emphasis. “Why don’t you and Adelle stay here and poke around a little bit, while I hunt down Sadie in the Real?”
“No need. I have something I didn’t have before.” Marshall found himself unable to meet his friends’ eyes.
“By the gods, Marshall, what have you done?” Adelle’s face paled, and she clutched his arm.
Marshall shook it off. “It isn’t your concern.”
“Since when has the well-being of a team member not been my concern?”
“This isn’t up for discussion. I have what I need to find her. Right now nothing else matters. You of all people should know that by now.”
Adelle put her arms around Marshall’s unyielding form. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“You can’t know that. No one knows what happened, and from the looks of it, neither does she.” Marshall’s voice sounded hollow to his ears, and Adelle pulled back enough to take in his reaction.
Whatever she saw in his face didn’t seem to reassure her. “I’m coming with you.”
“Negative. Jack’s right. There may be something here worth investigating further. I need you to dig around and see if you can find a connection to her here. Jack, you and Mikhail can look into why Sadie is covered with the essence that’s been stolen from these students. Find out if she’s responsible, or if she’s only a patsy—there’s a good chance she’s meant distract us from the actual thief. Call me if either of you learn anything new.”
Adelle locked eyes with him and, for a moment, Marshall thought she was going to defy his orders for the first time, but after several heartbeats passed, she dropped her gaze and said, “We will. Just be careful. She’s not more important than you are.”
Marshall let his silence speak for him.
✽✽✽
 
Marshall bolted off the couch as soon as his eyes opened.
Normally after an extended dreamwalking session, he would take time to reconnect with his body. The first few minutes after re-entering the Real tended to be disorienting, even for a seasoned dreamwalker like himself.
As he shook off the pins and needles rushing through his limbs, Marshall staggered and slammed his shoulder into a wall, cursing. If he’d been smart, he would have had his team enter the portal to the Dreamscape inside the Chapter House for this mission instead of only visiting there with their minds. Then he could have popped back through the portal without any lingering effects.
Instead he’d chosen to go by the book, like he always did in such cases. Every dreamwalker knew that spending too much time in the Dreamscape meant eventually becoming part of the Dreamscape itself.
And since Marshall was a good little dreamwalker, he was now staggering around on a foot he couldn’t feel and gaping blearily out of eyes he couldn’t manage to focus.
He made it to the door, hand on the ornate knob to turn it, when it opened on its own.
“There you are!” The sunny voice of his newest student assaulted his ears as his brain frantically worked to sort out what it was saying. “Oh jeeze, you are a mess, just like he told me you’d be.”
A small, cool hand twined into his, and he gasped as a cloud of pink swarmed up his arm. He felt the unsettling sensation of looking out of two sets of eyes at once. But before he could do anything, he was slammed back into his own body, once more fully in control of his own faculties.
“Sorry! I’m so sorry!” Blue eyes peered up at him eagerly, checking his reaction to her magic. “That was completely unintentional.”
He ruffled her hair to ease the worry he felt coming off her. “No complaints here. That was just what I needed. Now, If you’ll excuse me, I have something important to do.” Marshall tried to edge around her small frame but couldn’t quite manage it. Aeyli took up a surprising amount of space when she wanted to.
“Where are we going?”
Ordinarily Aeyli’s gentle presence was a welcome addition to Marshall’s day, but at the moment it was one more thing between him and his truck. But because he’d rather stab himself in the hand than hurt her, he bit back a growl of impatience.
“We are not going anywhere. You are staying here until Jack gets back, and I am going on a mission. Alone.” Marshall tried and failed to get her to back up by stepping forward. Instead, she held her ground and gave him a smile that usually sent sparks up and down up his spine. It was a small blessing he was in enough of a rush to get out of there that it only caused his breath to catch in his chest.
His eyebrows knitted together in confusion when he realized Aeyli had something familiar slung over her shoulder. “What are you doing with my go bag?”
Wide, innocent eyes met his. “About an hour ago, Jack popped into my dream and told me to wake up and stick to you like glue when you woke up. That made me think you might be about to go somewhere, so I grabbed your bag and packed my own with enough stuff to last us for several days. Feel free to add anything you think I missed.”
“Um . . .” Marshall managed lamely. As easy as it was for him to shake off Jack and Adelle with rudeness and orders, he couldn’t find it in him to do the same to Aeyli. He hadn’t known her long, but he’d gotten as close to her as a dreamwalker could get to a person while training her to control her powers. He’d been into every corner of her soul and was painfully smitten with what he’d found there. Something that did neither of them any favors.
So, while he wanted to snatch his bag out of her hand and make a beeline for his truck, instead he found himself saying, “You don’t want to come with me. I’m going to be impossible to be around.”
“Are you kidding? There’s no way I’m not coming now. Be as mean as you want, I can take it, trust me.” Her smile dimmed slightly around the edges.
Marshall tamped down on the anger that rose at the reminder of her upbringing. Any inclination Marshall might have had toward coldly brushing Aeyli off dissipated at her words. Aeyli said them jokingly, but Marshall had been in her head. He knew the mental abuse she had suffered, and no matter what his mood, he refused to add to it.
“I’m leaving right now.”
“Suits me, I already went to the bathroom and everything.”
“What about your duties as matriarch?”
“Sterling’s got it locked down. He knows more about the family than I do right now anyway.”
It was on the tip of his tongue to bring up her self-appointed mission to find Fourteen, but as agitated as he was, he couldn’t bring himself to push that button.
He glared at the wall beside her for several heartbeats then sighed. “Fine.”
Wordlessly, Aeyli nodded and stepped aside, leaving him free to stalk down the hallway. He didn’t look to see if she followed him, he could feel her essence close on his heels. When he reached the lobby, Samantha jumped up from the red suede couch.
Commanding, dark eyes stopped him midstride. Kind though she may be, the head of the Boston Chapter House had an iron will and wasn’t easily ignored.
“I don’t have time for—”
Samantha halted his words with an elegant hand gesture. “I sent Clayton to gas up your truck. It’s idling outside. Since I’ve saved you at least five minutes, you can give up one to hear me out.”
Marshall jerked his chin brusquely in acquiescence. “One minute.” He began to bounce up and down on the balls of his feet.
The corner of Samantha’s mouth twitched upward, but she continued. “Callum contacted me an hour ago. He wants to visit with the acting Praetor. He didn’t say why, but I’m certain it’s about you becoming Praetor.”
Marshall stilled.
This couldn’t have come at a worse time. For the rest of the Guard, his mission for Nova had become a snipe hunt at best. If he didn’t find her before Callum arrived, he’d get pulled off the case entirely only to get bogged down in pointless bureaucratic niceties. It didn’t matter if he was unwilling, most of the Guard considered him to be the next Praetor. “How long do I have?”
“Two weeks at most.”
“Thank you, Samantha. That was worth stopping for.”
She nodded and smiled warmly. “You are very welcome. Just do me a favor. Keep Aeyli with you on this one.”
Marshall scowled, wondering if Jack had visited her as well and told her which case he was working. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
Behind him, Aeyli laughed. “Thank the gods for that! I don’t do diapers.”
Samantha ignored the joke and persisted. “Just . . . take care of each other, okay?”
“Always, Samantha.” He gave her a mock salute and strode toward the door.
Aeyli pushed ahead of him and skipped lightly down the stairs, taking them two at a time. Perhaps it was due to her prolonged confinement, but Marshall noticed Aeyli had several childlike mannerisms most people had abandoned by her age. Like running or skipping instead of walking.
He couldn’t stop himself from watching as Aeyli’s pleated skirt ruffled in the wind generated by her speed, reminding him she was definitely not a child. She beat him to the truck with a smile hovering at the corners of her lips.
He was glad to see, only two weeks after unmaking the demon who held her family hostage for generations, the whispers of her personality peeking out. The day after Fourteen was taken she had been silent, serious, and despondent. But under the wing of his team he saw someone occasionally sarcastic, often irreverent, and if he was lucky, even silly behind eyes much too old for the woman who owned them.
Clayton, Samantha’s assistant, loped around the front of Marshall’s truck looking as sheepish and ungainly as ever. “She’s all fueled up and ready to go, Guardian.” The posh, British accent should have made the man seem classy, but instead, it just made him seem even more awkward and out of place.
Anger flared at Marshall’s edges, and the urge to lash out at the stork-like man was nearly overwhelming, but he caught himself at the last minute. With the amount of hero worship Clayton had going for Team Fire, being mean to him would be on the same level as tripping a running toddler holding ice cream. Besides, he wasn’t mad at the man, just the situation.
Marshall was a natural-born leader. Normally, he was in his element when things went pear-shaped. His mind would clear, and everything would fall into place. He could always see exactly what actions were necessary to get him to his desired goal, and he always knew what people were necessary to take them. What he wasn’t good at was dealing with people trying to take care of him while he was on a mission.
Sure, Jack and Adelle both did it to some extent, but they were usually subtle enough that it didn’t bother him. Not today apparently.
He was beginning to feel like a plan had been put in place by everyone around him called Operation Nova, and he’d been left out of the loop. And that didn’t make him feel like a respected leader, it made him feel like a coddled snowflake. He didn’t like it.
But taking it out on Clayton wouldn’t make him feel like a leader worthy of respect, so he took a deep breath and focused on the fresh sea-scented air as it entered his lungs.
Once he felt more settled, he allowed himself to look into Clayton’s eyes and say, “Thanks, you saved me some time.”
The redhead’s pinched features relaxed minutely, and he nodded with all the vigor of a puppy being given a treat.
He passed the man, opened the driver’s side door and caught Clayton’s eye again. “But don’t ever touch my truck again.” The note of steel he put into his words made sure Clayton understood he wasn’t joking, and that Marshall would only be managed as much as he himself allowed.
Clayton’s face turned bright red, an effect that was highlighted by the midday sun bearing down on top of him, nodded again, and all but ran back into the Chapter House.
Once Marshall was settled into the driver seat, he turned to notice Aeyli watching him with an air of disapproval.
“Did that make you feel better?”
“I said thank you,” he said, knowing full well he’d been a bit of an ass.
“He worships the ground you walk on. It took Samantha nearly half an hour to convince him to gas up your truck. If I’d known you’d be such a butt about it, I’d have done it myself.”
Panic clawed at his insides at the very idea. Aeyli had never learned how to drive and the idea of his Baby suffering at her hands was too horrible to explore. “Clayton was probably the right choice.”
He pulled the truck out onto Beacon Street and ignored the lavish brownstones as he drove past. Marshall preferred the way they’d looked in the 1800s; now everything seemed a little too perfect for his tastes.
“You’d better be nice to him the next time you see him.” Aeyli grumbled, making Marshall feel as though he was sitting next to a pissed-off kitten.
She and Clayton had struck up a friendship over the past two weeks, and she refused to allow anyone to say anything bad about him within her earshot.
Secretly, Marshall was happy to see her find something to focus her attention on, other than her quest to find her lost soldier. Even if the end result was that he was unable to ask Clayton to stop coming into his room to tidy up because every time he did, the man broke something.
“I will, I promise,” he said, hoping it would allow him to escape her wrath.
“Good.” She beamed at him approvingly, and his world felt right again. “So, where are we going?”
“That way.” Marshall pointed in the direction the truck was facing.
“You could just say you don’t want to tell me.” Aeyli’s voice contained a grain of hurt feelings, and Marshall’s world went off-kilter once again. This was exactly why he’d wanted to be by himself in the first place. It was harder to hurt the people he cared about if he wasn’t around them.
“I’m not trying to be vague, Aeyli. I only know which direction she is. I don’t know exactly where.”
“She? Who are we trying to find, Marshall?”
He could hedge. In fact, he should hedge if he didn’t want to spend the next few hours—hours because the tug in his chest told him Nova was pretty far away—filling Aeyli in all the details of the Nova situation. But he decided not to. Aeyli already knew the darkest parts of him, so she wouldn’t shy away from anything he was about to tell her. And anyway, talking to Aeyli felt good. Too good, sometimes.
“Do you remember when we were fighting Sekt?” Aeyli shivered beside him at the mention of the recently destroyed demon who had ruled her family for hundreds of years, and he decided to politely ignore it. She didn’t like to be coddled any more than he did. “And you and I were stuck in my head watching all the bad things that happened in my life?”
“I mean it was so long ago, but yes, I vaguely remember something like that happening.”
Marshall cut his eyes away from the road to see a mischievous dimple appear on her cheek as she held in a smile. She was resilient, full of sass, and a perfect addition to Fire if he had any say in the matter.
“So the broken house with the ifrit, er, flying monsters, buzzing around it was a mission where I lost a young girl named Nova. Fire was supposed to protect her, and we failed—I failed.” Marshall held up a hand to hold off the protest Aeyli’s indignant hiss surely heralded. “It’s been five years with no leads, but during our mission last night, I found her.”
He felt a small hand on his arm and smiled as he felt the hum of her power against his skin, waiting for an invitation rather than barging in uninvited like it usually did.
“I see. That she.” He heard Aeyli heave a small sigh. “Is there anything I need to know?”
Marshall took his eyes off the road to give her an incredulous look. If it had been anyone else—with the possible exception of Jack—he’d be getting the third degree right now. But not Aeyli. Rather than poking and prodding in an attempt to fix him, she was giving him the chance to open up, or not, as he chose. He found himself wanting to tell her everything.
Just as he opened his mouth to do so, he remembered that, while she might be a unique being with a connection to the stillness of the universe, she was still an eighteen-year-old who had her own issues to deal with, so he compromised and said, “Just that it messed me up a bit.” Which was more than he’d admitted to anyone out loud.
He did allow himself the luxury of letting his power reach out to hers and invite it in.
Immediately, he felt relief from the fear, anger, and stress that caused his head to pound and his neck to ache. His shoulders ratcheted down a full inch as he pulled out onto the Mass Pike. Aeyli was a wonder. He’d never felt peaceful while merging onto the highway.
Just as he was settling into the feeling, he felt the pink of her gift reach his chest, and he realized he’d made a mistake. A big one.
“For the love of Vis, Marshall! What have you done to yourself?”




Chapter 12
Nova
Her headache had, in fact, not gotten better, but she’d taken a boatload of ibuprofen and guzzled two iced lattes, so she was as good as she was going to get.
If she’d begged off from tonight’s assignment, Niko would have surely rushed her to the ER, and she couldn’t have that. Nova couldn’t take the chance a doctor might find a way to make it stop because she was afraid the strange flashes of memory that showed up with the headache might stop too.
She still couldn’t remember any details from the flashes, but the sense of urgency and desperation she felt after having one was too intense to ignore. It was like having the name of a song stuck on the tip of her tongue for weeks—if remembering said song title also held with it the gravity of the fate of the world.
The episodes she kept having were the key, she just knew it. Very soon, one of them would be big enough, last long enough, for her to finally remember what the hell she was supposed to remember. If they didn’t kill her first, that is.
Until one of the two occurred, she still had a job to do. Which was why she was strolling into the nightclub with a third latte in hand and a fake smile plastered across her face.
“Finally deigning to come into work, sis?” Niko asked as she dropped onto the white satin couch he was sprawled lazily across.
“I just haven’t been getting enough of your ugly face lately.” She set her latte down on the black lacquered table and swung her legs around to twine with her brother’s. He shifted to give her better access. Nova caught his gaze and attempted to communicate without words that she wasn’t bringing her A-game tonight, but not to ask questions. Her eyes bore into his as she tried to will him to keep up the charade of lighthearted banter a little bit longer.
Niko’s forehead wrinkled, and for a moment his expression was unreadable. Then an instant later he grinned broadly at her and said, “Let’s bag these two shall we?” Gesturing toward the couple making out by the bar.
“So what’s the game tonight?” Nova dove right into the job at hand and chose not to question her luck at getting her brother to let the matter go for now.
It was strange. For the most part, Niko was a relatively self-centered person who was only concerned with his own happiness and well-being, but when it came to his sister, he was a total helicopter mom. She often wondered why that was. It wasn’t as if Nova was indifferent to Niko’s safety, but she’d never been as obsessed with it as he was.
“This lucky pair has been selected for the Wonder Twin treatment. Dad says to drag it out as long as possible.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively and attempted to bring his cranberry mojito to his lips, but failed when Nova nudged it with the tip of one of her sapphire-blue Louboutin pumps.
She flashed a thousand-watt smile at his look of betrayal and laughed when he trapped her feet under a leg and drained his drink.
The Wonder Twin treatment consisted of the two of them going up to a couple, dazzling them with charm and showing them the wildest night of their lives. The objective was to ply the pair with copious amounts of alcohol then expose them to as much drunken debauchery as possible all the while slowly eroding their morals. By the end of the night at least one member of the couple, if not both, ended up sleeping with someone else.
“Fabulous.” She cradled her latte and frowned down at the straw. It was one of her least favorite games to play. A lot of couples were easy to break apart—thus negating most feelings of guilt she might have. But every now and then they had to get creative. She worried that someday their father would make them break up a couple who really belonged together. Just the thought of it made her headache stir to uncomfortable levels.
“Here’s the rundown.” Her brother pointed his chin towards the overly amorous pair. “The blonde bombshell getting her face sucked off is Katie, the daughter of Paul Freeman, Chairman of Lansa Entertainment. The brunette sucking her face off is William, the son of Mary Kensington, the head of advertising at Nev Inc.”
“Ah,” Nova mused. “I get it. Paul has been trying to woo Mary’s team for some time now, and she keeps shooting him down. If those two get together, it could change her mind.”
Her father had been trying to keep those two from joining forces for months now. According to him, the massive ad campaign for Noah’s new pet project could only be run by Mary’s team. Nova wasn’t surprised her father had finally caved and put the twins on the job.
“Bingo. If yon lovers by the bar have a terrible blowout—especially if it’s William’s fault, Mary will tell Paul to get lost. And, of course, Dad will be so grateful to us for fixing the problem, he’ll probably buy us our own boat.” Niko scooted Nova to the edge of the couch and put his head in her lap, the picture of relaxation. He obviously saw nothing wrong with the scenario.
“Jeezus, Dad.” Nova muttered under her breath.
None of this came as a surprise to her, but she was still left feeling gross about the way her family did things. Sure, when she was younger, it was all a big game she and her brother played. They called it What Can We Get People to Do?
However, somewhere around the age of sixteen, she started feeling uneasy during jobs. Usually Niko managed to cajole her out of those feelings and bring it back around to being fun. Though, if she really didn’t want to play a game, he always made sure she had an out.
A smile touched her lips, and she ran her fingers through her brother’s hair. As usual, thinking about Niko made her bad mood fade into the background. Unless he was the cause of the bad mood.
He would never drag her into something truly bad. It was just that his idea of fun was a bit more . . . intense than hers.
Turning her mind to the job at hand, she looked William over. He wasn’t a bad looking guy, a bit too lanky for her tastes and way too pretty. It took less than an instant to know that she wasn’t going to volunteer to lead William astray. The twins had pretty clear rules about that sort of thing.
Neither sibling had to sleep with anyone they had no predilection toward. In Nova’s case it almost never happened. Niko, on the other hand, had broader tastes than his sister. He was a firm believer of the old adage, ‘All is fair in love and war,’ as well as, ‘The more the merrier.’ Though when it came to Nova, his thinking turned more archaic. He refused to use her as bait in their honey traps even if she was willing.
“Well,” she announced, “He’s not my type, so . . .”
“You’re damned right he isn’t.” Niko interrupted and sat up abruptly, forcing Nova to yank her coffee out of the way. A trick of the light made his eyes appear to flash.
“So we’ll have to find someone else to lead him astray.” She continued lightly. It was better when she didn’t give Niko’s protective flare-ups any attention, it only encouraged him.
“Shouldn’t be too hard to do around here, all these lovely ladies.” Niko said, glancing around the crowded room.”
“You would know, darling. How many of these ladies have you gotten acquainted
with?” she asked, referring to his legendary prowess with the locals.
“Somewhat more than the gentlemen, I suspect.” Niko said with a distracted air, as though none of them mattered to him.
“All right Casanova, let’s get this game started, shall we?” She nudged his side to get him to stand, then reached her arms out to him so he’d help her up.
“Sloths are more active than you, did you know that?” He rolled his eyes but pulled her up with a fond smile.
They made their way to the bar, squeezing past the crush of dancers. Once they were behind their targets, Niko put a hand on Nova’s back and pushed her into William, causing his drink to spill on the bar.
“Nova, you haven’t even had one drink! This is hardly the way to start our evening out,” Niko exclaimed dramatically, reaching out and pulling her off their victim and setting her back on her feet.
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” She brushed William’s sleeve where some of his drink had spilled. Her head was throbbing with the beat of the music, so it wasn’t hard for her to pull on the mantle of space cadet.
“Let me make it up to you and buy you and your lady drinks for the rest of the night.” Niko caught the bartender’s attention with a gesture. “The name’s Niko, and this mess here is my sister Nova.”
✽✽✽
 
After introductions were made, it took little effort to get the couple to join them for the evening. Unfortunately, due to a slight overestimation of Katie’s ability to consume alcohol, the evening got cut short right before they were about to visit a strip club.
“Sorry about this, guys,” William said, embarrassment coloring his already flushed cheeks. “Katie isn’t much of a drinker. I don’t know what made her forget that tonight—she knows she’s a lightweight.”
Nova knew it probably had something to do with the fact that she and Katie had been drinking the same kind of drink that night. Any time Katie’s drink was significantly lower than Nova’s, she switched them, tricking the poor girl into drinking nearly twice what she had originally planned. The consequences of her mistake were making themselves very loudly and colorfully known much closer to her car than Nova would have preferred.
She was about to respond with some silly platitude when the headache she’d been ignoring all evening flared up to epic proportions. Not here. Just let me make it back home.
Niko looked at her oddly. Had she betrayed her suffering somehow?
“Don’t worry about it, man,” Niko said. “We can do this another night. Maybe we can leave the girls at home next time.”
Don’t even think about it. Nova gave her brother a hard look he returned with an impassive stare. She knew what he was up to by trying to make it a guy’s only night.
“Don’t worry about me, gentlemen. I can drink this one here”—she tapped her brother on the chest lightly with an expensively manicured finger—“under the table without trying, and I’ve got the pictures to prove it.”
“Of course you can come, sweetheart.” William drawled. The knife currently burrowing its way through Nova’s brain made it extra challenging to resist kicking him. Sweetheart, her ass. “Tomorrow night, let’s all try this again. Katie will want a chance to show you she isn’t a lush, right, sweetie?”
Katie chose to answer him with a groan followed by a wet, choked sigh.
“Great, I’ll text you tomorrow afternoon after we get up.” Niko waved a flamboyant goodbye, took Nova by the arm, frog-marched her to the passenger side of her car, and opened the door.
“This isn’t necessary . . .”
Niko looked around making sure the other couple had walked out of earshot. “Don’t even start with me. Just sit.” He punctuated sit with a not-so-gentle shove to get her in the car. Then he got in the driver’s side and started the car. The emotional atmosphere inside the car was toxic as they headed back to their house. Nova fought the urge to squirm.
Niko fumed silently beside her while he drove. When he broke the silence his voice was glacial. “Were you ever planning on talking to me about what’s wrong?”
Nova stared out of the window and watched the lights of the city recede as they sped away into the night. She didn’t want to do this now. Or ever. But she owed him some kind of explanation.
“It really is probably nothing,” Nova began.
Niko growled.
“Fine, gods, just because you’re a few minutes older than me doesn’t mean you get to be so pushy. It’s just that stupid headache from this morning.” Nova tried to make it sound like no big deal.
“That’s still bothering you? Nova, why didn’t you say so? You know I could have taken tonight’s gig by myself.”
“I know, but Dad gets testy about this sort of thing. You know how he is about making sure we always stick together. And as for why I didn’t tell you, well, you can be kind of a pain in the butt about stuff like this.”
“And for good reason. How successful do you think I’ll be with the ladies if I don’t have a slightly less hot version of myself standing next to me, making me look good by comparison?”
Nova scoffed and smacked him on the shoulder, playing along with his distraction technique. She hated having uncomfortable conversations with Niko. Life was amazing when the two of them got along, and when they didn’t . . . Her head throbbed harder at the thought.
“Please, they only take you on as a courtesy to me. They think I’m your caretaker, and they feel sorry for me.” The offended look Niko affected had Nova laughing so hard she thought her head would split open. “Stop! You’re making my head worse.”
Niko threw an arm over her shoulder and pulled her into his side, and she snuggled in willingly. Peering up to look at features so like her own, she tried to look at him objectively. They might like to pretend that one of them was uglier than the other, but in reality they looked nearly identical. Like her, his features were delicate and favored their dead Japanese mother. His midnight-colored locks were styled shorter than her own, but they both had gotten their waves from their father.
“Listen,” Niko began after a few minutes of companionable silence. “I won’t bug you about your headaches for now, if you let me finish the job tomorrow while you stay home and chill. Deal?”
She considered for a moment. “What about Dad?”
“Dad can suck it up if he has a problem with it.”
Nova grinned at the confidence in her brother’s voice. He may sound tough now, but she knew he worshiped their father and hated letting him down. But if it would get Niko off his helicopter act, she’d let him cover for her again. “Okay, just this once, though.”
“Anytime you need me to, sis. I’ll always have your back.” He punctuated his statement with a kiss on her head.
Nova’s grin softened into a contented, gentle smile and allowed the warmth of her twin and the gentle hum of their car lull her to sleep.




Chapter 13
Aeyli
The moment Aeyli’s magic reached Marshall’s chest she felt extreme wrongness and snatched her hand away in shock. She could still feel his essence, but it felt shattered, broken somehow.
“For the love of Vis, Marshall. What have you done to yourself?”
“It’s complicated.” Marshall hedged.
“Oh no, don’t try to pull that mysterious dreamwalker crap with me. If you won’t tell me, I’ll call Jack and see what he has to say.” Aeyli rooted around in her bag to find the phone Mikhail, the Chapter House’s elusive technophile, had made somewhat magic resistant. It was a prototype Samantha had given her this morning so Aeyli could keep in touch with Boston if Marshall wasn’t available to act as her phone.
Marshall stilled her efforts with one large hand. “Wait. Just wait, okay? No one knows about this, and I’d like to keep it that way, if you don’t mind.”
Aeyli opened her mouth to protest.
Marshall continued before she had a chance. “It’s not as bad as it seems, and it’s not dangerous—not really, I promise.”
Aeyli closed her mouth and then opened it again. “Why don’t you explain it to me? Complicated doesn’t bother me. I can keep up.”
Marshall gave a long, drawn-out sigh.
Aeyli decided to be patient. Her experiences with Marshall over the past few weeks taught her that, unlike Fourteen, he couldn’t be told what to do, only coaxed in the right direction. And she was eternally grateful for it.
As hard as it was for her to sit here and let Marshall decide if he wanted to tell her his big secret, she preferred it over the blank stare Fourteen gave her when he was in compliance mode. She placed a hand over the uncomfortable stirring in her chest the unwanted memory aroused.
It was stupid of her to think about Fourteen right now. It only led to suffering, and she didn’t need to bring her issues to the table when Marshall needed her. Besides, comparing the two men was a one-way ticket to crazy town. She bit her lip and forced herself to focus on the silent man next to her.
Just as she was beginning to think she’d made a mistake about being patient and letting Marshall tell her in his own time, he began to talk.
“About fifteen years ago, Jack, Adelle, and I took on a case to protect a little girl from her father. Normally, the Guard wouldn’t take on such a minor case, but her father was a rogue dreamwalker, and it warranted their attention.”
Aeyli sucked in a breath in surprise. She’d never heard of such a thing. “But . . .”
“I know, we’re supposed to be incorruptible due to the training we receive, which is why the Guard took an interest. We were supposed to protect Nova and help bring in her father, Noah, before anyone in the Other found out about him. Clearly, we weren’t successful.”
Marshall paused. All of his attention seemed to be on the bland scenery of the highway, but his white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel told Aeyli otherwise. She allowed the silence to stretch without pushing. She was willing to wait as long as Marshall needed.
When he spoke again, it was in a low voice Aeyli had to strain to hear. “Nova was special to all of us. She was like a little sister. When we lost her it was a major blow to the whole team, and we each dealt in it our own way. Adelle got angry. After we found no leads in tracking her, I think she started to believe Nova didn’t want to be found.”
Warm, compassionate Adelle getting angry at a young girl for getting kidnapped? Aeyli couldn’t wrap her head around it.
Marshall continued. “Jack dealt with it the best. I mean, he’s a pretty tough guy to shake, but even he’s been changed by her loss. He’s never serious about anything anymore. He’s using humor to keep from caring about things too much, I think.
“But I . . . I just kind of lost it. I stopped caring about anything except finding her. Everyone wants me to be the next Praetor, but until we ran into to you and Fourteen, every job I took was just me killing time until I found another lead to Nova.
“So when we found her in the ’Scape early this morning, I did something I wasn’t supposed to do.”
The silence in the cab of the truck was deafening as Aeyli let Marshall gather himself.
“When I saw her, I did something I’d only imagined in my darkest hours while pondering what I’d do when I found her. I tore out a piece of my soul and stuck it to hers.”
She couldn’t hold in a sharp gasp. “Marshall, how could you?” Aeyli didn’t know much about magic, but Marshall had taught her enough to know that tampering with a soul was a serious violation of everything the Guard stood for.
He rubbed a hand across his face. “I . . . panicked. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to find her again if she woke up. But it was the right thing to do, I know it was. Now I can track her by following the piece of myself I attached to her.”
“But what about the Guard?” What about yourself? She wanted to yell, but she held it in. She knew she’d get nothing out of him if she started shouting at him. “I thought you told me the first rule of the Guard was not to tamper with any creature’s innate nature.”
“She’s a norm, so it will be fine as long as I get it back as soon as I see her. It’s risky, but an acceptable risk.”
Aeyli couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d been inside his head, inside his very soul, and everything she’d witnessed there had told her Marshall was the kindest person she’d ever met. She had to be missing something. “This doesn’t sound like you, Marshall. Risking another person’s life just to find them—”
“The risk isn’t to her.” Marshall cut her off. “I’m the only one in danger here. And I’ll be fine as long as I find her soon.”
That sounded more like the man she knew. Kind and selfless to the point of extreme stupidity. “How soon is soon?”
“I’m not exactly working from experience here. I mean, no one has ever done this—as far as I know—but I should have at least three days before . . .” He trailed off.
This. This was the source of wrongness she’d sensed. Her gut told her whatever he was trying not to say was exactly what she needed to know. “Before what, Marshall?”
“Before her soul starts to consume mine.”
Aeyli felt like she’d been kicked in the chest. Marshall could lose his soul? Forget what the Guard would do if they found out, how was she supposed to keep going if she lost Marshall?
She wanted to yell. She wanted to cry and stomp and shout and smack him until he told her he was kidding. Aeyli had been putting on a brave face for everyone during her waking hours, but she couldn’t lie to herself. Marshall’s warm smile and steady presence were some of the only things holding her together during her hunt for Fourteen, if she lost him . . .
Aeyli put a shaky hand on Marshall’s arm. “Drive faster.”




Chapter 14
Nova
Waking up was a terrible idea. One of the worst she’d had to date.
The second she peeled an eyelid open, Nova was certain the holy light of heaven was smiting her for all her past transgressions. She allowed her eye to slam shut. The action was accompanied by a small whimper.
If her head hurt this bad, it was no wonder she’d woken up and more of a wonder that she’d not woken up sooner.
“Curtains close,” she muttered in the direction of the voice-controlled device next to her bed and sighed in relief when her room was shrouded in darkness.
Nova considered going back to sleep, but she knew the only way to find any real relief from the 80s drum solo going on in her head was to hunt down some pain killers. And once she did that she might as well find some food. But not before making herself appear halfway normal.
She could admit defeat and let Niko know her headache was still loud and proud, but she wasn’t ready. There was something that kept hovering out of reach. Something she needed to remember first . . .
An extra sharp stab of pain lanced through her temple driving her into the bathroom to search for Excedrin Extra Strength. Once she choked down a double dose, she leaned her forehead against the mirror and sighed heavily, enjoying the cool feel of the glass against her skin.
Then she worked on shedding the dress she’d fallen asleep in—classy, Nova—and fumbled her way into the shower, focusing on the river stone tile under her feet rather than the heavy metal concert going on inside her brain. She stayed in the shower until the medicine began to do its job, only then willing to face the world outside her door.
Once dressed in her favorite pair of yoga pants and a gray silk tank top, she left her room, feeling mostly human, and padded down the hallway, through her living room and made her way into their kitchen where she heard her father’s voice shouting, “I don’t care how badly hung over she is, I want you both here, now!” The click from Niko’s phone sounded ominous as Noah disconnected.
The twins stared at the phone for a beat before they both spoke at the same time.
“I’m feeling a lot better, I can totally go.”
“Don’t worry about him, I can still cover for you.”
They both paused and tried again.
“He can be such an asshole.”
“I’m sorry Dad’s being an asshole.”
Nova skirted the marble island in the kitchen with a laugh and kissed her brother on the cheek. “Don’t worry about it, not your fault. He’s dad to us both, remember? We’ll deal with him like we do everything else—together, right?”
Niko gazed at her for a long moment. “Are you sure you’re okay? Because I can do the debriefing alone. He doesn’t scare me.” The look on his face told her he almost believed it himself.
There was no way she was letting him go alone. “Absolutely. All I needed was enough beauty sleep, and now I’m good as new.” Nova swiped her brother’s coffee to distract from the lie. This morning he’d made his coffee Nova’s favorite way—two cream and enough chocolate to kill three dogs.
“If beauty was the goal of said sleep, I’m duty bound to warn you that . . .”
“Choose your next words carefully, brother, if you ever want to see your coffee again.”
“That being too beautiful is a real danger for you today?” He finished weakly.
“That’ll do, pig.” Nova patted his cheek, handed him his coffee mug, and went about making her own mug.
✽✽✽
 
Nova always loved strolling through the lobby of Long Inc. The high ceilings and marble columns never failed to make her feel royal. And there were always a handful of tourists there looking for a photo op with the notorious twins. She and Niko always politely refused to have their picture taken—for some reason, their dad was strictly against it.
Once they’d made it through the gauntlet of tourists and security, they’d get fawned over by the receptionist as they waited for their private elevator to pick them up and take them to Noah’s office. When they reached the top, they were always greeted with their favorite drinks and entertained by their father’s assistant until Noah was ready to see them.
Currently, Nova was enjoying watching Janelle, Noah’s newest assistant, try her level best to work her way in Niko’s pants with limited results. Her brother may have been easy, but he hated sycophants. Janelle was one of the worst.
“So I was thinking after my shift, maybe we could—”
“Nova, try my drink,” Niko interrupted loudly. “It tastes exactly like the one from that time—”
Nova played along. “The time when we were at the place with the things?”
“Exactly! God, I loved those things. Where did the bartender say they were from again?”
One of their favorite things to do was invent a fictional event on the spot and then try to trick the other into messing up and revealing the farce. The last time they played it, they ended up on a private jet to Japan with about twenty drunken coeds on a mission to find a bar that existed only in the twins’ imaginations.
“Barcelona, sweetie. Remember? You insisted on buying a pair of them for Dad for his birthday next month.”
“Barcelona, of course. Janelle, dear, if you could manage to hunt some down for us before Dad’s birthday, I’d be indebted to you.”
Excited at being included, Janelle jumped up from where she was perched on the edge of Niko’s chair, “Of course I can, what are they?”
Niko’s laughing eyes met his sister’s. “They were brown . . .”
“One of them was more orange.” Nova added helpfully.
“Oh, and they help bullfighters . . .”
“You know, for their time of the month . . .”
Niko glared but continued. “When the bulls have to do that thing.”
Janelle looked flabbergasted. “Um.”
A loud buzz sounded at Janelle’s desk. “Send them in.” Their father’s voice announced over the speaker.
Perfect timing, as usual.
Nova couldn’t conceal her grin, but Niko kept up the ruse long enough to stand up and say, “Thanks, Janelle, you’re a peach. I’m counting on you.” And then he escaped into Noah’s office. Nova skipped after him and waved at the receptionist who looked like she might be about to throw a fit.
As Nova passed the threshold into the office, the world around her rippled, and she wobbled in her black velvet ballet flats. For a second, she had the memory of soulful, hazel eyes gazing down at her while she was holding some kind of gun. She caught herself on her brother’s back, and the memory faded back where it came from.
Niko turned and caught her arm, blue eyes looking anxiously into her own. “You okay?”
“Stop being a worry wart, Niko, she’s fine. Nova, next time limit your drinking to five a night when you have a job the next day.” Noah looked at her with disapproval written across his face. He was wearing his most expensive Armani suit, which meant he was having one of those days. When he dressed to intimidate, he was always at his most insufferable.
Nova mustered up a smile for her brother’s sake. “Peachy keen, jellybean.” Ignoring her father’s dig at her drinking habits—Niko was way worse than her—she flopped down in the plush leather armchair across from Noah’s desk and winked at him impudently.
For the next half-hour they sketched out the events of the previous night while Noah nodded or asked questions. Eventually he was satisfied and told them, “Earlier, Mary informed me William has a charity event tonight, so you’re going to have to try again tomorrow. I’ve already had your assistant set it up.”
Niko frowned. Likely because he liked to set up plans himself—he called it the personal touch. But he said nothing to Noah. From Nova’s experience, he almost never openly complained to their father about anything.
Nova considered letting it go, she really did, but sometimes she just got sick of eating all the small slights and insults their dad threw at them on a daily basis. She could let the snarky comments toward herself pass, but when it came to Niko, her tolerance for bullshit was low.
“Actually, Niko and I decided to crash the gala and see what kind of trouble we could stir up there.” Of course, the twins had made no such plans, but having Noah treat their job like he was scheduling a playdate was beyond insufferable.
Her brother’s eyes flashed in her direction and was clearly telegraphing her the question of what the fuck she thought she was doing.
Noah leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “I find it interesting you knew about this before me, considering I found out about it less than an hour ago.”
“William mentioned it would be a possibility last night,” Nova said breezily.
“And you left that tidbit out of your report because . . .?”
“It seemed unimportant at the time.”
“Nothing about this job is unimportant, Nova.” Noah’s calm, arrogant demeanor slipped, and Nova saw the beginnings of a tantrum stir in his eyes.
Pissing off her dad should have been enough to pay him back for going behind Niko’s back and managing him like a child, but Nova never knew when to quit when it came to her father. “Really, your boring little pet project is that important, is it?” Nova poked at a bit of blue nail polish that was beginning to chip.
Niko sat up straight, put his hands on the arms of his chair, and threw her a glare that said, Don’t poke the bear. But it was too late.
Noah jumped to his feet, grabbed an antique glass paperweight and threw it over her head. Nova ducked, long accustomed to her father’s outbursts, and continued picking at her nails, though her heart was racing and she suddenly found it hard to breathe.
“This job is more important than you or your stupid brother are. It’s more important than either of you could ever know!” Noah’s face had turned bright red, and his hands were curled into tight fists.
Niko was standing now, putting himself between his father and his sister, one hand out to each of them. “Chill, guys, okay? Just . . . take a minute.”
At first, their father seemed to ignore Niko’s words, but then he cocked his head to the side, and his attention turned to a small sphere on his desk. He lifted it and gazed down at it, face unreadable. Then he sat down in his desk chair and resumed his usual expression of calm detachment.
Nova breathed a small sigh of relief. Noah had never hurt either of them, but his lightning-quick temper tantrums were legendary.
“So tomorrow then?” Noah’s gaze bore into hers, and Nova met it unflinchingly. She nodded in agreement.
Niko’s features were pinched, but he said, “Great, glad that’s sorted out then. Nova and I will go prepare for tomorrow and leave you to the rest of your day, Dad.”
Noah waved them out, saying nothing, but Nova could feel his eyes on her back all the way out the door.
The twins ignored Janelle’s inquiry about how their meeting went and got directly on the elevator.
Once the doors closed Niko ground out his rebuke. “Stop baiting Dad, Nova, you know how he gets.”
Still full of adrenaline from her almost-fight, Nova snapped. “Stop enabling his assholery then. It only makes it worse. Besides, that is some grade A victim-blaming garbage right there. When he treats us like crap, we should call him on it, not let him get away with it.”
“Most people can’t pay to make you disappear, Nova.”
“We’re his kids, dumbass, he’s hardly going to make us disappear. Besides, he’s always going on about how hard it was to make us in the first place. You know, it took him twenty-one years to make us useful members of his organization, blah blah blah . . . If he has us iced, he’d have to start all over again.”
Nova tried to ignore the chill that ran down her spine at her last statement. It felt more like truth rather than the joke she’d tried to make it.
Nova never had any illusions about her father, not once she’d grown up. When she was little, he’d been the perfect father. Always trying to make up for the fact that their mother had died during childbirth by giving them everything they wanted, he’d arranged grand outings, made sure every holiday was as full of magic and mystery as he could—and she appreciated it, really, but once she’d become a teenager, he’d become a different person.
It was as though one day he’d woken up and become cold, angry, and driven by greed. Nova mostly treated him like the asshole boss she had to put up with for the sake of an easy job with loads of perks.
Her brother wasn’t like that though; he’d never lost the rose-covered glasses of childhood. Niko thought their dad could do no wrong. The only time he ever went against the man was if he thought their father was being too hard on Nova.
Suddenly, she felt bad for provoking their father because she knew Niko would have jumped in and taken whatever abuse Noah decided to give her, had the situation gone south.
“I’m sorry, Niko.” She didn’t have to say what for out loud. She didn’t have to apologize for not loving their father like Niko still did or for starting something he would have to finish. She could see from his face he knew all of it already.
“Don’t worry about it, ugly. I’ve got your back.” Niko pulled her into his side for a hug.
When the twins walked off the elevator they stayed connected and waved for the tourists while hiding their faces from camera flashes. Nova snuggled in closer to her brother’s side, refusing to care that she was giving the Long Inc. employees more fodder for their claims of the unnatural relationship between the siblings. She didn’t care what anyone thought. She and Niko were above all of it. Her brother was the only person in the world she could trust, and she would never let anything get in between them.




Chapter 15
Aeyli
The sound of a hunting horn broke up the comfortable silence of the cab. “What the—?” Marshall hit the brakes and pulled the truck over to the side of the highway, looking one hundred percent ready for battle but unsure of where the fight was.
Aeyli scrambled for her bag and pulled out her phone. “It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s just my phone.”
She juggled the device until she was able to figure out how to answer it. She’d been given a quick tutorial, but she’d already forgotten most of it, so it was a personal triumph when the horn sound cut off and was replaced with, “—don’t know, but if Mars is the one with the phone, it’ll probably ring forever.”
“Jack!”
“See, told you.” Jack’s voice was a bit muffled, so Aeyli assumed he was still talking to whoever he was with. “Hey, Aeyli, can you put me on speaker phone?”
Speaker what? “I seriously doubt it.”
“Don’t worry about it, Aeyli.” Marshall’s looked like he was biting back a smile. “Tell him I can hear his loud ass just fine.”
Before Aeyli could say anything, Jack shouted, “Great!”
Dreamwalkers and their advanced senses were only one of the many annoying qualities Aeyli had had to put up with over the past couple of weeks.
“Mars, we—”
“Marshall.” Her suddenly stern companion interjected. His face was a brick wall as he focused on pulling back onto the highway.
An irritated groan forced Aeyli to pull the phone away from her ear.
“Fine. Marshall. We found out Sadie was definitely the one responsible for the app.”
Aeyli had no idea what was going on, but Marshall didn’t have the same difficulty. “Really? I could have sworn she was a long shot. A lead, sure, but she’s a—”
“Norm? Yes, she’s definitely a norm, but she’s a norm with extensive student loans to pay off. She was selling ad time to some shady characters who are definitely the guys we’re looking for. I did a divination on the essence clinging to her, and it turns out the ads are responsible for the essence drain we’ve been investigating.”
Essence drain? That explained what Fire was doing investigating a college. The Guard didn’t send their best team out for the small stuff. Aeyli tracked the path Marshall’s hand made as it passed roughly through his hair. He must not like what Jack was telling him. She wondered if she should tell him about the adorable swirl that had sprung up in its wake. The man was meticulous in his grooming habits, but she found she liked seeing him ruffled, so she decided to keep it to herself.
“I convinced her to shut down the ads and keep the game going. She’ll wake up believing she found an investor willing to fund the whole thing.”
“Make sure and have Mikhail set up something to fund her project, or else we’ll be right back where we started.”
“Already on it.”
She still had no idea what was going on, but something struck her. “Wait, you said when she wakes up? It’s got to be noon for you guys right now, what is she? A vampire?”
“Close, she’s a grad student. According to her, she does her best work at night, which is why she keeps strange hours.”
“Fair enough.”
Marshall cleared his throat and gave Aeyli a look. “Let’s stick to the topic at hand, shall we? Any leads on where the ads were coming from?”
“Dead end, I’m afraid. The poor girl’s memory has been tampered with, big time. She doesn’t seem to care much beyond accepting the deposits they put in her accounts.”
“Can we get Mik on tracing the money?”
A brief pause and mumbling came from the other end. “Addy’s going to see what he can do.”
“Great, keep me posted.”
“Roger that. Any chance of asking you to keep me posted on your end?” Jack didn’t quite manage to sound nonchalant.
“I’ll let you know when I know something.” Marshall looked straight ahead at the road with an intensity that left Aeyli with the impression he wasn’t being entirely truthful.
“You do that.”
Aeyli was about to close her phone but stopped when she heard Jack say quietly, “Take care of him for me.”
“I will.” Aeyli heard the line go dead.
A yawn reared up with jaw-cracking force and drove the conversation right out of her head. They’d been driving nonstop for more than a day with no end in sight. She’d been determined to stay awake for Marshall’s sake, but that vow was becoming increasingly difficult to keep, especially since she’d gotten so little sleep the night before.
“Are you sure you don’t want to stop and rest?” The last time she’d asked—eight hours ago—Marshall had been polite but dismissive, claiming he didn’t feel tired but that she was free to nap if she wanted.
“I’m fine, really.”
“You know, you won’t be any use to her if you drop dead from exhaustion.”
Marshall snorted. “I keep forgetting about your knowledge gaps because of how smart you are. Okay, here’s a lesson. What do you know about dreamwalkers?”
Aeyli grinned. She loved it when Marshall put on his teaching voice because he seemed so happy when he was doing it. “Only what I’ve observed from you, Jack, and Adelle. You told me about how you’re different than me—witches, I mean—in that I have a constant connection to the source, while dreamwalkers have to store their power. But that witches can only use the power they can draw in the moment, not store it, while dreamwalkers have an insane amount of storage. Why is that? I can’t remember if you told me or not.”
“No one knows for sure, but according to our mythology, a long time ago, Vis, god of creation, realized they needed helpers in the Real.”
“Why? Can’t the god of creation do anything they want?”
“We call them the sleeping god for a reason. They have infinite power over creation in the ’Scape, but unless they wake up, they have little control over what happens here. That’s where dreamwalkers come in. They wanted to make sure there was balance in the Real as well as the ’Scape. Vis keeps things running smoothly in the ’Scape—with a little help from us—and we’re their agents in the Real.
“Because Vis put the powers of a god in the hands of mortals, they wanted to make sure they could keep an eye on us, so we have to keep coming back to the ’Scape to refuel. Every time we come back, they check in with us to make sure we’re still following the laws they put in place.”
Aeyli shivered. “Sounds a bit stalkerish to me.” Her eyes flashed to his face when she realized how rude it sounded.
Rather than getting insulted, Marshall laughed. “It’s not like that. Vis’ rules are pretty easy to follow. Basically as long as we work to keep the balance between the Real and the ’Scape and don’t change any creature’s fundamental nature, they let us do whatever we want.
“But they check in on you though. Do you see them a lot?”
“Actually, I’ve never seen them. No one I knows has. Sometimes I feel a . . . presence when I’m in the ’Scape. It feels nice, less like I’m having someone looking over my shoulder and more like a kind family member checking in to make sure I’m okay.”
“That does sound nice.” Aeyli stifled another yawn, and it reminded her of her original question. “But what does that have to do with you needing sleep?”
“I’m getting there.” Marshall ruffled her hair, sending tingles down her spine. “Because of our special connection to the ’Scape, we can tank up on the Source while we’re there, but we can also tank up on sleep. If I’m in the ’Scape for ten hours a day, but only really need about seven hours of sleep a night it starts to add up. I have such a surplus of sleep right now, I could go for a month without it.”
Her jaw dropped. “You’re messing me, right?”
“Nope.”
“That’s just unfair! I want to be a dreamwalker too, can I switch? It sounds way better than being a witch.” Seriously, not needing to worry about sleep would have been amazing when she was on the run. Not that she was planning on going on the run again anytime soon, but it never hurt to plan ahead.
“Sorry, it’s something you have to be born as. Kinda all or nothing. I think you’ll have to settle with being able to use magic and being the only creature to have a connection to the stillness of the universe.”
Aeyli snuck a peek at Marshall and saw his eyes were sparkling with mirth.
She poked his arm. “For a mysterious, all-powerful being, you’re kind of a butt, you know that?”
Marshall chuckled. “It may have been mentioned to me a time or two.”
Aeyli yawned yet again, and it was so big her jaw ached.
“You should go to sleep. I can drive and keep your dreams safe if you’ll let me hold your hand.” Aeyli thought she saw redness bloom on Marshall’s cheeks in the morning light, but she might have been mistaken.
“Are you sure you don’t mind? What if we get there in five minutes?”
“I think it’ll be a while yet. The pull is stronger than it was, but it’s still seems far away to me.”
Aeyli scrunched her hoodie into a ball, trying for a makeshift pillow, but was left with a lumpy bit of sadness she was going to have to make the best of. Shyly, she tucked her hand into Marshall’s. “Just make sure and stop before you hit the ocean.” She managed the words drowsily before she let sleep take her.




Chapter 16
Nova
It was only another night out on the town with her brother, it shouldn’t be so hard to get herself going.
Nova stared at her reflection in the mirror, willing herself to put the finishing touches on her nearly perfect eyeliner job. The problem was the stupid headache that kept coming and going. Compounded with the random flashes of hallucinations—or memories—she kept getting, and she was seriously dragging tail.
Earlier that afternoon, she could have sworn a zombie had leapt out from behind the couch, scaring the shit out of her and causing her to fling her phone across the room. Fortunately, Niko hadn’t been in the room when it happened, or she’d already be at the hospital right now getting an MRI.
And that totally wasn’t happening. She was convinced she almost had the flashes figured out and only needed a little bit longer. If she could manage to hold out for another day, she just knew she would figure out what they meant.
So, she had to suck it up and finish creating the perfect smoky eye so she could go and do her job.
When she’d finally finished, she took a detour through the bathroom to grab a small handful of ibuprofen and tried not to think about what it was doing to her organs. Today was the last day she was going to have to deal with the pain, so surely her body would forgive her this one last time.
She sighed heavily. When she finally fessed up, Niko was going to blow a gasket. She hated lying to him, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t understand why it was so important that she remember. Even she wasn’t sure, but she knew it was more important than anything she’d ever done, so she’d deal with the pain and figure out what her brain was trying to tell her.
Nova flashed a smile at the mirror over the sink and decided she was as ready as she was going to get. She grabbed her jade silk clutch, ran her hands down the skintight, off-the-shoulder, black cocktail dress she’d picked up last week, and booked it down the hallway, enjoying the sound her heels made as they clicked on the marble floor.
When she saw her brother waiting for her in the living room she decided to distract him in case he was able to see thought her ruse.
“Sweetie, do you think these shoes match my bag enough? I keep thinking I should have had them dyed.”
Niko had a weakness for fashion, so she knew he’d take the request seriously.
True to form, he squinted at them and said, “Take one off.”
Smiling internally, she complied and watched while he held the shoe and her bag side by side as he considered them.
After a long moment he handed them back to her and said, “I think you can get away with them tonight since the club I’m taking us to is dark, but I think you should get them dyed tomorrow.”
She kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks, love, I’ll do that.”
The drive to the club was tame by their standards, Niko had ordered one of the family cars to drive them for the evening so they could be in charge of where they went. It was a dominance play that usually worked in the twins’ favor. If they had the wheels, they had the power.
William didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he fawned all over the vintage Rolls stretch limo they pulled up in. “My mom would never consider getting one of these. She says they’re too flashy.”
“Stick with us, Will. You ain’t seen nothing yet.” Niko winked at him and held out a hand to help Katie slide in beside him.
Katie ran a hand over the buttery-smooth leather of the seats and exclaimed, “I’ve never been in such a nice car. You guys must be loaded!”
Nova contained a laugh at the girl’s naïveté. Katie was making her job too easy for her. “We do okay for ourselves.”
William slid in next to Nova and settled so close she could feel the heat of his leg pressing against hers. When he slung an arm around the back of her seat she knew he was going to be an easy mark as well. She exchanged a look with her brother, and they both shared a secretive smile.
“So what’s on the docket tonight, chief?” William asked as he accepted a glass of champagne from Niko.
“I thought we’d swing by Aven and see if anything fun is happening there,” Niko said easily, pouring another, smaller glass for Katie.
Katie’s eyes bulged at the name of the exclusive, near-mythical club. “So it’s a real club then?”
“Real as I am, dollface.” Niko tweaked her nose and handed her the glass.
“Go slow with that, Katie,” William warned her. “I don’t want to go home yet, it’s not even midnight.”
“Hey, go easy on her.” Nova winked at Katie. “That could have happened to anyone.” She felt a little bad for being the reason Katie had gotten so sick the other night. Just because she was a mark didn’t mean Nova wanted her to get alcohol poisoning. Unbeknownst to her father or her brother, anytime she tricked a girl into over-imbibing, she always felt the need to follow her around and make sure she didn’t get any unwanted attention. She might be there to trick them into breaking up or causing a scandal, but she refused to put a fellow sister in danger of harassment or worse.
Not that Niko was unfeeling to such matters, but he was a guy, so it wasn’t something that occurred to him. Nova wondered if maybe she should talk to him about it. As protective as he was, he could be fairly dense when it came to what could happen to any other women.
When their limo pulled up to the club, Niko got out first, reached a hand to his sister to help her out, then offered a hand to Katie. He kissed her knuckles before releasing her. William followed reluctantly, seeming more interested in the car than the club.
Once he saw the warm, yellow neon sign boasting the word Aven he stopped fussing over the details of their Rolls and said, “You sure you can get us in? I’ve heard the reservations for this place are ridiculous.”
“Are they?” Niko asked absently then nodded at the bouncer, who lifted the velvet rope and ushered them through.
Katie blew kisses to the people waiting in a line that wrapped around the block, hoping for a chance to get in, and William put an arm around her waist, looking as awestruck as the twins could have hoped for.
As soon as the doors opened, Nova was hit by a wall of sound and light that caused her headache to rear up and make itself known. She squeezed her brother’s arm. “Get me a drink?” She yelled in his ear.
Niko nodded and gestured for the couple to follow him.
Nova navigated a narrow set of stairs that led to a small, but glamorously decorated bathroom, needing just a moment to gather herself before entering the clamor of the main hall of the club.
She dropped her purse on the tiny, pink upholstered stool and leaned against a print of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez posing as Rosy the Riveter. She could do this. It was only for a few hours. She had to do this.
Taking a deep breath, she refreshed her lipstick and went back out into the chaos of the club.
✽✽✽
 
After several drinks, Nova no longer cared whether she had a headache or not and had dragged Katie onto the dance floor. Every few minutes, Nova would snare the attention of a random hot guy and dance him over to Katie to see if she could get her to take the bait. All she needed was for William to catch her in a compromising position, and Nova could discreetly get Katie a cab home. Then Nova and Niko could help William drown his sorrows until they could find him another lady to go home with.
Unfortunately, Katie seemed more interested in dancing with Nova, who now had to consider whether or not she wanted to try that gambit. She had fun in the past with a lady or two, but Katie wasn’t doing it for her, so she didn’t think she could sell it.
Nova decided to let Niko give it a try and made her way back to the dais where he sat with William. Nova noticed the way William eyed her hungrily as she walked up to them and decided she definitely didn’t want to give Katie a try. The most she’d get out of it would be a mildly repellant threesome and her job left unfinished.
“Katie needs water.”
“I was about to go to the dance floor anyway, I’ll bring her some.” Niko offered and jumped up. “Why don’t you help Victoria here,” he said, referring to one of the hangers-on who sat cozied up next to William. “Keep Will company, he isn’t ready to dance yet.”
Nova was grateful for their small group of clingers. She shouldn’t have any trouble pointing William’s attention away from herself. Choosing the divan next to the couch he was sharing with Victoria, she plopped down and kicked her heels off under the coffee table, letting out an audible groan of relief.
“You know, I’ve been told I’m excellent at foot massages,” William offered, waggling his eyebrows.
“Take him up on it, Victoria,” Nova said, purposefully misunderstanding his meaning. “If he’s any good, you can fight Katie for him.”
Eagerly, the blonde slipped off her Ferragamos and put her feet in William’s lap. He obediently went to work. Once Victoria’s groans of pleasure were audible over the music from the dancefloor, Nova knew her job was almost done.
When William’s hand made its way into Victoria’s top, Nova put her shoes back on and made her way to the dance floor. Her head was throbbing in time with the music, and she needed a break, so she was tagging Niko in for the final lap of the game. Even if her head had felt fine, she wouldn’t have wanted to stick around. She was growing sick of this part of her job. Causing a little mayhem was one thing, but this? Something about it just didn’t sit right with her.
When she passed by her brother, spinning Katie in an overly elaborate move, she tapped the side of her nose to let him know William had compromised himself and Niko should bring Katie up. Then she pointed to herself and the back door to let him know she was stepping out for a minute. By the time she made it to the alley out back, her head was hurting so badly she could see a halo around the streetlights, and tears were stinging her eyes. She wasn’t going to be able to keep this up anymore. Whatever it was she was supposed to remember needed to come to her now.
Shaky hands dipped into her clutch and pulled out a pack of clove cigarettes. Normally, they were merely an affectation. Noah Long wouldn’t put up with something so banal as addiction to take root in his family. But right now Nova was looking for something, anything, to take the edge off the stampede of elephants parading its way through her brain.
It took some doing, but she finally got the thing lit and took a long, slow drag and allowed the back of her head to rest gently against the brick wall behind her. For a time she focused on just breathing—and smoking—and finally, finally, the clamor in her head died down enough for her to be able to interact with her surroundings again.
The door next to her opened, and her brother’s head peeked out.
“There’s my girl!” Niko let the door close behind him and copied his sister’s pose against the wall. “You missed all the action.”
“Mission completed?” Nova managed weakly.
“And how.” Niko whistled through his teeth. “You should have seen the look on Will’s face when he heard Katie’s voice. He thought he was about to reach the land of milk and honey, but instead he found himself getting choked out by a ninety-five pound woman. It was brilliant
“Sorry I missed it,” Nova tried to say, but the ending was lost when a swell of pain left her gasping for air. Her cigarette fell from numb fingers and hit the pavement while she fought to stay upright.
“Nova!” Her brother’s voice sounded far away and seemed to have little to do with her.
Her body was shaking uncontrollably, and the edges of her vision were starting to go gray when she saw a shape over her brother’s shoulder.
“Now, Aeyli.” A familiar voice barked, and a flash of light from a passing car drove the pain in her head to new heights.
“You don’t want to do this, man,” Niko said through clenched teeth. “I’m the only one who can help her right now.”
Something sharp and metallic passed through her body, but she was unaffected. Her brother, on the other hand, was yanked away from her and thrown across the alley. Before Nova’s knees could hit the pavement, a strong arm caught her around her middle.
“I’ve got you,” the familiar voice rasped.
Nova struggled to force her eyes, blinded by pain, to the stranger’s face. When she finally managed, she saw warm, hazel eyes gazing down at her in concern, and she remembered.




Chapter 17
Aeyli
Aeyli hung back while Marshall checked to make sure Nova was okay, but when she saw the man stir from the dumpster he’d been thrown into, she yelped, “Marshall!”
Looking up from Nova, he frowned. “Can you take her?”
Aeyli felt skeptical, considering their size difference, but she was confident she could at least keep the girl’s head from banging against the concrete, so she hurried forward to take her from Marshall.
When she saw his face, she revised her decision to simply let the girl rest in her lap. She’d never seen such naked rage on his face before. Aeyli was gripped with the need to get herself and the unconscious girl back the truck before they got caught in the crossfire between Marshall and the man they had found her with.
Clutching Nova around the waist, she struggled to her feet and began to drag her slowly to the truck, cursing when she realized she’d left one of the girl’s shoes behind. It was too late to go back for it, so she’d have to apologize later.
She made it two feet before a deafening clang made her look up to see Marshall flare out his shield to stop what looked like a giant light blue hammer that trailed back and connected to the man. From the trajectory of the hammer, it looked as though Marshall had just stopped him from putting it through Aeyli’s back.
Eyes wide, Aeyli redoubled her efforts to get Nova to the truck. From what Marshall had told her, it should be able to withstand a full-on assault.
Behind her she heard the man shout, “You can’t have her, she’s mine!”
“She doesn’t belong to you, Noah, she belongs to herself. You’ll never get your hands on her again.”
Suddenly, Aeyli fetched up against the shield Marshall had had her construct to keep norms out. Unfortunately, she must have made it too good, because she couldn’t get through it.
She turned to see Marshall standing over the man, slowly crushing him to the ground with his shield.
“I’m not Noah, I’m her brother, you ass-clown. And I’ll die before I let you take her from me again.” The man spat blood onto the pavement.
“Marshall . . .” Aeyli breathed. She didn’t know half of what was going on, and she could tell her teacher didn’t either by the way his shoulders tensed up.
“She doesn’t have a brother . . .” Marshall’s shield had stopped pushing down on the man.
Aeyli peered closely at the man and then at the woman in her arms and gasped. They looked almost identical.
Marshall must have made the same observation because he stepped back, and his shield flickered. “How can—?”
He was cut off by a barrage of metal as the man pulled the fire escape down on top of him.
Look out!” Aeyli shouted, heart in her throat. Marshall couldn’t be brought down by something so mundane. He was the most powerful person she’d ever met, so why did she feel like her world had been torn out from under her?
Through the dust she saw the azure blue of Marshall’s shield blaze. She sighed in relief, only to swear under her breath when she realized the woman in her arms was convulsing and she had no idea what to do about it.
Taking in the destruction before her, she was glad they hadn’t been crushed by the wall and realized her shield had leapt in front of them to protect them. Now she just needed to get it to come down so she and Marshall could get Nova to safety.
Before she had a chance to try, the blue of Marshall’s shield barreled toward her, knocking wreckage out of its path. Once it reached Aeyli’s shield, it poked it. Aeyli felt her own energy rush back into her. Marshall’s shield wrapped around her, and all her tension and fear fell away. Marshall was here, Marshall was safe, he would keep her and Nova safe too.
When he reached her side, she amended that thought. Marshall would be safe. Right now, he looked a bit wild as he took Nova from her arms and checked her over.
“Dammit. She’s going into shock.”
“Can you help her? Should we help her . . . brother?” Aeyli pointed to the rubble next to them.
Just then, the rubble shifted, and Aeyli could make out a pale blue light coming from between the bricks and metal.
“I’m more concerned about Nova, her—that guy is a dreamwalker. He’ll survive. Let’s get Nova safe, and I’ll come back for him—whoever he is.”
Marshall’s essence flared around Nova and obscured her from Aeyli’s sight, forming a large blue ball that grew smaller as she watched. Marshall reached out, plucked the ball from the air, and tucked it in his pocket.
“I put her in stasis. She should be safe there for the time being,” Marshall said, in response to the look of confusion on Aeyli’s face.
“S . . . sure.”
“Let’s get to the LA Chapter House.” The wildness in Marshall was gone. Nothing was left but sheer determination.




Chapter 18
Marshall
Thankfully, Aeyli stayed silent for most of the trip to the LA Chapter House. The entire drive, Marshall’s mind had been racing.
Brother? Could the brat he’d fought in the alley actually have been Nova’s brother? The whole time he’d been tearing himself up about the little girl he’d failed to save, should he have been kicking himself over two kids?
Nova’s mom had never told him or the rest of the Guard about another child. But if he really was Nova’s brother, she certainly should have.
Rogue dreamwalker. He’d gone there expecting to find one in the form of Nova’s father, and he’d been planning for one hell of a fight. Not the pitiful showing of a fledgling dreamwalker. Once fully trained, a dreamwalker could look however they wanted—his own Crafted body was a testament to that. But this kid’s power level matched his apparent age, and while he could have had someone else make him look like Nova, for some reason Marshall doubted it.
He needed to get Nova into the ’Scape as quickly as possible so he could go back and find her alleged brother. He had every intention of leaving Aeyli behind for that one.
What had he been thinking, taking her into an unknown situation like that? The only reason he’d been able to justify it was because her shield was nearly as strong as his. It was the second thing he’d taught her, and she had enough raw power to rival any dreamwalker.
The problem was she’d had no time to learn control. They’d gotten lucky her shield had responded to her unconscious desires, or she and Nova would have become two more horrific dark spots on his already overburdened soul.
But they hadn’t. The gentle pulsing from his pocket reminded him he’d done it. He’d finally gotten back the little girl Fire had lost all those years ago. Regardless of the risk he’d taken to find her, he knew his team would be thrilled when they saw Nova safe and sound. Now that he had her back, he knew the mystery she brought with her was nothing Fire couldn’t solve.
Unfortunately, that meant soon he was going to have time to address something he’d spent the past two weeks ignoring. His eyes darted to Aeyli as he pulled his truck to a stop in front of the LA Chapter House.
For the first time in hours, Aeyli spoke. “Why are we at a library?”
Marshall studied the monolithic stone building Aeyli was referring to before responding. He’d been here so many times he’d ceased to think about its appearance. “It was a library in the mid-1800s, but the Guard coopted it and turned it into a Chapter House when a portal to the ’Scape showed up ten years later. It looks a lot different now, though. When the Guard first took over, it was little more than a shack. The head of the Chapter House liked the library aesthetic, so she ran with it and made it into what you see now.”
“Does that happen a lot? Portals popping up out of nowhere, I mean.”
“Actually, it’s pretty rare, and there’s always a mad amount of scrambling when it happens. It takes a lot of power to convince an entire city that a piece of it never existed. We were lucky it happened before smart phones became a thing. I’m not looking forward to it the next time it happens, but it’ll probably end up being more Mikhail’s problem than mine. I pity the guy.”
“Why’s that?”
“He’s the sole Recordkeeper for technology.”
Aeyli hissed in sympathy. “Really? He’s the only one? How did that happen? I thought they always came in pairs.”
Recordkeepers were a fairly mysterious race of the Other. They didn’t get involved in politics like nearly every other race in the Guard, but instead they were focused on the sole purpose of gathering and preserving knowledge. The one thing everyone did know about them was that for each branch of study there were two Recordkeepers. A bonded pair who lived out their many lives as one cohesive unit.
“No one knows. It’s pretty sad, but for some reason, Mikhail never got a partner. A hundred years ago people claimed there wasn’t enough work for him to need one, but now? The poor man is buried in it.”
“Is that why I’ve never met him?”
“It’s one of the reasons. Mikhail has never been much for socializing. He gets anxious if he’s around too many people.”
Aeyli nodded slowly, eyes brimming with empathy. For a girl who’d spent so many of her formative years in near isolation, Marshall knew she had her own share of social issues to deal with. He also knew, now that she knew more about their reclusive resident Recordkeeper, Aeyli wasn’t likely to leave him in his basement to stew for much longer. It was an Aeyli thing—she just couldn’t stop herself from trying to help anyone she thought might be unhappy.
Marshall smiled and traced a finger along her delicate cheekbone before he could stop himself. He was surprised when, instead of pulling away, she leaned into it. He caught a glimpse of confusion and panic before she dropped her eyes and moved swiftly out of the truck, letting the door slam behind her.
He got out of the truck, watching as she bounded up the steps of the building and wondered how long he was going to be able to ignore how he felt about her. Until she was a more suitable age? What was a suitable age for a hundred-and-forty-two-year-old man?
“Is there a secret knock or something? Or can we just go inside?” Aeyli’s voice was a just a shade too cheerful for the situation.
Marshall gave her a considering look as he met her at the top of the stairs. He’d grown close to his student in the past two weeks since they’d met, but he’d never gotten any inclination before now that she’d noticed him as a man. In his experience, witches were invariably non-monogamous, but Aeyli hadn’t struck him as so. Her single-minded focus on finding her soldier had led him to believe Aeyli was monogamous with her affections like most norms and other short-lived races.
Dreamwalkers were more like witches when it came to relationships. For a race who could literally recreate their bodies with enough time and effort in the ’Scape, dreamwalkers had no natural life span, so their mating habits were more fluid. True, it had been a while since Marshall had dated anyone—which was probably why he’d forgotten himself for a second with Aeyli just now—but he’d had many lovers in his lengthy lifetime, often at the same time.
“No secret knock.” He gave her his best boyish grin. He couldn’t stop himself. His thoughts had been consumed with her since he met her, and now that he had found Nova, he was giddy with his success. Even if it was a terrible idea. Even if she was as young as Nova, someone he’d always considered a child in need of protection. The smile dropped off his face. “It’s a Guard outpost. If you can see the place, you’re welcome inside.”
Immersed in her study of the building in front of them, Aeyli didn’t seem to notice his mood change. “Really? Are all Chapter Houses like that?”
“Wouldn’t be very accessible to the Other if they weren’t. Think of them like norm police stations.”
“You mean I could have . . . I mean if I’d known about you guys . . .”
“You could have come straight to us, and we would have protected you.” Marshall’s lips tightened at the reminder of what Aeyli had gone through. “Well, Samantha would have. Fire was in Madrid at the time.” He allowed his face to relax and concentrated on his breath. He was about to be around other dreamwalkers. He didn’t need to let them know how much he’d been letting his emotions roam free lately.
Aeyli smiled. “I’d love to have seen Stella’s face when Samantha told her she couldn’t have me. She seems like a total softie, but did you see her last week when the Brazilian slaver tried to get back his merchandise?”
Marshall opened the door and gestured for Aeyli to precede him. “I was in the ’Scape at the time, no.”
Aeyli ducked under his arm, and her hair touched the bare skin of his bicep. Goosebumps raced across his skin, and he regretted having changed into a T-shirt even if it was more weather appropriate. Get your head in the game, Guardian.
“It was brilliant. She set him on fire!” The grin she gave him was like sunrise.
“I’m sorry I missed it.” And he was, especially if he’d missed a chance to see that smile. Aeyli didn’t smile enough in his opinion.
Their footsteps echoed as they made their way across the marble tile in the massive lobby.
“Guardian Marshall, we’re honored by your presence, what brings you here today?” A tall, dusky-skinned woman rose from an ornate, mahogany desk and greeted him.
“Alana, it’s been too long!” Marshall bowed in the traditional dreamwalker greeting. Touching another dreamwalker forced them to shield if they didn’t want to read one another’s thoughts, so a nonphysical form of greeting had become the fashion in the Guard.
Alana bowed formally in return, the picture of decorum and poise.
Sensing Aeyli awkwardly hovering behind him, Marshall turned to usher her forward with a wave of his hand. “Alana, let me introduce you to Aeyliana Blaike.”
Alana’s eyebrows shot to her forehead. Nearly everyone in the Guard was familiar with what had gone down with the Blaike family two weeks ago, which meant that they had all heard of the new Stillbringer.
But Marshall was eager to get Nova into the ’Scape and didn’t have time for the inevitable Q and A session that cropped up when he ran into a member of the Guard since the events at the Blaike compound, so he rushed to add, “I hate to be rude, but Aeyli and I need to get to Boston ASAP. I promise to catch up with you soon.”
Alana’s features smoothed immediately as her training kicked in, and she got her curiosity under control. “Of course, Guardian. Let me escort you to the portal. Is there any assistance we can render you now? The resources of the LA Chapter House are at your disposal.”
Marshall hesitated as he considered filling her in on how his retrieval of Nova had gone. Protocol stated he needed to inform the Guard of any rogue dreamwalkers he came across immediately if he couldn’t bring them in. But protocol also stated he had free rein to proceed as he saw fit in any given situation. And right now, Marshall wasn’t sure who the boy in the alley had been. If it was Noah, Fire needed to be there to bring him in, but if it had been a mere boy, then Alana and her team would be strong enough to bring him in.
Marshall made a snap decision. “No, thank you, Alana. I’ve got it from here. Please take us to the portal.” As crazy as it sounded, Marshall felt he needed to be there if the boy turned out to be related to Nova. Like he’d failed him too even though he hadn’t known of his existence.
“Then follow me please.” Alana turned and led them through the echoing main hall, only turning once to cast an appraising eye at Aeyli.
Marshall followed without paying attention to his surroundings, doing his best to focus on getting Nova into the ’Scape so he could check her over, rather than getting distracted by the sunlight glinting in Aeyli’s hair.
His student was another matter. After the second time he had to halt Alana so he could pull Aeyli away from a room filled with books, he was ready to tear his hair out. He wanted nothing more than to spend a week exploring every nook and cranny of the place with Aeyli, watching her eyes sparkle at each new discovery and feeling his heart race when she graced him with one of her rare smiles.
He snorted at himself in disgust. At this rate, they’d never make it back to Boston if he couldn’t stop being a dirty old man.
Rather than snapping at her in anger, like he wanted to, for being such a distraction, he compromised with himself and merely said, “What’s going on, Aeyli? You’re usually better at focusing than this.” He didn’t have to take his mood out on her just because he couldn’t concentrate on his job.
“I’m sorry, Marshall. I know we’re in a hurry. I just can’t help myself. I never dreamed a place could have so many books on magic. It’s like a fantasy come true.” Aeyli kept pace at his side, but her eyes strayed longingly to the next open door they passed.
A smile touched his lips at her childlike wonder. “I understand, the collection here is impressive. I’ll bring you back here when this is all over, okay? I promise. But for now, we really have to go. I need to check Nova out in the ’Scape to make sure she’s okay. She didn’t look very good when I put her in stasis.”
Aeyli looked chagrined and picked up her pace. “You’re right. Mission first, book porn later.”
Marshall raised his eyebrows at hearing Fire’s new stray kitten using the word porn. Not as innocent as she seemed, his Aeyli. He corrected himself, not his Aeyli. Only his student. He promised himself he would work harder to remember that, or when they got Fourteen back, Marshall’s life was going to get more complicated.
He shook his head to bring himself back to the task at hand. “When we enter the ’Scape, you’ll need to take my hand. Don’t let go for any reason.”
Aeyli’s forehead crinkled in thought. “Hold on, don’t tell me, I know this one, I read about it last week in Chapter Houses Across the Ages. Any non-dreamwalker who goes bodily into the Dreamscape has no protection from the chaotic energy of the Source, right?”
Marshall’s smile evolved into a grin. He’d never had such a willing and eager student before, and he found he enjoyed teaching her as much as she enjoyed learning. “Exactly. Dreamwalkers have an adaptation that allows us to mold and use the Source however we see fit. Holding my hand will keep you from getting torn apart, or scattered into a flock of birds, or possessed by a Nightmare.”
Aeyli grew pale. “Yeah, let’s avoid all that if we can.”
Alana reached a small set of gates and drew a finger down the middle. The gates sprang open without a creak. “This way, Guardian, Stillbringer.”
“You can just call me Aeyli.”
“You might want to go ahead and let go of that one right now, kitten. I’ve been tilting at that windmill for over a hundred years. The Guard loves its formality too much to ever let it go.”
Aeyli made a gagging motion when Alana wasn’t looking.
Marshall only managed to hold in his laughter because of his years of experience being around Jack. She was going to fit in with his team perfectly—if he could convince her to stay.
A narrow corridor opened up to a large room, and Marshall heard Aeyli gasp as she came up beside him. His body went on alert, and he cast around the room searching for whatever had startled her.
“It’s beautiful.”
Oh. The portal. It was her first time seeing one.
Marshall tried to look at it with new eyes and failed. It took up the back wall of the room and rippled and flared with every color of the rainbow. For him it was about as amazing as a shiny car. Pretty, but nothing he hadn’t seen a thousand times before. He enjoyed watching her look at it far more. The reflection of it in her eyes was breathtaking.
“Ready?” Marshall held out a hand.
Aeyli took a deep breath, held it for a second, then released it in a rush.
“Ready.”
She placed her small hand into his own.
He closed his eyes and ignored how good her hand felt in his. He let the seductive call of her power against his skin fall to the side and focused the entirety of his essence on one thought.
My skin is her skin.
And to make sure he didn’t start Crafting her into his own image the second they entered the ’Scape, he called up an image of her in his mind’s eye exactly as Aeyli existed in the Real and set it as a background thought that would continually run in the back of his mind until they left the ’Scape.
When he was certain the spell would hold, he opened his eyes and said, “Let’s go.”
If he’d expected her to be shy or nervous about entering the portal he was mistaken. The second he said let’s go, Aeyli nearly yanked his arm off in her eagerness to get through the swirling gate.
Physically entering the ’Scape was nothing like entering it through sleep. For one, he didn’t have to fight the urge to succumb to mindless dreaming, and for another, he didn’t start out in his own dreamscape.
“I don’t know what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it.” Aeyli prodded a teddy bear draped haphazardly over the back of a well-worn chair.
Marshall brought his free hand to rub at the back of his neck. “Yeah, about that . . .”
Aeyli and Marshall were standing in part of a little boy’s room. The other part bled out into glittering, swirling chaos.
“Here’s the thing. When I was little, I started presenting as a dreamwalker a bit earlier than most kids do.”
“How old were you?”
“Three.”
Aeyli hissed in sympathy. “So what happened?”
“Because I’d begun popping up in people’s dreams—high-powered members of the Guard, to my father’s chagrin—they brought me in for testing.”
“When you were three?” You must have been so scared!” Aeyli squeezed his hand.
“I was terrified. I mean, my dad was nice about it, but even the Praetor’s son has to enter the ’Scape alone for the first time. Otherwise the results can be skewed. The thing is, when I went in, I was shaking like a leaf, positive something was going to eat me, not realizing how many protections my dad had put on me before he’d sent me through. But when I entered, my room was there waiting for me.”
“Does that usually happen?”
“Er, no. Usually when a newly awakened dreamwalker enters the ’Scape for the first time, they judge it a success if they don’t get sucked into the landscape.”
“What? That’s horrible!” Aeyli scooped up the bear and hugged it to her chest like it was a child in need of protecting. “What do they do if they get sucked in?”
“It almost never happens. Only kids who start exhibiting sign of being dreamwalkers are tested like this. And if they do get sucked in, a seasoned dreamwalker comes and fishes them back out again right away.”
Aeyli frowned, clearly unimpressed. “What does it mean that your bedroom showed up?”
“Everyone took it as a sign that I was, ah, fairly powerful.” Marshall hedged and rubbed the back of his neck again. He hoped she didn’t think he was bragging.
“And your old bedroom shows up every time you enter now?”
“No, actually, it never goes away.” He actively fought comparing the embarrassment he felt to anything. The last thing he wanted right now was to actually burst into flames from embarrassment. “Every portal looks like this now in varying degrees. Every Chapter House with a portal used to have its own aesthetic, so everyone was kinda pissed about what I did. They tried to change it, but the most they can do is move things around, or get rid of some of the toys. This portal has actually been the most successful, to be honest, but it took so much power to get rid of half the room that everyone gave up afterward.”
“That’s adorable. Did you ever try to change it back?”
Marshall grinned sheepishly. “Not very hard.”
Aeyli laughed and gave him a quick hug, losing the bear in the process. All conscious thought left him for a moment. Fortunately, he did remember to keep ahold of her hand when she stepped back.
The ball in his pocket pulsed, reminding him of why he was there. It was just the thing he needed to get his mind back where it belonged. On the case, not on his young and impressionable student.
He nudged the ball with his essence to release her, grabbing Nova’s hands the second she emerged. Quickly, he magically tied her body to his like he’d done with Aeyli to keep her safe from the chaos of the ’Scape.
This would be easier if he didn’t have to support her weight. He imagined her body floating in front of him so it wouldn’t succumb to the gravity he naturally projected. The first thing he needed to do was to find out why she’d passed out when she saw him, so he eased into her mind to see what he could find.
Horror filled him the moment his essence combined with hers.
Fragments.
There was nothing of the girl he’d once known, only shards and broken, hastily patched together pieces. Each piece he examined was only a construct. Something created by another dreamwalker. A dreamwalker with the same energy signature as the one he’d left buried in the alley.
Rage battled to the forefront of his mind. The boy had broken the most important rule dreamwalker society had—he had changed who Nova was on a basic level. Even worse, he’d done such a terrible job, Marshall didn’t know if he could ever piece her back together again.
In desperation, he rooted through her soul, trying to find something of the little girl he had once known, but all he found was a bare trace of her basic personality. Overlaying it was a construct of who the boy wanted her to be.
Marshall saw red. He fought it, he really did. He tried to allow it to flow through him and accept it as a part of himself, but it was too big, and he was too shaken to fight it off.
“Marshall!”
He was dimly aware of Aeyli calling his name and the death grip she now had on his arm. He knew he needed to get control of himself but couldn’t quite manage it.
He opened his eyes to see what had alarmed Aeyli, hoping the distraction would help him disconnect from his rage enough to get it under control.
His boyhood room was on fire. Great, leaping flames tore over the bed, raced up the walls and ate through his toys like they were made of paper. The fire rose higher and higher, spiraling out in all directions, spinning into the chaotic nothingness of the ’Scape.
Only his presence was keeping Aeyli and Nova from being burned into ashes because he’d fireproofed himself years ago.
He wanted to let the fire burn and rage until he ran out of anger but knew he couldn’t afford it. Any minute now his fire tornado was going to breach the gate and pour out into the Real, and that wasn’t something he could allow.
If it had been anything else—anyone else—Marshall could have gotten himself back under control. But it was Nova. Someone had taken his little charge and torn her soul to shreds, and it was all Marshall’s fault.
A swell of flames rolled over him, bashing at him and his companions repeatedly as he fought to bring himself under control, but the fury inside him burned too hot to allow it.
Marshall, I’m here. What do you need?
Like a burst of cool rain, he felt Aeyli’s essence fall over him, dousing the flames of rage inside him. Marshall couldn’t speak, instead focused all his energy on allowing her inside him so she could soothe the firestorm.
Aeyli must have been able to sense his consent because she flowed through him and quenched the inferno he’d been unable to.
He hadn’t taught her how to do that. Whether it was sheer dumb luck or talent, he’d take it. His student was a wonder.
“He destroyed her memories.” Marshall whispered into Aeyli’s hair. She was wrapped around him tightly, anchoring him in the now. “There’s nothing left of her in there.”
“Oh no . . .” Aeyli put a hand out to touch Nova, perhaps to see what her magic could find, but Marshall stopped her.
“Wait. I’m completely raw right now, and I don’t know if I can weather anything that might happen between you two. If you get lost, I’ll get sucked right back in again.”
Aeyli nodded and pulled her hand back. “What do we do? Is there anything that can be done to help her?”
“Gods, I hope so, just . . . give me a minute.”
They sat together in silence, Aeyli tucked under his arm and holding his hand like their lives depended on it, while Marshall tried not to think about the girl he had a grip on with the other hand. He focused on the soothing sensation of Aeyli in his mind and concentrated on accepting that a horrible thing had happened and he’d had absolutely no control over it.
Eventually, he began to push Aeyli from his mind and soul, taking back control of his anger, piece by piece. When Aeyli was almost gone, he thought to her. Wait. Stay connected just a little. Only your magic. Not your mind, I don’t want you getting caught up in what I’m about to do next. But if it happens again, if I lose control, I’d like backup. I’ll pull you in if I need you.
He felt her mental nod of understanding, and she was gone from his mind. He turned his attention back to Nova. He sought out the piece of his soul he’d attached to hers to see if he could use it to help her and frowned at what he saw.
A fissure had formed where her essence had begun bonding with his, and it pulsed with a pale blue light. It was eating away at the warm black of her essence, so he started there.
He poured himself into the spot, looking for the source of the corruption. Was it his soul? Was he the source of the magic spilling into her? He checked it for taint, but as much as he looked, he couldn’t find a trace of him leaching into Nova. He did note with some alarm that the pale blue was beginning to work its way into his darker blue, and he set to detaching himself.
He called his essence back into himself, but instead of obeying, it seemed to only further embed itself with the fissure in Nova’s soul. The harder he called, the deeper it went, so Marshall stopped, wondering if he could take the fissure with him and leave Nova free of the whole mess. Worse came to worse, he could fess up to the whole thing and have Jack and Adelle try to extract him from the foreign magic.
You are a part of me. Marshall told the magic, cringing internally as he did so. He tried to tell himself it wasn’t wrong to work this sort of magic if it was only on himself and he was doing it to save someone else, but he knew deep down that the rest of the dreamwalker community wouldn’t agree. Binding foreign magic to himself was the same as altering his soul. If he got caught, even Jack and Adelle wouldn’t be able to help him.
The foreign magic seemed to like him quite a bit because it latched onto his essence like it was candy. Unfortunately, instead of detaching from Nova, this only made it grow bigger, so he stopped immediately.
He tried telling it that it didn’t exist but wasn’t surprised when it didn’t work. He was beginning to suspect this bit of magic belonged to whoever the boy in the alley was—it looked like his brand of magic—though that didn’t make any sense. The boy was a novice compared to Marshall, and any magic he cast should be short work for Marshall in the ’Scape.
Eventually, he ran out of sane ideas and was left with only ones that were certain to end up horribly for him, Aeyli, and Nova. Like trying to physically rip his soul from Nova’s. The firestorm would look like a backyard barbeque compared to what could happen if he tried that.
He checked out his soul, still firmly attached to Nova’s and the fissure, and decided it would keep until he was able to hunt down the boy and find out what he’d done. Then he inspected Nova’s essence closer to see if there was anything else wrong with her, other than her fragmented soul and the foreign magic leeching into it.
What he found intrigued him. His magic may not have been bleeding into Nova, but it was meshing oddly with the foreign magic. It was as if the two were battling it out for dominance, and he could see that the fight was causing feedback that must have been giving Nova one hell of a headache.
He winced in sympathy. No wonder she’d keeled over as soon as he’d arrived. It must have kicked the phenomenon into overdrive. Unfortunately, he couldn’t pull his soul out of her, but maybe he could ask it to be dormant?
Marshall concentrated on his soul fragment and gave it a command. Sleep. He felt an immediate cessation of the feedback echoing into Nova’s essence. At least he could do that much.
Marshall sighed and would have run a hand through his hair if he’d had one free.
“That bad?” Aeyli asked.
“Worse. But there’s nothing to be done about it right now. I have to find the boy in the alley. I’m going to drop you and Nova off in Boston and go find him.”
“Um . . .” Aeyli began.
“No. No one’s coming with me this time.”
“But—”
“No buts. I’ve got a time crunch, and I need you in Boston when she wakes up.”
He called to the Boston portal, and it appeared next to the burned out husk of the LA gate room. Boston had never tried to get rid of his old room. They were proud that one of their own had so irrevocably altered the ’Scape, so it looked exactly as he remembered it.
“You can tell me how you feel about this when I get back this afternoon.” He silently commanded Nova’s body back into stasis. Tucking the blue ball into his pocket, he opened his bedroom door, ushered Aeyli through it, and followed her into the gate room of the Boston Chapter House.




Chapter 19
Nova
Her eyes flew open and looked around frantically, finding nothing familiar.
“What the hell is going on? Where am I?”
“Wow, you woke up the second I popped you out of there. You must have been anxious to see us again!”
Nova tried to focus on the vaguely familiar voice and found a large, vaguely familiar person attached to it.
“Jack?”
A pause. “Wait, you remember me?”
“Of course I do. You’re from . . .” A dream, she was going to say but held it in because she didn’t want to come off sounding insane.
“Of course she remembers us, she was probably faking it the whole time in the ’Scape. Figures.”
Nova knew that voice all too well and groaned when she saw the haughty, too beautiful features of her roommate from hell. She was, hands down, the worst part of the dream currently unfolding in her mind.
“God, not you, too. I can see hallucinating Jack, or the other hot guy, but you? Why would I want to drag you into the real world? You’re the worst!”
Instead of looking perturbed about being called a hallucination, Jack looked delighted. “See! I told you I was hot.” He poked Adelle with an elbow then stopped and frowned. “Hold on, you said ‘real world.’ What did you mean by that?”
Adelle ignored Jack and Nova, instead choosing to stare at a point over her shoulder and look bored.
Nova had zero problem with ignoring her right back. “First of all, I called, whatshisname—Marshall hot, so you’ll have to settle for merely pretty. And second, what the actual fuck is going on here? Where is my brother? How can you two even be here? You’re—”
Her thoughts raced. What dream was she remembering? When did she even have it? She tried desperately to find the last thing she remembered. She been at the club and had been talking to Niko, and then Marshall had appeared and . . . everything went blank after that.
“I’m starting to see why Marshall dumped her here and bailed on us.” Adelle drawled annoyingly. “It was sweet of him to leave the emotional fallout to us.”
“You know full well he had to go find the man claiming to be her brother.” A new voice came from the corner of the room.
Nova sat up, ready to grab her head in case her headache decided to kick up a fuss, but it was blessedly dormant. She turned to regard the stranger—a petite, blonde girl who looked like she’d missed a few meals too many. “You weren’t in my dream. Who are you?”
“I’m Aeyli. I was there when Marshall found you.”
“That’s a stupid name.” Actually, Nova liked the name, but she said it to test the reaction of everyone in the room and wasn’t disappointed.
Adelle immediately bristled. “She was named after the sun, try reading a book once in a while, Nova.” The emphasis put on Nova’s name let her know how stupid Adelle thought her name was.
Jack said nothing but looked at her in disappointment.
But Aeyli laughed. “I have to agree with you there, but it’s better than the full version, trust me. Why someone would saddle their child with such a mouthful is beyond me. But it’s tradition. Everyone in direct line of descent has to have a sun name or a star name. I’ll introduce you to Sterling someday, and my brother’ll let you know exactly how he feels about his name.”
Nova wanted to hate her. Wanted nothing more than to get out of this room and find her brother, but a small part of her warmed to Aeyli against her will.
“What do you mean by ‘claims to be my brother’? He is my brother.”
“Starting to agree with you, Addy,” Jack muttered. “This isn’t going to be pretty.”
Adelle snorted in agreement. “All right, chicken. I’ll do it.” She lowered herself gracefully into a chair beside the couch Nova was sitting on. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. You only remember me, Marshall, and Jack from a dream you had about being a student at UMass. Is that what you want us to believe?”
“Addy.” Jack said with a warning tone.
Nova didn’t like Adelle’s tone, but she decided to answer anyway. If she cooperated, maybe she’d find out what the hell was going on. “I know it sounds crazy, but yes. I met you all in a dream. There, are you happy now?”
“Hardly.” Adelle plucked at an invisible imperfection on her sweater. “Newsflash, girly. You’ve known us most of your life. Since you were six. Jack, Marshall, and I were given the dubious honor of being your bodyguards to keep your psychotic father away from you.
“And how did that work out for you?” Nova couldn’t help but poke at the woman. It was clearly a sore spot for her.
“Why don’t you tell me? You were there.” Adelle pushed to her feet and paced around the room. “You were the one who packed her favorite keepsakes before getting kidnapped. You wanted to go, didn’t you?”
“Adelle, stop!” Jack had his hands on Adelle’s upper arms and was looking down at her in surprise. “Is that what you really thought all this time? Why didn’t you tell us?”
Instead of struggling like Nova expected, Adelle hung limp in his grasp. “Because it would have destroyed Marshall. If he thought our precious Nova had run away willingly, he would have been devastated.” All anger had drained out of her, and she now resembled a defeated ragdoll.
Nova sat rapt as the situation played out in front of her. Was this staged for her benefit? Or did these people believe what they were saying? It was impossible for her to tell.
Whatever the case, this was not her circus, and these were definitely not her monkeys. She needed to get out of here and find her brother. Whatever was going on, he would help her figure it out.
She tried to get to her feet and frowned when she noticed she was missing a shoe. She toed the other off in annoyance and stayed seated. If she didn’t have the height advantage her heels would give her, she’d rather sit. “Really, you couldn’t manage to kidnap me with both of my shoes?”
Aeyli raised her hand. “That was my fault, I’m afraid. When I dragged you out of the alley, there was a lot going on, and I wasn’t able to go back for the other one. There was too much debris. I’ll bet Samantha will let you borrow a pair, you two look about the same size.”
“Debris? What happened in the alley?”
Well, the man claiming to be your brother—”
“You mean my actual brother. Niko.” Nova interrupted, irritated.
“Yes, he and Marshall got into a bit of a fight and destroyed the alley in the process.”
Nova laughed. “My brother got into a fight? Mister I can’t eat this scone, it’s got lint on it got into a fight?” Tricking other people into fighting for him, she could believe, but actually fighting himself was beyond the realm of believability.
“He pulled the fire escape down on us.”
“With what, his super powers?” Nova chuckled at the thought.
“Well, yes, actually. He used magic.”
“Doll, you’re going to have to try harder than that if you want me to believe you.”
“But how do you explain the dream?”
Jack cleared his throat loudly. “I’m going to have to cut you off here, Aeyli. I’ve had to do the big reveal a lot in my life, and showing is always more productive than telling. Nova, dear. You’re on the ceiling.”
Nova blinked once. Then she screamed when she realized Jack was correct. Somehow she was on the ceiling. She hadn’t moved, and neither had the couch she was on, but now she and it were resting on the ceiling, defying gravity. Her hair wasn’t dangling over her head but, instead, acted like nothing interesting was going on whatsoever. The throw pillow on the couch still sat peacefully beside her rather than falling to the floor.
“Jesus Christing Christ! Get me down from here!” She craned her neck so she could shout at Jack.
“Nuh unh. If I let you down now, you’ll claim it was an illusion, and we’ll be right back at the annoying magic isn’t real part of the discussion. You get yourself down, and we’ll go from there.”
“Get myself down? How?” Nova couldn’t wrap her mind around what was happening. Was she was dreaming?
“The usual way. Get up and walk down here.”
“Usual? What the hell is wrong with you?” No, she wasn’t dreaming, she was in a mental institution somewhere. Any minute now, a nice lady in a white uniform was going to come in and offer her a little cup of meds and a juice box.
“So much, darling. So much. Want to give it a try? You’ve got nothing to lose.”
“Unless I break my neck.”
Jack put a hand on his hip and stroked his chin thoughtfully with the other. “You know, you were a lot nicer to me at UMass.”
“You hadn’t kidnapped me yet!” Her mind raced. She was clearly on the ceiling, and everyone else was on the floor. Unless she’d gone completely insane, Jack really had magic and had stuck her to the ceiling and was insisting she get herself down.
Nova was well familiar with pranks, seeing as how she was usually the one pulling them. She also knew that the best revenge for them was to pretend like they didn’t bother her. So she knew what she had to do. She needed to stand up and walk her ass down the wall and act like it was no big deal.
The problem with said plan was that her mind was screaming at her to cling to the couch like a frightened primate. Noticing her hands gripping the seat cushions so tightly they’d gone white, she realized that was exactly what she was doing. She took a breath and forced herself to let go.
With that bit of embarrassment out of the way, she worked her way up to the next step—standing up. She gritted her teeth and just did it. Then she forced down the urge to vomit. She realized she was going to have to duck if she didn’t want to get smacked in the face with an end table when she managed to convince herself to walk over to the wall. Making her face as serene as she could, she imagined a field of snow and shivered a bit. Was it her imagination, or did she actually feel colder?
When Adelle huffed in amusement at Nova’s predicament, Nova squared her shoulders and marched over to the wall and, refusing to think about what she was doing, put a stocking clad foot on it and stepped up it—or down it—swaying only a little as her sense of up and down shifted again.
She was glad she was shoeless. If she’d had to do this in stilettos, she would have fallen and made a fool of herself. When she made it to the floor, she couldn’t stop a little triumphant smile from forming on her lips. When she saw Adelle’s look of irritation, it grew into a smug grin.
She lost her grin, however, when she saw Jack toss something onto the spot where the couch was and a second, duplicate couch sprang up underneath the first one.
“That’s a stupid waste of a dummy, Jack.” Adelle snapped. “It’s not easy for Marshall to make those.”
“I know, but she’s going to start doubting what just happened, and I wanted to drive it home for her. Having a constant a visual reminder will help with that.”
He wasn’t wrong. There was no way for Nova to claim that what had just happened was a figment of her imagination if the reality of it was hanging over her head. There was also no way she was planning on sitting under it.
“Fine, so you have magic. Aren’t you special? That doesn’t mean Niko does. It just means you’re talented kidnappers.”
“Okay, first of all, knock it off with the kidnapping thing. We are rescuers. Brave rescuers. Well, Marshall and Aeyli are. Nevertheless, Adelle and I bravely released you from stasis and are now bravely facing your ire, so you could cut us some slack.” Jack was beginning to looked frayed at the edges. “And second of all, I don’t think you know your brother as well as you think you do.”
Ignoring the jibe about her brother, Nova said, “So then I’m free to go.” Without waiting for an answer, she made for the door.
“About that . . .” Jack said behind her, and Nova heard the lock on the door click loudly. “We can’t let you run around alone. Noah will just grab you again.”
Nova rolled her eyes. “That would be the point of me leaving, to go back to my family, yes.” Though Nova was more concerned about Niko. She could care less about whether or not she saw her father again. Especially now that she’d been kidnapped over what she was beginning to suspect was a business deal gone wrong.
“Oh for the gods’ sake—” Adelle began but was cut off by Aeyli.
“Nova, I know this has to be scary for you, and you have no reason to believe me, but these people are trying to help you.”
“Why should I trust you?”
“Because they saved me from my own bad family drama. I’d be dead without them, or worse.”
Nova looked the small, wisp of a girl over and hated that her instincts told her she was trustworthy. Hated what it might mean if these people were telling her the truth. Could Niko have kept something like this from her? It seemed impossible, but the seconds before she passed out in the alley had shown her a side of Niko she didn’t recognize.
What if they were telling the truth? Didn’t she owe it to herself to investigate the possibility?
Besides, if her instincts were wrong, what was the harm in pretending she believed them? If she stayed, she might find some dirt on her dad. She could grab it, escape, and find Niko, then convince him to ditch Noah once and for all. Then it would just be the two of them.
She made a point of looking thoughtful for a time before answering. “I’ll give you two days to prove it. If you can’t, I’ll make you wish you’d never met me.”
Aeyli reacted as though Nova hadn’t just threatened her and gave her a blinding smile. “I think we can work with that.”
Behind her, Jack and Adelle looked grim, but both nodded in agreement.




Chapter 20
Marshall
Getting back through the LA Chapter House was much faster without Aeyli in tow. Alana had been unsurprised by his reappearance but asked again if he required any assistance. He should have said yes, but he couldn’t stand the idea of bringing anyone else in on this case. He knew he was too close to the situation, and if he brought anyone else on board, it would be obvious to them as well. Marshall couldn’t take the chance that he might get pulled from the job. Not when he was this close.
He made it all the way to his truck before he noticed it. The tug on his soul that pointed toward Nova’s location in Boston was steady and strong, but in the stillness of the cab he felt another, quieter pull.
When he inspected it closer, he was astonished to realize the pull also felt like Nova. He was torn between going back to the alley to track the boy and following the pull. On one hand, he knew he could probably find the boy by dipping into the minds of everyone within a mile of the place, but that would take a lot of energy.
Following the pull in his chest would take no energy and would likely get him to the same place. Decision made, he pointed his truck in the direction of the pull and was satisfied when he realized it was taking him back to San Francisco.
✽✽✽
 
The sun beamed high in a rare cloudless sky when he pulled up to the gate of a lavish house overlooking the Bay. Wards covered every available inch of the gate and walls surrounding the house. Marshall’s truck could have breached them, but then he might have to drive it into the ’Scape to fix the resulting damage. He couldn’t bear to do that to his Baby unless it was absolutely necessary.
Marshall got out of the safety of his truck and scanned the wards. The color alone told him the boy in the alley was not involved in their making. Deep malevolent red wove in and out of the gate, forming an unbreakable barrier. This wasn’t ordinary magic, like the shields at the Blaike compound. He had easily shaped those to his will.
No, these wards had been sealed by a powerful and skilled dreamwalker. The only way to get these down was to break it or have the creator take it down. And since he didn’t fancy going into a potential fight low on energy, he gritted his teeth and got back into his truck.
“I’m sorry, Baby, but this was what you were made for.” He ran a hand over the dashboard lovingly.
Marshall had lovingly Crafted every single detail of his Baby. He’d built her entirely from his imagination, giving her every protection he could think of. He’d poured a week’s worth of effort into the making of her and had been left exhausted for a week after he’d managed to bring her, fully manifested, out into the Real.
He was proud of his Baby. No one he knew had ever managed to bring such a large, complex Crafting out of the ’Scape. His truck was so protected that if someone hit her with a nuke, she and her passengers would survive without a scratch. He hoped he could say the same after he rammed her through the heavy magical protections on this gate.
Whispering a prayer to Vis to keep Baby safe, Marshall gunned the engine and drove her right at the gate. The blue of his stored essence flared up to meet the dark red of the gate, and the two combined in an unholy shade of purple. Marshall barely felt the impact and took it as a good sign, pressing the accelerator all the way to the floor.
His magical perception was nearly overwhelmed by what he was seeing, but he noted what he was doing wasn’t making a sound. Which meant, like his truck, the gate was more magic than substance. He found himself suddenly less confident of his current plan of action. But just as the front of his truck began to buckle, he broke through with a brilliant flash of blue, shattering the magic of the gate.
Marshall quickly told Baby to consume the power, now unbound and free for the taking. He had a feeling he might need it in a few minutes.
He triggered his own personal shield to go from everyday use to what he liked to think of as DEFCON 1. Nothing could get in, but also nothing could get out.
He was immediately glad he did so when he felt the impact of raw magic hitting his truck’s shield. He couldn’t absorb it like he normally would, which meant it was bound just like the gate.
He turned to face the direction the magic was coming from and saw a dark-haired man in a tailored suit surrounded by a red shield. This had to be Noah.
Rage flared inside him, and without thinking, Marshall launched himself from the cab and hit the ground, rolling to lessen the impact. He made a gesture, and his truck rose into the air and flew at the man—sorry, Baby. He was planning to detonate all her stored magic on impact, when he saw a smaller, much less powerful, pale blue shield standing next to Noah.
The rage faltered, and Marshall could think clearly again. If the boy was Nova’s brother, he was an innocent caught up in Noah’s games. Marshall couldn’t kill him. Not until he knew the whole story.
Triumph spread across the older man’s face when Marshall lowered the truck to the ground. He’d probably planned to use the boy as a shield all along.
“Guardian!” Noah shouted across the lawn. “You’ve got something of mine, and I want it back!”
The ground rumbled, and the pulse of bound magic writhed beneath Marshall. Reaching for his truck with his mind, he pulled on the magic stored in it and set it to feed directly into his shield.
“She’s not yours, Noah. Any rights you might have had were lost long ago.” He pitched his voice to carry over the buzz of magic that had begun to arise from Noah’s wards. Blood-red magic lashed at Marshall’s shields, and he was knocked back a step. Sweat rose on his forehead as he poured all his concentration into breaking Noah’s magic so he could consume it. Noah was strong. Much stronger than the boy in the alley had been, but as strong as he was, Marshall could already tell Noah was going to lose.
Noah could too. He scowled and snapped something to the boy at his side, causing him to flinch. When the boy looked like he would run, Noah grabbed his arm and held him to his side. Pity. If the boy had gotten some distance from his father, Marshall could have ended the fight right now. He was going to have to find a way to separate the two unless he could wear down their defenses. As he watched, he saw Noah and his son begin to combine magic and create a sickly purple shield around themselves.
Wearing them down it was, then. Marshall steeled himself for the task and imagined himself as a drill, noting his shield shaping to fit the thought. He walked forward unsteadily as the ground continued to try to knock him over. Slowly but surely, he made it to where Noah and his son were standing on the step of the front porch.
He could see Noah pulling in the wards of his house into his shields, but with the addition of the magic Marshall had drawn from the gate, Marshall had more than enough power to win. Feeling confident, he shaped his shield around his body, molding it so he could move freely and still have its protection and power to back his actions. He pulled back an arm to drive a punch into Noah, hoping it would be the final blow necessary to break the man’s shields and knock him away from the boy.
He wasn’t expecting the shield to vanish in front of him. And he really wasn’t expecting the portal that formed between him and Noah. His momentum took him though the red gate before he could stop himself.




Chapter 21
Marshall
Dark. It was pitch black, and it was cold. Painfully cold. It was feeling-his-balls-scramble-back-inside-him cold. They were letting him know they weren’t amused by the current situation.
He rolled over onto his stomach, pushed himself to his hands and knees and realized his hands were now frozen to the ground. Jerking them sharply, he freed them, ignoring the pain. Where the hell was he? The last thing he knew was . . .
Noah. He was just about to deliver that son of a bitch a well-deserved beating for everything he’d done when . . . what? What had he done?
He stood up and saw stars, heard ringing for a moment, and just generally felt like a tuning fork had been smashed over his head.
Marshall had been winning—he’d had the upper hand. There was no way Noah could have blocked his strike. So what had happened? How had he gotten here?
Wherever here might be.
He took a step forward and accidentally kicked something. Reaching down to pick it up caused his head to swim, but not as badly as it had when he had first stood up, so it was getting better. His fingers identified the object as an ordinary rock, but he felt better having it in his hands, so he kept it.
He assessed his condition and found himself to be completely unharmed, other than a fuzzy head that seemed to be getting better by the moment. But he was shivering hard enough to let him know the temperature Craftings he’d done on his body were being overwhelmed.
Tentatively, he reached out a hand and walked forward a step. When he met no resistance he took another, then another. After one hundred steps he started to worry. Once he reached four hundred, he was fairly certain he wasn’t indoors, something he had originally assumed due to the extreme cold and lack of wind or snow.
Then something odd happened. The ringing in his head dissipated, and his senses started to register something impossible, two impossible things, really. The first was that he was in the ’Scape—his actual body was there, not just his consciousness. The only gates that allowed physical matter to pass into the Dreamscape were so heavily guarded that the idea of kidnapping such a high profile guardian and smuggling him through one was laughable.
The other was that this was not his ’Scape. Not the one he had casually wandered in and out of since he was a child. He sent his senses out and was bewildered. If he wasn’t in such a dangerous situation, he would investigate this place with an excitement that would make his sister call him a geek.
Being in the ’Scape changed everything. This was his domain, whether he recognized it or not. Or so he thought, but when he told the world to become warmer, nothing happened. Then he told the world to have light and got nothing for his trouble.
Dumbfounded, he stood still and shivered, wondering what the hell was going on. The ’Scape had never refused his call before. Even as a small boy, his dreams took whatever form he chose. And after the ’Scape’s dramatic reaction to his testing day, he’d had an amazingly close connection to it, even by dreamwalker standards. While he’d prevaricated when Aeyli had asked him if he could change the gate rooms back, Marshall knew damned well that if he’d wanted it, he could have fix them with a thought. He didn’t because, deep down, he liked them that way.
While the reactions of the Guard members had ranged from confused to horrified by the change, Marshall had been delighted. He had spent days worrying to Jack and Adelle about what would happen at his test. He had been afraid of the unknown, and the ’Scape made sure he felt right at home.
From that day forward, the ’Scape had been a constant source of acceptance and comfort in a world gone suddenly insane with the revelation of his power. Which was why he’d never tried to change the entryways back. Even his own family hadn’t known what to do with him. They loved him, sure, but it took time for his sister and father to come to terms with what Marshall was. Only Jack had given him complete acceptance from the start. Jack . . . and now Aeyli.
He shook off his stupor, not having time for that minefield. Stomping his feet in a vain attempt to keep them warm, he told himself to stop lamenting over a woman—his student, no less—who was in love with someone else. He needed to get out of here so he could kick the shit out of Noah. Which meant he had to focus.
So, he didn’t have access to the Source. He didn’t have access to it in the Real, and he managed just fine out there. He still had the considerable arsenal he’d Crafted into his own body. Admittedly, without his truck, he was running low on essence to power most of his enhancements, but he’d dealt with that problem before. He had a full generator to tap before it became a problem.
His enhanced senses didn’t need power to use, but his hearing told him nothing because there was nothing to hear—something that was getting creepier by the minute. He couldn’t see squat, so his eyes were no use.
He could certainly feel the cold, but he’d been doing his best to ignore that fact. What else could he feel? He crouched down and ran his fingers over the floor and tried to send his senses into the rough, bumpy rock and got nothing. This ’Scape wasn’t giving up any of its secrets.
The floor was somewhat cave-like, though for all he knew he was outside and this world had no light source.
He had his mini go bag tucked into his jacket, which contained three fake IDs, two energy bars, a small pocket knife, a slim but very strong heat-resistant rope, matches, and a twenty-dollar bill. He also had in his pockets a tube of hair gel, a mirror, and his wallet.
He refused to include in his list of assets the pathetic excuse for a jacket he was wearing that was completely failing at keeping him warm. He wouldn’t give it the satisfaction, no matter how cool it looked. The next time he was in his ’Scape, he was Crafting himself an identical one with the ability to withstand arctic temperatures. Scratch that, he would make himself be able to withstand all extreme temperatures. You know, if I ever get out of here.
Finally he heard something, but it wasn’t a very comforting sound. No, whatever it was sounded like a Very Big Something shifting around somewhere in the darkness up ahead. It was around that time he realized some part of Nova—the part that had led him to find Noah in the first place—was also in that direction.
Fabulous. In his experience, Very Big Somethings weren’t known for merrily giving up a piece of their stash to random passersby.
It had been a while since he had worked a case like this alone, and it was moments like this that reminded him why. If Jack had been there, he wouldn’t have hesitated for a moment once he had realized they were stranded. He would have zeroed in on the Very Big Something, said something hilarious and inappropriate, nicknamed it VBS, and charged right at it. Two hours later they would be laughing in a bar about what Adelle would say when she found out what they had been up to.
Sure, it would have been nice to have Jack at his side, but he needed him to keep Nova safe—and contained. Adelle could probably do it, but she was off her game right now, and Marshall didn’t want to take the chance that Nova would slip past her.
He started to run his hand through his hair, but his shivering was getting so bad his arms refused to unlock from around his torso. This cold problem needed to be addressed now before he did whatever he was going to do about the VBS. He was losing sensation in his hands and feet, and he had a feeling he would need every advantage he had in this place.
Okay, so he had matches, but that wasn’t going to do anything unless he had fuel to burn, which he didn’t. Not to mention how challenging it would be to deal with the VBS while carrying his own personal bonfire. Though he supposed he could always throw it at the thing if necessary. Unless it was some kind of oil monster, which would just be unfortunate.
No, mundane means weren’t going to get the job done. He had to branch out from his current way of thinking. He was able to sense Nova’s essence, and he could feel the twisted ’Scape, so that meant maybe his body was under his control as well. Could it be so simple?
It was basic dreamcrafting. Instead of affecting the world around him, like most dreamwalkers did, he was affecting his own body. In the normal ’Scape, any dreamwalker worth their salt could change their body into whatever they desired. The ’Scape provided all the energy needed for the job, but in this particular ’Scape, Marshall doubted he’d be getting any energy to fuel transformations. He’d need to work with something he already had, and he knew just the thing. His shield.
After the encounter with the ifrit, he had worked tirelessly to Craft better protections for his team. The normal shielding they’d all been taught hadn’t been enough. What he’d wanted was something that wouldn’t feed off their essence but, instead, would become a physical, moldable barrier that could withstand almost anything. He’d ended up Crafting them directly in the ’Scape itself from his imagination. Each shield had taken him hours of concentration and energy to harness, form, and key to each team member.
It had been worth it. The end result was something far more powerful than anything any other dreamwalker was sporting. It left them free to spend their essence on offensive magic. It was one of the things that made his team stand out from all the rest.
And while he wasn’t in his ’Scape, he could use a small bit of his essence to change the parameters of what his shield was supposed to do.
Once he thought of it, it was a simple matter to focus on his shield and tell it to put off a little heat. He grinned in relief when the air around him began to warm. At least he still had some power here.
Satisfied he was going to get to keep his fingers and toes, he looked at his next problem—sight. He’d really like to be able to see the VBS before engaging with it, but enhancing his eyesight wasn’t going to help. He had already done that years ago—having every advantage was essential in his line of work. So if there was any light to see by, he should be able to see. He couldn’t tell the world around him to be brighter, nor could he change his own eyes to be any more efficient, so what now?
Could he make his body glow? It might be distracting to have his hands and face—the only skin he had exposed—be his light source in a fight, So he pondered on what else he could do. He briefly imagined stripping down and lighting himself up, then attacking the VBS, but rejected it. There were parts of himself he didn’t want out and about during a battle. He smirked into the darkness and blamed Jack’s influence for that thought.
Whatever he chose to light up, he would prefer to have it be behind him so he wasn’t blinded. It would also have to be very bright so that the VBS was blinded, you know, if it had eyes. A quick check of his shield told him he could get it to light up as well with minimal use of power.
Before he triggered it to glow, it occurred to him that he should at least try to talk to the VBS before starting a fight. Even if it turned out nasty he might learn something from it, like how it came to be in possession of Nova’s essence. So, he set his shoulders and walked toward the Very Big Something. Then he sent the azure fire of his power into his shield and shaped it behind his shoulders and gave it a push to set it alight.
Flaming wings erupted into life behind him and illuminated a wide swath in front of him. At first he only saw rocks, thick stalactites, enormous curving walls, and glinting jewels way up high on a rock outcropping.
“Hey, it is a cave!” he shouted jubilantly. Then his eyes took in what he was really looking at and communicated to his brain that they should all run the hell away. Now.
He hadn’t been entirely wrong. He was kind of in a cave, or would be if he stepped over a few meters where the VBS’s arm was draped over its knee—something he wasn’t likely to do. The creature was the length of a cruise ship, and he had been walking on it the whole time. He was lucky he had gone in a straight line up the thing’s outstretched leg during his blind exploration, or he would have fallen off into the impenetrable darkness on either side. The jewel-encrusted rock outcropping was its face, the jewels were its eyes, multifaceted, a bit like the eyes of a fly. Eyes that were squinting at him in extreme irritation right now.
Suddenly, he was very glad Jack wasn’t there.
“Hi there,” he called out. It couldn’t hurt to try to be friendly. “Nice place you have here. I imagine the darkness gives you a chance to . . . get to know yourself?” Marshall suspected his calling wasn’t in making small talk with monsters.
The sound of falling rocks and twisting metal assaulted his ears. It took a few beats to realize it was the sound of the VBS’s voice.
“The darkness isn’t of my own devising, snack. But it is here for your benefit.”
“So this isn’t your home.” Marshall mused. “Are you trapped here like me?”
“Trapped, yes. Like you, no. You are not trapped here, snack. You were dropped here for me to do with as I please. This time the Master gave me only one order. Take my time. And as you can see, time is something I have in abundance.” The small mountain lifted the hand draped on his knee and gestured at the nothingness surrounding them.
Marshall was becoming less confident about this encounter as the moments ticked by. “Who is your master?” he asked, though he was pretty sure of the answer.
“The Master has never given me his name, but he instructs me to tell you that he will have his daughter back soon and that you will never lay hands on her again.”
The wings on his back flared violently for a moment as he wrestled with his anger. He couldn’t afford to waste power here on petty things like emotions. He couldn’t protect Nova or teach Aeyli if he was dead, so he’d have to conserve power to get out of here alive.
The mere thought of her caused Aeyli’s face to flash into his mind, and as if he’d conjured her up with the image, his anger dialed back enough to get it under control.
Affecting a neutral expression, he asked, “What is this place?”
“My prison, your doom.”
“Well, yes, I think we’ve already covered that. What I mean is, this isn’t exactly Disneyland. Or California, for that matter. This is the Dreamscape. Well, sort of.”
“You are wrong and you are right, little treat.”
“For the record, that nickname isn’t freaking me out beyond all belief,” Marshall lied.
How could he be wrong and right? “So we’re still in San Francisco.”
The VBS nodded, causing a small avalanche down the side of its neck.
“And the Dreamscape?” He was no longer talking to the VBS, but himself.
The Dreamscape had no physical location, only access points. Even inside the ’Scape nothing had an actual location. He hadn’t needed to be in Massachusetts to visit the UMass colony. He could have gotten there from a Chapter House in Russia or from the International Space Station—if it had a portal. His team was only in Boston in case they ended up needing a physical presence in the Real.
The only time the Dreamscape had a physical location was . . . “Pocket realm.” He threw it out as a statement, but it was a wild guess. Pocket dimensions were a tiny portion of a person’s own dream, ripped out of the ’Scape and Crafted inside a dreamwalker’s own body. The idea that this could be a pocket dimension was ludicrous because they were usually incredibly small. The enormous amount of personal power it took to fuel them kept their size down to something you could put a pocket knife in. Or, at most, a wallet.
He had one once, long ago, and had been unable to feed it during a very long and arduous mission that had sapped him of his strength. Not only had he lost what was inside of the pocket realm, but he had lost a small part of himself. It was a painful experience he wasn’t eager to repeat.
The idea that Noah was powerful enough to have a pocket realm large enough to house this behemoth was terrifying. Which made the deep, booming Yes he got in response to his statement shake him to the core.
This was far beyond anything he had ever encountered. Not only did he have to defeat a talking mountain that wanted to eat him very slowly, but he also had to find a way out of a place that couldn’t possibly exist, while escaping from a man more powerful than he’d thought. And he had to do it alone.
So be it.
“What about you then?” he asked the VBS. “What does he keep you here for? I can help you get out.” For all he knew the VBS was just waiting for the right moment to escape. With its help, Marshall’s job would get much easier.
“I am his personal clean-up crew.” The thing rumbled. “When he runs into someone he doesn’t like, he feeds them to me. It helps keep me and this place alive. I eat their memories, and this place absorbs whatever is left.”
“Sounds efficient.”
“It is. Then there are times when he sends me people he needs alive, but needs them to forget things, such as meeting him. He is on your Most Wanted list after all. It would be inconvenient for him to be noticed at this time, but your lot would come asking questions if a guardian vanished, so he has me make them forget.”
That accounted for quite a lot over the years. There were many times where a guardian had wound up wandering dazed in a field, or on a beach, always somewhere secluded, having no idea what had happened over the past few days—sometimes even weeks. Marshall decided to rescind his offer of rescue.
“That’s what happened to Nova.” Marshall balled his hands into fists and his wings flared. “You took her entire life from her!”
“Oh, that one. Is that what brought you here, morsel? Did you come to be a hero to retrieve her lost memories? She was such a tasty meal. The Master had me take everything from her. The screams that girl made as I ate her life . . .” The creature’s flinty expression became passionate. “I’ve never tasted such as her, you know.
Marshall’s wings pulsed and grew larger, but Marshall no longer cared about the power drain. This creature would not survive their encounter. Walking out of this alive was no longer at the top of his list of priorities.
“You know, she fought so hard for such a tiny thing. I nearly had to kill her to take it all. In the end, everything she was belonged to me. Her mother, her ridiculous pet, Jack, and Adelle, whom she treasured so dearly. And you.” It chuckled darkly. “You, she held onto until the very end. Did you know that she called your name the whole time? She cried out for you until I took you from her and then she just cried. She never wavered in her belief that you would save her. Fortunately for you, she will never remember that you didn’t.”
Blue flames tore across his body, a mirror of his rage. Marshall was no longer a thinking creature, but one of pure emotion.
“She cared about you so much. Her memories of you were so real, so strong. Those are my favorite kind to eat. The memories packed with emotion. I still have a few of them stored away to savor. I couldn’t eat them all right away, they were too delicious to waste them that way.
Everything around him had fallen away. In his mind’s eye he saw the scene, but for him, it wasn’t sixteen-year-old Nova being attacked. It was the small girl who had once given him a cookie and told him everything would be okay. She was crying out for him to save her from something. It had been his job to protect her. He saw her small body limp and drained of all personality, lying in the hands of this nightmarish creature.
His wings had grown so much they dwarfed his body. They grew larger and larger until they were no longer wings. They merged into the shape of his shield and became the blue-white of lightning. He no longer felt small and puny compared to this thing.
He was burning out his essence, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care. Jack and Adelle would be furious, but Nova . . . If he took out this monster, it might weaken Noah enough for his team to take him out. Then she’d be safe.
He tapped his generator and reveled in the burst of energy it gave him, allowing him to push his blue fire out further than he had ever dared, then doubled it, tripled it. Once his fire was one-fifth the size of the monster, he told it to burn.
The cries of the VBS were loud, but satisfying, as he tunneled down into its chest. He burrowed in as far as he could so it couldn’t dig him out. Following the pull of Nova’s memories, he slowly made his way to the monster’s head, leaving a river of molten fire in his wake.
As he tunneled upward, he felt his power sputter and his fire began to dim, bit by bit. He wasn’t going to make it. Once his power died, it would be a toss-up between what would kill him first, the molten rock swirling around him or his body burning up as the last of his gift left him. That often happened with the older, more powerful dreamwalkers. So much of their power was invested in their bodies that one could no longer exist without the other. Contrary to his looks, Marshall hadn’t been young for a very long time.
He plowed through the stone as fast as he could, knowing he would never make it out before his fire died, but he kept going.
His limbs grew more leaden with each step, and his lungs burned from lack of air. Dimly, he registered a terrible, metallic screaming from the monster as it tried and failed to dig him out of its chest. He put it out of his mind; there was nothing it could do to him now. Instead, he concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and used his hands to claw the stone out of his way. When his vision went blurry and his limbs became unresponsive, he halted. The screaming had stopped, and the creature was still. He had done enough damage to kill the VBS. He could stop now. He could finally rest.
He was about to drop the tremulous hold he had on his flickering essence and embrace the sweet oblivion of unmaking that beckoned, when an image of Aeyli flashed through his head. She wasn’t the sweet young woman he’d grown to care for. Her eyes were blazing with magenta fury.
Marshall coaxed a few more seconds from his failing essence to consider. Could losing Marshall set her back? He wasn’t Fourteen, but he had done his best to support her during her transition to matriarch. Was he flattering himself to think the loss of him might affect her similarly?
It didn’t matter. If there was a chance that knocking out a member of her support team would send her spiraling, Marshall couldn’t take it.
Deep inside where his sputtering, faltering power resided, he felt something roar up and out. It blasted a large swath before him and revealed a cluster of multicolored crystals—the creature’s power center.
A tired smile emerged. This must be the place it kept its treasured memories to save for later. Jackpot.
Shaking from exhaustion, he crawled forward and reached out a trembling hand to touch one of the crystals. He was running on borrowed time, and he knew it. His edges were already growing hazy, and his thoughts had grown slow and sticky. It was sheer luck when a bit of rock broke under him and he rolled smack against the powerful cluster. Power he could use.
Only having a few seconds before his flaming shield dropped and with it several tons of mostly dead rock monster, he tapped into the first crystal that didn’t have Nova’s energy signature.
Smoke. Laughter of children.
He was sitting outside in his backyard throwing sticks on a fire. His wife’s voice calling out to their child.
“Use your gentle hands, dear! Allie is too small to play rough games.” It wasn’t the first time she’d had to say that.
“Okay, Mama.” Chase continued swinging his cousin around in a circle without interruption.
He laughed at his son’s antics but covered it with a cough, lest his wife hear. She hated when he encouraged rough play.
“How many hotdogs do you want, love?” She asked him as she started unloading the food basket she had placed on the table.
“Twice as many as last time.” He grinned and patted his growling stomach. “After casting that tracking spell, I need to refuel.”
“You work so hard to keep us safe . . .”
Marshall shook his head, trying to throw off the disorientation of someone else’s memory. The tone of the memory was so filled with love and satisfaction he understood why the VBS had squirreled it away. He recognized the memory’s owner, Abel Goodwright, because he had met his wife, Sarah, once before. As far as Marshall could tell, he was still alive, having spoken to him only a week ago about the Massachusetts case Fire was working on.
He felt bad about stealing this memory from Abel, but Marshall knew he would understand given the circumstances. All guardians understood that sometimes you had to improvise to survive.
Speaking of surviving, Marshall surveyed the bounty of power before him and got an idea. First, he carefully separated the meager handful of Nova’s memories from the rest and stowed them in his jacket pocket. Then he drove both hands inside the crystal formation and pulled.
Dozens of memories crashed over his mind, and he was lost. He swam in a sea of memories, some good, some bad, all foreign and confusing. He drew on his training in an attempt to gain control over his mind and was rewarded with a tiny space for his own thoughts. It was ridiculous that even now, with his life in the balance and only a small amount of mental space, he still found part of his mind wandering toward thoughts of Aeyli.
The moment he thought of her, his space expanded, leaving him with more room to concentrate on the task at hand and less likely to get lost in a sea of experiences. It was contrary to his training, but it was working, so he let his mind do what it wanted to do—think about Aeyli. As he pulled on the crystals around him, soaking up their essence, he focused on her, the way she smiled that Mona Lisa smile of hers when she found something amusing that no one else did. He thought about the way her hair fell in a shining wave down her shoulder in the dust-mote-flecked sunbeam she had fallen asleep in one day while studying.
His body was now glowing with borrowed power. Reverently, he tucked his thoughts of Aeyli aside. His essence had transmuted the energy from the crystals and left him bursting with power. He knew just what to do with it.
He set up a resonance inside himself and told it to grow. He let it build until the power was large enough to render the VBS into ash. Blue-white flames crackled around his body. The wings were gone. Now Marshall was a single point of blue-white brightness, growing with intensity until he began to lift into the air, rising slowly out of the remains of the monster.
Brighter and brighter he burned, destroying the darkness of the pocket realm. Whatever his light illuminated became his to control, and his only thought was escape. He would need to control the entire realm in order to leave, and he could now feel Noah desperately trying to keep him contained.
I thought that would get your attention.
The wind picked up around him and became icy talons trying to tear him apart. His fire beat it back, its roar echoing his defiance.
The talons faded away and reformed into a solid wall of wind that raced around him and closed in, trying to crush him. As the wall shrank in on him, the darkness closed in, turning everything it touched into nothingness. It seemed Noah was done playing games.
Marshall put everything he had into the flame—his life, his soul. He kept nothing back. Still, he needed more. His fire and Noah’s darkness were too evenly matched here. He reached out blindly for help, expecting nothing, but having nothing to lose. He found his link to Nova forgotten in the chaos.
Could the answer be so simple?
He opened himself up to the tug in his soul that pointed toward Nova—to the Real. A new influx of power flowed into him, and his fire became a supernova exploding outward, gutting the pocket realm. The world cracked open around him, and he shot through the fracture to freedom.




Chapter 22
Marshall
“No, no, no, no . . .” Jack’s welcome voice cracked with anguish. “What did you do?”
Marshall’s mouth tasted foul and metallic, and his body felt like he had left various important bits of it behind in the pocket realm. He cracked open a single eye.
Jack hovered over him, looking more upset than Marshall had ever seen him. “Gods, Mars. You’re a fucking mess, man.” Jack’s voice shook with emotion.
“Don’t . . . call me . . . that.”
“Right now I get to call you whatever the hell I want, and you’ll take it and like it, Princess Asshat.” Jack’s words were rough, but his hands were gentle as he rolled Marshall over onto his back. “You look like you exploded.”
“You . . . aren’t far off.” Marshall laughed and immediately regretted it. His throat felt like something had died in it, making it difficult to talk. “At the end there, I think I might have.” He tried to sit up, and the world faded away.
✽✽✽
 
“. . . and what part of ‘fucking mess’ did you not understand?!” Jack’s voice came to him from somewhere far away. “Because I can go into greater detail if you like.”
He coughed weakly and tasted blood. Lovely.
“What the hell happened to you, man? What did this, is it still around, and can you hold on for a bit longer while I go kill it?” Jack was muttering more to himself than to Marshall, trying to distract them both from the triage he was performing.
“Where . . . are we?” He managed. He couldn’t get his eyes to focus long enough to get his bearings.
“We’re in an abandoned lot outside of town.” Jack said as he bound off the bloodied stumps where Marshall’s left pinky and ring finger used to be. Apparently he had indeed left some of himself behind after all.
“Still . . . San Francisco?”
“Yesss . . .” Jack hissed angrily. “It bothers me that you need to ask. It also bothers me that I need to ask you where the hell you were. And it especially bothers me that your rib is sticking out . . .” Marshall shut his eyes as Jack rifled through his own go bag for more spell bandages, to patch him enough so he could be moved to a safer location. “Wherever you went, it clearly shouldn’t have been alone.”
“Sorry.” It was getting harder for him to hold onto consciousness, but he needed Jack to know . . . something. What was it? “Noah.”
“That’s who did this to you?” Jack jumped up, ready to fight.
“He’s probably a mess too . . . Find him.”
“And leave you here alone to bleed out? Yeah, no. That’s not happening. Did you know you’re still smoking?” Jack looked down and started swearing when he discovered even more injuries. “Let me get you to where you aren’t squirting precious fluids in various directions before we deal with the bigger picture.”
“. . . Important . . . Could stop him now.”
“I’m getting you out of here. I’ll send some guardians here to look for Noah.”
That was good enough for now. Noah had to be hurting after losing his pocket realm. Another team could take him in. Satisfied, he moved on to another important thing. “Nova?” The world was spinning off into swirls of gray and purple, but he needed to know.
“She’s safe. I locked her in her room and told Adelle to stay out unless there was an emergency. They can live without me for a few hours. You, on the other hand . . .” His voice broke.
“Trust you.” Marshall tried to put a hand to Jack’s arm, but he couldn’t manage to remember where his hands were located.
Jack lifted him up into his arms, and the world went away again.




Chapter 23
Nova
Knock, knock, knock. “Hello?” Knock, knock, knock.
Her current tactic wasn’t working, and her arm was getting tired. Apparently forty-five minutes of knocking on a wall was her limit. Nova was going to have to step things up a notch.
She looked around the room for a more appropriate method for attention-getting and spotted a lamp. Perfect. She threw it against a boarded-up window and got a satisfying crash for her efforts.
Footsteps stormed down the hall, and she wondered who they belonged to. Probably not Marshall—she hadn’t seen him since he’d snatched her from the alley. Probably not Aeyli either, because the girl looked like a small puppy could take her down in a fight.
She kind of hoped it wasn’t Jack, because being mean to him was not only unproductive—everything just slid off of him like he didn’t even notice—but it also wasn’t very fun. He was such a nice guy. For a kidnapper.
A few hours ago Nova and Jack had been playing Space Invaders on an ancient Atari in a lavish sitting room that put hers to shame when he dropped his joystick and jumped off the couch like someone had stabbed him in the leg.
“What . . .?” Nova began.
“I have to go. Now.” Jack’s large frame had vibrated with distress. He started for the door, stopped, and looked back at Nova.
“Don’t stay on my account.” She smiled, sensing a chance to escape might be approaching. She might have agreed to stay, but she wasn’t an idiot. If she had a chance to go, she was taking it. “I can entertain myself.” She waved her fingers at him to send him on his way.
His face had been a mask of indecision, then his features hardened, and he said, “I’m sorry about this.” He’d grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet.
“What are you doing?” Nova demanded, pulling against his hold.
“I’m going to need to put you in your room for a while. It’s safer this way for everyone involved.”
She hadn’t like the sound of that at all, so she doubled her efforts to pull away. When that hadn’t worked, she grabbed the closest thing she could reach and hit Jack over the head with it. Since it was only a small throw pillow, it did nothing.
He was a gentleman and chose not to retaliate. Instead he had continued to pull her out the door and down the hall. His grip on her arm never got tighter, but the two of them had continued to go where he willed.
At the moment she didn’t really care how nicely she was being treated, she was not getting locked in a room. She couldn’t remember a time in her life when she had been manhandled. She had always been pampered and protected. Even when working a job with Niko, she always felt safe and had never been forced to do something she didn’t want to do. Unless she counted being around Noah, but she tried not to think about him.
Well, she was no weakling and wouldn’t allow herself to be treated as such. So, regardless of how sweet Jack was, she wasn’t going to make this easy for him.
She took a moment to think about the best way to incapacitate him. He was taller than Niko, so she decided to alter the technique that worked best when they sparred together. Noah had made sure his children had the premier martial arts teachers in the state, so she wasn’t helpless by any means.
However, when she threw an elbow into his chest, it bounced off him like he was made of rock, thus rendering her follow-up leg sweep completely ineffective.
Jack allowed her to rub her elbow, but he continued pulling her down the hall.
She went completely limp to try to startle him, but he just swept her up in his arms, pushed open a door, and gently dropped her on the bed. She felt exactly like a small animal that had been kindly, but firmly, stuffed into its carrier.
“Is there anything you need, sweetheart?” he asked, his eyes looking down the hall, clearly wanting to be gone already. “You’re going to be in here for a few hours.”
She glared at him in response.
He didn’t waste time trying to sweet talk her into a better mood. Instead, he nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him. She heard a click from the lock and footsteps heading briskly down the hallway.
In hindsight, Jack had been far more gentle with her than Niko had ever been during their sparring sessions, and she had really been trying to hurt Jack. She tried not be glad she hadn’t succeeded.
Now she was stuck in her room—well, the room they had given her until she could escape—wondering why she had been in here alone for what felt like hours. She’d had enough. She was no longer content to wait and let them convince her of their good intentions. Nova wanted answers, a bathroom, and maybe some sushi.
The lock on the door clicked, and the door burst open, slamming against the wall.
“What are you doing in here?” Adelle stormed into the room and looked at the mess by the window.
“Redecorating, your taste is terrible.” Nova leaned against the bedpost and crossed her arms over her chest. She was very happy to see Adelle instead of Jack or Aeyli. She had no qualms about treating her like crap. Her memories from that stupid dream had her brimming with vitriol every time she came into contact with the woman. She felt completely justified in what she was about to do.
“Well, if that’s all, I’ll leave you to it.” Adelle made to leave the room.
“You could do that, if you like, and I suppose I could just pee in the corner like an animal . . .” She trailed off.
“Crap.” Adelle frowned and some of the aggression she carried like a cloak of armor fell away, allowing her beauty to shine. “I’m sorry, I should have realized you’d need a bathroom. Come with me.” She motioned Nova to precede her through the door.
So far so good, Nova thought. “Can you cook?”
Adelle blinked in confusion at the seemingly random change of topic. “Um, sure. I can cook well enough to get by, why?
“I haven’t eaten since this morning, and since your fellow henchman locked me up, I’ve had nothing to do with my time but think about . . . sushi.” She finished with a sigh, lingering lovingly on the word.
“I think I could find you a bag of chips somewhere,” Adelle said doubtfully. “But no one has had a chance to go shopping today, and now that Jack’s gone . . .” She broke off, probably realizing she didn’t want Nova to know about whatever had happened.
Not wanting to overplay her hand, Nova backed down. “I’m sure chips will tide me over until you can go get something. Or maybe you could order delivery, if you don’t want to leave?” If Jack was gone, she didn’t need to convince Adelle to leave. Surely, she thought to herself, she could outwit one guard. Better yet, if she could get a delivery guy here, she knew she could find a way to let them know she was there. That would get the cops here in no time. “Is there an Asian restaurant that delivers around here? Because, seriously, sushi.”
The blonde’s face looked doubtful for a moment, then cleared up, and became almost sunny as something occurred to her. “There might be, just let me know what you want. I’ll make it happen.”
“Like I said, sushi. All the sushi. Think of a whole freaking butt-load of sushi and then double it. Triple it, actually. Make sure to get every kind they have. And I want low-sodium soy sauce too. Make sure they send enough. I hate running out early.” If this escape plan didn’t work, she was still hungry, so at least she’d get fed.
She didn’t worry that they would actually hurt her or starve her because, as delusional as her captors seemed, they had all been respectful and courteous to the point of ridiculousness. With the occasional exception of Adelle. The girl had suspicious and random mood swings at times. Like right now. One minute she was as bitchy as the girl in her dream and the next, she’d let herself get bullied into buying Nova some sushi.
“I think I can manage something like that. I’ll have Clayton fetch enough for everyone.”
Clayton? How many people were in this nuthouse? Nova abandoned her plan for getting a delivery boy on her side.
Spontaneity had always been her friend anyway.
“Shit!” Nova jumped back toward the bed and looked above Adelle’s head. When Adelle looked up, Nova clocked her with a book she’d grabbed from the nightstand. When Adelle’s head snapped back, Nova danced around her toward the door and ran down the hallway. On her way to her room, she’d seen an unbarred window overlooking a balcony. All she had to do was to get to it and make enough noise for someone to notice her. The neighborhood she’d seen from the window was far too nice for a young woman screaming bloody murder to be ignored.
She got the window open and had a leg over the windowsill before Adelle caught up to her. She struggled against Adelle’s grasp, but she was screwed when she saw a tall redheaded man pelting down the hallway toward them.
She took a deep breath and gave her best Hollywood scream. “Help! I’m being kidnapped!”
Rough hands pulled her back through the window, and she saw over Adelle’s shoulder that even Aeyli had come to pitch in. Well, she wasn’t going to make it easy on them. She began to lash out in every direction she could, knowing that as soon as the police came calling, the best thing she could do was make as much of a fuss as possible to make sure they could find her.
“Ow, Adelle, you scratched me!”
“Sorry, she keeps getting loose.
Hold her arms!”
“I got her arms. Clayton, watch out for her feet.”
“Ah! She’s a biter! Did you know she’s a biter?”
“Sorry, Clayton, I thought you were Nova . . .”
“For Vis’ sake, Adelle, we’re supposed to be keeping her safe, not hurting her.”
“Dammit, you’re right.”
She’d almost weaseled her way free when something that felt distinctly orange wrapped around Nova’s body. Suddenly, everything seemed to take twice as much effort and her movements became sluggish. Before long, she was hoisted up and getting dragged back to her room.
“Thanks, Adelle, this is much better.” Aeyli sounded out of breath, but triumphant. “Now that she’s slowed, I can keep up with her hands.”
“I didn’t slow her. She shouldn’t be able to move at all.”
“What do you mean?”
“What I did should have put her to sleep completely.” Adelle glared down at Nova, like it was her fault. Nova glared back.
“Am I thupposed to apologithe for your inability to perform?” She managed to slurr around a tongue that had grown limp and useless.
“You were able to hear us in the ’Scape too,” Adelle said accusingly. “What are you hiding?”
Nova didn’t feel she needed to dignify that with a response and instead stared pointedly over Adelle’s shoulder.
“What are you saying?” Clayton asked.
“That she’s not a norm.”
Aeyli made a choking sound. “That’s not possible . . . I mean, just look at her, her essence is—” She broke off and drew close to Nova.
“Hey, perthonal thpace, lady.” Nova mumbled and attempted to hold up a hand to encourage Aeyli to back up.
“Adelle, do you see?”
“Yeah, I see it.”
“Oh no . . .”
“It’s not ideal, but I can still take her, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
Aeyli was telegraphing pure distress at this point. “You don’t understand. Marshall . . . he did something. He didn’t want me to tell anyone, but—”
Adelle dropped Nova to the floor like a sack of garbage, grabbed Aeyli by the shoulders, and ground out her next words like they were glass. “Aeyli. What. Did. He. Do?”




Chapter 24
Marshall
All and all, it had been a productive trip from Marshall’s point of view. He’d gotten back some of Nova’s memories, forced Noah to the defensive, and confirmed the existence of Nova’s brother (probably). He had a sneaking suspicion Jack had a different opinion though.
“And another thing,” Jack spat as he focused on closing up yet another hole in Marshall’s torso. “You didn’t even tell us it was a possibility you’d run into Noah. You just dropped off Nova—leaving us to deal with the big reveal, might I add—told us she’d been gutted mentally, said you were going after a baby dreamwalker, and that you’d see us in a few hours.”
“That’s what I was going to do!” Marshall gasped as Jack poked him unnecessarily. They were in the ’Scape now. Any Crafting Jack was doing could have been done completely hands free if he’d wanted to. But apparently he felt a bit of torture was owed Marshall for the worry he’d caused.
“And how’d that work out for you?” Jack poked him again, harder.
“Ow, cut it out.” Marshall swatted at the offending digit, but he was still too weak to push it away. “I got some of Nova’s memories back. That has to count for something, right?”
“And if you’d brought me with you, all of you would have come back as well.”
“Oh, don’t be hyperbolic.”
“You were missing a foot! And half your hair was burned off.”
Marshall blanched. He’d been out of it and hadn’t noticed the extent of the damage he’d suffered on his way out of the pocket dimension. He prayed Jack hadn’t Crafted him ridiculous hair out of spite and fought not to check. If he did and his hair was fine, Jack would probably notice and fuck up his hair just for fun.
“And don’t even get me started on you vanishing on me like that. Do you know how worried I was when I couldn’t sense you anymore? I thought you’d died!”
“You knew I hadn’t died. Don’t be so dramatic. I have that spell set up for all of us for a reason.”
“Well, it’s never been tested. And you’ve never vanished on me before. So excuse me if I thought it might be possible that a spell we created a dozen years ago that would let us know our leader had died and to call in reinforcements didn’t work as planned.”
“How did you get to me so quickly, anyway?” Marshall looked around at the ’Scape. He couldn’t see the burned out husk of the LA gate room. Instead, they were in Jack’s personal ’Scape overlooking breathtaking sand dune formations with an improbable aurora borealis painting the sky overhead. He wondered why Jack had taken the time to bring him here if Marshall was as bad off as he’d made it sound.
“Stop trying to deflect. I’m still incredibly vexed with you.”
“I’m sorry, Jack. I’m sorry I didn’t have you come with me. It’s just . . . I was fixated on what had been done to Nova. I wanted her safe while I tried to fix it. And nowhere is safer than being with you and Adelle.
Jacks brows softened at the apology. “Good. That’s a start. Now you can explain what the fuck you were thinking when you did this.” Jack jabbed a finger at Marshall’s sternum. Right where he’d torn out a chunk of his essence.
Marshall sighed, relieved it didn’t send horrible pain through his body. What Jack lacked in finesse, he made up for in efficiency. If Marshall hadn’t been so drained and frazzled, he could have Crafted all of the various bells and whistles into his body that he’d had before he’d gotten blown all to hell, but in his current state it would have taken him ages. With Jack at the wheel, Marshall would be able to take a basic version of his body out of the ’Scape in a matter of hours.
“You know I didn’t have a choice. There was no other way to find her.”
Jack glared at him. Marshall could almost hear what he was thinking, probably something along the lines of, You didn’t even talk to us before you did it! Or, There’s always another way, dumbass. Instead of voicing them, he continued reshaping Marshall’s skin to cover the ribs he’d just repaired.
They sat in silence while Jack worked until Marshall broke and admitted quietly, “I tried to fix it when I got her into the ’Scape, but there was another magic inside her blocking me. When I attempted to get my soul free, I realized the foreign magic was binding my soul to hers.” He dropped to a whisper. “I tried, Jack. I swear.”
Jack stopped his ministrations and ran a hand over his face. At first Marshall thought he was going to start yelling, then Jack’s shoulders began to shake with quiet laughter. “Only you, man. Only you.” He turned his focus back to patching up Marshall’s hide. Marshall could track his progress as the pain fell away in his wake.
“I could use your help with this. And Adelle’s too.”
Jack gave a short snort. “Adelle’s going to slap you stupid when she finds out. Well, stupider.”
“I deserved that.”
“Yes, you did. We’re your team, Mars. You have to rely on us as much as we rely on you, or this doesn’t work.”
“I know, I’m sorry.”
Jacks hand ruffled his newly-grown hair. “Okay, now that we’ve done the feels portion of this event, how about I grow you back your eyebrows?”
Marshall couldn’t stop himself from reaching up to check his hair. After a few passes, he was satisfied Jack had put it back the way Marshall like it. Jack’s rainbow eyes sparkled with laughter as he watched.
Marshall loved that about Jack. He didn’t hold onto things. He was a very in the moment person, which was one of the reasons he made such an excellent dreamwalker. As far as Marshall could tell, Jack said exactly what he was thinking when he was thinking it. Once he considered a problem resolved, he didn’t feel the need to bring it up again. More people should be like Jack.
“Sounds like a plan.”
Marshall let his mind drift while Jack continued putting him back together. Usually he was the one Crafting bodies and objects in the ’Scape to be taken out into the Real. He was the Guard’s go-to person when it came to Crafting. At this point, half the people in the Guard had asked him to make a personal modification to their bodies or their gear.
All dreamwalkers could Craft to a certain degree, but Marshall alone had the power, creativity, and focus necessary to create truly complicated things in the Dreamscape and bring them to life in the Real.
Marshall sometimes wondered why Jack wasn’t the same. He had the power and the focus, and Marshall had certainly seen the man come up with some incredibly creative solutions to problems both in and out of the ’Scape. But when it came to Crafting, his objects were always lacking the spark necessary for them to survive in the Real permanently.
Until Marshall came along, dreamwalkers had been completely dependent on physical access to the ’Scape to keep their bodies alive. Because they could literally tell their bodies to be younger in the ’Scape, dreamwalkers were essentially immortal as long as they could bring their Crafted bodies back into the Real with them. Each dreamwalker was limited in how long they could stay away before their bodies began to fade. The stronger the dreamwalker, the longer they could stay out of the ’Scape.
When Marshall brought his first Crafting into the Real—a teddy bear that would hug him while he slept—he’d waited for the tale-tell signs of fading he’d been taught would occur. But they never had. His bear had never faded, never stopped performing the function he’d imagined into it when he was six. After 136 years, Marshall’s first Crafting still existed, still held its shape. It even looked the same as it did the day he’d brought it out of the ’Scape. Marshall usually kept it tucked into his go bag between gigs. Right now it was sitting on his dresser in the Boston Chapter House.
After hours of peaceful drifting, Jack’s voice brought Marshall out of his reverie. “This should hold you until you can come back and put on the finishing touches for yourself. By the way, you are not allowed to go into battle until you do. None of your modifications are there, especially your shield.”
Marshall groaned. It could be up to a day before he’d be able patch together enough mental energy to put his body back the way he wanted. The fight with the VBS had frazzled him to his core, making him feel like a hollowed-out shell. He’d need to build up his emotional and mental resources before he could safely do any Crafting in the ’Scape. Marshall didn’t want to waste the time it would take for him to tank up and find enough Zen to fix himself before he left.
“Don’t give me that. You’d say the same if it was either me or Adelle in this position.” Jack motioned, and the sand dune Marshall had been reclining on rose and reshaped itself, lifting Marshall into a standing position. “This wouldn’t even be a problem if you’d be willing to stay here until you could do it yourself.”
“I need to get these memories back to Nova. I need to fix her.”
“I can give them to her.”
“I need to be there.” She’d been his responsibility, and he’d let her get taken and violated. Marshall had to be there to see for himself that at least some of the damage done to her could be fixed.
Jack shoulders sagged. “Just make sure and come back tonight to finish the job. I have a feeling we’re going to need all hands on deck soon.” He put a soothing hand on the back of Marshall’s neck, and Marshall leaned into it, enjoying the sensation of Jack’s power buzzing against his skin. It called to the energy he’d put inside him. Until Jack took him through the gate and sealed his work, they’d be connected much deeper than normal.
“Are you ready to take us back, or do you need to gather more power?”
Jack laughed. “I think I can manage to bring your punk ass into the Real without needing to tank up. You’re not that big, shrimp.”
Marshall looked down at his not inconsiderable frame and snorted. Neither of them could be considered small, but Jack managed to make even Marshall feel short by comparison.
“Just so I can prepare myself, what did you tell Adelle when you found me.”
Jack froze and went pale.
Marshall grabbed his arm. “You did tell her what was going on, didn’t you?”
“I was distracted! There was a lot going on at the time.”
“Jack, we’ve been here for at least a day.”
“Oh gods, she’s going to kill both of us.”




Chapter 25
Nova
“So you’re saying you have no idea where to even begin to look for him?” Nova eyeballed the nail polish Aeyli had just applied to her toes. Pink wasn’t a color she’d normally go for, but today wasn’t a normal day for her, so she’d decided to allow it.
Nova had given up on hating Aeyli about five minutes after she’d come into Nova’s room with a basket of girly toiletries. Being mean to her felt too much like kicking a kitten. And after hearing her sad-sack story, Nova had been sunk.
Aeyli shook her head sadly. “I’ve tried everything I can think of. I’ve gone through every contact my family has, plus the dreamwalkers I know have been looking for Fourteen in the ’Scape, but they can’t see him there. They think the armor I told you about keeps him from showing up there.”
“Wait, what’s the ’Scape?” Nova accidentally asked. She hated that she was beginning to buy into the crazysauce world she’d been dropped into, and asking questions about it was only going to make it worse.
“From what I’ve gathered, it’s where all the creative energy of the universe hangs out. It’s also where our minds go when we dream. We can’t control much there, but dreamwalkers can. They’re like the police of the magical realm.”
“And they can’t find your guy?”
“So far no one can.” Aeyli wrapped her arms around her slim frame, making herself look small and fragile. It was all Nova could do to stop herself from hugging the girl.
“And you don’t even have anything of him to remember him by?”
Aeyli furrowed her brow. “Just some weird norm thing he gave me. I showed it to a few people, but they don’t know what it is.”
“Norm? You mean normal people? Too bad you don’t have one of those sitting captive in your lair right now you could show it to.” Just because Nova couldn’t find it in herself to be mean to Aeyli didn’t mean she couldn’t troll her a bit.
Understanding bloomed across Aeyli’s face, and she made a face. “I’m so stupid. I thought it wasn’t important because no one else did, and then I forgot about it.” She jumped up and ran out of the room, and was back in under a minute, panting, but looking victorious and waving a small USB drive in one hand.
Nova laughed. “Yes, it’s very weird and archaic. I’ll need access to the internet to figure this one out.”
“I don’t think they even know what the internet is here. And I doubt they’ll let me take you to the library right now.” Aeyli smiled apologetically as though she’d completely forgotten Nova had done her level best to kick her in the face earlier.
Nova could have dragged it out, maybe used her knowledge as leverage to try to escape, but oddly enough, her last escape attempt had left her more intrigued than angry. She wasn’t sure she would leave now if she had the chance. Adelle had accused her of having magic, and Nova wasn’t entirely certain she was wrong. She’d been getting incredibly strange sensations from touching random things in her prison. The walls, the floor, even Aeyli as she worked on Nova’s nails. It was odd, but touching Aeyli felt like touching a security blanket.
So rather than making another bid for freedom, Nova said, “I’m messing with you. It’s a USB drive. If you plug it into a computer, you might find a clue that will lead you to your soldier. Or maybe not. He sounds very black ops. I wouldn’t be surprised if that thing melted your hard drive into slag the second you plug it in.”
“A USB, those computer things in spy novels?” A note of hope entered Aeyli’s voice, and Nova couldn’t help but be happy she’d put it there.
Stockholm Syndrome. It was apparently really a thing.
Aeyli shot to her feet. “Let’s go find a computer.” She was out the door and down the hall before Nova could blink.
She looked cautiously around the doorframe, expecting Adelle to be standing there like a watchdog, but saw nothing except for Aeyli disappearing around a corner. Unable to help herself, she strode over to the window she’d nearly escaped from and tried to open it. Not only did it not budge, but it also gave off a very strong No Touching vibe that made her snatch her hand back.
She shrugged and went down the hall she’d seen Aeyli enter.
It took some doing, but she eventually found Aeyli after getting lost down three separate, but identical, oak paneled hallways. When she caught up to her, she was talking animatedly with a tall woman with dark, wavy hair. When she drew closer, Nova realized the woman only looked tall compared to Aeyli. She was roughly the same height as Nova herself.
“Do you think he’ll look at it if I take it down to him?” Aeyli asked, looking like she might actually wet herself from excitement.
“He’s a little busy at the moment, but I think if you explain the situation to him, Mikhail would be willing to find some time. Don’t let his demeanor fool you, he may come off grouchy, but he’s a softy deep down inside.” The dark-haired woman smiled a secret smile.
Aeyli noticed Nova lurking over her shoulder. “Let’s go to the basement!” She reached for Nova’s arm to pull her along, and Nova felt warmth rush up her arm.
The woman stopped them. “Actually, Aeyli, it would be better if you went alone. He’s pretty skittish about new people or, well, people in general. You’ll have more success if you go down there alone. And bring a snack. He likes ham sandwiches, but he never has the patience to make them for himself. If you bring him one, you’ll have him in the palm of your hand.”
“Roger that.” Aeyli gave Nova an apologetic smile.
Nova waved her off. “Don’t worry about me, I’m sure I’ll be fine without you.”
Once Aeyli had scampered off to the kitchen, Nova turned to face the woman and held out a hand. “Hi, I’m Nova, your resident hostage. Nice to meet you.”
The woman placed her hand in Nova’s, and Nova’s world wobbled. For a moment, she had the sensation she was holding something very large by the tail, like a snake, or possibly a dragon.
“I’m Samantha. I’m the resident cat herder. I think I can see why you’ve got everyone stirred up around here.”
The second Nova could drop her hand without coming off as rude, she did so and had to fight the urge to shake it out. It felt like her hand had gone to sleep and was considering waking up again. She wondered if it was polite for her to ask what Samantha was, then remembered that she was a prisoner and didn’t give a shit what her captors thought.
“What are you?”
Samantha laughed, a merry, husky sound. “I can’t wait to see what you do around here.” Suddenly, she jerked to attention and whipped her head around to look down an empty hallway. “The nickel version is that I bonded to the spirit of Boston. The dollar version will have to wait because my missing guardians just came back. Please excuse me.”
Instead of excusing her, Nova followed close on Samantha’s heels. She was completely lost now and would never find her way out of the maze of hallways she found herself in if she allowed herself to be left behind. Nova was good at a lot of things, but her sense of direction was complete garbage.
Besides, she wanted to see who these missing guardians were. If she couldn’t leave, at least she could be entertained. Since Samantha didn’t try to stop her, Nova took it as permission to tag along.
When Samantha stopped at a set of massive oak double doors, she looked back at Nova, gave her a considering look, then shrugged. “It’s probably okay for you to be here, but why don’t you hang back for a minute. They don’t usually bring back anything dangerous, but you never know with guardians.”
While Nova debated over whether or not to follow her advice, Samantha stroked a hand down the door, and the whole thing shimmered and faded away.
Through the empty doorway she heard a resounding smack.
“You couldn’t have spared five seconds to tell me you two were still alive?”
Taking in the amused expression on Samantha’s face, Nova could tell she was safe to indulge in her love of secondhand drama and darted through the doorway.
Inside she saw Jack holding a hand to a reddened cheek.
“I’m sorry, Addy, I was busy keeping his dumb ass alive and forgot. Besides, you knew we weren’t dead.”
“That’s all I knew, ass!” Adelle stood in all her Amazonian glory, hands on hips and visibly seething with anger. “And you! You tore out a chunk of your soul and slapped it onto Nova’s just to find her? Do you know how dangerous that was?” She stalked forward and punched Marshall on the arm.
“Hey, I just put him back together again,” Jack muttered, looking offended, but also afraid to protest further.
“Obviously,” Adelle snorted. “I assumed as much when I saw he was missing the usual upgrades, which is the only reason I didn’t knock him through the wall.”
Jack looked mollified. “Well, if you’re done slapping us around, I’d like to get some food. Bringing my Crafting through has me freaking starving.”
Adelle gestured to the doorway, drawing everyone’s attention to Nova who was standing between them and the hall.
“Nova,” Marshall breathed her name like it was clean mountain air and he hadn’t had a fresh breath in days.
She studied him, and he stood staring. He looked exactly like she remembered him from her dream. Tall, dashing, and built like a lumberjack. His air of boyish charm was missing though, and in its place was something older with a touch of exhaustion. Nova found it suited him better, as if the boyishness was a mask he’d donned and now she was looking at the real him.
“I thought you’d be taller,” she lied, trying to put him on the defensive to see what would happen.
Instead of getting mad, Marshall laughed and some of the epic weariness faded from his face. He took a step forward, and for a second, Nova thought he was going to hug her. He stopped just short of touching her and gazed down at her with a smile. “I thought you’d be angrier.”
“She was, buddy, believe me.” Jack inserted.
“I was, still am, but . . . I don’t know. Between Princess Grumpypants over there”—Nova pointed a careless a hand in Adelle’s direction—“and Aeyli, possibly the nicest person in the world ever, your motley crew has me curious. You get to be the tie-breaker. So go ahead, impress me.” She crossed her arms over her chest and waited to see what he would do.
A multitude of emotions came over his face, amusement, wonder, and what she thought might be a hint of grief, before finally settling on determination. “You might come to wish you hadn’t said that.”
Nova lifted an eyebrow. “Show me what you got.”
Marshall frowned and said, “Not here.” He looked at Samantha, who Nova had forgotten during the drama. “Is the dreaming room ready?”
“Well, it will be if Jack will release the couch from the wards on the ceiling.”
At Marshall’s enquiring look, Jack said, “Hey, the girl needed convincing.”
“And I need somewhere comfy to do magic.”
“I guess you don’t need convincing anymore, huh?”
Nova cast a narrowed eye at the glowing portal behind him. “Not so much, no.”
Smirking, Jack pushed past her. “I guess I can put the couch back, then.” As he sauntered down the hallway, he called over his shoulder, “Samantha, can you ask Clayton to bring some of those phyllo cheese things from the other day. I’m going to need about fifty of them.”
“You got it.”
“Any other requests?”
“Sushi.” Nova hadn’t been fed since her escape attempt, and she was officially starving.
“Pringles.” Adelle glared at Nova as if daring her to comment on her food choices.
“Roast beef sandwiches. At least ten.”
The last was Marshall. Nova looked at him in bemusement. Either he and Jack really liked to eat, or they really liked to share.
By the time Nova, Marshall, and Adelle made it to the dreaming room, Jack had put it back to rights. There was now only one sofa, and it was properly positioned on the floor like the rest of the furnishings. She looked around and took in the posh digs for the first time. If possible, it was even more richly decorated than her own house, so clearly these people had money. At least she wasn’t slumming it while she waited for the insanity around her to unfold.
Nova purposely chose to sit in the armchair next to the couch. While she was certain Jack could put her on the ceiling no matter where she chose to sit, the idea of sitting on the couch again made her feel sick to her stomach, so it was best to avoid it. Marshall planted himself on the floor in front of her and began to pull ice-blue crystals from his pockets. Once he had accumulated a small pile of them, he humphed in satisfaction.
“That’s all of them. It’s less than you deserve to have, but better than nothing, I suppose.”
She wrinkled her forehead in confusion. “Thanks?”
“Sorry, I’m starting at the end of the story.” Marshall ran a hand through his hair in a gesture that seemed familiar to Nova.
In fact, everything he did seemed familiar to her, now that she thought of it. She turned her attention to Jack where he hovered behind Marshall, looking serious in a way that seemed totally opposite to what she felt he should be. Then she saw Adelle sitting perched on the arm of the couch, seemingly uninterested in what was happening in the room, but something about the bored, angry expression on her face made Nova think, This isn’t Adelle. She’s not always so angry.
“Do I . . . Do I know you guys from somewhere?” She waved a hand in the air trying to erase the words. “I mean, from more than the dream we shared. Do I actually know you in real life, or was that just something you told me to trick me into staying?”
The tension in the room became tangible as Adelle gave up all pretense of ignoring her. Jack’s frown deepened, and Marshall’s face became so inscrutable he seemed carved from stone.
When Marshall finally spoke, it was without inflection. “We’ve known you since you were a child, Nova.”
“Then why don’t I remember you?”
“Because your father had a monster eat your memories.”
Adelle gave a choked gasp, and Jack left Marshall’s back to wrap an arm around her, whispering something into her ear Nova couldn’t hear.
“These are all the memories I was able to salvage after I killed it.” Marshall held the pile of crystals up to her as if in supplication.
“My father did . . . why would he do that?”
“I don’t know for certain, but I think it was so he could control you more easily. If you couldn’t remember your old life, you’d be more tractable for his purposes.”
“And what are those?”
Marshall shook his head. “I’ve never known why he took you. Your mother would never say.”
“My mother? You knew my mother?”
A wry smile. “I know her very well.”
“Wait. She’s still alive?”
“Alive and still incredibly angry at us for losing her only daughter.”
Nova’s mind was reeling. Her mother was still alive? Any lingering belief she’d had that she was being held hostage by rivals of her father had shattered. If they could produce her mother for her, this was beyond anything she could imagine.
“I want to see her.”
“Trust me, you will. I contacted her right after Marshall brought you here. If I know her, she’ll be here by tonight. Tomorrow at the latest,” Jack said.
Nova brought a trembling hand to the crystals being offered her and touched one. “What do I do?”
Marshall grinned in a self-deprecating fashion. “I’m not exactly sure. I mean, they are a part of you, so they should want to be, um, in you again. If you were like us, you could just imagine them back into you. But since you’re not, maybe one of us can do it for you.”
“Actually, she is one of us.”
Marshall whipped his head to look at Adelle. “What?”
Jack’s face drained of all color, and he hissed. “No . . .”
“Why do you think I hit you when I saw you? Aeyli spilled the beans on you, I know what you did, Marshall. Tell me you were able to fix it. Tell me it wasn’t too late.”
Instead of answering, Marshall stared at the crystals in his hands.
“Jack?” Adelle’s voice had taken on a note of hysteria.
“He couldn’t get it free again. And neither could I. Maybe the two of us—”
“This isn’t important right now, you two.”
“Not important? How can you say that?”
“Because it’s already done. I can’t go back and undo it, but I can do this. Just let me have this, okay?”
Nova looked between the three and felt a wave of familiarity flow over her when she realized she had no idea what they were talking about. Something about being left in the dark made her feel . . . nostalgic? She shook her head.
“I don’t know what drama is causing this fight, but since none of you seem to want to clue me in, maybe we could steer the subject back to the topic at hand? Adelle, this is the second time you’ve claimed I have magic. What did you mean by that?”
“I can see it in you. And if these two knuckleheads looked closely, they could see it in you too, instead of seeing what they expect to see. Honestly, you’d think two seasoned guardians would know better—”
“Addy,” Marshall said in warning, then turned to focus on Nova.
At first Nova thought he was staring at her chest, and she flushed, but realized he was looking a little bit lower. It didn’t take long before the confusion on his face turned to surprise and worry.
“The magic was yours.” Marshall bit his lip in consternation. “When I was in the ’Scape, I checked you over to make sure you were okay. Once I cleared the dissonance blocking your memories of the dream, I went to retrieve the chunk of my soul I stuck onto yours so I could find you—”
“You actually did that?”
Marshall waved her words away impatiently. “It was the only way to find you. Anyway, when I went to retrieve it, I saw a foreign magic attached to it, binding it tightly to your essence. In my arrogance, I never considered the magic could actually be yours.” Marshall fell back on his heels.
“What does that mean.”
“It means my brother is fucked.” Adelle snapped. “You soul is going to eat his unless we can find a way to get his free from you.”
Nova was speechless. She had no point of reference in her life to even begin to comprehend what was happening. She was eating some random guy’s soul? Or not so random, if she believed what they were telling her. And he’d done it so he could find her and rescue her from her father?
What if they were telling her the truth? What if her father had kidnapped her and stolen her memories? What if these people were actually her friends? The only way she was going to know what was going on was if she could remember what they were talking about.
“I want them.” She blurted out. “My memories, I want them back. Right now. How do I do this?”
Marshall sat back up, looking happy to have the topic shift from him and his impending doom. “Well, like I said before, if you were a dreamwalker—and you might well be—all you need to do is hold them in your hand and imagine them being a part of yourself.”
Nova reached out and took a small one, marveling at how right it felt against her skin. She enjoyed the hum of it and imagined it sinking into her, becoming one with her and—
Her mother smiled down at her with her secret smile as they sat outside the bank.
“Don’t worry, Nova-chan, this is a big bank, they’ll never miss it.”
Nova nodded, trusting her Okaa-san implicitly. She would never steal if it wasn’t okay.
Her mother closed her fingers around a handful of dried leaves, and when she opened them, they were replaced with a wad of hundred dollar bills.
Nova smiled. “Does this mean we get to eat today?”
Her mother smiled back and nodded, and Nova noticed a sheen in her eyes.
Nova opened her eyes to see three other pairs staring at her expectantly. “Another.”
This time, Nova went for a bigger one.
“Look at me! Look at me!” One of the new boys was currently hanging upside down and backward from the stairs at the top of the slide.
Adelle, Nova’s new best friend, stood at the bottom of the stairs with her arms up ready to try and catch him if he fell. “Your mom is going to kill you if she catches you, Jack,” she called up to him.
Jack just laughed and pretended like he was about to slip.
“Oh for . . . Marshall, make him stop!” Adelle yelled to her brother
Marshall climbed up the stairs, but instead of making Jack come down, he climbed up and over him. Once he reached the top he shouted, “That’s nothing, wanna see me go down on my head?”
Adelle threw him an acid look, and Nova covered her eyes but left enough space to peek between her fingers
Jack scrambled around until he was right side up. “Do it! I dare you!”
“Well, if you dare me . . .” Marshall laughed and slid down on his back with his head pointing down. He shot off the end of the slide faster than he had anticipated and flew through the air for a couple of feet before slamming back down to the earth, knocking the wind out of him.
“My turn!” Jack followed suit and would have landed on top of him if Marshall hadn’t rolled out of the way at the last moment. They lay side by side, choking, wheezing, and laughing like maniacs.
“Look at that, we didn’t die.”
“That was stupid.” Adelle said, sounding so grown up, Nova did a double take.
“But it looked like fun.” Nova said quickly so the boy wouldn’t get his feelings hurt.
He sat up and looked up with sparkling and mischievous eyes. “It was totally both. Hi, I’m Marshall.” He reached out his hand.
She took his hand and shook it. “I’m Nova. Will you show me how to do that?”
“I don’t know, won’t your mom get mad?”
“She’s already left for the day, and the teachers aren’t watching. See? Tommy got his toe stuck in the drinking fountain again.” She pointed at several adults huddled around a small dark-haired boy standing on one leg and looking perplexed. “If we’re quick, they won’t notice.”
He looked at Adelle, who shook her head, then he looked at Jack, who nodded emphatically. “Sure, why not?”
This time it took longer for her head to clear. “You were kids. I knew you when we were kids?”
“Well, we knew you when you were a kid. We’re a bit older than you. Marshall here is a hundred and forty-two.”
“What? But you looked like kids!”
“Dreamwalkers can Craft their bodies to look however they want. Our job was to protect you, and the best way to do it was to be around you all the time. You mother wanted you to have a normal childhood, so we became kids.”
“That makes sense.”
“Really?”
Nova realized all three of them were looking at her warily.
“Why wouldn’t it?”
“It’s just,” Marshall said, “you didn’t take it as well last time we told you.”
“Oh.” Nova bit her lip. “I’m sorry?”
Jack laughed, and Adelle cracked the ghost of a smile.
Marshall looked confounded.
There was so much she didn’t know, and she hated the way it made her feel. “I want another one.” Nova snatched up the biggest one she could find and absorbed it.
He was lost. Nova could tell just by looking at the stranger sitting in the garden. His face looked like Okaa-san’s when she was trying to remember where she had parked the car, or when she was trying to find their newest ‘home.’
The stranger wasn’t wandering around though, or asking anyone for directions. No, he was only staring blankly at the frogs in the pond, but she could tell he was definitely lost. He looked so confused, and no one was stopping to help.
Why weren’t the grown-ups doing anything?
The garden was quiet, but hardly deserted. Most people seemed to use it as a path to get from one part of the complex to another, so a fair number of people had passed by the lost stranger. Oddly enough, everyone fell silent when they came near him but started whispering furiously to one another once they had walked by.
Was it a game? No, grown-ups didn’t play games as far as she could tell. Maybe it was a test and he was supposed to figure something out all alone and no one was allowed to help.
Well. No one had told her she wasn’t allowed to help. Okaa-san told her to stay in the garden during her meeting with the fancy man with the shiny buttons, but she hadn’t told her not to help anyone. With that decided, she marched forward and presented herself.
“Do you at least have a map?” Nova knew the best place to start would be from the beginning. And you couldn’t find the beginning without a map.
“A . . . what?” The stranger’s voice was soft like the velvet pillow her mother had made for her when the nightmares began. It made her instantly like him.
“I can’t help you find where you are going without a map, silly.” She nudged him over and plopped down beside him, paying no mind to the stares from other people.
His generous mouth twitched at one corner. It was obviously a mouth made for smiling. She decided she would help him get unlost so he could get back to smiling again. Then told him as much.
The storm clouds resting on his brow lifted a little. “What is your name, Galaxy Girl?” He tapped the nebula she had painstakingly painted on her blue sneakers with the tip of his boot.
“It’s Nova, sir.”
“Nice to meet you, Miss Nova. I’m sorry to say that my . . . map is lost. Gone for good, I’m afraid.” His gentle brownish-green eyes clouded over even more. Nova though he was lucky to have multicolored eyes.
“Can’t you get another one? They have tons of them at the gas station. When Okaa-san comes back we’ll go and get you one.” She bounced in place, eager for her mama to return. This would be easy after all.
“It was the only one of its kind. I think I’m going to have to let it go.”
“Is there anything I can do to help you find your way?”
“Don’t worry about me, Galaxy Girl. I’ll draw a new map if I have to.” The stranger’s face was breaking her heart. There must be something she could do to help.
“Nova!” She could hear her mother’s worried voice calling for her.
“Be right there! I’d better go.” She looked anxiously at the sad stranger, then she had an idea. Her mother had told her to save this treat until she was so bored she couldn’t stand it, but her mother was out of the meeting, so she didn’t need it any more. “Take this, you need it more than I do.”
Nova handed the stranger the heart-shaped cookie her mama had given her. In the center, there was a shooting star drawn in icing. The stranger didn’t say anything, but he did look much less lost than before, so she counted it as a win.
She skipped up to Mama. “All done?”
“Yes, love. For now anyway. What did you do while I was gone?”
“I tried to help someone who looked lost. I don’t know if I was any help or not.” Nova pointed at the stranger now staring at the cookie in his hands.
“You were so sad.” Nova blinked back tears.
Before she could stop herself, she reached out and put a hand on Marshall’s cheek. He closed his eyes and went very still.
“Was that day—the one in the garden with the cookie—the day you became my bodyguard.”
Marshall opened his eyes and gave a sad smile. “Yes.”
Any resentment Nova had been holding onto from the kidnapping picked that moment to pack up its bags and take off for parts unknown. Now she was left with a seething cauldron of confusion in its place. She remembered loving her mom. Hell, she actually had a mom. And the man kneeling before her so brokenly was a man she’d developed an instant crush on when she was six years old.
Who was also over a hundred years older than her.
Who she was still petting.
She did her best to recover her wayward hand as subtly as she could, without drawing attention to it, but couldn’t help notice Adelle narrowing her eyes as she tracked the action.
Trying to distract everyone—and herself—from this new revelation, Nova leapt on a new thought and ran with it. “Wait, so if you guys are bodyguards, what were you doing fighting fake zombies in my dreams?”
“Now she’s asking the real questions.” Jack propped a hip on the edge of chair, looking much more relaxed than he had moments ago.
“Were you . . .” Nova searched for the right word. “Tracking me through my dreams?”
“We haven’t been able to find you in the ’Scape since you were taken.” Marshall said. “When we found you the other night, it was a complete surprise to us, which is why I attached my soul to yours.”
“Marshall—”
Marshall cut his sister off sharply. “Save it, Adelle. There was no other way, and you know it.”
At first, Nova thought Adelle was going to hit Marshall, but then Adelle seemed to deflate in front of her. All the anger and frustration she’d been shoveling onto people since Nova met her fell away, and she looked a lot like the little girl from Nova’s memory, only lost and scared.
Nova ached to put her arms around her but didn’t move. One memory of them being friends wasn’t enough to erase the animosity that had been brewing between them since the dream.
“But, Marshall, you’ll die,” Adelle choked out, tears welling in her eyes.
Jack cursed and pulled her into his arms. “Maybe not, sweetheart. Between the three of us, we’ll figure something out. We’ve still got time.”
“I couldn’t abandon her, Addy.”
Adelle laughed wetly. “I know. I know you couldn’t. She was our Galaxy Girl.” She shifted her focus to Nova. “You were more than just a job to us, you know. We loved you.”
“Loved?”
Adelle sniffed and blinked away tears, still managing to look like a supermodel. “You were like a little sister to us. We watched you for ten years before you were taken from us. Marshall and Jack never gave up on you, you know, but I . . . I thought you ran away. I’ve been so angry at you for leaving us like that. I couldn’t deal with the alternative.” Adelle looked at her brother with misty eyes. “One of us had to stay strong.”
Oh.
Suddenly, the puzzle pieces connected for her. Adelle wasn’t just some bitch with a brother complex. She was mourning the loss of a friend and doing the best she could with what she resources had.
“So you don’t hate me?”
“For getting kidnapped and violated? No, even I’m not that selfish.” Adelle pulled out of Jack’s arms and kneeled down before Nova, shooing Marshall out of the way. “I may not like the consequences of my brother’s actions, but I really am glad to have you back.”
Adelle reached for her slowly, giving her a chance to pull away if she wanted to. Nova leaned forward, and they fell into each other’s arms. When Nova’s face touched Adelle’s cheek, she felt such a sense of warmth and safety that tears began trailing down her cheeks.
Home.
She couldn’t remember much about Adelle, but she remembered this. Her smell and the way she felt in Nova’s arms. Nova never wanted to let her go.
“Can I have more crystals?” Nova sobbed against Adelle’s neck. “I want to remember you. All of you.” She smiled tentatively at Jack over Adelle’s shoulder.
“Sure thing, kid.”
She spent the better part of an hour absorbing the crystals and learning about her old life. Apparently they’d all adopted a pet fox together and kept her hidden from Nova’s mom. She also remembered nights stargazing with the trio and nights where they had protected her from bad dreams. She learned so much about the hidden world of the Other that she laughed at how surprised she had been by the big reveal. It was so obvious now she knew the signs to look for. Like, her driver was clearly Benighted—not simply very short—and the luck her brother and father both exhibited on a regular basis was also obviously magic.
“So, you’re like what, the dream police?” Nova asked while munching on an avocado roll.
“Thanks, I’m going to have that song stuck in my head all day now.” Jack complained around a mouthful of pastry.
“In a way, she’s right, you know.” Adelle sat behind Nova, braiding her hair like she used to when they were teens. “We act a lot like norm police in the ’Scape. We patrol colonies, like UMass, and personal dreamscapes to make sure nothing dangerous is brewing. And we also have our place in the Real making sure Nightmares don’t come through and turn into demons.”
“I still can’t believe you three are guardians. I mean, I knew you were all dreamwalkers, but I thought you were just kids, like me.”
“You were really mad at us when we finally told you.”
“I can imagine.”
“But you aren’t now?” Adelle prompted.
“I don’t know, it all seems so amazing that I can’t find it in me to be angry. Mostly I just want my brother back. Can we rescue him too?”
“He might not want to be rescued.” Marshall warned.
“But you’ll try? I mean, a rogue dreamwalker sounds exactly like something the dream police would take care of, Mars.”
“Seriously, Nova, I hate that song. I’m willing to offer cash incentives if you’ll stop calling us that.” Jack begged.
Nova noticed Marshall flinch, then he stood abruptly and said, “I’ve got to go take care of something.”




Chapter 26
Marshall
Marshall braced himself against the wall outside of the lobby, preparing himself for what was about to happen. He didn’t have to wait long.
Fumiko Long was a small, Japanese woman with petite features, but most people didn’t notice her stature. Her personality was so big, people were often heard to say it entered the room at least a minute before she did. This afternoon was no exception.
Marshall could sense her storming up the stairs and wasn’t surprised when she breezed through the door and slammed it behind her.
“Where is my daughter?” Fumiko’s voice was icy rain pinning poor Clayton to his chair at the reception desk.
“I-I-I . . .” Clayton’s job was to be polite, efficient, and to never give away unnecessary information to anyone.
Marshall wondered if right now Clayton thought he would be better off getting a safer job, perhaps as a rodeo clown.
“Good afternoon, madam.” He tried to cover for his initial fright. “Perhaps you could be so kind as to tell me your name? I might be able to help you better that way.”
“Listen, you little bootlicker, you go and get Marshall and tell him I want to see Nova right now.”
Marshall watched as the man’s face turned a brilliant shade of red and felt a sting of empathy for him. He’d been on the receiving end of that temper more than once.
“My dear woman, I don’t know this Marshall fellow, but perhaps if you could tell me who you are . . .?” Clayton broke off as she barreled toward him.
Fumiko reached over his desk and grabbed his tie with one hand. “If I don’t see Marshall in sixty seconds, I’m going to make sure you spend the rest of your days needing a spell to help you poop, do I make myself clear?”
Marshall was bombarded by the very loud thought that Clayton was just barely managing to keep his tea and muffin safely inside his body, a feat he should feel proud of—even Marshall felt queasy having to deal with Fumiko, which was why he was still hiding around the corner. Either Marshall’s control was still shaky from nearly dying, or Clayton was projecting loudly. Either way, now was probably a good time to rescue the poor man before things got worse.
Marshall forced himself out of the hallway. “Fumiko,” he said guardedly. “You can’t treat Clayton that way. He’s only following protocol.”
Fumiko released Clayton with a shove, causing him to scramble out of his chair, fall to the floor, get up, brush himself off, only to turn and run into the wall. He bounced and managed to backpedal away from Fumiko with a speed that impressed Marshall, considering the concussion he was probably now sporting.
Cursing under his breath, Marshall strode over to him and put a hand to his face. Taking a quick peek inside his mind, he saw Clayton was only dazed, not damaged. “You’ll be okay, but maybe go get a cup of coffee for the next few minutes.”
Clayton nodded and whispered a small “Thanks,” and fled the lobby.
“I’m assuming you didn’t come here just to harass our staff,” Marshall stated coldly.
Fumiko stilled in surprise. Usually in Marshall’s dealings with her, she yelled and he apologized. After finding out she kept Niko’s existence a secret from him, Marshall found himself feeling less than charitable toward her.
Never long to stay on the defensive, she bristled and said, “Did you drag me here to play with my emotions, Marshall? Or did you actually find her?”
“I would never do that to you, Fumiko. I found her, she’s right down the hall, but . . .” He held up a hand when she tried to push past him. “She isn’t the girl you used to know. She doesn’t remember much at all.”
Fumiko kept trying to go around him, so he grabbed her arm. “I don’t care who she is, I want to see her.”
“I just want to prepare you. She’s scared and has only begun to trust us. Please be careful with her, okay?” His eyes were pleading.
The fire in her eyes died, and Fumiko studied him for a long moment. “You look tired, Marshall.”
Marshall blinked. In more than five years, Fumiko had never taken the time to notice anything about him other than his failure to find Nova.
“It’s been a long couple of weeks.”
Fumiko pursed her lips. “I heard about the Blaike girl. I assumed you were exorcising your guilt over losing my daughter by helping her. In fact, I thought I’d never hear from you again.”
“I never stopped looking for her, I promise you.”
“Don’t give me those sad eyes. That monster had her for five years because of you. I’m going to go in there and take her home now.”
Marshall tightened his grip on her arm. “You can’t do that.”
“I’m her mother. You don’t get to decide what’s best for her.”
“She’s not safe anywhere but here. Noah is still on the loose.”
“You mean you didn’t kill him?” Fumiko went white, and her hand flew to her chest.
“I barely got her away from him. He’s going to come looking for her, and you’ll be the first person he goes to. You both need to stay here.”
“Like I’m going to trust you with our safety.” Fumiko was still pale, but her eyes flashed with anger.
Marshall had had enough. “Trust? Who was the one who didn’t tell us Nova had a brother?”
Fumiko went deathly still. “Niko . . . he’s still alive?”
“A bit battered after the skirmish I had with him, but alive,” Marshall said before he could stop himself.
“Skirmish. My boy . . .” Fumiko slapped Marshall hard across the face. “You attacked a boy? I’ll bet that made you feel like a man, a big strong guardian like you attacking my child.”
“I don’t have to justify myself to you.” His cheek stung, but he resisted sending magic to sooth it. Fumiko would be able to see it, and he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.
Fumiko made to strike him again, and this time Marshall caught her hand. “Don’t. You don’t have to like me, or my methods, but you’ll stay here until it’s safe for you two to leave.”
“I’d like to see you make me.”
Marshall laughed, and the sound was foreign to his ears. It was cold and sharp—Fumiko was bringing out the worst in him today. “You forget who you’re talking to, Fumiko.” He focused his attention on the delicate wrist in his hand and gathered a small bit of her essence so she could see it flowing around his fingers. “If you try to leave, I’ll bind you here and have a guardian dig through your mind to find every lie you’ve ever told us.” He released her, and Fumiko’s hand flew to her wrist. “Or you could play nice, and you’ll be out of here as soon as I have Noah.”
Marshall released her essence, allowing it to return to its rightful owner. Then, before he did something he would regret, he turned on his heel and stormed off, leaving Fumiko gasping for breath and shaking.
As he opened the front door he set up a quick link with Jack. Fumiko’s here. Please take her to see Nova.
Sure thing, boss. You okay?
Marshall could feel the worry in his friend’s mind and tried to send a wave of reassurance. I just need some air.




Chapter 27
Aeyli
Her footsteps echoed loudly down the dark stairwell as she pounded down them. Aeyli just managed to keep from smacking into the wall at the bottom when she reached the basement. Instead she latched onto the end of the banister and used her momentum to swing her around into the dark, dingy lair of the reclusive Mikhail.
The second she saw the shadowy figure seated before a slew of computer monitors, she charged forward.
“Hi, I’m Aeyli, and I need your help.” She thrust the USB and the ham sandwich she’d painstakingly made under his nose.
In the back of her mind, Aeyli was dimly aware she should probably slow down a little bit in order not to scare the man, but she couldn’t help it. The doohickey in her hand could be the key to finding Fourteen, and she’d had it in her possession the entire time. She didn’t have time to mess with social niceties—she had a soldier to find.
The figure in the chair jumped half out of his seat in response to her surprise sandwich attack, knocking over an impressive stack of pizza boxes in the process.
“блять!”The man gripped the arms of his chair tightly and released a long stream of what Aeyli assumed were Russian swears. “Don’t do that!”
“Sorry! I’m really sorry for scaring you.” She should have known better after hearing Marshall talk about Mikhail. It sounded like he was no better socialized than she was. Maybe she could build on that. “I was never taught manners, apparently. I’m working on it though, I promise.”
The man took a moment to scrutinize her, and Aeyli used the opportunity to do the same. Mikhail was lean and pale, had shaggy black hair, and had gone far too long without a shave. In short, he looked like he cared nothing for the body he inhabited. Which was a shame, because under all of that scruff she could see an attractive face.
“What do you want, Stillbringer?” he asked warily once he was done looking her over. His Russian accent was so thick, she had to concentrate to understand him.
She flushed, “Just Aeyli, really. Um. I’m looking for someone and—”
“Your lost soldier, yes. I’m familiar with him.”
Aeyli blinked. “You are?”
“Marshall came to me last week and asked me to look for him using facial recognition software.”
“Facial what now?”
Mikhail sighed and ran a hand over his face. “It’s a kind of magic inside these boxes that lets me find people,” he said slowly, as if talking to a child.
Rather than taking offense, Aeyli bit back a laugh. The poor man probably had explained technology to members of the Other so many times he was ready to tear his hair out.
“I think I’ve read about it once in a spy novel. It sounds awesome.”
His mouth quirked in the ghost of a smile before settling back to a scowl. “Yes. Very awesome. But so far I’ve found nothing. The people who took your soldier are quite good.”
“They are.” Aeyli’s chest tightened at the mention of the Company, and she took a few deep calming breaths. The last thing she needed was to go nuclear accidentally on the one person who might be able to help her. “I’ve exhausted all of my resources trying to find him, but today I was reminded of this.” She held out the USB again. Sadly, when Mikhail jumped in surprise, she did too, and the sandwich sailed into some dark corner, likely never to be seen again. She wrote it off as a lost cause.
Mikhail looked at the device, and his scowl deepened. “It probably won’t work. If you’ve been doing magic around it, it’ll probably be fried.”
She’d had it on her when she and Marshall had destroyed Sekt and his minions. Had she destroyed the only clue she had? Something dark, wild, and pointy writhed inside her.
After several slow, calming breaths, Aeyli answered. “Can you at least try?”
Mikhail hummed sympathetically, as if he knew she must be tearing herself up over her own ignorance. “Fine, I’ll give it a try. It’s not like I was doing anything important.” He gestured to a dozen monitors and piles of science journals behind him.
His voice was so deadpan Aeyli couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not. She decided to assume the best and go from there.
“So what do we do?”
“We? You will do nothing. You are going to stand there with your hands behind your back and touch nothing. And do absolutely no magic. I’m insulated down here by a mountain of EM and magical shielding as well as several layers of rock, but now that you’re inside, you could ruin everything I’ve worked for, so just don’t do anything.” Mikhail scowled at her like she was ticking time bomb.
“Fair enough.” She vowed to keep her hands glued to her sides as long as she was down here.
Aeyli watched as quietly as possible while Mikhail did arcane things with his computers. But standing in near total darkness while doing absolutely nothing was harder than it sounded and eventually she got bored. Which was how she found herself asking, “So you’re shielded from magic down here? Is that common? Fire seemed to act like Fourteen’s shield was kind of a big deal.”
For the first time since she came downstairs she saw genuine interest on Mikhail’s face. “Actually, my shielding is imperfect compared to your soldier’s shield. I can insulate from magic, but a direct attack would destroy what I have. What I wouldn’t give to pick his brain . . .” he muttered to himself as he worked.
Aeyli winced at his choice of wording, but she was prepared this time, and the writhing mass inside her grew no larger than a small gathering of weeds before she was able to control it. “You and everyone else.”
She shifted from foot to foot, struggling with impatience. She counted to two thousand, thought about the plot from the last book she read—a steamy romance set during Victorian England—and mentally reviewed the small handful of spells she’d learned thus far before finally asking, “Any luck?”
A gruff chuckle met her question. “You lasted longer than I would have, so congratulations on that. I can say that you didn’t fry it, so there’s the good news. It looks like this thing has some serious EM shielding of its own. That probably kept it safe through the clusterfuck you went through at the compound. Which is impressive. The phone I modified for Marshall died the second he breached the compound’s shield. I’d like to study this later, if you don’t mind.”
“Be my guest. Just . . . don’t damage it, okay?”
Mikhail threw an offended glare over his shoulder. “As if I would.”
“So you said good news, does that mean there is bad news?”
“The bad news is that the encryption on this thing is as phenomenal as the shielding. It’s going to take me more than a few minutes poking at it to get it to spill its secrets, and Marshall has me working on something else right now. Once I finish it, though, I’ll get back to cracking this.”
Aeyli tried to keep her frustration from showing. It wasn’t Mikhail’s fault the Company was good at what they did. “Thank you. Please let me know if you find anything. And thank you for looking at it when you had more important things to do.” She smiled and patted Mikhail’s shoulder and pretended not to notice the redness racing up his neck from the contact.
“нет проблем.” He grunted and turned back to his monitors.
Aeyli took that as her sign to leave and made her way back up the stairs, only to run into Jack coming down them. He looked flustered, so she put a hand on his arm to steady him.
“Are you okay? What happened?”
“I’m fine, just irritated. Nova’s mom is here stirring up trouble, and Marshall stormed out of here a few minutes ago. I’d go after him, but I’m trying to keep Fumiko from steamrolling her very confused daughter into leaving.”
“I’m guessing Adelle is still too wound up to help?” Aeyli followed him back up the stairs.
“Actually, she and Nova seem to have worked through their issues, but I still think I should stay. She can get a bit protective of the people she cares about, and she’s spent the past five years watching Fumiko stomp all over Marshall. I think she’s run out of patience with the woman.”
“Are you sure I shouldn’t stay? A neutral party might be best.”
Jack frowned, considering. “Once you get back with Marshall, I might take you up on that, but I do think he needs you the most right now.” He steered her down the hall to the lobby and nudged her toward the door. “Nothing like a little Stillbringer love to make him feel like himself again.”
“Jack,” she protested weakly. She’d been hoping Jack hadn’t noticed the small crush she was nursing for Marshall, or at the very least he wouldn’t mention it.
He opened the door, grinning widely. “Go get him and bring him back to us.”
Aeyli fretted as she hopped down the stairs leading out of the Chapter House. If Jack was teasing her about Marshall, it had to mean he’d figured her out. Would he tell Marshall? She sincerely hoped not. It was only a small crush; she was still loyal to Fourteen. The mere thought of her soldier made her nervous system haywire.
It was just that she’d spent so much time with Marshall lately. She been inside the man’s soul, for Vis’ sake—it would have been impossible for her not to develop some feelings for him.
She would keep her thoughts to herself, hope Jack did the same, and focus on finding Fourteen. After she did, what she was feeling for Marshall would probably dissipate. She hoped.
But for right now, she needed to find Marshall and let him vent. She’d never known him to run away from anything. His interaction with Fumiko must have shaken him.
She scanned both sides of the street hoping to see him, but there was no sign. All she saw were tiny, well-tended spring gardens, expensive cars, and a lone power-walker. Maybe he’d gone to take a walk along the shore? It was right behind the Chapter House, and it was where she went when she need to be alone. But would Marshall find solace there?
She was trying to decide which way he was more likely to go when she remembered she was a witch. Then she wasted a moment or two kicking herself for forgetting she had magic.
She didn’t know much. Marshall had mostly focused on teaching her control and how to protect herself, but in the small hours of the night when she couldn’t sleep, Aeyli had been looking at simple spells. And not ten minutes ago she’d been reviewing a spell in Mikhail’s lair that might actually help her now.
She closed her eyes and focused on her essence, drawing out a small thread of it and feeding it into her hands—enough to make her fingers tingle, but hopefully not enough to trigger the monster lurking in her chest. Then she went through the hand motions—open right hand to her heart, left hand straight out in front, closed tightly into a fist. She willed a tiny bit more essence into her closed hand and opened it, flinging it out in a throwing motion and thought show me where I need to be.
It wasn’t quite a locator spell, but she didn’t know one of those, so this was the next best thing. It took hold of her immediately, and her feet pointed her down the street. Aeyli couldn’t have stopped them if she wanted to.
She sprinted down the sidewalk, a bit surprised at the urgency she felt as the spell had its way with her. She stayed calm as the magic drove her past the grouchy power-walker and nearly tripped her on a loose bit of cobblestone as it marched her forward.
She didn’t start getting nervous until she found herself climbing up a fire escape—what on earth was Marshall doing on the neighbor’s roof? As she crested the top she smiled in relief when she took in the dark figure leaning over the edge of the building.
Then she saw the sniper rifle. Then she realized the man was shorter and broader than Marshall, much more like the build of . . .
“Fourteen!”
The figure jerked to his feet and swore, coming around to face her.
It was him.
She’d been looking for him for weeks, and she’d found him only three doors down using a spell a seven-year-old could cast. Her eyes took him in hungrily. Fourteen looked much like he did the last time she saw him, same dark brown hair, the same storm-colored eyes. Though she noticed he was now clean shaven and his hair had been cut short enough that it wasn’t affected by the ocean breeze doing its level best to get Aeyli’s hair to strangle her.
She didn’t stop to think, didn’t notice the deadness in his eyes as she raced toward him until she was too close to stop herself.
Rough, gloved hands gripped her, and in seconds she was pressed against his chest with a knife to her throat.
“You ruined my shot.”
Aeyli’s mind had stopped working. “Your shot?” she asked dumbly.
“I almost had your teacher, but you distracted me. I’ve only winged him, and he’ll be coming up here now.”
Her brain started to catch up. This wasn’t her Fourteen. She was talking to a set of orders masquerading as Fourteen. She cursed herself for being so foolish.
What, had she really thought he’d escaped and found her? Of course he hadn’t. He’d been sent here by the Company, likely to kill everyone who knew about him. Why hadn’t she considered this as a possibility?
Probably because of that stupid note the Colonel had left, telling her the Company was available for her if she needed them. He must have changed his mind.
The writhing thing she’d been able to subdue in Mikhail’s basement stirred again. Only this time, it had brought some friends. Her skin prickled, and she felt like something was trying to tear its way out. Fourteen wouldn’t be affected by it, but the neighborhood would.
She needed to breathe, needed to think. She tried to focus on drawing air slowly into her lungs and back out again, but Fourteen pulled her hair sharply. She cried out in fear and pain. The knife pressed harder against her neck, and she felt blood trickle down her throat. Oddly enough, the pain cleared her head and caused the monster in her chest to subside enough for her to tamp it down.
“Why are you doing this?”
Her only response was another sharp jerk on her hair.
This couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t have made such a stupid mistake, couldn’t believe she was about to be killed by the man she loved.
She was smarter than this. She just needed to think. If she could remind him of who she was, who he was . . . but her magic wouldn’t work through his shield. The only part of him that wasn’t covered was his face, and she didn’t think she’d be able to get to it before he cut her throat. She needed to distract him until help came. If it came.
“What do you mean, you winged my teacher?” Was he talking about Marshall? Had she distracted Fourteen from taking a shot at Marshall? Thorny vines surged in her chest, nearly breaking free. Hastily, she reminded herself that Marshall was nearly indestructible, hoping the magic would listen. If he could survive getting a wall dropped on him, surely a bullet would be no big deal. “I seriously doubt you could do anything to him. His shield is even better than yours. Your handlers have to know that.”
A sharp burst of cold laughter met her ears. “Keep talking, princess. Once I’ve taken care of him, you’re next.”
“Aeyli.”
Relief swept through her when she heard Marshall’s voice, and the maelstrom building inside her faltered. Marshall would fix this. She’d seen what he was capable of.
Fourteen turned them both around to face Marshall, who had come up behind them.
“I knew it must be you when Aeyli disappeared from my senses the moment I was shot.”
Stunned, Aeyli realized Fourteen really had hit Marshall. The sleeve of his shirt was covered in blood, and she could see it dripping from his fingers onto the roof.
“How . . .?” Her mind was trying to shut down on her again, and she fought it. “How did he get through your shield?”
“I’d like to know the answer to that myself, actually.” Marshall was breathing heavily, and his eyes flashed with blue fire.
“Marshall, I know this looks bad, but please don’t hurt him. He’s not himself right now.” Her skin was so tight with barely leashed magic, she thought she could actually see it ripple under the strain.
Anger flashed across Marshall’s face before it disappeared into his usual calm façade. “Don’t worry about him right now, just try to work on your breathing. I’ll take care of this, sweetheart.”
Irritated at being managed, Aeyli glared, but decided now wasn’t the best moment to inform Marshall of the fact. If she survived, she could explain to him that I’ll take care of this, sweetheart was a pretty douchenozzle thing to say under any circumstances. Then she realized her annoyance had chased back the magic building up inside her. Had Marshall been annoying on purpose in order to distract her? Even while bleeding and angry, had he had the presence of mind to help her stay in control? It was completely crazy, but totally Marshall.
Marshall held out both hands to show they were empty. As if that made him less dangerous.
How much had Fourteen’s handlers allowed him to remember of the Other? They’d have to be morons not to let him remember how dangerous Marshall could be.
“You’re going to hate yourself for this later, man. I know you aren’t yourself right now, but I’m not going to let you hurt her.”
“I’m not here for her. It’s her bad luck she got in the way. I’m just making the best of the situation.” Fourteen’s breath was warm on her neck and made her shiver, but not in a good way.
“So you’re here for me.” It wasn’t a question.
“Sucks to be you, Marshall.” Fourteen voice was cold and dispassionate. Just like he was when she first met him. “You pissed off someone with a lot of money recently. Apparently he didn’t like you taking his daughter.” He shifted his weight and pulled Aeyli even closer to him. “So, you like kidnapping girls? Maybe I should take this one in exchange.”
Aeyli liked that idea a lot better than becoming collateral damage. If Fourteen did take her, she might get a chance to touch him and use her gift to remind him who he was. Marshall, apparently, didn’t like that idea if his snarl was any indication.
“Then again, I was supposed to kill her if I saw her, so maybe not.”
When Marshall raised his hand, Aeyli shouted, “Please don’t hurt him, he doesn’t know what he’s doing!”
“He’s not exactly a puppy I can swat with a newspaper, Aeyli.” Frustration was clear in his voice, but Marshall made no further move to attack.
Fourteen’s grip on her tightened, and Aeyli tensed, closing her eyes, fully expecting the knife to cut through an artery. When she felt nothing, she chanced a peek to see what was happening.
Marshall had a strange expression on his face. “You can’t do it, can you?” He took a step closer. “You had orders to kill her on sight, but you can’t do it, and you have no idea why.”
Aeyli felt the knife at her neck dig in a little deeper, and she whimpered. Suddenly, the knife was gone, and she found herself on the ground where Fourteen had pushed her.
“What the fuck?” She heard him mutter behind her as she scrambled to her feet.
Before she found her footing, Marshall darted forward and tugged her behind him, keeping a death grip on her arm. She was expecting Marshall’s shield to come up around them or maybe Fourteen, but he did nothing.
Fourteen whipped his head to the side and swore again. Then he scooped up his duffle bag and vaulted over the side of the building right as Jack’s head emerged over the fire escape ladder.
“Which way did he go?” Jack demanded as he came over the top of the fire escape, excitement sparkling in his impossible eyes. He stopped dead at the sight of Marshall’s arm. “Are you fucking kidding me? I just fucking fixed you, who did this?”
“It was Fourteen.” Aeyli tried to stay calm, but it came out more as a sob.
“How did he shoot you, man? I know you’re a bit basic right now, but didn’t you have a simple shield up?”
“He shot me with something that took out my shield.”
Aeyli gasped. “You came up here to face him without a shield? What were you thinking?”
“What she said, only louder.” Jack’s eyes were grim, and their colors swirled violently.
“I was thinking I’d been shot and that Aeyli’s essence vanished right where the shot came from.” Marshall hissed when Jack tore open his sleeve to get at the wound. “I called Jack because I knew I wouldn’t be a match for him. But I knew I could stall until he got here.”
“What’s wrong with him?” she asked Jack. “Why doesn’t he have that fancy shield you guys use?”
“The short version is that he’s a dumbass.” Jack’s brows knitted together, and Aeyli saw the rainbow of his essence wrap around Marshall’s upper arm.
“And the long version?”
“Does she need to know the long version?”
“I think she does.” Aeyli snapped.
“He’s getting away,” Marshall reminded them, managing to sound only a little like he was trying to distract them from the topic at hand.
“Right now I’m more concerned with your blood getting away.” Jack frown deepened, and Aeyli watched in fascination as his essence began to form a complex lattice around Marshall’s wound. “You couldn’t have picked a worse time for this, you know. I used a lot of juice bringing your ass out into the Real. We’re both going to need to go back to the ’Scape ASAP. And you’re not coming out again until you’ve installed all of your upgrades.”
“Marshall.” Aeyli ground out through gritted teeth. “Why are you missing your upgrades?”
She sat on the edge of the roof, horrified, as Marshall, with some extreme prompting from Jack, outlined what happened while Marshall was gone.
“You mean to tell me that you came out here, away from the protection of the Chapter House, when you knew a rogue dreamwalker was out there who wanted to kill you, and you barely had enough magic to cast a simple shield?”
Marshall groaned. “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds bad.”
“If you weren’t bleeding right now, I would hit you.”
“She’s definitely one of us. I think we should keep her.” Jack gave her a tight smile as he finished binding off Marshall’s wound and allowed his magic to return to his own body. “This should hold until we can get him back into the ’Scape.”
Suddenly, both Jack and Marshall went still.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Jack ran a hand over his face in frustration.
“Go, you’ll get there faster, we’ll be fine.”
Jack’s expression was torn. Whatever had him and Marshall on alert was clearly a big deal, but Jack obviously didn’t want to leave an injured and defenseless Marshall alone on the roof moments after his attacker had left.
“Go! Aeyli and I can make it back to the Chapter House on our own. If worse comes to worse, she has a shield too.” Marshall gave Jack’s shoulder a shove to get him moving, but he didn’t budge.
Aeyli groaned and kicked a loose bit of concrete across the rooftop. She could have shielded when Fourteen grabbed her, but instead she’d panicked like some stupid cartoon princess.
“A shield didn’t do you much good a few minutes ago.”
“Jack.” With one simple word and a look, Marshall managed to instill a mountain of meaning.
With a growl, Jack made for the fire escape looking incredibly pissed off.
“What was that? What just happened?”
Marshall covered his face with his hands and sighed heavily. “Adelle took Nova and Fumiko out for coffee. Niko found them. He trapped Adelle and took them.”




Chapter 28
Aeyli
The sun had long since gone down by the time Aeyli got them back to the Chapter House, and she was a complete nervous wreck.
Marshall had held together well enough during the confrontation with Fourteen, but using what little magic he had to get to the roof and keep from bleeding out had left him in fairly bad shape. Jack had managed to stop his bleeding and seal the wound, but that was all. Marshall was now about as powerful as a norm with a gunshot wound. So getting him down the fire escape and back down the street had turned into a complicated mess.
At first he’d tried to make it on his own, but after stumbling down the stairs and nearly falling the rest of the way, Aeyli had tucked herself under his arm and taken as much of his weight as she could.
As they fumbled their way back to the Chapter House, she twitched at every noise and stray motion out of the corner of her eye. By the time they were fifty yards from their destination, Aeyli had called up her shield in the hopes it would calm her shaking legs long enough to get them inside.
When they finally made it over the threshold, Aeyli dropped to the floor, completely exhausted and ready for a nap.
Samantha rushed up to them once they were inside. “What happened to you two?”
Marshall, sprawled in an ungainly heap on the floor beside Aeyli, spoke first. “Fourteen shot me. Niko ambushed Adelle and took Fumiko and Nova.”
It was a testament to how much crap Samantha had seen that she kept her poise instead of freaking out. “Is it safe for you to go into the ’Scape? Or rather, is it safe for you to not go into the ’Scape? How bad is it?” She reached down to offer Marshall a hand and pulled him to standing with such little effort, Aeyli assumed magic had to be involved.
“My ability to focus right now is shaky at best. I’ll need rest and food before going into the ’Scape.” Marshall winced as Samantha eased him into a chair. “I’m not about to be unmade, but I’m only spell or so away from it.”
Samantha raised her eyebrows. “Well, that’s something, at least.” When she turned to look at Aeyli on the floor, she frowned. “You can stop shielding, niña. You’re safe now. The Chapter House has the best shields there are.”
Aeyli tried to release the protective magic wrapping around Marshall and herself but failed miserably. She couldn’t relax enough to convince it to leave. “I can’t.”
She was completely useless. Fourteen had shot Marshall, and she’d been unable to stop him. She hadn’t even been able to break through his programming with her stupid Stillbringer magic. Now Marshall was injured, Nova and her mom were missing, and Adelle might be hurt. And here Aeyli was, lying on the floor shaking like a leaf and unable to even drop her own shield. She didn’t belong with these people.
No wonder Fourteen had forgotten about her so easily. It was probably a relief not having to deal with her.
“I can almost hear you freaking out down there.” Marshall cut in on her inner monologue. He closed his eyes and let his head rest against the back of his chair. “Samantha, can you get us some food? We’ll be okay for a few minutes.”
“Sure thing, Marshall. I’ll have Clayton fix you something.” Samantha’s boots clicked softly against the hardwood floor as she left.
Silence reigned until Marshall finally spoke, keeping his eyes closed. “If you can make it over here, I can help you with your shield.”
Aeyli considered. “Didn’t you just say you were a spell away from being unmade?”
One side of his mouth lifted in the hint of a smile. “This is different. I won’t be using my magic for this, just manipulating yours.” His eyes were open and on her now.
Aeyli pulled herself to her feet—legs still a bit wobbly but holding—and dragged herself over to the divan next to Marshall’s chair. “Can you just take the magic? I mean, would it help if I gave it to you?”
Marshall paused in the middle of reaching a hand out to her. “You wouldn’t mind?”
“Marshall, my brainwashed, sort-of boyfriend just shot you. I kinda owe you. If you need something from me, it’s yours.”
Marshall dropped his hand. “You don’t owe me anything. It was my fault he was there at all. And if I’d been stronger back at the compound, he might never have been taken.”
She bristled. “You don’t know that. He was right behind me, and I should have noticed what was happening. I should have been able to do something with all this stupid power inside me.” Aeyli’s throat was a solid lump as she choked back tears.
Marshall smiled mirthlessly. “Fine, we both suck. Feel better?”
They looked at each other for a breath, and then they laughed. It was a helpless, cathartic sort of laugh that had them both wheezing and making all sorts of impolite noises. Part of her wished it would never end and they could go on laughing together forever, rather than deal with the disaster in front of them.
“I wasn’t expecting you to agree with me.” Aeyli wiped a tear from her eye.
“I’m full of surprises.”
“You really are.” Aeyli smiled up at him and took his hand. “Okay, do your thing. Get this shield off us, please.”
Marshall wrapped his other hand around hers, trapping it between his. She couldn’t help but notice how pleasantly warm it was and suppressed a shiver of anticipation. It was becoming hard to ignore how much she liked the way it felt when his essence touched hers.
“Just hold still.” Marshall closed his eyes, and Aeyli felt a gentle pull at the core of her magic and allowed it to flow into Marshall’s hand. This wasn’t like before when he’d stuffed her magic back inside her when he’d dispelled her shield in the alley. It was more subtle, and it felt good.
She saw her shield scatter into raw essence and watched as it flowed into Marshall instead of her.
When he opened his eyes, he looked less tired than before, and Aeyli knew she’d made the right decision. “How does it feel, having my magic inside you instead of yours?” She couldn’t stop herself from asking.
“Pinker.” Marshall flashed her a grin.
“Is it weird? Can you use it like you would your own?”
“It would be weird if I didn’t know you, but our rather unorthodox meeting shoved us about as close as two people can get, so I feel like your magic is a part of me. If I take a stranger’s magic, I usually use it right away if I can manage to. Otherwise I don’t quite feel right until it’s gone.”
“But my magic feels okay to you?”
“Aeyli, your magic feels intoxicating to me.” Marshall’s eyes bored into hers, and she was trapped in his warm, hazel gaze. He gave her a lopsided grin and looked away, releasing her. “And I’m using it to finish healing my arm, so it’ll be a moot point in a few minutes.”
She blinked, trying to get a grip on herself. Was she so shallow that any pretty face would do? If so, why hadn’t she begun to fixate on Jack? Her memory helpfully pointed out the warm feeling she got in her chest any time Jack was around, and she shut that line of thinking down before it had a chance to get started.
She needed something, anything else to focus on.
“Can . . .” Her voice came out wobbly, so she cleared her throat and started again. “Can you fix yourself in the ’Scape? Your upgrades, I mean. Jack said you didn’t have any.”
Marshall hadn’t seemed to notice her internal struggle. Instead, he was busy frowning down at his arm, urging it to heal. “Once we’ve eaten, I have to go through the portal and put myself back together. I’m no good to anyone like this, I’m afraid.”
“Can you still find Nova?”
“I always know where she is now.” Marshall’s head lifted from his task, and his eyes went distant. A moment later they snapped back into focus. “She’s still alive and moving west, probably in a car consider how fast she’s going.”
“We’ll get her back.”
“We? I don’t want you there, Aeyli.” At her look of hurt, he backpedaled. “I don’t want you to get hurt. This is my problem.”
Like hell he was leaving her behind.
“And if Noah hired Fourteen for more than a one-time hit, you’re going to need me there.” Her chin jutted out defiantly.
Marshall shuttered his eyes. “We’ll talk about it later.”
A loud clatter drew their attention to Clayton as he brought out a massive platter covered in grilled cheese sandwiches and fruit. Aeyli’s mouth watered in anticipation—Clayton’s cooking skills were legendary.
Aeyli and Marshall both politely ignored the large burn mark on Clayton’s sleeve and the cheese in his hair. She had learned quickly that the more attention he got, the more accident prone he was. It was safer for him if she pretended like everything was fine.
“Clayton, why don’t you eat with us?” Aeyli offered. “There’s more than enough.” She gestured toward the dozen or so picture perfect sandwiches resting on the coffee table in front of her.
Clayton turned bright red. “No, I’ll leave you two to it. I’ve got a mess to clean up.” He exited the room quickly.
She picked through the fruit trying to avoid the cantaloupe. She hated cantaloupe. “Have you noticed that he never seems to stay long when we’re both here? I wonder why that is?”
Marshall choked on his sandwich and hurriedly chugged down a glass of water. “I, ah . . .”
“What is it?”
“I’d noticed that myself last week, so I, uh, kind of checked.” Marshall’s face began to turn a fascinating shade of red.
“You read his mind?” She didn’t know whether to be intrigued or irritated.
“I couldn’t help it. Sometimes I get so tanked up after being in the ’Scape that a simple thought can get translated into action. I don’t purposely go around reading people’s thoughts, but if I don’t rein everything in properly, I accidently go wandering.” Marshall stared at the food on his plate as if he was expecting it to wander off as well, if he didn’t give it his full attention.
Had Marshall had ever gone wandering in her head?
She dismissed the idea. If he had, he would have stopped being her teacher around about the time she began noticing how nicely his pants fit him.
“So why does he do it, then?”
Marshall laughed. “So, it’s okay for me to learn other people’s secrets as long as I share them with you?”
“Is it personal?”
“Ah, no, not really.” For some reason, the blush on Marshall’s face intensified and raced down his neck.
If she had manners she wouldn’t press. But she didn’t, so she continued. “Then spill!”
“Okay, but it’s not that big of a deal. The other day, he saw you touching my hand while we were working together on shielding, and he decided we looked good together. You know, as a couple.” Marshall refused to make eye contact with her.
Aeyli’s face instantly caught fire. Clayton had noticed her crush on Marshall, and Marshall heard him thinking about it? Was this Marshall’s way of telling her to dial it back a bit?
She forced a laugh, wishing she’d never asked. “That’s ridiculous.”
Was it her imagination, or had Marshall just frowned?
In order to change the subject, she brought up something she hadn’t been able to get out of her head. “You know, back on the roof, Fourteen didn’t actually hurt me.”
“The cut on your neck says different.” Marshall said tersely, shoulders going tense.
“But he could have done much worse. He’s still in there. I just need to reach him.”
Literally. If Aeyli could get her hands on his skin, she had a chance to get him back. If only he hadn’t been wearing gloves. Most likely, his handlers made it a requirement for him if they’d managed to pry the details of his last mission out of him.
The anger on Marshall’s face melted away, and his voice became soft. “I’m not going to change my mind about rescuing him, Aeyli. I know he’s an innocent in this—he’s just more lethal than I anticipated.”
Aeyli snorted. Her soldier was terrifying. She of all people could attest to that, but rather than interrupt him, she let Marshall continue.
“We’re going to need to come up with a way to trap him safely so you can touch him without getting killed. I can’t even imagine what he would do if he discovered he’d done that.”
Aeyli didn’t want to even think about it. If he was willing to storm and destroy the Blaike compound in order to rescue her, she didn’t know what he’d do if he came back to himself and learned he’d killed her.
She shivered and rubbed her arms.
“So, you’re going to need me when you go after Nova—you know he’s going to be there. Noah would be an idiot to not keep him after he managed to destroy your shield.”
“It was a basic shield—”
“She’s right, you know.”
Aeyli and Marshall both looked up to see Jack and Adelle standing in the doorway. They’d been so caught up in conversation, they hadn’t noticed them come in.
She jumped to her feet and ran to Adelle, happy to note that food and a short rest made her feel much less wobbly. “Sweet Vis, Adelle, are you okay? What happened?”
Adelle looked like she’d been dragged through a keyhole backward—making it the first time Aeyli had ever seen her looking anything less than perfect.
Like magic, Samantha appeared as well. She fussed and poked and prodded until she assured herself that all of her charges were relatively undamaged. After that, she made them all sit down to eat before she let them give their report.
Once Adelle was tucked between Marshall and Jack on the divan and making serious inroads into one of Clayton’s gourmet sandwiches, Jack told them what happened.
“Nova’s brother found them at the coffee shop down the street. When I got there the whole shop had been locked in time.”
Around a mouthful of food, Adelle piped in. “I had no warning at all. One minute we were sipping lattes awkwardly with Fumiko and the next, a carbon copy of Nova was slamming me through a wall. Before I was able to get up, I was trapped along with everyone else. It was all I could do to call for help
Marshall’s eyebrows reached his hairline. “That’s way more advanced than I would have given him credit for. Noah must have done something to give him an edge over you.” He stroked a hand down his sister’s back. “Don’t blame yourself for this one, Addy. There was nothing you could have done.”
She grumbled out an unintelligible response and continued eating.
“You can find her, right?” Jack asked.
Marshall nodded an affirmative. “She’s still on the move, but I have an idea of where they’re headed. They’re moving too slowly to be on a plane, and they haven’t cut south to go through Connecticut, so I have a feeling they’re on their way to UMass.”
“UMass?” Jack wrinkled his forehead.
Adelle stopped eating. “I can’t believe we didn’t see this coming.”
“What are you three talking about?” Aeyli watched as the three of them had an intense, silent conversation. “Cut that out! If I’m going to be there, I need to be in the loop.”
Jack threw her an apologetic smile. “The case we were working on where we found Nova. Someone was draining the norms of their essence using an app created by a grad student. Nova’s family is behind it.”
“That’s the piece we were missing. Noah could have easily had the memory monster take away Sadie’s memories of his involvement.” Adelle mused, selecting a strawberry from her brother’s plate.
“We need to get on the road if we’re going to get Nova back and stop Noah from doing whatever he’s planning on doing there.” Marshall shot to his feet.
Aeyli, Jack, and Adelle all started shouting in unison.
“Not like that, you’re not.”
“Like hell you are.”
“Absolutely not.”
Marshall looked like he was about to tell all of them to go to hell when the room shook with power, and everyone sprang to their feet looking ready to fight.
“No need to get excited, everyone. I had the spirit of the city lock the house down. No one is leaving here until you’ve all rested and fixed yourselves up in the ’Scape.” Samantha’s tone was mild, but her eyes were steely and held a touch of something alien in them. Aeyli shivered and reminded herself to stay on Samantha’s good side at all costs.
Marshall stormed over to her and towered over Samantha’s smaller frame. “You can’t do that—”
Samantha managed to glare down her nose at him despite their height difference—a feat Aeyli deeply envied. “As the head of this Chapter House, I have the right to do anything in my power to keep safe the guardians under my care. Letting you leave right now would go against everything I believe in.”
Before Marshall could come up with another argument, Samantha continued. “And before you decide to nip through the ’Scape and come out at another gate, remember the next closest one is more than eight hours from Amherst. You’ll be better off fixing yourself up in the ’Scape and coming back through here than you would be using it as an escape hatch and showing up at UMass tired and underpowered.”
Marshall stepped back, looking like he could chew masonry nails. “Fine.” He ground out through clenched teeth. “But we’re going to talk about this when we get back.”
“And when you make it home alive, I’ll consider my job well done,” Samantha said calmly, not allowing Marshall’s anger to deter her one bit.
Marshall growled and stalked off, calling behind him. “Everyone rest up or get in the ’Scape now. Once I come out, I’m leaving, whether you’re ready or not.”
Jack and Adelle hurried after him, but Aeyli turned to Samantha and gave her a hug, careful not to let her power spill out into her. Aeyli had no idea what the spirit of Boston was, but she wasn’t ready for the consequences of letting her magic interact with it.
“You are so bad ass, Samantha.”
Samantha hugged her close and stroked her hair softly. “I know.” She pulled back so she could see Aeyli. “You’re good for him. You’re good for the whole team, and they all know it.”
“I don’t know about that. They’re all so powerful and experienced, I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to be useful to them.”
“You have your own power too. You’re still young, Aeyli. You’ll get there if you’re patient. Just keep at it, and whatever you do, don’t let him push you away for your own good.”
“Why? Has he said something?”
“No.” Samantha hurried to assure her. “I just know his type. Self-sacrificing, puts too much responsibility on his own shoulders . . . I’m sure you can empathize.”
Aeyli turned away, remembering how she’d ordered Fourteen to run and let her family take her. She’d wondered so many times if he’d still be with her now if she’d only trusted him to get them away. She wouldn’t have Fire, but Fourteen would be free.
Two weeks ago that would have been enough for her, but now that she’d gotten to know Marshall and his team, she was starting to think differently.
She shook her head. It didn’t do to dwell on things she’d already done. It wasn’t like she could go back and undo them. And now she had a chance to have all of them in her life. She just needed to rescue Fourteen so Fire could get Nova back and kick Noah’s ass.
“Okay, I think you should get to bed now before you fall over.”
She started down the hallway, then stopped. “Um . . .”
“Don’t worry, I’ll wake you up as soon as I feel them come out of the gate.”
She nodded gratefully. “Thanks.”




Chapter 29
Aeyli
She was dreaming. At least, she thought she was dreaming. Aeyli was pretty sure she’d never actually seen Fourteen’s abs up close and in person. Maybe that one time when he’d stripped in front of her to go take a shower, but she’d tried super hard not to peek. Okay, and that other time she’d had to fight to keep her face off them while she was dangling from his jacket, but she did her best to not think about that time either. Lusting after someone while you are both busy not dying isn’t classy.
Well, she was getting an eyeful now. Fourteen lay splayed out before her, wearing only a thin silk sheet and a sleepy smile of invitation. She looked behind her and saw nothingness. No walls, or art, just hazy, pink mottled nothingness. She was definitely in a dream.
To test this theory, she imagined her bedroom walls surrounding them—for her own piece of mind—and saw four deep, oak paneled walls drop into place. She added a ceiling for good measure and turned her attention back to the bed and Fourteen.
“I know you aren’t real.” She was rewarded with a cocky smirk she’d only been gifted with a handful of times in the Real.
“Maybe,” Fourteen replied. “Or maybe some small part of you is connecting to the part of me who wants to be here.” He sat up, allowing the sheet to slip down his body, exposing a hip and the hint of a happy trail.
Aeyli wasn’t aware of moving, but suddenly she was in the bed, tracing Fourteen’s hipbone with her fingers. When she replaced her fingers with her lips, she felt their positions flip, and now she was the one on the bottom, feeling Fourteen’s delicious weight pressing against her, along with an impressive bulge nudging insistently against her thigh.
Knowing the dream could dissolve any moment, she pressed her face against his sculpted chest and breathed in his unique scent, determined to enjoy every sensation she could experience. After what happened today, she knew there was a real possibility this could be the only time she ever got to enjoy being with Fourteen like this—even if he was only a dream.
Fourteen’s hand wove through her hair and gripped a handful of it at the base of her skull. A soft, but insistent tug sent bolts of pleasure all the way to her core, and she allowed him to turn her face to his. He nipped at her mouth, and she opened to him eagerly.
As his tongue explored her, she allowed her hands to map his body. She delighted in the hard, muscled planes of his stomach, but faltered when they met the puckered scar on his torso she’d become closely acquainted with on the ill-fated trip they’d taken down a set of crumbling stairs while taking heavy spellfire.
Her fingers froze in their tracks. Could she actually enjoy playing with a dream version of him, knowing he was out there somewhere, possibly in danger? For all she knew, Marshall might not have been his only hit tonight.
As if conjured by the thought, she heard the faint sound of a muffled shot and now she and he were standing, fully clothed, back on the roof. Aeyli huffed in annoyance at her mind for bringing her back here, ripping her away from the consequence-free nookie-dream she’d been in the middle of.
Instead of smiling at her with sin in his eyes, she was face to face with the cold, empty eyes of Agent Fourteen. The killer the Company had made him into.
“This is your fault, you know.” Fourteen said without inflection or emotion. “If you’d been paying more attention—”
Aeyli turned away and focused on the ocean below. She’d had enough of these dreams by now to know how this one would go if she didn’t stop it in its tracks, so she imagined him silent, focusing only on the sound of the waves lapping against the seawall. When she realized he’d gone still, she snuck a peek out of the corner of her eye and saw him motionless. He stood like a doll, as obedient as he had been on the terrible day she’d learned she was his new handler.
A sob bubbled up in her throat.
Summoning all of her willpower, she silently bade Fourteen to vanish because she couldn’t stand looking at him anymore.
It was probably better for her that the naked portion of the dream hadn’t gained momentum. She could only imagine how she would feel in the morning, waking up to find out that it had all been a dream. Aeyli put every ounce of her being into making herself believe it.
Tears slipped down her cheeks, and she allowed them to flow unchecked as she watched seagulls swoop overhead.
A dawning realization hit her, and her tears slowed. She finally did it. She stopped her own nightmare. For the first time, Aeyli woke up in her own Dreamscape, before Marshall or Jack had come to save her.
It was a good thing she’d done it before either of them showed up. The idea of facing them after the beginning of the dream was too embarrassing to contemplate. Especially Marshall.
This was definitely cause for celebration.
But she didn’t feel like celebrating—she felt alone and pathetic. She could try to recreate the beginning of her dream, but the thought made her want to cry. What she really wanted right now was to feel safe. Warm and safe and protected.
Arms came around her, and she jumped. Then she realized she’d probably accidentally conjured up a version of Fourteen, likely from when she’d first met him. Back when he felt safe. But when she turned around, instead of leather and metal, she smelled sandalwood and found her face buried in Marshall’s soft Henley.
Before she had a chance to react, Marshall’s hand found its way to her jaw and tilted her head to meet his lips.
She found herself returning his kiss with vigor before she came back to herself.
Sweet Vis, was Marshall actually here? Or had she conjured him?
“Wait.” She pushed reluctantly at his chest, and Marshall moved back just enough to give her space. His hazel eyes were dark with need. “Are you really you, or did I make you?”
His answering smirk, so similar to the one Dream Fourteen had given her, was answer enough. Aeyli was so tired of going from crisis to crisis, never getting a moment to herself. Right now her subconscious was offering her something she’d been afraid to acknowledge she’d even wanted. Her conscience twinged a little, but she told it to be quiet. She was allowed to have fantasies, especially after the day she’d just had.
Casting a glace over her shoulder to make sure she was truly alone in her ’Scape, Aeyli twined her fingers into Dream Marshall’s hair and pulled until his lips met hers.
Just one minute.
If she could have one minute of feeling safe and loved, she could stop.
In a minute.




Chapter 30
Marshall
Before stepping through the portal, Marshall took time to center himself. He didn’t want to, though. Waiting to go after Nova was killing him. He wanted to be done with the whole situation for once and for all. Wasting time in the ’Scape went against everything he wanted to do.
A small part of him knew he was off the rails and Samantha had been right to force him to recraft all the spells and sensory enhancements he was used to having at his disposal. But the rest of him was so sick and tired of dealing with the emotional fallout of his mistakes five years ago. It was all he could do to keep himself from tearing into Samantha when she’d locked the house down.
And that would have been a bad idea. Aside from alienating a good friend, she was a force to be reckoned with. Marshall wasn’t entirely certain he could take her in a fair fight, especially not right now.
He took a deep breath. Then another. He felt Jack come up behind him and put a hand on his neck in a quiet request for connection. He considered refusing, but he knew Jack’s help would get him into the ’Scape faster. Marshall broadcast his assent.
He sighed in relief as calm began to flow through his body. When he felt his sister’s hand on his arm, he didn’t wait for her request, he reached out with his mind and drew her in as well. The three of them stood connected and strong, and Marshall could have cried from relief as the burden of responsibility was taken from his shoulders and shared between all three of them.
Oh Marshall, I didn’t know it had gotten so bad. Adelle’s mental voice was heavy with sorrow.
It’s been a rough couple of days. If it hadn’t been for Aeyli, I don’t know if I’d even be here.
He sent his teammates an image of what had happened when he’d lost control at the LA gate. He waited for their reaction, wondering if this would be the final straw for them. If his lack of control would be enough to cause them to turn on him and expose him for the useless excuse for a dreamwalker he was.
Instead, he felt them wrap even tighter around him both mentally and physically, supporting him. Loving him.
Thank Vis for Aeyli. Jack sent. We need you, boss, no matter how fucked up you are.
Thank all the gods for Aeyli. Adelle amended. She’s too impressive to be the work of just one god.
Marshall was a fool. They were there for him even after he’d nearly destroyed half of LA. Even after he’d gone and shredded his soul and gotten it stuck to another dreamwalker. Of course they were still there for him. They were his family.
Enmeshed as he was with his team, they picked up on his thought process.
We’ll always be there for you, dumbass. Adelle sent.
No way you’re getting rid of us. Jack’s certainty left no room in Marshall’s mind for doubt.
He wrapped his arms around his teammates and leaned into them, accepting their support, allowing it to seep into his bones. When he backed away, he felt ready to enter the ’Scape.
Still connected to his team, he entered the portal.
✽✽✽
 
The pinpoint speck of azure of his personal Dreamscape beckoned to him as soon as he bid farewell to his teammates. But before he could head toward it, he was distracted by the pulsing pink of Aeyli’s personal Dreamscape.
She must have fallen asleep while he was busy trying to get his shit together enough to enter the portal.
He abandoned the idea of going to his ’Scape right away. Instead, he set up a healing loop, tying the energy from the ’Scape to his natural healing abilities, and turned up the volume. Rebuilding his shield and adding a few basic upgrades—because adding the rest of his upgrades, like enhanced sight and hearing, weren’t going to happen today—could wait. First, he had to make sure Aeyli wasn’t trapped in a nightmare.
When he reached the pink sphere, he decided to go in stealthily. If she was fine, he didn’t want to disturb her rest. He’d only intervene if she was in trouble.
He drifted through the walls of her ’Scape and allowed the reality Aeyli’s mind had already created to wrap around him, but not affect him. He carefully closed his essence off to make sure he wasn’t affecting his surroundings.
At first he saw nothing alarming. Aeyli was standing on top of the building where they’d had the showdown with Fourteen. It looked like she was alone, but he decided to stay a little longer to make sure she wasn’t going to get trapped in replaying the event over and over again. He could have set a ward to do it, but he was enjoying the peace of watching the ocean breeze play with Aeyli’s hair.
Just when he decided that he should leave and give her privacy, he saw himself materialize behind her and put his arms around her.
He started in surprise as she turned around and began to kiss Dream him.
Marshall froze. He’d been having control issues. Was this his doing? A quick check of his essence showed it to be tightly under his command.
He watched, spellbound as Aeyli pulled back and asked Dream him if he was real. Whatever Dream Marshall did seemed to appease her, and she continued kissing him.
He checked his magic again, but this time looked deeply to make sure there wasn’t a tiny part running wild and free. But no matter how closely he looked, his magic was still completely closed off from Aeyli.
When Dream Marshall grabbed Aeyli’s ass, he checked again.
As he watched, getting increasingly flustered by the scene before him, he came to the realization that he was standing there, watching his student make out with a dream version of himself. Like a giant pervert.
It was beyond time to make himself scarce. He’d already invaded her privacy enough for the day. Except that when Dream Marshall reached a hand up Aeyli’s shirt, he found himself completely incapable of leaving.
That was, of course, exactly when Jack showed up.
✽✽✽
 
“So, how are things?” Jack’s voice sounded casual, but Marshall could tell he was annoyed by the tightness of his jaw.
“This isn’t what it looks like.” He wasn’t even sure what it looked like, but whatever Jack was thinking, he wanted him to stop.
“So you aren’t perving on our newest team member while she’s having a naughty dream about you?”
“I . . .” The man had a point. “I was about to leave. I was just a little surprised.”
Jack cocked his head to the side as Dream Marshall lifted Aeyli and let her wrap her legs around him. “I’d make fun of you, but for some reason I’m finding it difficult to bring myself to suggest we relocate to finish this conversation.”
Aeyli herself made the conversation moot when she pulled away. “I can’t do this.” Her face was a mask of confusion.
Marshall and Jack watched in quiet fascination as Dream Marshall gently lowered her to the floor. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you, Aeyli. Whatever you need, it’s yours.”
“Well, she’s got you pegged.” Jack laughed softly.
“That’s not me.”
“No, it’s not, but she knows you well enough to trust you not to hurt her in any way.”
“Of course I wouldn’t.”
“You care about her.”
“Obviously. I care about a lot of people.”
Jack gave him a measuring look. “You aren’t the only one who does, you know.”
“Fourteen doesn’t have anything to worry about.”
Jack looked at him like Marshall was missing the point.
When Aeyli began to cry, Marshall didn’t know what to do. Normally, he’d step in when one of her dreams was going badly, but if he revealed himself right now, Aeyli would be mortified. He looked to Jack to see if he had any answers.
“She’s not going to like it if I show up either.”
“At least she wasn’t making out with you.”
Jack waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “A man can only hope.”
“Jack, be serious.”
Jack gave an exaggerated sigh and threw up his hands. “Fine, but you owe me.”
Marshall knew Jack wasn’t actually upset. He would help Aeyli even if Marshall hadn’t asked. It seemed like no one was immune to having a soft spot where she was concerned.
He watched as Jack strolled forward and said, “Is this guy giving you trouble?”
Aeyli jumped away from Dream Marshall guiltily and wiped tears from her cheeks. “No, no. Nothing. We weren’t doing anything.”
Jack snapped his fingers and turned Dream Marshall into a kitten. “Well, now you can be not doing anything with a kitten.”
Marshall envied the ease with which Jack did everything. Even awkward situations were nothing in the face of Jack’s easy confidence.
The kitten bounded up to Aeyli and pawed at her leg, demanding she pick it up. She complied, laughing softly when it rubbed its face against hers. “Hello,” she told the kitten. “Yes, it’s nice to see you again too. You sure get around.”
“I’m sorry. We were so caught up our own drama that I forgot to check on you.” Jack reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
“Don’t worry about it. I know you all have more important things to be doing right now than to make sure I get a full night’s sleep.”
Jack put his hand under her chin and lifted it. “I don’t know about that, sweetheart.”
For someone as long lived as Marshall, new experiences were highly sought after. Especially when he could live out anything his imagination could come up with. Marshall had seen, done, and experienced many things in his life.
Marshall had known Jack as long as he’d known his sister. Jack had been a friend of his father’s and had been there to help raise Marshall and Adelle after Hawthorne had lost his wife to childbirth. Marshall didn’t actually know how old Jack was, or even what he was, really. What he did know was that Jack had always been there for him.
Where Adelle and Callum had been overbearing during Marshall’s rebellious youth, Jack had been there to help him clean up his messes and help him get his head on straight. Never judging, always supportive, Jack was Marshall’s foundation, and he loved him more than he loved almost anything.
Today Marshall got another new experience. Watching as his friend traced the tear tracks on Aeyli’s face, for the first time in his life, Marshall felt jealous of Jack.




Chapter 31
Nova
Everything was so beyond out of control. Nova was sitting in a rental car next to her brother with their mom in the backseat. Normal people wouldn’t think this was a strange thing. But then normal people hadn’t thought their mother was dead for the past twenty years. Normal people also didn’t have brothers who could do magic.
“This is so much better now that you know.” Niko hadn’t stopped talking for miles. “I’ve been dying to tell you about this, but Dad swore me to secrecy. He said it would be safer for you if you didn’t know.”
Nova nodded but was only listening with part of her mind. The rest of her attention was on figuring out what to do. She’d actually been having a nice time with Adelle and her mom when her brother showed up an hour ago and knocked Adelle into next Tuesday. When Nova got upset, Niko had done something weird to the whole café, and the next thing she knew they were all booking it down the highway.
The second Nova had come out of whatever spell her brother had put on her, he’d begun a stream of apologies while her mother keened softly in the back seat. The one time Fumiko tried to say anything, Niko had shut her down. Literally.
“Niko.” She ventured, cutting her brother off mid apology. “I think we should just get out of here.”
“That’s what I’m doing as fast as I can, baby doll, but this sack of shit rental car wasn’t made for making tracks.” His words were easy, but the skin around his eyes was tight.
“No, I mean, just you and me.” Nova liked the idea of having her mom back, but after spending an hour with her listening to her verbally assault Adelle, she thought it might not be so bad if just she and Niko struck out on their own.
She would miss her though. Nova had spent a lot of time as a teen imagining what having a mother would be like. The snatches of memories she had now were nothing like those daydreams. They’d been on the run and hungry a lot, but she remembered knowing deep down that her mom loved her. The woman in the backseat was different somehow. In the hours since they reconnected, Fumiko had been angry and bitter, lashing out at everyone except Nova.
But then how was a woman supposed to act after her children had been kidnapped? Maybe Nova should give her more than a handful of minutes before she decided to ditch her. It would give her an opportunity to spend more time with Marshall and the rest of her old friends if she could convince her brother to stay. Something she wasn’t entirely sure was possible.
Aside from his clear aggression toward their mother, she wasn’t so naive to think she and Niko were going to be able to seamlessly blend into the life Fire had, no matter how much she might want to. As it was, it was going to be all she could do to get him away from their freak show of a father. Could she convince Niko to give Fumiko a chance? Or would be better if they both went off on their own?
“What are you talking about? Dad’s just down the road. We’ve got something quick to take care of, and then we can go home. This is going to be great, you know. Now I can teach you how to do magic instead of siphoning it away to keep you in the dark. Think of how much fun we’re going to have.”
“Wait, you were taking my magic?” Nova felt like she’d been kicked in the chest.
“Of course, love, I had to. Like I said, Dad believed you’d be safer if you stayed out of the world of the Other since those fucking dreamwalkers took all of your memories away. It was just better for you that way.”
“Niko,” she sighed. This was going to be harder than she thought. Her brother had been fed a steady diet of lies and misinformation since birth, and it was going to take some extreme mental gymnastics for Nova to straighten him out. “I may not have all of my marbles kicking around in here, but I do still have a few memories from before you and Dad took me. Marshall got them back for me.”
Her brother went still but didn’t speak.
“It’s only flashes, but I remember Noah stuffing me into some weird portal, and I remember the monster he keeps in there.” Nova shivered. “I remember how I felt as it took everything from me.”
“He what?” His voice was a low hiss, and his hands tightened on the steering wheel.
“Noah isn’t who you think he is, Niko.”
“And I suppose you think the bitch in the backseat is?” Niko was trying to regain his composure, but Nova could tell her revelation about the monster had shaken him.
“I don’t know who she is either, Niko. But I know you. At least I think I do. Those fake memories I have of our happy childhood together. Those are from you, right?” Nova couldn’t imagine their father having enough compassion in him to create the loving moments she could still remember.
Niko nodded slowly, looking uncertain. “I wanted you to have the life we should have had together before she took you away.”
Nova reached out and took her brother’s hand to show him he had no need to be uncertain. As far as she was concerned, the majority of the blame lay on their father’s shoulders. If she could only get Niko to see reason, she was certain they could work everything out.
“I didn’t take her away.” Fumiko had finally come around from when Niko had put her to sleep and was now leaning forward between the two front seats. “I escaped, Niko. I tried to take you too, but Noah was onto me. When I came back for you, Noah was there, waiting. I was lucky to have gotten away at all.”
“Why did you have to go in the first place?” Niko asked brokenly, sounding like a little boy. “We could have been happy together.”
“Niko, your father is a monster. I was blind to it when I first met him, but when I found out what he did, I couldn’t help but see . . .” Fumiko trailed off.
Nova waited for several long minutes before prompting her mother to continue. “What did he do?”
Fumiko took a shaky breath and then began to speak rapidly, as if she’d decided saying the words quickly would be easier. “Shortly after we got together, I got pregnant. We were both ecstatic. I mean, the birthrate for the Other is fairly low, but for dreamwalkers, it’s almost negligible. Marshall and Adelle are the only case in the past two hundred years of a dreamwalker having more than one child.”
“Until us, you mean,” Nova said.
“No, I mean at all.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Niko said.
“I know, it’s . . . this is hard for me to say.” Fumiko choked and tried again. “When I was pregnant, I was only carrying one child.”
“You mean you had another child before you had us?”
“No, I mean when I was pregnant with you, there was only one child. And then your father did . . . something, and the next morning I woke up and could sense two souls inside my belly rather than the one I’d gone to bed with the night before.”
Silence.
Spotty as her memory was, Nova still knew the core tenant of the Guard. She’d been half raised by three dreamwalkers—of course she knew. Taking a baby and splitting its soul in two would have been grounds for death.
“What did you do?” Niko’s voice was hoarse and whisper-soft.
“Like an idiot, I asked Noah about it. He claimed he was trying to give us a big family and acted like it wasn’t a big deal, but I knew better. I knew if the Guard found out about what he’d done, all four of us would be executed. I screamed at him, told him I was leaving and for him not to follow me, but he wouldn’t let me go. I wasn’t able to find a chance to escape until months after you two were born.”
“And you left me behind,” Niko said coldly. “With someone you thought to be a monster. Nice job.”
Fumiko dissolved into tears, and Nova was torn between comforting her mother and comforting her brother. One look at Niko’s shuttered face made the decision for her.
“Let’s just pull over and let her out. Let her go do her thing. We don’t need either of them, Niko.” Ignoring her mother’s broken protest in the back and the stab of grief in her own heart, she continued. “You and I are what’s important. Now that we know the truth, we can be free to find our own trouble. And a maybe new Rolls.” A little levity couldn’t hurt her case, right?
Nova studied her brother as he processed her words. She didn’t want to leave her mom behind, but she knew Niko. He wouldn’t be ready to forgive Fumiko for leaving him behind anytime soon, and it was more important to convince him to not take them back into Noah’s hands than it was for Nova to get to be with her mom.
As she saw the exit for UMass, she knew they were running out of time.
“What did he want two of us for? Did you ever find out?” Niko asked.
“He never would tell me,” Fumiko said softly.
“Fuck.” Niko hissed under his breath. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this.”
“Thank you, Niko.” Nova squeezed her brother arm.
“I’ll take you as far as Northampton, Fumiko, then you’re on your own. Nova and I don’t need you.”
Fumiko sniffed. “That’s better than him having the two of you. At least you’ll be safe.”
“We’ll be fine. Right?” Nova looked to Niko for assurance. She had no idea how to support herself and assumed Niko wouldn’t want anything to do with Fire or the Guard. Especially if just by existing the two of them were considered illegal.
“We’ll be fine. I’ve got a few accounts Noah doesn’t know about.” Niko went rigid. “Shit.”
“What? What’s wrong? Fuck, Niko, why are you pulling over?” She yanked at his arm, trying to get him to respond, but it was like her brother had turned into a lifeless doll. She opened the door and got out, planning to shove Niko over and drive herself when her body stopped obeying her. She was frozen with one hand on the door handle and one foot on the pavement.
“He’s here,” Fumiko said, sounding hysterical.
In unison, Niko and Nova both got out of the car, went to the backseat, opened the door, and gestured for Fumiko to get out.
“I told you I’d find you if you ran,” Nova said against her volition and realized her brother was talking as well.
Together, the twins said, “It was only a matter of time.”
Terrified, Nova fought, but she had no control over her body. It was like she was a passenger along for the ride. She watched in morbid fascination as her mother got out of the car and reached her hands up to stroke her children’s cheeks.
“Take me to him.”




Chapter 32
Aeyli
Aeyli squinted as the morning sun reflected off a passing car directly into her eyes. “Are the students supposed to be this weird?” She’d never been to a college before, but she didn’t think the student body tended to congregate in a giant herd like they were right now.
Currently, the whole of Team Fire was huddling behind a bus shelter smack in the middle of a sprawling campus. Aeyli had never been on a college campus before, but she liked the looks of this one. Especially when Jack told her the tall brick building in the middle was a library. An entire skyscraper devoted to books? It made the LA Chapter House look like a joke in comparison. She might as well be in heaven. It had been all she could do to not suggest they start their search there.
And that would have ended up being a very bad idea.
“Anyone else have a serious case of déjà vu?” Jack stood shoulder to shoulder with Adelle and Marshall as they stared down the hill at the teaming mass of people milling around the duck pond next to the library.
“This is exactly like the zombie game in the colony,” Marshall said.
“Only real,” Adelle added.
“They aren’t really zombies though, right?” Aeyli couldn’t stop herself from scooting behind Marshall. Marshall had filled her in on the details of Fire’s mission at the UMass colony on the drive over. She wasn’t built for zombie slaying.
“They’re doing a pretty good impression of them if they aren’t.” Marshall said grimly, eyes following the herd as it moved slowly around the field.
“What do we do now?” she asked.
“We break it up.”
“And how do we do that?”
“We don’t do it. You are going to stand back with Adelle and help her keep an eye on Jack and me, as we take a stroll and try to figure out what’s going on out there.”
Aeyli knew Marshall didn’t mean he and Jack would take a real stroll. He was talking about astral projection. He wanted Adelle and Aeyli to protect their bodies as they looked at the minds of the students down below.
Actually, he probably meant for Adelle to protect them and had only included Aeyli out of politeness. He’d already made it clear on the drive over that he wanted her to stay out of combat by any means necessary.
“We need to find a defensible position. I don’t want to be out in the open if you accidentally trigger something nasty.” Adelle scanned the area until she found what she was looking for. “This way.”
Aeyli followed Fire, feeling superfluous, as they set up in the empty cafeteria across the street. Since Marshall and Jack didn’t need to actually see their targets to do their thing, it meant she and Adelle could barricade the doors and windows with tables and chairs, to give them an extra layer of defense until Marshall and Jack came back into their bodies.
She created an elaborate tower of chairs in front of the main entrance, and a little glow of pride let her know that in this instance, at least, she could be useful. Or so she’d thought, until she’d needed to move a table by herself and couldn’t even get it to budge. She glared at her tiny noodle arms when Jack picked the table up one-handed and propped it against a window.
When the cafeteria was as fortified as it could get, Aeyli huddled next to Marshall as he propped himself against a wall facing the door.
“Do you need a pillow, or something? I could give you my hoodie.”
“No, you keep it. I’ll be fine.” Marshall gave her hand a squeeze.
She felt a jolt of energy pass through her body that had nothing to do with magic. The memory of kissing Dream Marshall leapt into her head in full, Technicolor glory, and Aeyli frantically shoved it to the back of her mind, worried Marshall might accidentally pick up on it.
“Yeah, this one here doesn’t give a crap about his body, unlike some of us. If you’re offering, I’ll take your lap.” Jack looked at her hopefully.
“Of course!” Aeyli crawled over to where Jack was sitting.
“She doesn’t need to be pinned down by your carcass if we get swarmed.” Marshall warned, scowling. “She needs to be able to run. If you need a lap, you can have mine. I won’t be using it for a little while.”
Jack gave her a see what I mean look, scooting over until he was close enough to use Marshall as a pillow.
“Is there something I can do while we wait?” Aeyli hated feeling useless. She’d had enough of that for the first part of her life. If there was anything she could be doing, she wanted to be doing it rather than standing around ogling Marshall’s and Jack’s bodies like a weirdo.
“Why don’t you keep an eye on the back exit. If you see anyone coming, don’t shout, come to me instead.” Adelle shook her head. “Better yet, let me link up with you.”
Aeyli stared at her in surprise. “You can link up with me like you do Jack and Marshall?”
“Of course I can. I can make a mental connection with anyone I want.” Adelle gave her wink. “I just usually choose not to. I don’t like having a lot of foreign minds cluttering up my inner landscape.”
“It’s okay, you don’t have to.” Aeyli held up her hands in distress, hating the idea of Adelle doing something she was uncomfortable with.
“I don’t have to do anything, dear. I want to. Besides, your mind isn’t foreign to me, and don’t forget, the last time I linked my mind to yours, I got an amazing boost out of the deal.”
“That’s right, I totally forgot about that. Okay then, if you’re sure.” Aeyli reached out and let Adelle wrap her long, elegant fingers around her hand.
There you are. Adelle’s voice felt like warm honey inside her mind.
The stress and anxiety she’d been feeling since stumbling across Fourteen instantly dialed back in intensity. Suddenly, Aeyli felt about a hundred times more optimistic about their chances for success.
Thanks, sweetie. Aeyli could sense Adelle’s amusement as well as hear her words. You feel pretty soothing yourself.
Aeyli laughed and slapped a hand over her mouth. A quick glance over at Marshall and Jack told her she hadn’t shaken them out of whatever trance they were in.
She focused on the warm amber of Adelle’s essence dancing on the edges of her consciousness and sent the thought. Oops.
It’s okay, they aren’t asleep, so you can’t wake them up by being loud. You might want to keep it down though, in case you attract outside attention. Adelle smiled wryly and jerked her chin toward the front window.
Reminded of the reason why Adelle had linked minds with her in the first place, Aeyli quickly made her way to the exit in the back of the cafeteria to keep a lookout.
She did her best to focus on her appointed task but kept getting distracted by the light show Jack and Marshall were putting on. The pattern their combined essences made was hypnotizing. As Marshall’s magic wove its way into Jack’s, she noticed his blue was paler than she was used to, which was odd. She’d never heard of someone’s magic changing color before, but then Marshall did a lot of things she didn’t know were possible.
Once their colors had thoroughly combined, she saw hundreds of threads lift up and shoot toward the duck pond.
Adelle, is Marshall’s essence a different color now?
A moment passed, and Aeyli began to wonder if she’d actually managed to send the question before Adelle sent her a terse Yes in response.
That’s not a good thing, is it?
There was another long moment before Adelle said No.
This has something to do with Nova, doesn’t it?
Aeyli was saved from the inevitable panic she just knew she was going to feel at Adelle’s response when Marshall’s and Jack’s colors separated, and they both opened their eyes, interrupting the conversation.
“Do you want the good news or the bad news?” Jack drawled lazily.
Aeyli repressed a smile. Jack was better than anyone she knew at cutting tension.
“Just spit it out,” Adelle said testily.
“We were able to break up most of the horde.” Marshall sat up straight and pushed Jack off his lap. “Noah reactivated the app, and it looks like everyone who has ever logged onto it was turned into a mindless puppet.”
“I take it that’s the bad news,” Aeyli said, but Adelle, Jack, and Marshall were already shaking their heads.
“Actually, no. If that was all there was to it, Jack and I could have set them all free by breaking the magic. We did manage with most of the students.” He gestured to a steady stream of people wandering down the sidewalk, all of them looking a bit dazed. “They think they’ve been at a political rally the whole time.”
“The bad news is that several dozen students were too far gone. They’d logged on too many times and lost too much of their essence.”
Adelle gasped. “You mean, they’re actually soulless?”
Marshall nodded. “I think Noah must have cranked up the intensity on his spell now that he knows we’re onto him. Some of the kids here couldn’t afford to lose what he took from them.”
“Can you fix them?” Aeyli asked, already fairly certain of the answer.
“I’m afraid not. This is a lot like a Nightmare possession, in that I can’t give them back what they lost. They’re already dead. It just happened so quickly, their bodies haven’t noticed.”
“Which brings us to the really bad news. Since he’s the one who drained them completely, Noah pretty much has complete control over their bodies. We won’t be able to cut his strings as easily as we did most of the students’.”
“Dammit. I hate cases like this.” Adelle leaned against a wall and closed her eyes. Her essence spiked around her head, reminding Aeyli of solar flares before settling down to a smooth, steady pulse. A stab of envy poked Aeyli in the gut. If she had that level of emotional control, she would be so much further along with her lessons right now.
Marshall and Jack both nodded grimly.
“But there is something you can do?” Aeyli fidgeted anxiously. This was the last thing they needed right now.
“We’ll have to put them down them by hand, one at a time. Basically, we have to tell their bodies they are dead.”
“Is this something I can do too?” Aeyli asked, wanting to help ease the strain on her friends. She didn’t imagine killing people, even dead people, was an easy job.
Marshall shook his head. “Strictly dreamwalker business, I’m afraid. Maybe if we had a few days to come up with a spell for you, but right now we don’t have the time.”
Aeyli tried not to feel relieved about not being able to help. She might have wanted to ease her friends’ burden, but she hadn’t relished the idea of killing dead people.
“Fourteen would be really handy right about now.” Jack muttered. “I could make him another weapon—you know—if he was currently on our side.”
“Well, he’s not on our side right now. We don’t even know if he’s here.” Aeyli felt like she was about to crawl out of her skin. She was completely useless, and her friends needed all the help they could get.
“Actually, he is here.”
“What do you mean? Can you sense him?”
“Not exactly. What I did sense a minute ago was a knot of people with a big, conspicuous hole in it on the other side of the field.”
“Hold on there, kitten.” Jack caught her by her jacket as she tried to bolt for the door. “You’re not going in for your rematch against him alone. You’re going to need us to get you to him at the very least.”
“And you’ll need one of us to keep him from killing you,” Adelle piped in.
“Yes, as lovely as you are, I don’t think he’s going to just let you feel him up without a fight,” Jack said.
“But I’m only going to slow you down. You need to get to Nova before something awful happens.” She pulled against Jack’s hold, but he held firm and gave her a look.
“Nova is okay right now. She’s angry, but her essence is still strong. Whatever Noah is doing isn’t endangering her at the moment,” Marshall said.
“You can feel her emotions now without linking?” Adelle asked.
Marshall nodded, jaw clenched.
Jack and Adelle exchanged worried glances.
“We don’t have time for this right now,” Marshall said, forestalling whatever they were about to say. “Two of us need to get out there and put those poor kids out of their misery, and one of us needs to go with Aeyli so she can get Fourteen back on our side.” His gaze darted back and forth between Jack and Adelle briefly before saying, “Adelle, you’re our best fighter, so you should go with Aeyli.”
Aeyli raised her eyebrows at Adelle and let out a startled laugh when Adelle gave her a bloodthirsty grin.
“Jack and I will go and thin out the horde while you two try to tip the odds closer to our favor.”
“Actually, boss, no offence to Adelle here, but I think I’d like to go with Aeyli.”
Marshall jerked his head up in surprise. “Why is that?” His voice was tight.
“Our girl is the best at hand-to-hand, it’s true, but I feel like I developed a rapport with Fourteen back at the compound. Maybe he’ll go easy on me.”
“That’s the only reason you want to go?”
“The only one that matters,” Jack countered breezily.
Adelle raised her eyebrows at the exchange.
Aeyli was only paying attention with part of her mind. The rest of her was focused on the door, willing the trio to hurry up and decide who was coming with her so she could just go already.
“If it means that much to you,” Marshall said slowly. “I’ll go with Adelle.”
“It does.” Jack flashed a grin and clapped his hands together eagerly. “Great! We have a plan. I can’t wait to see how Fourteen fucks it up for us.”




Chapter 33
Aeyli
“I thought you said there were only a few dozen students who’d been zombified.” Aeyli hissed in Jack’s ear, her voice just short of hysteria.
The two of them were crouched behind a bus shelter perched above a slope leading down to a set of main buildings on the other side of the pond. It looked to Aeyli like over a hundred students were wandering aimlessly along the path.
“This is more than I remember there being,” Jack said, mostly to himself. Then his eyes went vacant, and he slumped against Aeyli.
Unfortunately, Jack was easily twice her size, so she collapsed under his weight. She tried to push him against the wall of the bus shelter, but Jack came back to himself before she’d managed to succumb to panic.
“Sorry about that.” Jack pulled himself off of her and stepped back to give her some room. “Sometimes I forget you haven’t been around us very long and aren’t used to how we work.”
Aeyli glared at him, more worried about not being able to protect Jack’s body than potentially getting crushed under it. “What was I supposed to do if a zombie came up to us while you were off galivanting about? Tell them nobody’s home and to try again later?”
“I’m sorry, Aeyli. I knew I was only going to be gone for a few seconds. We don’t usually announce to each other when we go on short walks. I won’t do it again without telling you first.”
“Thank you.” Aeyli pressed a hand to her racing heart and tried to get it to slow down. She needed to get ahold of herself. She hadn’t even gotten to the hard part yet, and she was already seconds away from a panic attack.
She closed her eyes and breathed slowly, worried she might trigger the negative side of her power if she didn’t get herself under control. When she felt Jack’s large hand fold over hers, her heart slowed, and she felt more herself again.
“Thanks.” She squeezed Jack’s hand and expected him to let her go, but it stayed wrapped around hers. The electric buzz of his essence against hers felt too good for her to want to reclaim it. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to slow everything down like this.”
“Don’t worry about it. You’re Team Fire now, it’s what we do.”
“What, take turns freaking out and losing control?”
“Well, when you put it that way, you make it sound bad.” Jack’s roguish smile was infectious, and Aeyli responded in kind.
Her heart fluttered, and she found the need for an immediate subject change. “So what did you find on your walk?”
Jack grimaced. “It’s not good. There are a lot more of them than there were before. They’re snacking on anyone they run into and making more zombies. We need to get them under control ASAP before they turn the whole campus.”
“Can you fix the ones they turn?”
“I’m afraid not. I think they are funneling all that essence straight into Noah. Once it’s gone, there’s no putting it back.”
“We have to do something.” Aeyli clutched Jack’s hand tightly, stopping when she realized she was digging her nails into his skin. She was surprised when he didn’t complain. Instead, his fathomless eyes darkened with some unnamed emotion, but he continued as though unbothered.
“We are. I just talked to Marshall. He and Addy are coming this way and raising a giant ruckus to draw these guys away. Once we see a chance, we’ll sneak past and get you to Fourteen.”
“Can you still feel him?”
“Not exactly. The crowd of students dispersed. The best I can tell, most of the norms have all fled this part of the campus. We have to hope your soldier has stayed put.”
There was a loud crunching sound, like rocks falling down a hill, and Aeyli jerked her head toward the cacophony.
“That’s the rest of our team. They’re making their stand at the chapel. Hope it’s still there after this is all over—it’s almost as old as Marshall.
The zombies went from idle to alert at the noise. As one, they all moved toward the noise.
“Will they be okay?”
“They should be, we’re a resilient bunch. Plus, I made sure Marshall had as many upgrades as we could manage before I let him leave the ’Scape. He’s nearly unstoppable when he’s loaded for bear.”
She breathed a sigh of relief. “Once I’m able to turn Fourteen, go to them anyway, okay? He’ll be able to keep me safe.”
Jack put a hand on her shoulder and turned her to face him. “Aeyli, I don’t want you to get your hopes up too much.”
“What do you mean?” Aeyli felt her blood run cold. “I was able to get his memories back before. I can do it again.” She had to do it again. She couldn’t even think about what she’d do if she couldn’t.
“Your power is formidable, I know. But remember, it took more than a few minutes to get him to come back to himself the first time. If you can’t get Fourteen back right away, we’re going to have to bench him.”
Bench Fourteen? What the hell did that mean?
Jack must have read something on her face because he jumped in hastily. “I won’t hurt him, just put him to sleep.”
“Why didn’t I hear about this earlier?”
“Marshall hasn’t been inside Fourteen’s mind. I have. It’s a pretty ugly place.” At Aeyli’s look of outrage, he backpedaled. “I know he’s a good person, I’ve seen that too, but his head is a mass of contradicting orders and memories. If the wrong thing triggers him, he could become extremely dangerous to everyone around him, friend and foe.”
“That’s why you came? Why hide it from Marshall?”
“If Marshall knew how exactly dangerous he was, he’d never let you anywhere near Fourteen, no matter what you said.”
“But you will?”
“Well, I’m not exactly his biggest supporter now that he’s blown a hole in my best friend, but I know you. You’re not going to stop having nightmares about him until you get a chance to try to help him, so I’m here to make it happen.”
Aeyli frowned. Did that mean Jack thought she’d give up if this attempt failed? She decided not to ask, in case he ended up thinking Fourteen was only worth one shot. Even if she had to go against the first group of people who ever treated her like family, Aeyli couldn’t give up on Fourteen.
“Plus, I feel bad for the guy. It’s not his fault his brain is a bag of cats.”
She relaxed a fraction. If he felt sympathy for Fourteen, maybe Jack was her side after all. Before she had a chance to voice her thoughts, the last of the zombies had cleared the path.
“I think this is our moment. Let’s move.” Jack tugged on her sleeve. “You go first, I’ll watch our back.”
Aeyli crept forward, grateful her time on the streets had taught her to be stealthy. She might not be able to see any zombified students, but she could hear them thrashing around in the bushes just around the corner.
She’d made it to the School of Management building when six students came barreling around the corner. From the vacant expressions on their faces, she had no doubt they’d been zombified.
“Fuck.” Jack was right behind her.
A hand between her shoulder blades shoved her through a set of double doors that magically opened before her. Aeyli hit the ground hard, but scrambled to her feet before she had a chance to register any pain. She was at the doors in an instant, pulling on them with everything she had, but no matter how hard she tugged, she couldn’t get them open again. Through the small pane of glass, she could see a flurry of movement, but couldn’t tell who had the upper hand, though from the blaze of rainbow magic, Jack was definitely putting up a good fight.
Unwilling to let Jack fight alone, Aeyli cast around to get her bearings. If she could find another way out, she could get back to Jack and help somehow. At the very least she could shield.
From the theater-style seating, she assumed she was in an auditorium. Right now she was to the right of the stage. The only other door she could see was at the back of the room behind the rows and rows of seats. She raced up the aisle, hoping to come out of the front of the building and loop around if possible.
When she reached the exit, she’d gained enough momentum to burst through the doors loudly enough to wake the dead.
More than enough noise to announce her presence to the brainwashed super-soldier standing five feet away.
She skidded to a halt and fought to catch her breath. Rather than working on cardio like she’d promised herself two weeks ago, she’d done little more than read books and participate in lectures and meetings involving the Blaike family’s inner workings. As she struggled to breathe and seem nonthreatening, Aeyli vowed once again to find a way to squeeze a workout routine into her schedule starting tomorrow.
“Hello again.” She managed to gasp.
Fourteen stood rigid with his back to the wall. His hands were empty, but Aeyli counted no fewer than four guns on his body, alone with an assortment of knives. He was dressed in black tac gear and was once again wearing gloves. The only part of him that was exposed was his face. Aeyli was going to have to get creative.
She sent a prayer to Vis that Jack would be safe. She had a feeling she wasn’t going to be able to help him any time soon.
Aeyli took a tiny step forward.
Faster than she could blink, a gun appeared in Fourteen’s hand.
She stopped in her tracks.
“I take it you don’t recognize me then?” Aeyli kept her voice light and held her hands out and away from her body, trying to be as nonthreatening as possible.
“I remember you.”
Her breath caught in her chest. Had seeing her yesterday been enough to trigger his memory? Maybe Jack’s worry had been for nothing.
“You’re the girl from the roof.” Fourteen raised his weapon and pointed it at her. “Stay where you are.”
Or maybe not. It was probably too much to hope Fourteen would take one look at her and throw his guns away.
Her chest ached as her magic roiled, and she wrapped her arms around herself to try to keep it contained. The last thing she needed right now was for the faint wailing she felt inside to gain momentum.
“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.” She left the words unless you do unspoken. “Are you okay? That jump you made yesterday was intense.”
“I’m operating at peak efficiency.” His voice was nothing but ice.
She rubbed at her arms to ward off an imaginary chill and let the texture of the Hello Kitty patch soothe her.
Fourteen’s eyes tracked the movement. Did he remember giving her this hoodie? Or was he calculating the best way to break her arms?
It couldn’t hurt to ask.
“Are you going to kill me?”
Fourteen’s eyes narrowed to slits, and she instantly regretted the question. “I’m supposed to.”
Well, that answered that.
“Am I your mission now?” She asked hoarsely, stalling for time. If she could give Jack enough time to get to her, she might have a chance. She had absolutely no plan beyond letting Jack hold Fourteen down while she touched him. In hindsight, not having a plan B was foolish. Hopefully, she lived to regret the mistake.
“No.” Silence reigned in the hallway, and Aeyli thought he wasn’t planning to elaborate until he whispered, “You’re a complication.”
“How?” Hope was starting to rear its head again, and she tried to stuff it down. Jack was right. She had no idea what was going on inside Fourteen’s mind right now. Even if he did somehow remember her, any wrong move on her part could trigger a fatal, conditioned response from him.
She could order him to take off his gloves, but it seemed like a bad idea. Her still being his handler was a long shot, and if it had been wiped from his mind, trying to order him to do anything would probably get her killed.
“I was told to kill you on sight but not to engage if I could manage it.” His eyebrows knit together in confusion.
“Here I am . . .”
“Still alive.” He finished for her, looking put out by the concept.
She had no chance against the hope barging its way to the forefront of her heart. If Fourteen was supposed to kill her and hadn’t, maybe she didn’t need Jack after all.
Taking a chance, she stepped forward. Fourteen took a step back and came up against the wall. Emboldened by the lack of violence, she took another step. Then another.
Fourteen’s fingers twitched toward the knife sheathed at his hip but didn’t complete the motion.
She took another step, now close enough to reach out and touch him if she dared. She wanted to jump at him, to leap on him, and to hold on for dear life until he was hers again. But she didn’t. Instead she edged forward a half step. Now so close she could feel his breath on her cheek.
Slowly, inch by inch, millimeter by millimeter, she raised a hand, keeping her eyes on his, ready to stop if he showed any sign of wanting her to. Instead she saw only confusion and fear hidden away in the icy depths of his eyes.
A loud clang echoed through the empty hallway as the door leading outside flew open. Before Aeyli knew it, she was pressed firmly between Fourteen’s back and the wall.
Then Fourteen had a gun in each hand and was firing. Heart in her throat, Aeyli shoved at Fourteen’s back. He could be unloading into Jack, or one of her other friends! But try as she might, the most she was able to manage was a peek around one broad shoulder to see Fourteen take out several zombified students.
Fourteen stowed one of his guns, reached back, and grabbed a handful of Aeyli’s hoodie. “We’re outnumbered, get in the janitor’s closet. I’ll cover us.”
“Get in the what?” Her head was spinning. She’d thought for one insane moment her friends had shown up, and Fourteen was about to kill them all, but now it looked like he was actually protecting her.
“The closet. Now.” Fourteen gave her a shove that nearly sent her sprawling.
Stumbling, she managed to right herself and use her momentum to get to a small door she hoped was the janitor’s closet. The ear-piercing gunshots behind her told her Fourteen was right on her heels.
Once inside, Fourteen crowded her to the back of the closet and braced himself against the door. He took a strange device out of his pack and ran it along the door. The smell it made was atrocious—like burning hair and metal—and it caused her to begin coughing uncontrollably.
“Sorry about the smell, princess, but this should keep the door closed long enough to suit our needs.” Once he was finished sealing the door, he put the device away and came out with a bar of grayish looking clay.
“If you don’t remember me, why are you protecting me?”
“Because, shut up. That’s why.”
That sounded more like the Fourteen she knew. The hope in her heart was now a loud, joyful pink. “But—”
“If you valued your life”—Fourteen growled through the wire he was holding between his teeth—“you’d stop asking annoying and distracting questions and let me work.”
She slapped a hand over her mouth and grinned into it. There was no doubt about it. This was her Fourteen, annoying and gorgeous as ever.
“Wait. That’s C4, isn’t it?” Aeyli had read up on military weapons last week and recognized what he was attaching to the door was an explosive. “Are you planning on killing us and saving the zombies the trouble?”
Said zombies were pounding on the door like their lives depended on it, and Aeyli hoped whatever Fourteen had up his sleeve happened soon. The door didn’t look like it could take much more abuse.
Irritation flared on Fourteen’s face, and Aeyli’s heart sang at the proof of his emotions returning. Her joy faded when his features went cold a second later, and he said robotically, “Move, or I’ll leave you here.” And pushed her away from the back of the room.
He took a box off one of the shelves and placed it on the floor, stepped on it and punched a hole through the ceiling with one fist, tearing the ceiling tile away when he drew back his hand.
When he turned his attention back to her he held out a gloved hand. “If you’re coming, now’s the time. I doubt that door will hold much longer.”
Comprehension dawned. Aeyli took his hand and allowed him to stuff her none-too-gently through the hole he’d made. Once through, she scrambled aside to make room for Fourteen to come up, doing her best to ignore the rat droppings she could feel underneath her hands.
Light flared, and Fourteen threw a bright green stick across the floor of the crawlspace. Then he took out another stick, broke it and threw that one as well.
She could just make out the lattice holding up all of the drywall ceiling tiles.
“Follow me. Only crawl across the frame. If you go anywhere else, you might fall through.”
Aeyli worked to keep up with Fourteen, conscious of the increasing cacophony of moaning and banging below them. If they didn’t get far enough away when Fourteen detonated the C4, they would be caught in the blast radius. Something she wasn’t keen to experience.
After what felt like forever, Fourteen stopped, took out another device and put it on the ceiling. From the sound it made, she guessed it was a saw of some kind. Had he planned for every contingency possible?
Light broke through, and soon Fourteen had a big enough hole for both of them to fit through. Just in time too, because she heard a loud crash below heralding that the zombies had finally broken down the door.
She expected Fourteen to trigger the explosive as soon as they crawled free of the hole, but instead, he grabbed her by the hand and dragged her down the hallway. Only when they made it to the next stairway did he reach into a pocket and pull out a small remote. She thought she saw the hint of a boyish grin when he pressed the button.
The entire building shook, and Aeyli was afraid the whole place was going to come down around their ears. Fourteen’s body folded over hers, shielding her from the cascade of plaster and dust raining down from the ceiling.
When the falling detritus subsided, she chanced a peek. Intense storm-colored eyes stared down at her.
“Who are you?” The question was a prayer on his lips.
She was pinned against him from her knees to her chest, and the heat he gave off was scorching. Even through the armored jacket he wore, she could feel the hard muscles of his chest against her hands. His heart was pounding, an echo of her own.
Testing, she leaned even closer, and his breath hitched, causing her heart to race even faster.
He felt so good. Two weeks had been an eternity of fear, worry, and longing, and now he was here, clutching her arms like she was a dream he was afraid to wake from.
Hesitantly, Aeyli reached up and brought her hand to his face, once again stopping just shy of touching him, asking for permission.
She gasped when he nudged his cheek against her hand. Pink fire raced up her arm like it was desperate to be inside Fourteen once more. As if her magic had missed him as much as she had.
Her fingers trailed over his cheekbones and drifted to his mouth. Oh, the fantasies she’d had about this mouth . . .
His lips parted, and he caught her fingers with his teeth, nipping lightly. His pupils were completely blown now, with only a trace of blue at the edges.
A pink corona of heat was building inside Aeyli. Every beat of her furiously pounding heart sent more of it funneling into Fourteen. Her other hand came up, unbidden to rest against his other cheek, and her breath quickened into fierce, rough pants as she braced herself against the onslaught.
Then she was gone.




Chapter 34
Aeyli
She no longer had any sense of her own body but, instead, felt like she was drowning in Fourteen’s. She could feel the strength of his legs holding them up and the softness of her own small form now pressed firmly against his chest.
Fourteen? She sent out, hoping he could hear her the same way Marshall could when she was inside him.
Who’s Marshall?
Apparently he could hear everything.
She focused every ounce of her attention on thinking about Fourteen and everything she knew about him. She conjured up the memory of them meeting and how he’d followed her even though she hadn’t asked him to, or even wanted him to.
The exchange wasn’t one-sided. As she focused on sending him images of their time together, she began to receive memories from him as well.
Pain.
Ice.
Brightness.
The Colonel’s voice. Mission briefs. A dark-haired man telling him to guard this side of the campus. Behind him, Nova and the boy from the alley stood at attention, faces as blank as dolls. The look on Aeyli’s face after he’d shot Marshall. A tug of grief and confusion swallowed by ice as he held a knife to her throat.
He hadn’t wanted to hurt her.
Relief bloomed, but she couldn’t allow herself to get distracted by it. She needed Fourteen back again. She needed to break through the pain and ice to find out what was on the other side of it.
She was confused by the lack of resistance he was giving her as she rifled through his mind. Are you okay? She feared the answer.
Just do it.
That was her soldier. Taciturn and resilient to a fault.
This is going to get bad.
Anything is better than this. He sent her a flash of him waking up alone in a white room completely empty of memories, but filled with a deep certainty that something horrible had happened.
I’ll fix this. She didn’t know exactly how she would fix it, but she knew she had to try.
She turned all of her attention on the thing she wanted to think about the least—the pain. Whatever that was, she was pretty sure it had to do with what had happened to Fourteen’s memories.
Fourteen must have picked up on her intention, because the pain rose up and crashed over them like a wave, intent on drowning the both of them. She flailed around wildly looking for purchase and came up with a hand in hers. Suddenly she had a body and was clutching Fourteen’s hand like her life depended on it.
Image after image slammed into them, and they clung to one another like children in a storm. At first, she couldn’t make anything out—it was all too much to process—but eventually the chaos settled, and Aeyli was able to grab one image and hold onto to it long enough to make sense of it.
Fourteen’s pain-wracked form was strapped to a table while men in white coats talked over him as if he wasn’t there. Aeyli was trapped inside Fourteen’s body, as helpless as he was. When she tried to demand they free her, nothing happened. She had no control over this body. She was merely an observer, along for the ride.
The first one, a tall man with short, thinning hair was gesturing angrily to something on a clipboard. “Data doesn’t lie, Dr. Slater. There is no reason for the subject to be rejecting the procedure. You must be administering the wrong dose.”
“If you’d bother to read the patient’s chart, you’d know he’s had problems with the procedure in the past, Dr. Kenner.” The slightly shorter but much rounder man emphasized the taller man’s title as though he had doubts he’d truly earned it.
“Gentlemen, please.” A young blond man stepped between the two when it looked as though they were going to come to blows. “We’re all professionals here, right? I think we can all agree that, for the sake of our skins, we can postpone the blame game until after we can get the patient reprogrammed.”
The two men nodded grudgingly, both looking cowed when the blond man said for the sake of our skins.
“I think we should start from the beginning,” Dr. Kenner said and reached for a syringe. When his colleagues agreed, he leaned over Fourteen, but when he went to insert the needle into Fourteen’s arm a look of confusion crossed his face because Fourteen’s arm was no longer strapped to the table.
A hand wrapped around Kenner’s throat, and he made a pitiful wheezing sound before he was thrown bodily at his coworkers.
It was a testament to exactly how unprepared they were to deal with him that it only took Fourteen seconds to dispatch all three while half strapped to a table.
Once they were all unconscious, he worked on freeing himself from the table, then spared a moment to rescue a handful of scalpels from the floor, knocked there during his escape. He stripped a lab coat from the largest of the scientists and threw it on, trying to disguise the loose cotton shirt and drawstring pants he was wearing.
Satisfied, he made for the door only to be stopped by several tranq darts to the throat. Snarling, he wrenched them from his skin and charged forward on now unsteady feet. The first soldier he encountered was dispatched easily. He slammed the man’s head into the doorframe and heard a satisfying crack. The second was much harder because Fourteen’s vision was blurring, and he was having a hard time tracking his movement. Fourteen had just managed to kick him in the solar plexus hard enough to send the man crashing through the drywall, when a noose went over his head.
When he turned to face his new assailant, a second noose went around his neck and the tension from the two pulling in opposite directions caused his already muddled head to spin. Fourteen dimly felt his knees hit the floor, and he struggled to stay conscious.
A kick to the ribs sent him the rest of the way to the floor, and he gasped for air, though there was none to be found.
“I told you, you were mine.” A familiar voice had him looking up to see the hateful features of the Colonel standing over him, gloating, his slicked back, iron gray hair immaculate and gleaming in the harsh, florescent lighting. “I’m looking forward to hearing all about your adventures while you were away, my boy. Especially the part involving that girl you were running around with. Would she make a good addition to the team?”
Fourteen saw red and lunged forward, but lack of air and the drugs in his system made the effort feeble and useless. The last thing he saw before darkness took them was the Colonel’s craggy face laughing.
The scene shifted, and Fourteen was back inside the white sphere Aeyli remembered from the first time she’d entered his mind. He was strapped down with so many restraints, movement was impossible. He had to get free. He couldn’t let the Colonel know anything about her. She was too important. If he could only keep her safe, he would accept anything else that happened.
Desperate to help, Aeyli panicked and pulled on her magic, not having any sort of plan. She was operating on raw animal instinct, flailing randomly and hoping for something to happen.
Her fists slammed down on the outside of sphere.
She was no longer trapped inside Fourteen’s memory, forced to relive it with him. She now had her own body, and she planned on using it.
“You can’t give up,” she shouted at the sphere, heedless of the Colonel and the gaggle of scientists and soldiers crowding the room. “Don’t let them have any of you, they don’t deserve it!” But Fourteen gave no outward sign of hearing her.
She needed to free Fourteen, but she had to clear the room of its other occupants first. She didn’t think they could hurt her, but she’d feel better not having them conscious while she worked on opening the sphere. When her eye landed on a fire extinguisher, she smiled grimly.
Once she had it in hand, the first person she used it on was the Colonel. She may have used it on him more than strictly necessary, but slamming it into his head felt too good not to do it several times.
Last time she’d been in Fourteen’s memories, no one in the room reacted to her presence, and this time was no different. One by one, the scientists and soldiers stayed passive as she gave them all the same treatment as the Colonel—though she only hit each of them once. By the time she was done, she should have been exhausted, but instead she felt invigorated and ready for anything
Inspired by her success the last time she’d been in this room, she smashed all of the computers, hoping it would unlock the sphere again. When she turned to check her success, she saw the sphere had gone dark and the door had popped open a crack.
The fire extinguisher dropped to the floor with a crack against the concrete floor as she raced to the sphere.
She pushed open the crack and frowned in dismay at all of the straps holding him down. She didn’t have this problem the last time, but he was larger and stronger than he’d been as a child. They needed more to keep him restrained.
“There’s a lever just there.” She jerked her gaze to Fourteen’s clear, blue-gray eyes.
“Do you know me now?”
A weary smile. “Like I could forget you.”
Her cheeks warmed as pleasure rushed through her. As long as she lived, she’d never get tired of Fourteen’s devotion to her. She’d have to make sure to be worthy of it.
“I’ll get you free.” Her hands searched under the seat, trying to find the lever.
“I eventually told them.” Fourteen’s voice was soft and filled with self-loathing.
Aeyli found the lever and pulled. Half of the straps covering Fourteen released with a click. “I don’t care if you told them my underwear size. What they did to you wasn’t your fault.”
She worked to free his hands next, focusing on going slowly and keeping her hands where he could see them. When she saw the abrasions on his wrists and the track marks on his arms, her blood boiled. “I’m going to destroy them for this,” she said through gritted teeth.
A hand on her chin forced her to look up.
“We’ll do it together,” he agreed solemnly.
They held each other’s gaze until Fourteen cracked a smile. “I don’t know your underwear size.”
A bolt of pure lust shot through her at the look in his eye.
“Isn’t it about time you found out?” Eyes wide, she slapped a hand over her mouth. Had she just propositioned a person who had been getting tortured mere moments ago? Was she such a horny teen that she couldn’t go five minutes in his presence without trying to jump him? It was either that or Fourteen was so hot it made her good sense cut and run at the first sign of his chiseled form.
The world swirled around her, and the lab dissolved in a dizzying wash of color. When she could make sense of her surroundings, she saw they were in a field full of wildflowers overlooking a cliff. Just like last time.
“This is better, don’t you think?” Fourteen was lying on his side, propped up on an elbow, and giving her a lazy smile. His head was between her and the sun, and it made him look like he had a halo. Gone was the loose cotton clothing. He was now in battered jeans and a black tank top and he had the five o’clock shadow he’d been sporting when they’d first met. His skin was golden and gleaming in the sunlight, and all Aeyli could think about was what he would taste like.
“Did you bring us here?”
“I wasn’t ready to go back yet.” His smile was easy. It was like the change of scenery had erased all the pain of moments ago. His hand traced a path up her side, questing—the heat in his eyes leaving no room for interpretation.
She faintly remembered they had been in the middle of something important. “What about the zombies?”
“I locked down the stairwell hours ago when I scouted the place. No one is going to bother us for a while.”
Aeyli bit her lip when his hand found the corner of her breast. “Are you sure about this?” She managed, praying he didn’t say no. “I mean, you were just being tortured . . .”
“That was nothing I’m not used to.”
“That’s terrible!” Aeyli leaned away from his touch. Fourteen didn’t pursue, but he didn’t move away. “How could you even want to . . .” She trailed off, unable to say the words necessary to get him to stop for his own good.
“I’ve learned to take the good moments when I have them. Nothing is ever assured. We only have right now.” Fourteen crowded into her space. “And I want you, right now.”
She’d done it again. Fourteen had barely been himself for five minutes, and she was already back to trying to make decisions for him for his own good. She was the worst girlfriend ever.
Amusement sparkled in Fourteen’s eyes. “You think too much.” He leaned down and captured her lips in a smooth motion, leaving no room for interpretation.
All of her reservations fled along with any coherent thought. This Fourteen, her Fourteen, was so much better than the pale imitation of Dream Fourteen the day before. It was hard to believe she was inside Fourteen’s mind, everything felt so real to her.
Her hands dug into his hair, and the soft strands felt like heaven. Fourteen groaned and licked deeper into her mouth to show his approval. When he pulled back, a whimper escaped her, but before she could mount a formal protest, his lips found her neck. A blush raced across her skin, and Fourteen followed it, nipping and kissing his way down to her shoulder, nudging her hoodie aside to gain more access.
He supported her with one hand while peeling it off, pausing to linger on the Hello Kitty patch. His eyes softened before filling with a look so filthy Aeyli’s stomach did a low, slow flip.
His predatory smile was her only warning before he pushed her to the grass, pinning her between the soft ground and his hard, scorching heat. She couldn’t have gotten away if she wanted to. She really didn’t want to.
She lifted her chin, small, unbidden noises of need escaping her as she tried to kiss every part of him she could reach, but he cradled her face with a strong, calloused hand, halting her movements and shook his head with a gleam in his eye.
“My turn first.” His voice was a barely audible growl.
Aeyli quivered in anticipation, not knowing what to expect, but not caring. She was with Fourteen, and that was all that mattered. She met his gaze and nodded. “I trust you.”
His eyes didn’t leave hers as his hand caressed the flat plains of her stomach under her tank top, traveling upward. He looked like a man having a religious experience. Every inch of skin he explored was treated like a work of art.
When his fingers met her bra, he frowned. Aeyli felt it disappear.
Fourteen’s eyebrows went up in mild surprise. “Oh, I like this place.” Then he grinned, and Aeyli’s tank top and hoodie vanished too.
Instinctively, she went to cover herself, and he stopped her by saying, “Please don’t.” He paused, giving her a chance to say no, before bending down, slowly, reverently to kiss one nipple and then the other. Aeyli wouldn’t have stopped him if the fate of the world was at stake.
As he lavished attention on her sensitive flesh, a slow heat began building inside her, low and steady, and this time it wasn’t her magic. No, it was something primal and all woman. She bucked her hips trying to find some friction to ease the delicious ache building. Fourteen ground his hips into her, and she cried out in pleasure.
“Please.” She gasped, not knowing what she was asking for, but knowing Fourteen could give it to her.
She felt a rumble of self-satisfied laughter from Fourteen as he pressed himself against her, harder this time. “Your wish is my command.” Mischief glinted across his face, and her pants vanished.
She realized her underwear was still on and wondered why for exactly as long as it took for Fourteen to hook a thumb under each side of the garment and rip it off.
“I’ve been wanting to do that since I found out you were eighteen.” Then he pressed his rough cheek against her inner thigh, and Aeyli lost all coherent thought.
She was a tangle of nerves and pleasure as Fourteen tongued her wet slit with an expertise that had to have been bestowed by the gods. Her hands found his hair, and she held on for dear life as she rode wave after crashing wave of sensation, each cresting higher than the last until Fourteen began working her sensitive bud with all of his laser-like focus, and the universe and all its blinding, brilliant glory came thundering through her.
Aeyli was dimly aware of clouds drifting overhead as she basked in the warm afterglow of her orgasm, content to lie there while Fourteen dropped lazy kisses on her inner thigh. She wondered if a fist bump would be appropriate. Eventually, she decided against it—she was too boneless to manage just then.
Fourteen levered himself up from between her legs, looking incredibly satisfied with himself. Yes, a fist bump would definitely have been appropriate. She giggled, and when he frowned, it turned into a full-on laugh.
“Was that funny?” His look of consternation was painfully adorable.
“It was brilliant, and you know it.”
She sat up and nudged her nose against his cheek and laughed at the soft look of wonder on Fourteen’s face. He was staring at her like she was his entire world.
She nipped at his jaw, contemplating the possibility of finding out what Fourteen had underneath those butter-soft jeans of his when she heard Jack’s voice.
“While I’m glad to see that you got our lost soldier back, is it really the time to be doing this?”




Chapter 35
Marshall
“You’re not really mad Jack went instead of me, are you?” Adelle’s voice carried over the din of the zombified students surrounding them.
“What makes you think that?” Marshall tossed over his shoulder as he took the head off a short, blonde coed who’d snuck up behind him. He’d been planning on trying to make the zombie cleanup as bloodless as possible, but they multiplied so quickly, some of them had to be taken out by any means necessary.
This was going to require the biggest cleanup in the Real Marshall had ever witnessed. He wasn’t sure even Team Fire would be up to the task. They’d probably need to call in another team. At least he’d had the foresight to nudge all the residents of Amherst and the other surrounding towns into not coming anywhere near the campus for the rest of the day.
“You don’t usually have quite such a manic grin when you chop off heads.” Adelle’s whip bound two zombies together, and she put both of them out of their misery with a hand on each one’s head. Instantly, they dropped to the ground, lifeless.
“This case has left me with some aggression I need to get out. Sue me.” Jealous of Adelle’s success, he mentally urged his sword to mimic the shape of her whip. Since he’d been the one who had crafted it, Marshall had the ability to change its structure somewhat using the same principles he’d used to create the dummies his team used. It wasn’t as long and versatile as Adelle’s, but if he played his cards right, he’d be able to make it work.
“Just the case. Sure.” Adelle concentrated on a boy doing his level best to beat her head in with a skateboard, but the moment she wrapped him up in her whip, she started back in on Marshall. “You know she’s already attached to that soldier of hers, don’t you?”
Marshall winced as his foot slipped in some gore, and he almost went down. Some fancy maneuvering kept him on his feet, and a flick of his weapon cleared him the space he needed to recover his balance. “Witches aren’t generally monogamous, last I checked.” Neither were dreamwalkers, for that matter, but he didn’t need to tell Adelle that. Her exploits were legendary even among the dreamwalkers. For a long-lived race, sticking exclusively with one person was madness.
“So you are interested in her. I knew it!”
Busted.
Marshall tried to change the subject. “You know, there are even more of these guys than I expected. Shouldn’t some of the student body be in class instead of hanging out outside?
Adelle kept going as if he hadn’t spoken. “I don’t think our Aeyli is like a normal witch, Marshall. She wasn’t raised by them. From how she tells it, she was raised by norm romance and spy novels. She might not be interested in being with more than one person.”
Marshall’s mind flashed back to the dream he’d accidentally witnessed last night. The zombie that came for him next was taken down with more force than strictly necessary.
“And then there’s Fourteen himself to contend with—”
“Can we finish this case before we tackle my nonexistent love life?” Marshall said through clenched teeth.
Marshall hadn’t done any dating since they had taken on being Nova’s bodyguards. He’d been so caught up in being a child again, it hadn’t even occurred to him. And then before that, he’d been dealing with the loss of his father. Before that though, he’d been almost as notorious as his sister, so he understood why Adelle was pressing him. The real question was why she’d waited so long to press him unless . . .
“What’s in it for you?”
“I thought we weren’t talking about this right now?” Adelle stood atop a small, wiggling mound of students bound tightly by her whip. She bent to reach for exposed skin so she could put them to rest, and her hair fell forward to obscure her face, but not before Marshall saw something interesting. She was biting her lip. His sister only did that when she was trying to hide something.
He’d be damned if he was dropping the subject now. “I changed my mind.”
Adelle focused on her whip as she mentally commanded it to release the now still pile of bodies. “I like our new kitten. She balances you nicely.”
“But you just said—”
“She’s much better for you than Nova, I think.”
Marshall ducked the grasping hands of an old man in tweed, caught him by the throat and sent the man’s body to rest. “What does this have to do with Nova? She’s a kid—”
“Older than Aeyli by three years.”
“—and has never been anything other than a little sister to me.” Marshall wished his sister didn’t know him as well as she did. When they argued, she always knew exactly which buttons to press to get him worked up. If he never had to think about Aeyli being younger than Nova, it would be too soon. But two could play at that game.
“But has she always been a little sister to you?”
The subtle straightening of Adelle’s spine told Marshall he was getting to the truth of the matter.
“That’s none of your business.” Adelle’s whip snapped loudly as she sent it to intercept the lumbering gait of a young woman missing a high heel currently barreling straight for Marshall.
“But it’s your business what I do with Aeyli?”
“She’s part of our team, Marshall. You starting something with her affects the group dynamic.”
“So you don’t want me to be with her. You know, you really need to make up your mind.”
“That’s not what I meant.” Adelle threw her head back a let out a sound of pure frustration. “You can be so thick sometimes! I’m trying to tell you that you need to take Jack into account as well.”
“So you think he’s interested in her too?” Marshall had begun to suspect so, but hearing Adelle’s confirmation clenched his suspicions.
“Well, yes, but that’s not what I meant.” Adelle gave him the stink eye. “You really are stupid, you know that, right? I’ll never forgive myself for dropping you on your head as a baby. Jack isn’t interested in just Aeyli, idiot.”
Marshall had the distinct impression he and his sister weren’t having the same conversation but was saved from having to reply when he saw a familiar redhead fending off a zombified student with a shovel.
“Isn’t that—?”
“Looks like it. I can finish up the rest of this sad lot.” Adelle swept a hand to gesture at the handful of zombified people coming at her. “You go save that one from getting her soul stolen.”
Marshall pelted toward the redhead and snapped his modified weapon around the zombie’s neck, snatching it away from the girl.
After he’d put the body to rest, he turned to the girl. “Claire, are you okay?” He examined her essence and saw with relief that it was still intact.
“Sweet mother of Batman, what the hell is going on?” Claire shook her shovel at him bravely but looked like she was about to be sick.
“Um . . .” He hated this part, explaining Guard business to norms. If he didn’t need every ounce of power he had to deal with Noah, he’d suggest she forget everything and send her running for the hills. But he’d used a lot of stored power getting this far and could no longer spare any for soothing the locals.
“You’re Marshall, right?”
She remembered him? It was unusual, but not impossible. He had killed her in the dream, after all. It must have made an impression. “Yeah, I’m Marshall.” The question was, how much did she remember?
“You were with that girl, Whatshername, at the last zombie game.” Confusion sat on her face as she tried to piece together her memory. Marshall saw the moment when it all came into place when her eyes widened. “Wait. That was a dream. Is this a dream too?”
That was an excuse he could run with. “Sure. I mean, yes. It is. You should probably go back to your bed now so you can wake up.” He mentally crossed his fingers, hoping the lie would work. He and Adelle had taken care of most of the swarm, so it would probably be okay for Claire to go. As far as he could tell, Adelle was finishing off the last of them. “Maybe take the shovel with you, just in case.”
“No way. If this is a dream, I’m coming with you. You can help me find Shia. I lost her when we got attacked.”
Frustrated, Marshall ran a hand through his hair. Then he quickly smoothed it again. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for—” He stopped himself. He had to make time. He was supposed to help everyone, not just the Other. Especially when the Other caused the problem in the first place. How he could have forgotten that was beyond him.
This case had gone on for way too long, and Marshall was beyond ready to be done with it. Maybe he might even be able to remember who he used to be before all of this started.
His face softened. “Sure, we can find Shia on the way.” He could use a tiny bit of his power to find her, then he could send both of them to safety.
Adelle skipped over, looking surprisingly fresh for someone who had just taken on an army of zombies. “Hey, you found Claire. Small world.”
“Uh, yeah. Small world.” Claire gave Adelle a black look. She turned to Marshall and said in a loud fake whisper, “Did you have to bring Miss Killjoy?”
Adelle looked stunned for a heartbeat, then burst into laughter. “Don’t worry, cupcake, I’m playing with my claws in today.”
Claire eyed her with distrust. “Sure you are.”
Rather than getting offended, Adelle shook her head with a smile and faced Marshall. “I think that’s all of them, but we should still check.”
“I’ll do it.” He could pop out and search for zombies and Shia at the same time. He dropped out of his body, leaving Adelle scrambling to catch it. Casting himself as wide as possible, he searched for the extreme wrongness of the soulless bodies.
He’d cleared most of the campus without finding zombies or Shia when he came across a large knot of wrongness clustered in the area Jack and Aeyli had gone into. He was about to rush back into his body when he recognized one of the bodies in the cluster.
Shia.
Her body was still moving, but none of her vibrant essence remained. Noah had taken yet another innocent victim Marshall had been supposed to protect.
He was busy formulating the kindest way to tell Claire a madman had stolen her friend’s soul when an explosion across campus caused all of the wrongness to vanish from his senses. At least he wouldn’t have to put Shia down. Small fucking comfort.
He raced back to his body and found himself laid out on a bench, staring up at Adelle trying to restrain a hysterical Claire.
“I don’t think this is a dream, I think this is really happening!”
“What’s going on?”
“When you went for a walk, I accidentally dropped you on Claire,” Adelle said calmly.
“And it hurt!” Claire shouted much less calmly. “It still hurts, which means all of this is real, doesn’t it?”
Getting dropped explained the pain Marshall felt in his elbow. “I’m sorry, Claire, this is real, but—”
“I need to find Shia!” Claire fought to get free of Adelle, but the taller woman held her with ease.
“I’m sorry, Claire. Shia is gone. She was—” He wasn’t sure what to say. Did he tell her Shia had had her soul stolen by a psycho and her body destroyed? Maybe he should err on the side of simplicity. “She was killed by a zombie.”
Claire went white, her arms dropped to her side, and she began to cry. Adelle went from restraining her to holding her tightly and crooning soothing nonsense into her hair.
“No . . .”
Claire looked as broken as anyone Marshall had seen. And while part of his mind was urging him to hurry up and find Nova so he could stop Noah, another, larger part of him knew he couldn’t leave this girl here, devastated and crying in a doorway.
He could use magic to put her to sleep and come back for her later, but as soon as he had the thought, he caught a glimpse of someone who gave him a new idea. Not only would he save his essence for the fight with Noah, but this might actually be a better option for Claire.
He left Claire to Adelle’s ministrations and made for the bushes he’d just seen Matt slink into.
When he’d seen them together in the UMass colony, Marshall realized Matt and Claire had never actually met in the Real. But their souls resonated so well together, they kept finding one another in the UMass colony. It was only a matter of time before they were drawn together in the Real. Now was a good a time as any.
He rounded the corner of the bushes and held out his hands to ward off the canvas bag aimed at his face. “I’m not a zombie!”
Matt pulled his swing and caused his backpack to slam against the brick wall next to them instead. The loud crack it made had Marshall incredibly glad he hadn’t been hit. What was in that thing?
“Thanks.”
“No problem.” Despite the fear in his eyes, Matt looked more together than Marshall would have expected for someone in the middle of a zombie apocalypse.
“I’m assuming from the look on your face that you’ve seen some pretty weird shit in the past half hour, yes?”
“That’s an understatement, man.” Matt’s eyes were round and showing off every bit of white they could.
“Okay, I’m going to need you to suspend your disbelief for a little bit longer. Everything you’ve seen is happening. This isn’t a dream.” Marshall had learned his lesson with Claire. “I’m part of a group of people who are supposed to stop things like this.”
Matt didn’t look like he was about to run screaming any second, so Marshall continued.
“We’ve taken care of the zombies, and now we’re going after the person responsible. But I need your help.”
Matt frowned. “I don’t know how much help I can be, I’m a poetry major.”
That explained the insanely heavy backpack.
“I don’t need you to fight. I need you to stay with a girl who just lost her best friend. She shouldn’t be alone right now.”
The boy’s brow smoothed, and he straightened his shoulders. “I can do that.”
“Good. Follow me.”
Marshall guided Matt back to where Adelle was comforting Claire. She had settled her on the bench and was stroking the girl’s hair while she sobbed into Adelle’s shoulder.
“I’ve brought a friend.”
Claire gave no sign she’d heard, but Adelle glanced up and smiled in approval when she saw who Marshall had brought.
“Claire, sweetie.” Adelle nudged Claire’s cheek. “We need to go to stop the guy who did this.”
Claire jerked her head up. “Yes. Let’s go do that.” Her voice was shaky, but resolved.
Adelle smoothed Claire’s hair back from her face. “I’m sorry, but if you come you’ll only give him another weapon to use against us.”
Marshall nodded in agreement. If Claire came, they might not be able to stop Noah from stealing her essence. They didn’t even know what spell he was using to do it. If it was sealed magic, they would be helpless to stop it unless they could overpower it. Right now Noah had the stolen essence of hundreds of students at his disposal. They would be lucky if Noah didn’t kill them the moment they walked through the door.
“But . . .” Claire looked like she was going to cry again.
Marshall wanted to remove Noah’s spleen for taking the spark of joyful mischief out of her eyes. It took every ounce of his resolve not to charge straight to Nova’s beckoning essence so he could confront her father. Waiting for backup felt completely unimportant at the moment.
“I’ll wait with you.” Matt spoke up. “We can sit here and you can tell me about your friend. You can even cry on my T-shirt.”
Claire gave a cry of surprise. “Matt?”
“Do I know you?” Matt’s face scrunched up in confusion. “I do know you, don’t I?” He turned to Marshall, questioning.
“Just go with it. I’ll fill you in later if I can.”
Matt nodded slowly and sat down beside Claire. “I have an apple if you’re hungry?”
Claire let out a half laugh, half sob. “I thought you were a dream.”
“Well, this whole day seems fairly dreamworthy, so who knows?”
“Seriously.” Claire sniffled, and Matt offered her a tissue.
I don’t know how this fight is going to go. Marshall admitted to Adelle as they watched Matt and Claire become thoroughly absorbed in one another.
Sadness touched Adelle’s eyes. We should send them somewhere safe.
“Guys, we need to go. You two should go to the cafeteria across the street. We fortified it already, you just need to barricade the door, and you’ll be safe from any zombies we might have missed.” They hadn’t missed any, but it was a good excuse to get the norms out of harm’s way.
Claire nodded and stood up. She looked like a week-old puppy could knock her over, but she had a quiet resolve that told Marshall she would be okay.
Matt put a tentative arm around her shoulder that became more firm when Claire didn’t shrug him off.
As they watched the two norms trudge up the hill to the road, Adelle said, “So about Aeyli . . .”
“Hey!”
He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Jack, Fourteen, and Aeyli running toward them at a decent clip. Adelle wouldn’t dare continue their awkward conversation, and they now had reinforcements. Two birds, one stone.
Now all they had to do was get Nova back, take down Noah, and get out of there. Something easier said than done.
He held out a hand to Jack and winced when he realized it was dripping with blood, but Jack took it and squeezed it, showing no sign he even noticed. “Any trouble?” He gave Jack the once over, checking him for injuries until he was satisfied his teammate was unharmed.
“Nah, nothing the killbot and I couldn’t handle.” Jack jerked a thumb back at Fourteen, who was hovering protectively over Aeyli. She was a lovely shade of pink and smiling awkwardly at the grass in front of her.
“So Fourteen didn’t give you two any trouble?”
Jack suddenly refused to meet his eyes. “Actually, Aeyli and I got separated. She managed to flip him all on her own. From the way she tells it, he was protecting her even before she was able to help him.”
“And he’s okay now?” Marshall sensed Jack was hiding something from him, which was a first.
“He took out a ton of the zombie students before Aeyli even touched him. I have a feeling he wanted out as badly as she wanted him back. I don’t think he’s going to freak out and turn on us.” Jack looked him in the eye when he said it, so he was positive Fourteen being unstable wasn’t what Jack was hiding.
Marshall gave him a long, appraising look before making his way over to Aeyli, who was standing as close to Fourteen as she could without treading on his feet.
When he reached her, he took her hand and did a quick diagnostic. For a moment he was lying in a meadow lying under Fourteen and—
Marshall dropped Aeyli’s hand like it had caught fire. Now he knew what Jack wasn’t telling him.
“Are you okay?” He asked to give himself a few seconds to process what he’d just seen and felt.
“I’m fine. We both are.” Aeyli’s eyes were bright like he’d never seen them. It was as if getting Fourteen back brought her back to life. She was even more beautiful to Marshall’s eyes.
“Good.” He turned to Fourteen, who was eyeing Marshall with suspicion. That was a step up from the first time they’d met, so Marshall decided to call it a win. “What about you, how much do you remember?”
“Enough.”
“So you remember the Blaike compound two weeks ago?” Marshall sensed Fourteen was feeling out of his element and didn’t want to be questioned about his fitness for battle, but Marshall wasn’t taking an unknown with him into the upcoming fight.
“I remember everything that happened two weeks ago. I remember how bad you are at ducking.” Fourteen quirked a miniscule smile when Adelle snorted in laughter behind them. “And I remember how you and Aeyli saved our asses there at the end.”
That was good enough for Marshall. He decided to put the conflicting feelings he had about Aeyli on the backburner for now. It wasn’t that he was unhappy she’d found Fourteen safe and sound of mind, but he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since they’d met. After seeing her dream of kissing him last night, it had only gotten worse. Marshall was willing to share, but as Adelle pointed out, Aeyli might not want that.
So he tucked the entire situation into a room in his mind and promised himself to revisit it later when he had the time. For now, he needed to follow the persistent tug on his soul, and he needed all of his wits to get himself and his team out of this in one piece. If Noah had been siphoning the essence from all of these people, he was a force to be reckoned with.
Fortunately for Marshall, so was Team Fire.




Chapter 36
Nova
She couldn’t move, which was quite annoying. Aside from the obvious, her nose was being tickled by a single flyaway hair, and it was driving her mad to not be able to do anything about it.
Out of the corner of her eye, she could just make out her brother standing in the same awkward pose Noah had left them in—standing behind him, arms crossed over their chests, just a bit too high to be comfortable.
“For Vis’ sake, Noah, they’re your children. How can you treat them like this?” Fumiko was on the floor where Noah had had Niko toss her. She’d tried to stand up earlier, but her ankle had given out. She was crying, but Nova could tell they were angry tears. She may not remember much about her mother, but she knew this was her worst nightmare come to pass. She wasn’t going to go down quietly.
“This sentimental garbage is why we broke up, you know.” Noah paced between the twins and Fumiko. “You could never see the big picture.”
“Big picture? They were our babies. What you did to them was a crime against nature.” Fumiko spat bitterly.
“Crime against nature? There you go, being a drama queen again. Are you blind? I made them better. I did something no one of my race has ever been able to do before. I took a single soul and split it. But rather than diminishing the essence of it, I more than doubled it.” Noah looked as though he actually thought if he could convince Fumiko of the validity of his argument, they could all be one big happy family again.
Nova’s stomach rolled. If this was what the rest of her life was going to look like, she preferred the gods just take her now. She was so done with this particular family-bonding exercise. In her opinion, everyone could go straight to hell. Well, maybe Niko was okay. She couldn’t help but want to have him by her side—which made sense. If he was half of her, it explained why she felt such an intense bond with him.
Noah’s face turned sly. “You of all people should know that.”
Fumiko stopped looking angry and flashed a glance at Nova. “I had to. You left me no choice.”
“No choice but to leach magic off your own child? Something I believe you accused me of doing shortly before you stole my daughter and ran?” Noah didn’t sound angry. No, his voice was all but dripping with vindication.
“She was just a baby. I had to use her magic to keep us safe.” She turned to Nova, eyes beseeching. “He would have found us. And then when I finally went to the Guard for help, I kept siphoning it off because I didn’t want them to know what you were. They would have destroyed you.”
Fine, Fumiko was worth keeping around too. Nova wanted to say something to reassure her mother, but she still couldn’t move. After everything that had happened, being angry at her mom for stealing her own daughter’s magic in order to keep her safe rated pretty low on the list of things to resent a parent for.
“Save it.” Noah boomed. He turned his head, as though talking to an invisible person standing at his side. “Can you believe the nerve of her? I know, right? It’s the exact same thing only she can’t see it.”
Nova was used to Noah making small asides to pretend people. She’d always thought he’d done it for dramatic flair. Now that she had some of her memories about the Other back, she wondered if there might not be something more to it.
Either that, or he’d come completely unhinged and was just really good at hiding it. Looking back at his explosive temper and the random requests he’d often sent them on, it was possible Noah was completely certifiable.
His disheveled appearance certainly lent credence to that theory. His usually immaculate black hair was standing on end, and his suit was rumpled. For the first time in her memory, Noah was actually in public without a tie. If that wasn’t a warning sign, she didn’t know what was.
Whatever the case may be, Nova was done being the man’s puppet. She tried to look at her brother to see if he had any idea of how to get free, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t move.
She was about to abandon trying to get her brother’s attention, when she got an idea. If they were the same person, could she find a way to use that to her advantage? She hadn’t tried to use her magic since Marshall and his friends had convinced her she had it. But it couldn’t hurt to try. Especially since she had no other ideas at the moment.
She turned her attention inward, trying to find something different, something that seemed like magic to her. She rooted around feeling blindly until she found something that felt soft and warm, like she’d closed her fingers over a bunny.
It felt so right, Nova didn’t doubt for a moment that this was her magic. As she felt her way through it, she tried to see what she could discover about it. Was there anything about it that felt like Niko to her? What did her brother feel like?
She thought about warm hugs on rainy days and lazing by the pool in the sunshine. Warm, Niko felt warm to her. Was he the warm part of her magic? She concentrated on the warmth and let the soft fall to the back of her mind.
Niko. Hear me.
She thought she saw her brother start out of the corner of her eye and took that as a good sign. She tried again.
NIKO.
That time nothing happened. She gave an internal sigh. Of course it wouldn’t be easy. What about life was?
Before she had a chance to try again, she heard a commotion in the hallway.
“Seriously, Jack, a little louder.” She heard Adelle complain. “I don’t think the next building heard us.”
“He already knows we’re coming.” Marshall said as he came around the corner. “Don’t you?”
“I was wondering when you’d finally decide to show up.” Noah must have found his calm again. Too bad his wild hair belied his smooth tone. “I appreciate you cleaning up my mess. But then, that’s what you do isn’t it? You’re janitors for the Guard.” He smiled at his own joke. He was the only one.
“Marshall, I swear to Vis, if you don’t get us out of here—” Fumiko started.
“For the love of . . . You’re half the reason we’re all in this mess. If you’d been honest with us in the first place we might have been able to stop this from happening.”
“Addy.” Marshall cautioned, and Adelle snapped her mouth shut on another retort, but she continued to shoot daggers at Fumiko with her eyes.
Fumiko wisely refrained from responding, but her furious glare could have cut through steel.
“Noah, you have something important to us, and we want it back.”
“You think I’m just going to let you waltz in here and take my daughter from me?” A hint of crazy had begun to edge back into Noah’s voice.
“No, I think that, regardless of what you do, I’m going to take both of your children from you. You don’t deserve them, and I’m not going to let you hurt them anymore.”
A rush of emotion came over her. This was the Marshall she remembered. He’d been the shining knight of her childhood, her biggest defender. There had never been anything he couldn’t defeat, and now he was taking on her monster of a father. Her heart swelled.
Noah had a different reaction. One minute he was laughing, and the next he’d pulled something small, round, and metallic from his front jacket pocket. He held it aloft, and something razor-sharp and wrong shot from it right at Marshall.
“I’ll enjoy having your team as my puppets, Marshall. After destroying my pocket realm, it’s the least you could do. And just think of what I can accomplish with you as my mole in the Guard.”
At first, it looked as though it had no effect on Marshall, but then his face twisted in effort. She realized she could feel something metallic and pure radiate off Marshall, but it was swiftly being twisted and warped by the beam.
Adelle and Jack raced to his side, and they each grabbed one of his hands. Something like fire and lightning joined with whatever was shielding Marshall. Noah frowned then cried out in surprise as the beam stopped entirely.
“You promised!” he shouted frantically at the air. “You said you’d back me!”
The air didn’t respond.
Noah deflated completely, and for a split second, Nova thought that was it. They’d done it. Noah had given up. Then his head snapped up, and Nova felt a sharp pull in her solar plexus.
Her body twitched involuntarily, dropping to the floor as she was inundated with pain and wrongness. The beam shot out of the sphere again only this time it was much stronger.
She could hear the mingled cries of anguish from Jack, Marshall, and Adelle as they fought against the onslaught. They were on their knees now, clutching one another, trying to stay upright. She saw Aeyli struggling against a dark-haired man in a leather jacket. It looked to her as though the man was trying to calm her down.
Nova realized she could sense Aeyli from across the room, but she didn’t feel like the joyful pink of before—she felt like a prickly, strangling vine. Nova pulled her attention back from the girl when she realized the thorns on the vine were getting sharper and beginning to overshadow the feeling of her soul being torn from her. She was drowning between the two sensations.
She was being ripped in two and had no outlet beyond screaming inside her head. She had halfway to succumbed to madness when Aeyli’s presence receded from her senses. She saw Aeyli and the man in leather staring intently at one another, his hand on her face as he spoke to her in low tones. It looked like he was trying to get her to leave. Nova hoped he succeeded. If their father could cause Aeyli to lose control like that, she wanted her a thousand miles from here.
Nearly everyone in the room was on the floor now. Marshall and his team were huddled together struggling to rise while her family lay scattered across the floor like ragdolls. Whatever had happened had affected both sides. The only ones undamaged were Aeyli and the man in leather.
Noah laughed from his place on the ground—a hyena-like sound—and there wasn’t a single ounce of sanity in it. He’d gone completely around the bend. He clutched the sphere in his hand, and the pain in Nova’s body went into overdrive. And Team Fire collapsed into a pile, once again overwhelmed by Noah’s attack.
A shot rang out. Then another. And another. The man in leather was unloading a nasty-looking gun into Noah with a single-minded focus, but the drain on Nova’s soul didn’t falter; if anything, it intensified. It was difficult to concentrate, but Nova thought she saw bullets vanishing inches away from Noah’s body. He caught Nova’s eye and beamed at her like a magician about to show off a new trick to an adoring crowd.
He flicked his wrist, and Aeyli and her man were flung against the wall. They clung together, Aeyli glaring defiantly while the man took in his surroundings with an icy calm. Keeping Aeyli tucked close against his side, he tested the invisible cage around them, poking at the air with muzzle of his gun.
“I don’t know how they flipped you, and I don’t care, Agent Fourteen. Your handler told me about your shield. It might be able to keep me out, but I can hold you in place indefinitely. Once I overwrite Marshall’s personality, he and I can figure out how to get through your shield.” The air around Noah fairly crackled with stolen power and his hair stood on end as he tightened his grasp on the silver sphere. The pain in Nova’s body ratcheted to unbelievable heights.
Movement in the corner of her eye showed Niko was lying next to her twitching and writhing in pain just like her.
How dare he?
Anger burned her throat, choking her, consuming her. How dare he hurt everyone she cared about? She couldn’t let him get away with it.
Fighting the pain, she tried again to call to her brother. This time it was easy. She could now feel the brush of his tortured mind touching hers.
Niko?
I’m . . .here. He didn’t sound so good.
Can we stop him? You know more about magic than I do, isn’t there something we can do?
I . . . don’t know. He was clearly putting everything he had into talking to her. I’ve never . . .been in a situation like this. Dad . . . never let me learn too much. He said . . .I was too young.
Fuck. There went that idea.
Anything. She’d take anything right now. A miracle, or even whatever the opposite of a miracle was, as long as she could get loose somehow and kick her father’s smug, insane face in.
She went deeper into herself, past the warm softness that was her and Niko. There had to be something here she could use. She went so far down she could no longer feel her body, the pain of her essence being drained forcefully was no longer a bother.
But there was nothing. She was going to have to abandon the only plan she had—half-assed though it was.
She came up against something metal. Something that felt an awful lot like the shield Marshall had been using to protect himself. She didn’t think, she grabbed it and flung it in the direction the terrible pull was coming from.
Her eyes blinked open, and she met Niko’s—a mirror image of the fury and betrayal her own must be reflecting. As one they got to their feet in perfect synchrony. She could feel him so easily now. It was like he was an extension of herself, like an arm, or a leg.
Noah quit laughing when the beam died off, and he rose to his feet, turning to face the twins. “You would betray me like this? Your own father?” Noah actually had the gall to look surprised.
“You were trying to kill us,” Niko said.
“I wouldn’t have killed you, idiot. I was only borrowing it. It’s because of me that you have plenty to spare.”
Behind them, Team Fire was starting to rally, and all three of them looked severely pissed. Nova needed to keep him distracted long enough for them to recover. “You were using my essence to kill my friends!”
“Your friends?!” Spittle flew from Noah’s mouth. “If they knew what you were, they would kill you in a heartbeat.” He kicked Marshall in the stomach and danced nimbly out of the way as Jack made a weak grab at his leg. There was no sparkle of mischief in Jack’s eyes now. Nova fancied she could see the fires of hell in his glare.
“No, they wouldn’t you, asshat. Maybe if you were less repellant, you’d know what having friends was like,” she said trying to draw his attention back to her. Something she excelled at.
Noah strode forward and backhanded her hard enough to send her crashing into her brother. “You stupid little shit, they’re in the pocket of the Guard. Once the Guard finds out I Crafted the two of you out of one child, they’d have no choice but to kill you.”
Adelle gasped, and Marshall looked like his world had been torn out from under him. Only Jack looked anything less than horrified. Instead, he looked like he was planning Noah’s slow, torturous demise.
“See, now you have no choice but to help me.” Noah flashed a hundred-watt smile like he’d just sealed an important boardroom deal.
“No one . . .” Niko’s voice was so low, she felt it rumble against her back. “No one hits my sister, not even you.”
Nova found herself facing her brother’s back and was dumbstruck as she watched Niko’s fist plow into the side of their father’s face.
No one looked more surprised than Noah though. He held his jaw in one hand, and was the picture of a small child watching his favorite toy come apart in his hands.
His shock turned to icy resolve. “I don’t need this.” He flung out a hand, and Niko flew back into Nova, sending them both to the floor in a tangle of limbs. “I was planning on keeping the two of you to harvest over time, but you’ve gotten too annoying.”
He held the sphere aloft once more. “Niko, you asked me once why I called my little toy the soulcleaver when it was meant to only sneak little bits of essence from people without them noticing. You said it sounded too dark and dramatic.”
“I remember you told me not to ask stupid questions.” Niko said though a mouthful of blood. Nova put her arms around him, not liking where this was going.
“Well, I won’t have to worry about your and your sister’s annoying questions anymore.” He did something to the device that caused it to start humming. “I’m going to use this to rip out everything I gave you. Then I’m going where the Guard can never find me. If my patron isn’t going to protect me anymore, I’ll just have to harvest the two of you to get the power I need to survive.”
The machine was pulsing now, throwing off sharp, jagged waves that flayed her soul to the bone. It punched through her hasty shield like it was wet tissue paper.
Noah was knocked forward, and Nova was distantly aware of a wave of heat flowing over her body. Out of bleary, failing eyes she saw Fire huddled together, still on the floor, but united and pointing every single bit of their attention at her father. Hands upraised, in unison, they shot a blast of pure energy at Noah, knocking him back a step. His shield flared and shed the excess energy in every direction. Nova shuddered when stray bits of Fire’s essence flared toward her. It was like being caught on the edge of a fire storm.
She wanted to get up, wanted to do something, anything while Noah was distracted, even if it was only to hit him with a chair, but she was helpless. The agony racking her body had grown distant, and the world began slipping away. She forgot about stopping Noah and focused on not losing herself. A hand latched onto hers, and she saw her brother clinging to her.
Don’t go. We can’t let go. His mind rasped into hers.
She clutched his hand and focused on him, eyes locked, both determined to stay connected until the very end.
The pulsing grew quicker, and her very being began to unravel at the edges.
She heard a loud wailing and turned to see her mother attach herself to Noah’s leg and then the world inverted. Suddenly, she and her brother were lying next to the sphere and Fumiko and Noah were now where the twins had just been seconds ago.
The sphere exploded, and her parents vanished.
Nova’s body was simultaneously incredibly dense and so light she feared she would float away. She flung her arms around her brother, and Niko returned the favor.
She felt too big and too small. She was everything, and she was nothing. Nothing made sense. There were too many thoughts crowding her mind—rage, hatred, fear, jealousy, love—it was too much. She couldn’t hold it all.
Her brother’s mind pressed against hers, and the pressure released, spilling the excess into him. Together they digested the combined essence of their parents as it was forced into them.
I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this. Tears ran down her cheeks. This couldn’t be happening.
I’m sorry Nova, I can’t stop it. Niko’s terror-filled eyes held hers. But I won’t let go. You aren’t alone.
They held on to one another, pulling each other closer and closer, trying to shoulder the racking pain and overwhelming chaos running rampant inside of them, but it was too much. They were both losing themselves in the maelstrom, and there was nothing either of them could do about it.
Pure, shining, singing metal enclosed them, holding them close and shielding them from the worst of the onslaught. Nova recognized their savior immediately.
What? Niko’s voice was weak, but steady in her mind. What’s happening?
Marshall. It’s Marshall.
Who?
She sent an image of him to her brother, and she felt a flash of indignation from her brother.
The guy who knocked me into a dumpster?
That’s the one.
Fuck.
Nova’s lips curved into a smile, but it was chased off by a surge of chaos that threatened to shatter her again. This time it was a little easier to withstand. She could do this. They could do this.
More than once, Nova wanted to give up, and every time Niko and Marshall were there, buffering her pain and supporting her as she fought to hold on one more minute, one more second, one more breath.
The twins were a shuddering, panting heap on the floor, wrapped tightly around one another as they concentrated on existing.
One moment at a time.




Chapter 37
Aeyli
She couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed. How was it possible for someone to have an even more messed up family than she did?
She’d liked Nova from the very beginning, but now she felt a kinship with her that couldn’t be ignored. She made to run to the twins, but Fourteen’s arms were a steel cage around her.
“It’s okay, Noah’s gone. The shield he threw on us is down.” The only trace of him she could sense was the essence that had been funneled into the twins and even that was swiftly being transformed into the twins’ essence. They were both a blazing blue-white to her senses.
“Exactly, everyone is distracted. Time to go.” Fourteen jerked a thumb toward the door.
“We can’t go right now. They might need us.”
“I’ve seen what these guys can do, they’ll be fine. We need to leave. Now.” His eyes were dark and urgent.
Leave? If you’d asked Aeyli a week ago what she’d wanted more than anything in the world it would have been to be with Fourteen, whatever it took. But she’d made friends, friends who helped her, friends who made her feel useful and needed. Now she wanted more. She wanted to be with Fourteen and her new friends.
And if Marshall factored in more than she was comfortable with, that was a bridge to be crossed later.
Fourteen frowned. “You are coming . . . right?” She hated that she’d put the note of insecurity in his voice. “I know it’ll be dangerous, but—”
She caressed his cheek, enjoying the rightness that came from touching his skin. “Of course I want to come with you. We’ve got to take out the Colonel before he makes a try for you again.”
“Then let’s go.” Fourteen tugged on her sleeve.
“We can’t just leave like this. Look at them.” She gestured toward the battered dreamwalkers.
Whatever Noah had done had wrecked their shields and torn through their defenses. The final attack they had thrown at Noah had taken nearly everything they had. Aeyli could only see faint flickers of essence from each of them. As for the twins, Aeyli could feel their confusion and suffering from across the room.
Jack was the only one even remotely mobile, but it didn’t look like he was entirely aware of his surroundings. He was on his knees, leaning over Marshall’s still form. He kept trying to reach for him, but his hand kept missing and passing through empty air.
Adelle was curled around her brother’s body, groaning in pain.
She couldn’t leave them like this. It was bad enough she had been unable to help during the fight. Her only contribution had been to keep her own magic under control, and she’d needed Fourteen to help her. She wouldn’t abandon her new friends.
Fourteen would understand if she framed it for him properly. “Once they are recovered, they can help us. Trust me, they are going to want to take down the Colonel as much as we do.”
“Aeyli . . .” Fourteen looked pained. “I can’t stay. My handlers will be looking for me soon. They’re probably on their way right now. There’s a tracker in me, and it will lead them straight here.”
Aeyli felt her blood boil, and something thorny inside of her stirred uneasily. “I will take care of them.” She didn’t know how, but she knew she would.
“No.” There was no room for compromise in Fourteen’s expression. “They aren’t coming anywhere near you.” Aeyli had a feeling if she pushed he would tie her up, leave her here, and she would never see him again. Also not an option.
“Aeyli!” Jack’s voice held a note of desperation. “We need you, it’s Marshall . . .”
She tried to go to her friends and was stopped once again by a hand on her arm.
“Don’t.”
“I have to.”
“They’ll come in force and know all of my trigger words. If I stay, they could take us all.” Fourteen looked personally insulted by the fact that he couldn’t take on a team of highly trained super soldiers with the ability to mind-control him. “I have to go.”
She couldn’t let him go. Fourteen couldn’t be out there alone and on the run. She was supposed to go with him, to be with him, but her heart was crawling its way up her throat at the incredibly still way Marshall was lying.
She had to stay and help.
“I’m sorry.” Aeyli went on tiptoe to kiss Fourteen’s cheek. He turned and captured her mouth with his. When he pulled away, they were both breathless.
“I’ll come back for you.” Without another word, Fourteen turned on his heel and sprinted for the door.
Aeyli was frozen for a moment, but at Jack’s renewed call, she jumped and ran over to Marshall.
“What happened?” She kneeled down, unsure of what to do.
“I don’t know. That last attack on Noah took out our generators, but none of us were drained completely. Marshall was fine, but then he just collapsed.” His voice broke, and he whispered, “I can’t get him to come back. I . . . I need him back . . .”
Aeyli had never see Jack look afraid before. He was the strong one, always optimistic and always ready with a joke. But right now he looked like a frightened child.
“Can you do something?” His voice was raw and pleading.
She nodded and placed both of her hands on Marshall’s chest through his torn shirt. There was no transition—one moment she was herself and the next she was inside of him. But Marshall wasn’t there. Aeyli was the only consciousness inside him. She envisioned the lake she was used to seeing, but nothing happened.
Without thinking, she came back to her body and said, “I need to be closer to the twins.” She had no idea why, but she decided not to question it.
It took some wrangling, since both Jack and Adelle were still quite weak from the fight, but eventually they all managed to move closer to the twins’ prone forms.
Aeyli laid a hand on Nova and slung a hastily bared leg over Niko’s arm so she could be in contact with everyone. Then she called to Marshall and envisioned his lake. She built it from the ground up. She started with the large rock in the center, as solid and dependable as Marshall was himself. This time she saw it come together. She felt the water fill in around her and saw the small cabin perched on an outcropping of rocks nearby. She heard the eagle crying high overhead.
Marshall. She called as loudly as she could. Marshall!
She couldn’t see him, but she could feel him now. He was lost and entwined in the twins’ magic, like he’d been trapped by Sekt two weeks ago, only this time she couldn’t reach him. She needed to help him get free but had no idea how.
Nova was the little girl he’d been unable to save. His feelings had grown so entwined with this case that it had become personal to him on a foundational level. She could sense the love he felt for Nova. It was that of a father, or a brother. Before, it fueled him as he fought to find and protect her, but now it trapped him like a princess in a tower.
In the blink of an eye, Marshall’s lake was overshadowed by a massive chrome tower jutting into the sky.
At first she didn’t know what to think, but then she realized the tower was a snarled, twisted mess of Marshall’s and the twins’ magic. Somewhere inside the thing was Marshall. She just needed to figure out how to get him out.
She peered closer at the tangle the three had made of their essences. The twins’ blue-white souls shined strong and bright. They had completely transmuted the essence of their parents, and now it looked like they were working their way through Marshall’s.
Well, she wasn’t letting that happen.
She ran up to the tower and placed her hands on it, doing her best to bully her way between the twins’ light and Marshall’s. She focused everything she had in her on being a barrier between them. Aeyli made sure her essence was the fluffiest, pinkest thing ever by feeding it all of the happiest memories she possessed. After what felt like hours, she saw the twins’ essences relax their grasp on Marshall’s. Bit by bit, she was able to force them apart until only the smallest portion remained.
When she tried to nudge that bit into letting go, she was violently repelled and sent tumbling into the lake. She came up sputtering, with stray bits of wet hair plastered across her face. When she made it to shore, she wondered if she could get a towel from the cabin to dry herself off, but the second she cleared the water, she was bone dry and her hair was out of her face. She patted it and realized it was perfectly coiffed. This was definitely Marshall’s ’Scape.
She looked around, expecting to see Marshall, but she was still alone by the lake, and the tower was still busy being a ridiculous eyesore with Marshall trapped inside.
The need to protect Nova was deeply personal for Marshall. Maybe she needed something personal to get him free. But she hadn’t known him very long. She had no idea what she could do to draw him out of Nova and Niko.
Arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her against a hard chest. At first she thought Marshall had come back on his own, but no, his soul was still blazing away outside of his body like a dumbass.
She turned and saw Dream Marshall gazing down at her with a cocky smile.
“Why do you keep showing up?” she muttered. “You have the worst sense of timing . . .”
Or did he?
What was probably the stupidest idea she ever had popped into her mind and refused to be ignored. Unfortunately, she was out of good ideas, so even a bad one sounded good right now.
She went up on tiptoe and pressed her lips against Dream Marshall’s.
At the very least, real Marshall ought to be impelled to come and tell her to stop violating him.
Before she had a chance to decide how far she was planning on taking the kiss, a hand was on her shoulder pulling her away and into the arms of a very real and very confused Marshall.
“Hi . . .” she began weakly. Her mind worked furiously trying to prepare some kind of defense for her actions.
His lips crashed down over hers hungrily, silencing her, and her mind stopped working altogether. There was no finesse to the kiss, it was raw and powerful, just like Marshall’s essence. Behind her back, his fingers twisted in the fabric of her hoodie and he pulled her against him. There was no Dream Marshall anymore, no lake, no tower. There was only the slow slide of his tongue against hers and his breath on her lips. His heat was poetry against her skin, and she wanted every word of it etched in her bones.
After far too little time, Marshall pulled away a fraction, his forehead still pressed against hers. “Thank you for finding me.”
Aeyli nodded, cheeks now blazing like the sun. She opened her mouth, but her brain refused to supply any words to her, so she closed it.
Marshall planted a small kiss on her lips. “We should go back.”
“Yes.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.
“Don’t think I’m letting this go.” Marshall’s voice was heavy with promise.
“Okay.”
And then they were back in the Real.
Marshall, Aeyli, and the twins all blinked owlishly at one another. How much had they seen? Niko and Nova were still so entwined with Marshall, she couldn’t help but think they’d seen her kiss him.
Jack sat down heavily between them and draped an arm over Aeyli and Marshall. “This is getting to be a habit of yours that I just can’t support.”
Aeyli flushed. Did he know too?
Marshall laughed hoarsely. “For you, Jack, I’ll try to cut back on how often I almost die.”
Jack buried his face in Marshall’s shoulder. “You fucking better,” he mumbled.
Nova and Niko huddled together looking unsure. Aeyli was certain they were about to bolt, but she didn’t know why.
“We don’t care,” Adelle announced from the floor. “Whatever that monster did to you two, you’re still dreamwalkers.”
Jack lifted his head enough to say, “You’re one of us.”
“And we protect what is ours,” Marshall stated with finality.
“Even from the Guard?” Niko asked bitterly.
“If it comes to that.” Marshall nodded grimly.
“We can always stay at my place if we need to. I’ve got plenty of room.” Aeyli chimed in. This was her family now. She would protect them. “Though I’d like to see anyone tell Samantha who she can allow in her place.”
She couldn’t stop herself from looking over her shoulder back the way Fourteen had left. Even if it had just grown, her family was still missing a person.




Chapter 38
Aeyli
Samantha clucked and fussed over the twins even more than Aeyli had expected she would. Currently, the two were bundled together on the comfiest sofa in the dreaming lounge and being plied with every food imaginable.
They would have been bundled separately, but it turned out there had been an unfortunate side effect of Noah’s device. The twins were stuck together.
Something that had become apparent when they’d finally rose to leave the campus. When they stood and tried to walk, they’d fallen to the floor in an ungraceful heap, kicking, swearing, and blaming one another the whole way down. Once they’d gotten sorted out, they’d realized they were unable part.
Aeyli would have been near hysterics of she were in the same position, but the twins treated it more like a temporary annoyance.
“So, you can decide which part of you is touching?” Adelle was on the other side of the couch, completely immersed in this new conundrum.
“It seems so.” Nova scooted away from her brother to create space between them, leaving only a hand on his shoulder. “As long as some part of us is touching, everything is okay, but if I do this—” She attempted to pull her hand away, and both twins grimaced in pain.
Niko took her hand in his, removing it from his shoulder and tucking it under his arm. “That’s enough experimenting, for now, thanks. At least give the first round of injuries a chance to heal before you go giving us a massive migraine.”
Aeyli chanced a glance at Marshall, expecting him to be as engrossed in the twins as Adelle, but instead found his hazel eyes on her. A blush raced across her cheeks, and her lips tingled in remembrance of their kiss.
What on earth was she supposed to do now?
She jerked her eyes away from Marshall’s, and they landed on Jack, who was giving her an unreadable look.
Desperate for a distraction, she said, “What I don’t understand is how Fumiko managed to switch everyone at the last minute.”
Jack’s kaleidoscope eyes swirled, and his mouth curved into a cocky smile. “It was her gift.”
Confused, Aeyli frowned. “Gift?”
“Some members of the Other have a little something extra from the gods, like Adelle with her ability to sense magic in more than one way, or Marshall’s ability to store magic, or—my personal favorite—my ability to be the most beautiful person in the room.”
She wanted to argue and take the wind out of his sails, but it wasn’t in her to lie. Jack truly was breathtaking. Out of the corner of her eye, she could tell Adelle was contemplating whether or not she had the energy to do it, but she must have chosen not to because she turned back to the twins. “You have a memory of her using it once, right?”
Nova frowned and nodded. “Yeah, she used her gift to swap leaves for money at a bank once. You’re saying she swapped the two of us for her and Noah?”
“That’s what it looked like to me. From what I remember, her power required there to be a similarity between the items switched. Leaves for money, two adults for two other adults, that sort of thing.” Marshall had switched into his teacher-mode voice, but his gaze never left Aeyli.
Deep down, something at Aeyli’s center pulsed.
“The thing is, I don’t remember her gift being strong enough to shift that much mass.” Jack mused as he sorted though a cheese and fruit plate, looking for the right kind of cheese to top his makeshift sandwich.
“A mother’s love can move mountains,” Samantha said softly, from her place by the fire. Something about the sadness tingeing her face made Aeyli wonder if she wasn’t speaking from experience.
“And now she’s gone,” Nova whispered.
“But I’m not.” Niko tugged until his sister was wrapped in his arms. His frown dared anyone to try and take her away.
“Me either.” At Nova’s look of confusion, Aeyli stuttered her way though a clarification. “Um, I mean . . . I . . . I’m here for you. As well . . . Y . . . you know, in case the Guard tries to take you away.” When Niko tightened his hold on Nova, Aeyli thought maybe she should stop talking.
“That won’t happen.” Marshall had finally stopped trying to bore a hole in Aeyli’s skin with his eyes and moved to face the twins. “No one needs to know about this. Right, Samantha?”
Samantha was quiet for a long moment, then she gave a slow nod. “Some people would understand after meeting the twins and hearing their story, but most . . .” She broke off.
“There are a lot of old-timers who wouldn’t care if they were innocent. To them, the law is the law.” Jack finished for her. He walked a precariously tall plate of food over to Aeyli’s side and presented it to her with a flourish. When Aeyli accepted it, Jack began to help himself to its contents. Apparently, they were sharing.
“And compiled with Marshall’s soul still being attached to Nova’s, they’d have a pretty good case against all three of you.” Adelle pointed out, twisting anxious fingers together.
It irked Aeyli that she hadn’t managed to free Marshall completely from Nova’s soul, but apparently, it was something even beyond her abilities. For now, anyway. Who knew what she’d be able to do once she’d mastered her Stillbringer powers?
Jack hooked an arm around her waist and flopped into the nearest chair, pulling her with him. She barely managed to keep the plate from decorating them both.
Marshall raised an eyebrow at them. “So we keep our heads down for now until we can get that sorted out. Samantha . . . I know this is a lot to ask of you, but can we stay here for a while?”
Samantha stood. “You made it back out of the ’Scape when you left this morning. As far as I’m concerned, you’ve broken no laws. You are welcome to stay as long as you like. I will keep you safe.”
At first Aeyli was confused, but the look of surprised relief on Marshall’s face made her remember something he’d said earlier. Something about how Vis checked in with their dreamwalkers when they entered the ’Scape.
“You mean you might not have been able to leave the ’Scape if Vis had thought you were guilty? And you went in anyway?” Her voice was a lot louder than she’d meant for it to be for some reason.
Jack wrapped his arms around her waist, soothing her. She could feel his essence even through her shirt, and it felt better than it had any right to. “It’s okay, kitten.”
“Actually, I hadn’t even considered it at the time.” Marshall rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “But I won’t lie and say it doesn’t feel good knowing Vis isn’t mad at me about all of this.”
“But . . .” Aeyli still felt like everyone was missing the bigger picture here, but she didn’t know how to put it into words.
Niko butted in. “Your drama is lovely, Marshall, really, but did anyone else notice that Dad was acting more cray than usual? I mean, it wasn’t just me right? He was talking to someone else?”
“I noticed it too.” Adelle’s brow creased. “I thought it might have been possession like with Hester, but I checked. There was no one there.”
“Hester and Sekt fooled a lot of dreamwalkers for a long time.” Aeyli reminded her.
“Yes, but they were being lowkey. If someone with power, like me”—she flashed the room a grin—“had actually looked, they would have been discovered. And you better believe I looked hard.”
“So what do you think it was?” Niko gave Adelle a calculating look, as though only now seeing her for the first time.
“I don’t know.” Adelle bit her lip, troubled.
“Well, now we might never know.” Nova grouched from her brother’s other side.
The tingle of Jack’s essence was becoming incredibly distracting, so she climbed off his lap and handed him what was left of their plate. Marshall gave her a questioning look. She smiled and shook her head, hoping he would understand she only needed to move and that nothing was wrong.
She walked over to a window and looked down at the street painted a soft purple by the sunset. She had the urge to fling it open and breath in the air, but while it was late spring, the night air still had quite a bite to it. She didn’t want to freeze everyone in the room.
A smile touched her lips. She had people she cared about here, and they cared about her too. Well, Niko was a work in progress, but she had a feeling he’d turn out okay. Eventually. Probably.
She pressed a hand to the window. She was still missing someone. And her heart ached like a sore tooth whether she was thinking about him or not. No, she couldn’t hide away here at the Chapter House like some wilting flower waiting for him to come and find her. She was going to have to go out there and get Fourteen herself.




Epilogue
Fourteen
He thought he’d manage to wait longer than six hours, but here he was, perched on top of the building across from the Boston Chapter House. Fourteen’s fingers drifted to the bandage on his sternum. He’d cut out the tracker, so the Company wouldn’t be following him here, or anywhere.
Kidnapping Aeyli was not a good idea. Even if he really wanted to. He was sure she would forgive him, after all. She was that kind of person.
After his initial disappointment, Fourteen found he was relieved Aeyli had chosen not to come with him. As much as he needed her, as much as he craved her, he couldn’t countenance bringing her with him. The monsters he had to face were darker than anything she should have to deal with.
No, she would be better off with her guardians. He recognized the collective look Fire had in their eyes. They were killers like him. The perfect protectors for Aeyli until he came back for her.
He sat on the rooftop, patient and still, until he caught a glimpse of Aeyli standing near a window. She looked tired, but well. That was good enough for him. If he stayed any longer he might do something stupid, like knock on the door.
He swung down the fire escape.
Fourteen had a job to do.
One he was going to enjoy.
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Note from the author

You guys, I don’t even know what to say to you all except that I freaking love you! Thank you for reading The Dreamwalker Chronicles, it means the world to me to be able to do this for a living. Sometimes I wake up and I feel like it must be a dream, but when I see no Jack, or Marshall around, I realize I must be in the Real.
Marshall’s story was an emotional one for me, I can’t tell you how many times I cried for him while I was writing. In my next book, Sleepwalker, it’ll be Fourteen making me cry and I hope you’ll come along with me for the journey.
Please feel free to contact me at zileelliven@gmail.com. I’d love to hear from you, but if you’re shy, you can follow me on Instagram, Twitter, or Facebook. Heck, you can follow me if you’re not shy, I post new stuff about my books in all of these places, but if you want deleted scenes and extras come find me at my website.
If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. I’m self-published, so every review I get is important—it makes sure other people know my stories are worth reading!
Cheers!
Zile Elliven


P.S. If you've liked my Dreamwalker series so far, check out an excerpt from my novella, Maiden, on the next page. It's  about a kick-ass chick, a monster under the bed, and old myths come to life!




Maiden


Chapter One


My blanket tickled my nose, keeping me from dropping into true sleep, but I didn’t care. Instead, I burrowed even deeper into the soft, microfiber blanket my mother bought me as an apartment-warming gift—Okaa-san wasn’t a clingy parent, but she still felt the need to make sure her baby stayed warm while she was across the ocean. The A/C was on—which was decadent, I admit, considering it was late September—but I wallowed in it. This was the first time I’d had to myself in days.


My new job had been eating all of my spare time, plus a little extra. I was lucky I managed to catch a shower before work every morning, but it was kind of a must. Being the highest-ranking woman in my department meant I had to be perfect at everything I did in order to get respect. That meant dressing smartly, showing up early, leaving late, and bringing in the biggest clients.


Today had been my big break, my first million-dollar contract, and while I wasn’t about to sit on my laurels, I was going to enjoy going to bed at a reasonable hour for the first time in months.


Just as I was starting to drop off into blissful slumber I heard a noise—a faint rustling sound coming from under the bed.


Seriously? A new apartment building and it already had mice? My first call of the morning was going to be to my landlord, but I wasn’t going to let an unexpected roommate keep me from my rest. 


I rolled over onto my side and let my hand dangle over the edge of the bed—it was getting toasty inside my cocoon, and I needed to bleed off some excess heat if I was going to fall asleep.


The rustling under the bed grew louder, and a warm, meaty hand wrapped around mine. My heart leaped into my throat, but instinctively, I gripped back tightly—months of dominance battles with my male coworkers have ingrained in me the need to convey confidence and strength every chance I got.


The hand tightened around mine, so I followed suit. For a moment, I thought my hand was going to break, but the pressure eased. I found myself lying on my bed in the dark holding hands with a stranger.


“So are we just going to lie here and hold hands all night? Because I’ve got some important sleep I wanted to catch up on.” The bravado in my voice surprised me considering my racing heart and suddenly sweat-soaked sheets.


A deep, husky laugh emerged from under my bed. “I’ll admit, you aren’t what I expected. You’ll have to give me a minute to recover; I’m not used to my prey going off script.”


Prey? Who did this asshole think he was dealing with? I wasn’t some scared kid alone and away from mommy for the first time. The knife under my pillow, the bat by my bed, and the Taser in my nightstand would soon prove otherwise. 


I slid the knife out from under my pillow and gripped its sheath with my teeth, pulling it free. Tightening my hand around the stranger’s, I kicked my legs free of the blanket and flung myself off the bed and onto the floor with what I hoped sounded like a warrior’s cry. 


Spurred into action, the stranger stood up, knocking my bed aside with his considerable bulk. 


It was nearly pitch black, so I sensed rather than saw him grab for my hair and ducked out of the way. The extreme difference in our size meant I had to end this fast before I got flattened, so I elbowed him in the gut as hard as I could and heard the air rush out of him in a wheezing cough. Then I swept his leg out from under him. It was like kicking a tree stump, but I got lucky and caught him right behind the knee, so he went down hard, taking me with him. 


Unfortunately, rather than releasing me, the stranger threw his other arm around me and squeezed like a boa constrictor.


Instead of letting my mind run free with panic, I planted a knee in his stomach to gain some advantage, allowed the hand still clutched in mine to serve as a guide in the inky darkness of my bedroom and followed it right to the stranger’s throat.


“Wait...is that silver? Who keeps a silver fucking knife in their bed? What the hell?” The man’s voice was incredulous.


“Excuse me? Who hides under random girls’ beds trying to scare the crap out of them?” This wasn’t going the way I had expected. I was prepared for him to fight back, or maybe even beg, but starting a dialogue about the composition of the weapon I was holding on him? I had no idea what to do next. 


“You aren’t what I expected at all.” The man grumbled under his breath. 


I put more pressure on the knife to get his attention. Was something burning? “Did you start a fire under my bed?”


“No, no, that would be me. Listen, could you just move the knife back a little until we can work this out? This all a big misunderstanding.”


“Sure, I’ll just put away the one bit of leverage keeping me from being murdered.” I shifted my weight uncomfortably. “I’m plastered against you; I can feel all those muscles you have under there. The second I move my knife, you’re just going to strangle me or something.”


He gave a short, chuffing laugh. “Thanks for noticing. And thanks for the suggestion, but really, you’ve got the wrong idea. Seriously, I’m going to burst into flames if you don’t move that knife away from my skin. Just put it over my shirt.” 


A hand touched mine gently to nudge the knife, and I smacked at it. If the knife needed to be moved, I was the one who was going to do it. I brought up my left hand to feel around for the best place to relocate the point of my blade and was surprised to discover the silky-smooth feel of an expensive suit coat under my fingertips. The monster under my bed had dressed up for the occasion? I wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or confused. 


Eventually, I located a suitable spot for my knife and moved it—grudgingly—away from the sizzling skin it had been pressed against.


“There, that’s better. You can still stab me in the heart if you need to, but now we can talk without burning the place down around our ears.”


“Okaaay.” Clearly, the man was insane, but being in PR, I was used to it. The best thing to do was to humor him so I could figure out what was going on. “So talk. Who are you and why the hell were you under my bed?”


“Actually...I’m your new client.”


Silence. The air conditioning unit kicked on, and a wave of cool air hit my face.


“You’re my what?”
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