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    Chapter 1: Airport Rendezvous 
 
   For having lived most of their lives on the run and underground, my friends in the Rendezvous were exceedingly bad at going undercover. 
 
    Okay, so I was measuring witches by human standards to make that judgement, but considering how out of place Elaine and Andrew looked—something that never happened in a magical setting—I had to stand by that judgement. 
 
    At the moment, we were waiting at the gate for our plane to arrive, which was in itself something that those two weren’t used to. And to be fair, even Tony, the other full-blooded witch in our group, seemed antsy about flying in an airplane instead of on the belts that Rendezvous agents always wore as part of their outfits so they had something long to use in place of a broomstick. Tony loved to fly and had been my flight instructor since the day I joined the underground rebellion, so his anxiety probably stemmed more from the fact that he couldn’t fly himself than anything else. He liked to go fast and pull off as many spectacular tricks as possible, and I somehow doubted he’d get the same ride on a commercial airliner. 
 
    Other than that, Tony looked like he belonged at a human airport just as much as my friends Aaron and Izzy did—and Aaron and Izzy were both born human. Tony was pretending to be asleep—or maybe he was asleep—at the gate with one of those neck pillows propping his head up. His dark hair was scrunched up on one side where he’d drifted off, and he would occasionally startle when the announcer would say something about a gate change or security or whatever over the intercom. 
 
    Meanwhile, Aaron, freckle-faced and redheaded, was watching the news as it played on the big screen above the gate, drinking in what was going on in the human world. He’d been pretty isolated from the rest of humanity since he went underground with me in the rebel Rendezvous organization and threw his lot in with witches. He was my best friend, and I appreciated his support more than I could say, but every once in a while, I remembered what he’d given up for me and loved him more for it. 
 
    Nearby, Izzy was relaxed, book in hand, looking every bit the bored traveler. She had her natural hair cut close, curled about an inch off her head, since she knew we were going to a rainforest and didn’t want the upkeep of a longer length in the humidity. She had her feet propped up on her luggage and hardly glanced up at the rest of us. No one looking at her would suspect her of being part of a group, much less part of the Rendezvous. 
 
    As for the rest of my team? Well, they tried. 
 
    Elaine had never been good at fitting in with humans; I’m pretty sure she simply didn’t want to try. She usually wore mismatched clothes that looked like she had simply jumped into a pile of them and swam around until something stuck. But now, she was in jeans and a tee shirt, her long, black braid neatly done instead of falling out all over the place like it usually did. And that would have been a perfectly normal look if her body language wasn’t screaming that she didn’t want to be there, didn’t know what to do with herself, and didn’t like the large crowds of people. 
 
    All of that could be explained away. Aaron had clued her into the secret password, and anytime someone asked if she was okay, she would simply mutter “nervous flier” under her breath, and that was that. She’d get sympathetic looks, sometimes even pats on the back—and once, an older woman had given her a few tips and tricks for surviving long flights, because she, too, had severe anxiety whenever she boarded an airplane. 
 
    So Elaine, while she stuck out, was at least explainable. Andrew, on the other hand. . . . 
 
    See, the thing is, Andrew was supposed to be Elaine’s bodyguard, her protector. He was usually armed to the teeth and ready to throw down with anyone who even looked at her sideways. But even if he could sneak his weapons through security with a spell (and he did, because why would he ever go anywhere without them?), I had to keep reminding him that he wasn’t supposed to have them, so he couldn’t rest his hand on his holster when he got nervous about the crowd sizes. But despite my warnings, I was pretty sure my auburn-haired friend was drawing attention in the wrong kind of way, and I kept throwing balls of wadded-up paper at him to remind him to behave. 
 
    As for me, I was glad for the disguising spell that allowed me to look like the rest of the humans around me. Elaine, Andrew, and Tony could pass for humans easily enough by casting a spell to switch from the natural invisibility of all witches to a form that humans could see. (It would be kind of suspicious if my human friends and I were seen at an airport talking to the air.) But me? I needed an entire makeover. 
 
    I was a Halfsie: half witch and half human. Usually, that meant I looked like a B-grade ghost. Stuck between invisible and visible, I looked like someone had started to make a person and then forgotten to color me in. So, yeah, on any normal day, I tended to draw stares. Before I knew what I was and joined Elaine in her bid to take back the throne from my evil father (long story), I would almost always get stopped on the street and asked about my appearance. They were always the same questions, too: Either people thought I was cosplaying or they thought I was sick. Not that I blamed them; those were the most obvious explanations when humanity didn’t know magic existed right under their noses. 
 
    But seeing as my friends and I were trying to be more discreet, for this undercover trip, I looked more like Andrew, with reddish hair and blue eyes like his. Which was a shame, because my eyes were actually my favorite feature about myself; they were a sort of silver color that actually sparkled. They were the only part of me that didn’t feel, well, bland. 
 
    Still, we were trying to blend in, so I had to put up with acting like Andrew’s sister and let my pride, small as it was, take the hit. My father had recently sent his Royalists after me and the rest of the Rendezvous group that had been hidden underground in the Appalachian Mountains, and after our hideout had been attacked and our freedom nearly forfeit, we were trying to fly under his radar. And since witches and humans didn’t usually mix if they could help it, that meant Tony had suggested taking an actual human-made airplane out to meet his friend, Theresa. 
 
    And when Tony is the one suggesting a long flight that doesn’t involve his own speed demon style of zipping through the air, it’s a pretty serious trip. 
 
    Actually, the whole trip was for my benefit, so I didn’t want to seem like I wasn’t grateful for the heightened security or for the fact that my friends were coming with me in force. After we had all recently been put through the grinder dealing with my father and my half-brother threatening our lives, sanity, and freedom, we all needed to stick together. We weren’t just thinking of tactics; the wounds of being separated and used as collateral against each other were still too fresh for any of us to even consider letting each other out of our sights. 
 
    I knew that everyone in the group was keeping an eye on me. My brother, Christopher, had recently broken into my mind and used my amnesia against me, and we hoped that this trip to see Tony’s friend would give me better defenses against that. 
 
    The problem was that I had hundreds of years of memories locked up by the spell my father had placed on my mind. And when my father and my half-brother wanted to keep me docile, they could simply use that spell to open up a memory—and then I was lost in my past, trapped watching a memory play before my eyes in real time. When I remembered my past organically, it came all at once, as if I had always known the information—which was true, even if the block prevented me from accessing it. But when my father or brother used the block as a weapon, I was completely blind to reality. 
 
    I’d promised to help fight alongside Elaine and her rebels, but I couldn’t help anyone if I couldn’t see what I needed to help with. 
 
    When I’d been in my father’s clutches, a spy named Ryan had reached into my head to help me find a way to distinguish between reality and my memories. Everything from my past now had a sort of smoky tint to it—and that did make it easier for me to fight to return to reality. But this was war, and we needed something stronger than a hazy hint to keep my mind safe if I wanted to fight back against the Royalists in any meaningful way. Not to mention we needed something that would help my friends feel even remotely safe trusting me not to zone out on them when they needed me to watch their backs. 
 
    Tony said that Theresa was excellent at the kind of mind and soul magic that I’d been able to do on accident, but Elaine seemed reluctant to agree to the trip—and then when she did agree, she insisted on coming with me. I was glad for the protective detail, really, but I had to wonder what this Theresa could have done to make Elaine, of all people, nervous. 
 
    Elaine, the rightful princess of the magical kingdom, was the most powerful witch I knew. I had seen her level entire armies and command the very forces of nature, all while she was holding back. She was fighting a temporal spell that wanted to age her several decades at once, so she could have been even more terrifyingly powerful if she wanted to be. If she surrendered to the spell, she would be old physically—but terrifying magically. 
 
    Still, she would never do that, because she wanted the throne, and she was her father’s only daughter. She couldn’t get the throne and then immediately age so much that the kingdom would already be wondering who was next in line. She needed to stay young—at least until she took the throne and had a legitimate heir. After that, well, I didn’t know what her plan was, but I knew it would probably be a relief for her if she let go. 
 
    That temporal spell she had to fight with every breath made her wary of anything related to Time, and apparently, Theresa’s twin sister was a Future Seeker, a sort of magical oracle. So that probably explained the paranoia. 
 
    I actually had a Future Seeker living in my head, a girl named Lila that had been caught up in a temporal blast and had escaped into my mind while I was still attached to the spell at the time of the explosion. She had been a Future Seeker in life, and even if she was experiencing life the linear way through my eyes, she still had all the quirks of someone who had lived in Time itself. But I didn’t think of her as a threat. If anything, she had become one of my closest friends, even if she sometimes annoyed me with her obsession with romance. So I was torn between appreciating Elaine’s concern and wondering if she was going overboard generalizing her frustrations with Time to everything and everyone connected to it. 
 
    Not that I could think too hard about Elaine and her weird relationship with temporal spells and her own physical age when I had a more important task: keeping Andrew from drawing security’s attention. 
 
    “Stop being Soldier Andrew,” I muttered to him as I rebounded another wadded-up piece of paper off of his forehead. 
 
    Andrew rolled his eyes at me as he bent down to pick up the paper and toss it with basketball-player-like precision into the trash. “I’m not sure what you want from me, Michelle. I am the way I am.” 
 
    “You use that line all the time,” I pointed out. “I think that’s an excuse not to get any better.” 
 
    I watched as Andrew straightened, though that was the only indication he gave me that I’d gotten under his skin. But I did notice that he also stopped drumming his fingers on his holster. 
 
    You’re getting better at that, you know, Lila’s voice rang in my mind. 
 
    At what? 
 
    At leading. 
 
    I couldn’t hide my flush of pleasure at the compliment. Lila had to know, since she lived in my mind, that I had been pretty self-conscious about my own role in the Rendezvous since the start. When I arrived in the Rendezvous, Elaine and her friends told me that I was prophesied to take down my tyrant father, but I felt dwarfed by everyone else. Elaine and her mastery of all three types of magic. Andrew and the ease with which he slipped into every battle, no matter the odds. Even Izzy, who was human and was only sticking with the fight because she was determined to give the Royalists a black eye after they forced magic into her blood in a cruel experiment, was more of a leader than I was. Izzy could get anyone to follow her; I’d even seen her win Elaine over in an argument. And Aaron could befriend anyone; he had a knack not just for forming friendships but for engendering loyalty with the same confident ease with which he could paint entire murals all over the walls of his room. 
 
    Compared to my friends, I was just along for the ride. I tried to help where I could, but I didn’t feel particularly powerful. 
 
    Leadership isn’t always about power, Michelle, Lila said, breaking into my thoughts. 
 
    I couldn’t help but make a face at her; this was the downside of living with someone else in my head, even if I did, usually, get along with her. I could never have a totally private thought when it came to the arrangement I had with Lila. Sure, she helped to defend my mind and was working with me on destroying the monolith that hid my memories from me—but on the other hand, she liked to interject her opinion at the worst times. 
 
    And I think you’re mistaking friendship with leadership, I argued. Sure, I’d been totally pleased with the compliment, and I wanted to learn how to step up and stand on equal footing with my friends. But I wanted to earn that mantle, too. I didn’t want anyone to give it to me until I deserved it. 
 
    Can’t it be both? she shot back. 
 
    I paused. She did have a point. I had seen King Peter, Elaine’s father, going through the Rendezvous and being that voice of friendship and comfort to so many people in the Rendezvous who needed it. Leaders needed to be kind. 
 
    Leaders also needed to be powerful when there was a war on. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong; I knew that people needed leaders to inspire and believe in them. But they also needed someone they could fight behind, and I didn’t know if I could cut it. I did my best work when I wasn’t even thinking about it, when I was reaching out to the elements in blind agony or rage. I could leave an entire army in my wake—but only at my most extreme moments. 
 
    So, no, I didn’t think I was a leader. But I liked that someone did. 
 
    Just then, the gate agent called for us to board, and my friends and I got up to join the line of people trying to hurry up and wait in the cramped space. Izzy, Aaron, and I made sure to space ourselves between the witches in our group, since they’d never had to fly the human way before. I could see Aaron ahead of me giving Elaine a sharp look as they boarded and she made a comment I didn’t quite catch about the way everyone was packed in like sardines. 
 
    I mean, she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Thankfully, I had managed to snag Tony as my partner, so our boarding went relatively easily—much better than Izzy and the “why are you like this” mutterings we could hear behind us. (To be fair, I’m pretty sure that, at that point, Andrew was giving her a hard time because he could. He had a weird sense of humor.) 
 
    Tony, on the other hand, had always been the easiest out of all of my new Rendezvous friends to get along with. He seemed to take everything in his stride and to radiate a sort of warmth and happiness that made it impossible not to like him. I knew Aaron and Izzy were jealous of my assigned witch for the flight. 
 
    And yet this choice wasn’t just about who we would get along with best. I needed to talk to Tony about this friend of his, because he expected me to let her waltz around in my head, and I had questions that needed answers before I could trust her to do that. 
 
    Sure, I’d allowed Ryan to walk around my head before, but those had been desperate times. I’d literally been restrained and helpless and trying desperately to find a way to keep from losing touch with reality. Now, I had a lot more control over my situation, and I wanted to be prepared. 
 
    So, once we’d gotten seated and buckled, I waited until after the flight attendants were done with their safety briefing (since I knew my magically-inclined friends had never gone through one of those and definitely needed all of the information they could get, if for no other reason than to ease their minds) before I turned to Tony. 
 
    “Tell me why I should trust Theresa.” 
 
    Tony’s eyebrows shot up as he turned to give me his full attention. He probably hadn’t expected the direct question, especially since he had been spending the last few days trying to convince Elaine to put aside her dislike of Theresa’s Future Seeker sister to approve the mission. In that time, I’d heard plenty of arguments about how powerful Theresa was, about how she would be able to help me with her knowledge of soul magic—but none of that suggested any kind of trust. 
 
    I had wanted to talk to Tony alone about this for a while now, without dealing with Elaine and her predisposition to distrust Future Seekers, but I never had the chance. So now, I jumped at the opportunity. I even laid down a sound-suppressing spell so that no one could listen to our conversation. 
 
    Tony met my serious expression with his own thoughtful one, and I could almost see the wheels turning. He had to know that I’d already heard all the arguments he’d given Elaine about Theresa’s power, about her abilities—but he also had to know that I’d seen the power that my family had and that Andrew’s family of mercenaries had, and neither of those families would ever have my trust. I needed more than an assurance that she could help me. I needed to know that she would help me without making things worse. 
 
    I didn’t have to say anything out loud; Tony could see all my nerves just by holding my gaze. He wasn’t even skilled in mental magic—he was an elemental witch—but Tony had a sense about people that no one else could match. So he simply reached over and pulled me into a solid hug before he even thought about answering my question. 
 
    Tony always knew what to do to make his friends feel better. 
 
    Once he got the hug out of his system, he dipped his head down to catch my gaze so that I could look him in the eyes and see the truth there. “I trust Theresa with my life,” he told me. “I trusted her so much that I asked her to marry me.” 
 
    Okay, I absolutely hadn’t been expecting that. 
 
    Sure, I knew that Tony had a daughter named Bianca—I’d met her on my first mission with the Rendezvous. She had been one of the witches I rescued from a temporal spell in the middle of the Bermuda Triangle. But for some reason, I’d never thought much about who her mother was. 
 
    The truth was that I’d always assumed Bianca’s mother had been killed or captured—or maybe she was working for the Royalists. I’d heard about families with split loyalties, and since Tony rarely talked about his wife, I guess I assumed that was the case for him too. 
 
    But now? Now, I had so many more questions. The first and most obvious one being: “What happened? Why isn’t she with you?” 
 
    Tony smiled sadly, his lips tight at the very corners of his mouth. “She left,” he said simply, and his tone was so heavy, so different from the usual light and joy that I had always heard from Tony, that I couldn’t justify asking him anything more. 
 
    Instead, I pulled him into the same tight hug that he had given me before and didn’t let him go until he returned it. “I’m sorry,” I muttered. 
 
    “It’s alright,” he promised. “I just don’t talk about it very often.” 
 
    I nodded. “But Tony . . . you still trust her?” 
 
    “Always,” he said, so fervently that I almost couldn’t help trusting her based on that tone alone. “I never stopped trusting her or loving her—and we didn’t split because she stopped loving me, either.” 
 
    I bit my lip, barely resisting the urge to ask him again what happened. But before I could even form the thought to ask Lila what she knew—since, after all, she was a Future Seeker and often knew more than I did about the important actors in this ongoing war—she shot me down. 
 
    It isn’t my place to tell you other people’s secrets. 
 
    I hated that she made so much sense. 
 
    She was right, and I knew it, so I simply let my shoulders drop and tried to let go of my curiosity. For Tony’s sake. Even if I had been historically very bad at not asking the first questions that popped into my head. It was practically a running joke in the Rendezvous: Michelle and her insatiable desire to know the history of every little detail of the magical world. 
 
    Could anyone really blame me, though? Everything was still so new to me. 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “That’s a very good reason for you to trust her. But I’ll reserve judgement, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less, all things considered,” Tony said. “But I promise you: Theresa is nothing like the rest of the people that have traipsed through your head.” 
 
    “That much we can agree on,” I said before I leaned over to rest my head on the side of the plane, trying to get comfortable for the very, very long flight ahead. If I tried to go to sleep—or at least looked like I was trying—maybe I could beat back my desire to ask Tony any more personal, pressing questions. 
 
    At least until we met Theresa. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 2: Road Trip! 
 
   When our plane landed, I was grateful to see that the person Theresa sent to pick us up looked totally normal. He was wearing jeans and a tee shirt and was holding a sign along with several other people who had been hired to pick up travelers, though his had the simple name “Tony” on it, with no last name. Beyond that, though, he completely blended into the crowd—and I’m sure my human friends were glad to see it after having to put up with Elaine and Andrew for the long flight out. 
 
    “You must be Santo,” Tony said with a smile as he strode up to the young man. “Theresa said she’d be sending you.” 
 
    “And she didn’t say there would be so many,” Santo said, one eyebrow raised as he took in the group of us. “You’re lucky we won’t be traveling by car for very long. We will only fit with a little magic, and I thought the point was to stay undercover as much as possible.” 
 
    “I told her I would be bringing my friends along,” Tony said, shaking his head with a barely-suppressed laugh. “Has it really been so long that she thinks I would bring only one or two people with me with that kind of promise?” 
 
    Santo shrugged as he directed us to follow him. “I don’t know. Mama doesn’t talk much about life before she went into hiding.” 
 
    Santo had his focus on leading us through the airport, so he didn’t see Tony freeze—but I was right beside him and reached out a hand to steady him. “Tony . . . .” 
 
    Tony glanced my way and then cleared his throat and shook his head. “I’m fine,” he said in a hoarse whisper that told me he clearly was not at all fine before he straightened up and nodded to himself. “I’m fine,” he repeated. 
 
    He wasn’t, but I also knew this wasn’t the time to try to address that, so I simply hung close to my obviously hurting friend as Santo helped us load up our bags in the trunk by shrinking them down. And the second row of seats above the others, like a double decker bus but smaller, in what should have been a sedan definitely meant he’d done some magical finagling. But since that meant no one had to sit in anyone’s lap in the sticky heat, we all appreciated it. 
 
    “I have to warn you,” Santo said as he nosed the car into traffic, “it’s a long drive.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Tony assured him, but by that time, my mind wasn’t on the drive or Tony’s relationship to Santo or anything like that. 
 
    For the moment, all I could think about was the fact that I remembered the sticky heat of summer and the feeling of my clothes plastered to the small of my back with sweat as a few kids and I piled into the back of a car to drive down to the beach with my family. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to picture it, but as quickly as the memory had come up, it faded from my reach again. 
 
    I’ll look for it, Lila promised. 
 
    Thanks, I replied, leaning back, hoping that the feeling of the leather seat against my back would bring the memory back. It was so frustrating to get bits and pieces of my old life back this way. I just wanted to be the girl I had seen back then, the one who had a family, who had a witty reply to everything, who seemed to know what she was doing. Why couldn’t I get back to the way I had been before my father put his nose in my business? 
 
    I closed my eyes to concentrate on looking inside my own mind, where Lila, in her daisy-yellow glory, was flitting around the gray monolith that represented the block my father installed to keep me off my game. She was getting used to being a construct of my mind rather than a person on her own merits—that much was easy to see as she floated around in the sort of sandstorm form that my memories took. She hovered around the edges of the monolith, studying it, frowning at it, before she looked up and waved me over. 
 
    “I think I found it,” she said, running her hand over a fissure in the monolith. 
 
    I bit my lip before I stepped in, mentally putting my own hand where hers had been and closing my eyes. Sometimes, if we both worked at it, we could pull some of the loose memories off, and I hoped this was one of those times. 
 
    “Roll the window back up,” a teenage girl sitting next to me grumbled, grabbing her hair as it whipped around in the wind. 
 
    “No.” The girl’s little brother was sitting on my other side, completely wrapped up in the book he was reading—which prompted his big sister to stick her tongue out at him and start to complain. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    The woman in the front seat of the car shook her head with a look of longsuffering so much like her father’s. I had seen a few generations of this family, and they all seemed to have the same tics, even if I knew this particular mother hadn’t known her father when he had died in Korea. “Erica, you know your brother gets carsick—” 
 
    “So the rest of us have to suffer?” 
 
    The corner of Erica’s mother’s mouth tightened, and I tipped my head back and let out a long breath before I waved a hand at the headrest in front of Erica’s brother. The material of the headrest parted in a circle, and the excess material hardened into blades for a fan. I reached past him to roll up the window with the hand crank and then turned to give Erica a dry look. “You can always ask. You know that.” 
 
    Erica frowned for a moment before she let out a huff. “Well, why couldn’t you do that in the first place?” 
 
    “Because you didn’t ask,” I said again, trying not to shake my head at her. She was thirteen, that age when the world was out to get her and everything provoked the most dramatic reaction possible. I’d seen plenty of “cousins” through that age, and at this point, the drama hardly fazed me. 
 
    Erica crossed her arms and slid further into her seat. “I hate that rule. I’ve said that, right? Because I do.” 
 
    At that, I couldn’t stop my smirk. My family and I had imposed that rule way back when Jacob and Charlotte were married, but it had been carried down through the generations: I shouldn’t step in with magic unless the situation was an emergency—or unless someone asked me to. 
 
    No bias against magic had prompted the rule, either. Instead, it came from an independent kind of spirit that I could appreciate. My family wanted to be able to get by on their own as much as they could without “cheating” and using magic. I could understand that. 
 
    We also shared a legitimate concern that my magic could draw unnecessary attention. I appreciated that they wanted to keep me safe, even if I often wanted to use my magic to do the same and keep them happy and safe from the too-dangerous world. But then again, everyone knew the stories of the soldiers in black that followed me around. No one else in the family had that problem. 
 
    “You only hate the rule because it requires you to use your words,” Erica’s brother sang out, earning him another furious glare from his big sister—not that he seemed to mind at all. 
 
    I had to hide my smile. I knew better than to play favorites when it came to family, but this little boy reminded me so much of Jacob at that age. They had the same mannerisms, the same wit, the same fearlessness—and the same expression of pretended innocence when they would get in trouble. 
 
    “Jake, leave your sister alone,” their mother said in a sigh. 
 
    And then, of course, there was Jake’s name. I had to work very hard not to play favorites when faced with that kind of connection. 
 
    Jake turned to me with a crooked smile and mouthed out “I’m right, though,” and I simply couldn’t hide my smile. He grinned wider before he returned to his book, leaving me with the task of trying to pretend not to be entertained and not to be picking favorites—even if I knew no one in the car would believe it if I insisted otherwise. 
 
    The memory flooded my mind all at once, as it always did when I earned back another piece of myself from the monolith. Those organic moments came so much faster than the memories my father and brother forced me to watch play out in real time in order to keep me locked up in my mind and docile. This time, when the memory finished flooding me, Lila hadn’t even had time to back up a few steps from the monolith to give me privacy in my own mind. 
 
    I straightened up and smiled her way. “Thanks,” I said quietly. 
 
    “I wish I could break off bigger pieces for you,” Lila admitted. 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    “It helps when you remember things organically,” Lila said. “Sights, smells, feelings—those prompt memories more than any work I’ve done.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I let my shoulders drop to show my frustration. “Now if only I knew what to do to trigger memories like that.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Lila said with a gentle smile that made it hard to argue—because she meant every word. I had learned that everyone had their own color to their souls, and it made perfect sense that Lila’s was yellow. She was bright and joyful, a ray of sunshine everywhere she went. 
 
    I paused and then reached out to pull Lila into a hug. Even though she lived in my mind, she still existed, and I was trying to do what I could to make sure she understood how much I loved and appreciated her as a friend, not just as a means to help me overcome my memory issues. 
 
    The nice part was that I didn’t have to figure out how to put that into words, because she lived in my mind and could hear my thoughts—she knew how much I loved her. 
 
    When the hug finished, I stepped back with a smile before I opened my eyes again in the car and looked around myself. While it felt like I had been in my mind and memories for a while, I could actually still see the airport not that far behind us. And Aaron and Izzy were both still trying to find a way to get comfortable in the heat of the car. 
 
    I reached out a hand to pull off the same spell that I had used to help Jake, turning the headrest into a fan that blew on Izzy and Aaron. “Better?” 
 
    Aaron turned my way and flashed me a thumbs up. “That’s the kind of magic I can get behind.” 
 
    “The kind that helps you,” Izzy teased, poking Aaron in the side. 
 
    “The kind that’s helpful and not super evil? Yep. That kind,” Aaron said, nodding with a crooked sort of smile in place—though I could tell he wasn’t entirely teasing. Considering the recent revelation that my father had literally brainwashed Aaron into having a crush on me to keep me distracted, I couldn’t blame him. The fact that he still wanted to be anywhere near anything to do with me or magic was nothing short of a miracle, in my opinion. 
 
    “I bet witches don’t have to worry about being carsick or airsick,” Izzy grumbled playfully, looking toward Tony as if he’d betrayed her simply by not having to worry about things like that. 
 
    Tony shrugged. “Not really,” he confirmed. “The healing works too quickly for that kind of thing.” He turned to shoot me a smirk. “Michelle can, though. She got vertigo when we went flying together.” 
 
    “Because you fly like a maniac,” I pointed out, shaking my head. “I’m perfectly fine flying with anyone but your speed demon self!” 
 
    “Not my fault you can’t handle it,” Tony replied easily, some of his usual brightness returning. Of course he got his groove back talking about flying; he was like a human who raced cars for a living or flew fighter jets. But considering he had been so taken off-guard by the fact that his ex had a son, I decided not to tease him too badly. He needed a happier distraction. 
 
    “I’m still convinced Andrew sent me to learn flying from you as some kind of intimidation tactic,” I laughed. 
 
    “It was not,” Andrew said, shaking his head at the insinuation. 
 
    “You never know,” I shot back without missing a beat. “It sounds like something you’d do!” 
 
    Andrew rolled his eyes. “If I wanted to intimidate you, I wouldn’t use Tony to do it.” 
 
    Izzy chuckled. “He’s got you there, Michelle. Tony’s definitely not intimidating.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tony protested, one hand over his heart, though he was smiling too much to convincingly pull off the “insulted” act. 
 
    “Face it, Tony; the secret’s out,” I laughed. “You’re too sweet to be in this business.” 
 
    “I didn’t know being nice was a mark against me!” he said, laughing right along with me. “I guess that means we’re all kicked out of the Rendezvous.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you take it to a whole new level.” Izzy chuckled. “You? You’re the guy that goes in after the battle is over and cheers everyone up.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s literally my job!” 
 
    Izzy gestured to Tony as if that explained everything. “Well there you go.” 
 
    Tony laughed and leaned back against his seat. “I guess I’ll leave all the fights to the five of you from here on out, then.” 
 
    “Oh, totally,” Aaron said with a smirk. “You sit back and relax, and we’ll have this whole war cleaned up inside of five minutes.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Tony said. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. We had been together this whole time, but we’d had to act like strangers. Now, squished together, the teasing had to come out or awkwardness would have reigned. And I was glad to hear it—not only because the camaraderie was so obviously improving Tony’s mood but because I loved when anyone in the Rendezvous would go back and forth with Aaron and Izzy. Aaron in particular had a wicked sense of humor—he used to refer to himself as my plucky sidekick back when we were surviving just the two of us on the streets together—and he made friends everywhere he went. The first Rendezvous hideout that we’d lived in was full of witches that Aaron knew by name, even if he only knew them by their voices. He’d spent hours telling stories about the human world, reciting movies and books and comic stories as his own kind of mythology—and they all ate it up. 
 
    Aaron needed to be surrounded by people. He thrived when he was with friends. And even if I was starting to consider him more as a friend than a romantic interest, even if the crush I had on him was starting to dim by virtue of my father’s brainwashing and the simple fact that I’d helped raise several generations of kids . . . even with all of that being said, I still loved Aaron. 
 
    So I was always glad to see Tony and Aaron hanging out together. Tony was one of those rare witches in the Rendezvous who didn’t have preconceptions about humans, who seemed to make friends as easily as Aaron did, no matter the species. I was a Halfsie, Izzy was a goblin, Aaron was a human, Andrew was a mercenary, and Elaine was a princess—but none of that seemed to matter to Tony. And I appreciated that more than I think he knew. 
 
    Aaron was still smiling and laughing with Tony when he looked up and caught my gaze, and that somehow turned his smile that much brighter. “What’re you thinking, ‘Chell?” 
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d been staring, and I flushed. “Sorry; lost in my own thoughts.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” he said. The smile widened and turned more troublemaking as he added, “And seeing as your expression wasn’t changing, I knew you were chasing the rabbit, not talking to your personal Future Seeker.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” I laughed. 
 
    “Hey, when I’m right, I’m right.” 
 
    I shook my head at him, unable to stop my smile. I really did love him. Aaron would always be family to me, even if I kept learning more and more about the family that I knew before I met him. Those people hadn’t been born into my family either—I had always made my family out of the people around me, the ones that I truly cared about. At least as far as I could remember. 
 
    “Seriously, ‘Chell. Share with the rest of the class. I’m sure you’ve got some deep, inspirational thought in that head of yours,” Aaron teased, bumping my shoulder with his. 
 
    “You’re putting me on the spot!” I laughed. 
 
    “Sure am.” 
 
    I shook my head at him. “It wasn’t even that deep,” I admitted. “I was just enjoying our family road trip.” 
 
    “Dysfunctional family road trip,” Izzy said. 
 
    “Is there any other kind?” I shot back. 
 
    “With this particular group?” Andrew asked, one eyebrow raised—which got a huge grin out of me and my friends. When we could get Andrew to relax and play with us, that was a good day. Everyone there had seen Person Andrew come out and wrest control of his personality from Soldier Andrew, and everyone there preferred that version of him. 
 
    “Point to the mercenary,” Aaron said before he jerked his thumb my way. “But ‘Chell here is the one with the tricks up her sleeve on how to stave off carsickness, so she’s the current champion of the road trip.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there was a competition,” Andrew said with a quiet smirk. 
 
    “Now I want to see you doing typical road trip things. Play the alphabet game. Sing songs,” Izzy listed off. “My family and I used to do stuff like that before the shipwreck.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s a family tradition, we should keep it alive,” Tony said, a completely open and honest smile on his face that meant none of the rest of us could avoid smiling as well. “That’s the best way to remember the people you’ve lost.” 
 
    Izzy blinked at Tony for a moment, and I could see the gears in her head working as she considered the offer. But, finally, she shook her head and let her gaze drop. “Not this time,” she said softly. 
 
    It was easy to forget sometimes that Izzy had lost more than any of us there. She had been vacationing with her family when they got caught up in the trap of the Bermuda Triangle. Her parents had died, but she’d been kidnapped. With magic forced into her veins, she’d turned into a goblin, and now, she could see magic but had none of her own. 
 
    Seeing that expression cross her face, I reached over and gave Izzy’s arm a squeeze. “That’s fine,” I said. Then, trying to change the subject for her sake, I added, “I only remembered part of a road trip, but I don’t think my old family did much singing. Not the generation I saw, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh?” Elaine turned to me, looking more engaged in the conversation than she had been moments before. “What did you remember? And when did you remember it?” 
 
    Elaine had been incredibly supportive of me and my quest to remember my past, even if I suspected part of her motivation was simply selfish—since she needed a sane, uncompromised ally on her side. But she always made it a point to celebrate even the smallest successes with me. At times like that, I remembered that we were technically cousins, and I felt a connection to my blood family that I simply didn’t feel with anyone besides the memory of my own mother. 
 
    When I glanced around the car and saw that I had everyone else’s attention too, I held both hands up in a gesture of playful defeat. “It’s really nothing big,” I said, though I couldn’t hide the warmth in my tone at seeing my new family engaged in the story. 
 
    “Yeah, but we want to hear it anyway,” Tony prompted. 
 
    I grinned—and then, of course, I obliged. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3: An Army of Little Green Men 
 
   Eventually, the family fun time portion of our trip ended. Santo had taken us far from the main thoroughfares until the car was bumping and bouncing on old dirt roads, and now, it seemed we’d hit the end of even those roads. 
 
    “We’ll continue on foot from here,” Santo said. He turned to face us, looking perfectly serious, with one eyebrow raised. “I have to warn you: part of the reason we’ve hidden where we are is that we’re surrounded by an enclave of goblins. If anyone wanted to find us, they’d have to fight their way through them first.” 
 
    At that, Izzy leaned forward almost unconsciously, her interest clearly piqued. She had only recently learned about what being a goblin meant to her, and I could see the morbid curiosity in her, the worry about the kind of monster she could turn into if she kept sucking the life force out of people and stealing more magic to survive. “Really?” she asked in a bare whisper 
 
    Santo couldn’t possibly have known what was going through Izzy’s mind. So, completely misinterpreting her sudden interest, he gave her a warm, reassuring smile. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We deal with these guys all the time. As long as you can keep them from getting a hand on you—or biting you—you’re perfectly safe.” 
 
    Izzy blinked at him, and I could practically see her trying to switch from curiosity to a polite response to Santo’s warmth before, at last, she simply gave him a tight smile, nodded, and leaned back in her seat with a muttered, “Thanks.” I could tell she was disappointed in the answer, but faced with reassurance instead of explanation, what else could she do but let it drop? 
 
    We all piled out of the car and strapped on our backpacks. Not a word was spoken about how we’d arrange ourselves, but even with the silence between us, I was glad to see that everyone had more or less coalesced around Izzy and Aaron. And I felt better knowing that my friends were safe in the center of the group as we made our way off the beaten path and into the rainforest. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the goblins would come after them, actually. Izzy was technically one of them, and Aaron had no magic to give. But then again, a life force was a life force, and I didn’t know if goblins en masse might actually take life from even non-magical beings. I didn’t know nearly enough about goblin lore, I realized. 
 
    Could anyone blame me? With so much else to learn about magic as it was, I still felt like I understood maybe half of what had been explained to me. 
 
    Still, I made a mental note to learn more about this kind of thing. I wasn’t entirely sure who I’d ask, since even Andrew had considered goblins to be more or less the witches’ version of the boogeyman: a story that his older siblings told him to scare him at night. Until he met Izzy and realized that those stories were true. 
 
    (To be fair to Andrew, I was starting to get the idea that if a thing didn’t apply to fighting or protecting Elaine, he knew pretty much zilch about it. And that was thanks to the way he’d been raised. He was still, in witch years, relatively young and with plenty to learn, and his family had trained him with such a single-minded focus that I could see it impacting the rest of his life in more ways than one. I hated that for him, and I kept trying to help him get past it, even if he didn’t always appreciate my efforts to make him into more of a person than a soldier.) 
 
    But for as nervous as I was about the warnings of roving goblins, I couldn’t keep my focus on that looming danger—or even on the fact that I should really learn more about them, since one of my only friends in the magical world had turned into one. I was too taken aback by the beauty of the forest around us. The deeper we walked into the forest, the denser the life became, the more untouched and wilder everything looked. 
 
    And I could hear it, too. 
 
    I was always aware of the world around me so that I could reach out to it if I wanted to and draw from the elements for spells. There had been times that I felt the world nearly speaking to me, as if nature and I had come to a mutual understanding on a basic, instinctual level that I couldn’t replicate if I tried. (Usually, I had to get either extremely upset or desperate, so I didn’t exactly want to try to replicate that connection, either.) But at other times, something so vast, like this forest, had such an overwhelming presence that I couldn’t ignore it. I didn’t have to reach out to feel it when it nearly suffocated me on its own. 
 
    The ocean felt that way, too—huge and unknowable and unconcerned with the puny witches and humans that it could snuff out with one crashing wave or one powerful current if it wanted to. I still could hardly believe that Elaine talked so easily with the ocean. She so effortlessly came to understandings with something that, to me, was not only unknowable but terrifying. 
 
    Then again, I had another obstacle to dealing with such a huge body of water when I immediately panicked anytime I had to swim. My father had repeatedly drowned me when I’d been captured—before he’d forcibly removed my memories—and I wondered sometimes if he’d chosen that method of torture purposefully so that I couldn’t connect with the vast ocean as easily as I’d like. 
 
    Still, the Amazon didn’t feel at all like the ocean did. The ocean was intimidating, unrelenting, and cold—not in its temperature but its temperament. Sure, plenty of creatures lived in the ocean, but large swaths of it were simply empty; and it seemed to like that emptiness, so it rebelled against intrusions, especially at its surface where it was already fighting with air and land for dominance. 
 
    The rainforest, on the other hand, felt welcoming. I got the impression that the forest enjoyed all of the life that filled it to the brim, though that might have been because the forest itself wasn’t a large body of water but an interconnected labyrinth of life that had joined together until it formed a consciousness of its own above and beyond the life forces of the individual pieces. 
 
    Because of that, the forest was ever-changing. At times, it felt like a hostess, inviting us in and welcoming the addition of more life. At others, it felt hostile, defensive of the life it already had and wary of intruders that might do any damage—a fair fear, considering how much humanity had already chipped away at it. 
 
    “Can you feel that too?” I asked Elaine under my breath. 
 
    She turned toward me with one eyebrow raised, but when she saw my expression, she paused, closed her eyes, and then nodded. “It has a mind of its own.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, though I kept myself from asking why she hadn’t noticed it until then because I saw that she had Andrew’s hand in hers and realized she must have been focused on him instead. After all, their relationship was still so new that there was every reason for them to get lost in each other like that. 
 
    So instead of saying anything, I simply smirked and shook my head and put my focus back on following Santo deeper into the forest, pointedly not looking Elaine and Andrew’s way. They always seemed to be better at expressing their affection when no one was watching—not that I blamed them. For decades, they’d been trying to pretend they weren’t madly in love, so that urge for secrecy was an engrained response: they had to keep from being too obvious about their feelings. Not everyone in the Rendezvous was as supportive as I was—or Tony was. Even Elaine’s father had made it clear that he wanted Elaine as far away from Andrew as possible, so secrecy had become their motto. 
 
    But I wanted them to actually enjoy each other, and if looking away to let them have the privacy they still so desperately needed would help them, I was more than happy to do it. 
 
    Of course, turning my attention ahead of me only meant I was watching another couple, though Aaron and Izzy were still young enough that they were dancing around it—and probably still worried about my feelings as well. Watching them, I found myself thinking of Jacob and Charlotte and how I’d watched them fall in love, doing that same sort of awkward dance. 
 
    It was strange, feeling simultaneously old and young. Sometimes, I felt an almost motherly protectiveness toward my friends, all of whom were younger than me; and then, sometimes, I felt like a child myself, still lost and innocent and in desperate need of a guiding hand. 
 
    That’s another reason we call you ‘The Balance,’ Lila pointed out in my head, referring to the name the Future Seekers had for me. You walk a line between different worlds, different lives, different ages, different loyalties. 
 
    Yeah, for the record? I hate being The Balance. 
 
    Most people who are the subject of prophecies hate the role Time gives them, Lila admitted. It’s part of why so many people don’t like Future Seekers. She paused. And it’s a big part of why Elaine in particular doesn’t like Future Seekers. She knows that her family—your family—is the subject of so many prophecies, and she would rather fight against those prophecies than let them dictate her life. 
 
    That, and she and Time don’t get along very well, I pointed out. 
 
    Lila’s desire to laugh very nearly had me laughing too. That’s true, she admitted. But it’s more than that. She knows your father believes strongly in destiny and that he went to a Future Seeker before he began his coup. She knows that he also believes the prophecy about you, and she’s constantly worried about what he’ll do to get a victory out of you and to minimize the defeat you’ll bring him. 
 
    I still haven’t heard the full prophecy, you know. 
 
    I know, Lila said. And some of it has been corrupted with retelling, to be honest. But I think it’s better if you hear it from the source. I wasn’t the one who gave the prophecy either, so I don’t have all the right words. And words do matter for things like this. The placement, the emphasis—it’s better to hear it aloud. 
 
    Good to know, I said, though I was distracted from the conversation when I noticed some movement in the undergrowth farther out from us. 
 
    Santo had noticed it too, and he stopped, one arm thrown out to stop the rest of us. Unsurprisingly, Andrew had picked up on the problem too and already had his weapons out, with a shimmering shield erected around us as we waited. 
 
    The forest itself was silent—a sure sign that something was going on when there had been plenty of insect noises a moment ago. And then, all of a sudden, an ear-splitting shriek rent the air, and a veritable mob of goblins appeared out of nowhere, melting out of the trees and the greenery all around us. 
 
    The goblins looked a lot like the ones I’d met in the Bermuda 
Triangle—but more so, somehow. The Triangle goblins had only been in the beginning stages of their transformation from humanity into something else entirely. Those goblins were weak and dying and starving and skinny; these goblins also looked thin and sickly, their skin nearly falling off of their bones, but they looked far less human. They weren’t like zombies; they looked like mummies. Their skin was pale green, like they had painted themselves a bright green that had faded over the years until it turned nearly yellow. They were skinny enough that their faded clothes—what little was left of them—showed their ribcages clearly, and their eyes were almost as dirty and yellow as their sharp, pointed teeth. 
 
    Andrew’s shield stopped them from immediately getting to us, but it didn’t seem to deter them too much. Instead, once they had more or less bounced off of the shield, they threw themselves bodily at the barrier. It was disconcerting to look around and see dozens of pairs of yellow eyes, to hear the shrieks and screams all around us as the goblins kept coming back, again and again, trying to break through the shield. 
 
    At first, the goblins’ actions looked like pure desperation on their parts as they dug in their fingernails and bit at the shield, like wild animals trying to break through a fence. But the more goblins bit into the shield, the more I noticed: they seemed to be filling up, some of the color and fat returning to their bodies. 
 
    Andrew fell to one knee, looking pale, and Santo spun around to face him with wide eyes. “Drop the shield!” he hissed out. “They’re feeding on your magic. Don’t give them pure energy to work with!” 
 
    Andrew didn’t need telling twice, not when he could actually feel them using his spell to get to him. He dropped the shield, and the goblins swarmed us en masse, their long fingernails biting into our arms and legs as they tried to grab hold of any exposed skin. The air around us cracked with cackles as well as the sound of a few explosive spells as my friends and I tried to keep the goblins back not with prolonged shield spells but ones that were quick and meant to throw the goblins away from us. 
 
    “Weapons only if you can,” Santo called out, and I saw that he had two long daggers, one in either hand. “Make them work for any magic. And don’t let them touch you or they’ll just keep healing!” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Aaron said, his own gun in hand—though I noticed that, for once, Izzy wasn’t the one springing into action beside him. Aaron had stepped slightly in front of her, probably noticing her reluctance, but even with his protective stance nearly blocking her view, she seemed mesmerized by the goblins. 
 
    Not that I could blame her. If I saw that swarm of little yellow-green monsters and knew that could be my future, I’d be frozen too. 
 
    Still, as understandable as her hesitation was, we didn’t have time for anyone in our group to be a sitting target, so I reached out to the ground and asked it to please get Izzy’s attention. In response, the mud beneath Izzy’s feet shifted until it formed a copy of Izzy that politely tapped on her shoulder and then gestured toward the goblins, as if to say, “Are you fighting or not?” 
 
    And that, obviously, prompted my competitive friend to dive in with even more fervor than before. She never could resist a challenge, and we both knew it. 
 
    Even though there were seven of us fighting against the group of goblins, there were dozens of goblins biting and tearing into us as much as they could, so we struggled to do more than simply hold the line and keep them from getting any farther into our defenses. And it didn’t help that every time one of the goblins would manage a bite or get their nails into our skin, we could all feel our life forces literally draining away. 
 
    It hurt. 
 
    I’d experienced something like this before, when Izzy had asked Ivan to kill her so she could get out of chains enhanced with a spell that diverted magic and rerouted it as pain. At the time, I’d asked Lila if Izzy could survive something like that, and she had explained the basics of how goblins work: they didn’t have their own magic, but as long as they had access to a source of magic, they could heal and live long lives, almost like witches. Almost, but not quite. 
 
    But Lila had also been clear that Izzy would have to tear a piece of someone’s life force off for herself to make that work, so I had, maybe foolishly, volunteered myself. And it hurt. It felt like someone had taken hot daggers and pierced my very soul. I’m not even being dramatic—I had done enough soul magic to know when my soul was being affected, and let me tell you: goblin magic left me feeling violated, torn apart from the inside. 
 
    But this? This was something else entirely. This was a dozen goblins, all at once, not just snatching pieces of my soul but trying to tear it to shreds. I felt like they were trying to reduce me to rubble so that they could go back through the pieces and pilfer whatever was left of me for themselves. 
 
    I felt my knees hit the ground, and I desperately tried to reach out for help. The earth had always responded to me better than anything else, as if living in the dirt for so long had endeared me to it. But as soon as I tried to reach out, my soul was exposed, and everything hurt even more. I quickly withdrew my plea, trying instead to do the mental equivalent of tucking into a ball and covering my head. 
 
    I also did that physically, by the way. 
 
    I felt a foot in the small of my back but no long claws, and some of the searing sensation lifted. I could hear, as if from far away, someone saying, “Leave her alone,” but I was so focused on trying to keep myself together that it took me far too long to recognize that voice as Aaron’s. 
 
    When I did realize it, I couldn’t help but smile, even for as much as everything else hurt. At least that answered my question about whether goblins would go after humans. Five witches were too tempting a treat, but Aaron was just another non-magical being, not worth the goblins’ time and effort when they had so many tasty witches to choose from. 
 
    Aaron tore another few goblins away from me, and I heard the sharp rapport of gunfire before I finally felt steady enough to look up and see what was happening. 
 
    And boy, was it a sight to see. 
 
    I had known that Aaron and Izzy had been working together, training together, trying to find ways that they could contribute to the larger fight even when they didn’t have any magic of their own. But it was one thing to know that and another thing entirely to see the two of them in action. 
 
    Watching Aaron and Izzy wasn’t quite like watching Elaine and Andrew, who had decades of experience under their belts and who knew each other’s styles so implicitly that they didn’t need words. But I could see the beginnings of that same graceful, easy teamwork in my two friends. 
 
    As I watched, Izzy threw out an arm to point at a goblin gearing up to rush Tony—who was, like me, on his hands and knees and had long gashes and bite marks all over his skin. Aaron didn’t hesitate to spin, following Izzy’s pointing finger, and shoot the goblin before he pointed out another target for Izzy, who had a better angle from which to shoot it. I could hear, almost through a tunnel, that they were calling out to each other, working up a good rhythm of call and response, but I was still reeling from the attack and couldn’t quite make out the specific words. 
 
    I couldn’t help being proud of my friends as I watched them go to town. I had been worried about taking them into the field, especially after the kidnapping fiasco with my half-brother and my father. But now, I could see what my friends were capable of. 
 
    I smiled to myself. See, Dad? They’re more than liabilities. I told you my family wasn’t a weakness. 
 
    I pulled my attention away from the amazing job Aaron and Izzy were doing together to push myself from my hands and knees to a more upright kneeling position, though even that had my vision swimming, and I put an arm out to steady myself. 
 
    What I wasn’t expecting, then, was to feel someone’s hands on my arm. I panicked at first, thinking it might be another goblin, but when I didn’t feel claws, I glanced over to see a woman who looked to be in about her late forties. Her dark hair was streaked with gray, and her deep brown skin was lined with the kinds of wrinkles that said the warm, reassuring smile she gave me was a constant—the kinds that crinkled the edges of her eyes and lined the dimples in her cheeks. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said, one hand on my back in between my shoulder blades to steady me as I swayed. “We deal with this kind of thing all the time.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “We?” 
 
    She smiled lightly at that and gestured with one hand, and I followed her gaze to see that several other people seemed to have melted out of the trees to engage the goblins, all of them wielding either guns or daggers like Santo’s. 
 
    As I watched, one of the newcomers bent down by Santo to pull him to his feet and check him for injuries, while a few others took up positions around Andrew and Elaine, fighting back the horde and tending to my friends. The fighters didn’t even have to speak to each other; everyone there simply seemed to know what their job was and performed it admirably and efficiently. 
 
    “Let’s get you out of here,” the woman next to me said, pulling me to my feet. Without the goblins tearing at me, I felt stronger and steadier, but I still swayed slightly before righting myself with a hand on her shoulder. She gave me a sympathetic look and kept her shoulder under my arm as she led the way deeper into the jungle. “First time dealing with goblins?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I admitted, looking over my shoulder to see that the goblins were retreating now—they even looked scared of the new group. I wondered if that meant these fighters were a regular thorn in the goblins’ side—or vice versa. 
 
    “Never that many, right?” The woman let out a dark sort of laugh. “It’s overwhelming the first time you face an army of them, but you have to remember they’re desperate to survive. Make them fight for every scrap of magic, and they’ll look for easier targets.” The woman let out a breath that moved her shoulders beneath my arm. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I think so.” I straightened up and would have removed my arm, but she was still moving ahead at a steady pace that wouldn’t let me pause to get my bearings. And since she seemed determined to help me limp along at that pace, I simply focused on keeping up. “Thanks, um . . . sorry; I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    “Theresa,” the woman said. “I would have introduced myself, but we had more important things to take care of,” she added, this time with a playful smile. “And you must be Michelle. Tony told me you were coming. Santo was supposed to take you the safe route, but the goblins recently moved camp; sorry about that.” 
 
    I shook my head at that. “Typical,” I said. “Everyone I meet in this business wants to make a dramatic entrance; why should you be any different?” 
 
    Theresa laughed out loud. “Fair enough,” she said. “Let’s get you and your friends safe, and then we can compare notes, shall we?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4: A Real, Live Future Seeker 
 
   There was no way we would have been able to find Theresa’s hideout without someone on the inside showing it to us; it was too well-hidden by an illusion spell. 
 
    Now, I’m pretty good at illusion spells. When Aaron and I were living on the streets together, before I found the Rendezvous, back when I had no memory of anything but my name, I would often use illusions to stage a little shoplifting so we could get our hands on food and clothing. And I was a good enough mental witch that I could usually see through illusions or mental and emotional intrusions. At the very least, I could usually tell when something was off, even if I couldn’t pinpoint the full extent of an illusion. So when I say I didn’t see this illusion coming, it’s a serious testament to how powerful it was. 
 
    Something that big should have at least left some kind of ripple in the air, some kind of feeling that my subconscious would pick up on even if my conscious mind couldn’t figure it out. But instead, I had absolutely no warning as we walked through the undergrowth of the forest into Theresa’s hideout. One moment, we were deep in green, and the next, we were in the middle of a clearing, surrounded by houses on stilts. 
 
    I blinked and looked around. Whatever I had expected, this wasn’t it. The houses were pristine, even modern. I could see lines of power from a hydraulic generator using the river to power the neighborhood, and I even saw a few people wandering around with ear buds, bobbing their heads along to whatever music they had there. Aside from the obvious changes made for living in the rainforest, like the stilts and the generator, this could have been any other human neighborhood in any of the cities that Aaron and I had been through on the road together. 
 
    So, yeah, it took me aback, and I stopped all forward motion as I stared. The surprise of the illusion spell and the very human setting left me floundering for anything to say. I didn’t know what to think! 
 
    I think the pieces of human technology were what surprised me the most. In all my time in the Rendezvous, I’d become very aware of how separate the human and magical worlds were. A few witches, like my friend Gerald, even resented humans for killing off Halfsies and, in their view, forcing the separation between humans and witches. So no one in the Rendezvous would have been comfortable enough to walk around with headphones—at least, not when I first met them. Now, after spending plenty of time with Aaron and listening to his stories, there might have been a few willing to mix and mingle with humans. But not to this extent. 
 
    “This is . . . different,” I said, but even that seemed woefully inadequate to cover what I was feeling. 
 
    “What were you expecting?” Theresa asked, a twinkle in her eye as she led me along by the arm. “Just because we’re hiding from the king doesn’t mean we have to live in the dirt like the Rendezvous does.” 
 
    “I guess I didn’t consider that there was another option,” I said, trying to shake off the shock as we got to the base of one house and she gestured for me to climb up the ladder with her. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Theresa said with a laugh. “And it’s not the Rendezvous’s fault either, to be honest. It’s hard to establish permanency when you’re constantly giving away your own position with missions and fighting and spies. Here, our only focus is on making our hideaway comfortable until the war is over and we don’t have to stay hidden.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I said, shaking my head—and falling silent once more as I stepped inside to see that Teresa’s little house had every modern human convenience inside, from a fridge to a television and a stack of movies. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s ‘not living in the dirt,’ and then there’s living like humans,” Aaron pointed out as the rest of the group arrived—just in time to hear Theresa’s explanation. He shook his head as he looked around the place. “And you’ve definitely crossed that line.” 
 
    “Is that such a bad thing?” Theresa asked, one eyebrow raised. “Humanity has so many amazing inventions; why wouldn’t we use them?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I kept telling people in the Rendezvous, but I sort of get this blank look?” Aaron gave an approximation of exactly the expression he kept getting from people before he shrugged both shoulders up. “So, I stopped trying to convince them. Nice to see it’s localized stupidity.” 
 
    Theresa smirked at that, though it was a newcomer who actually responded to Aaron with a quiet, gentle voice breaking into the conversation to say, “Your influence has already affected them.” 
 
    When I turned to see who spoke, I realized immediately that this had to be Theresa’s sister. The two of them looked so much alike—except for the fact that Theresa had far more gray in her hair and kept it long and curly, while her sister looked about a decade younger with short-cropped hair and fewer smile lines and wrinkles. 
 
    “This is Tara,” Theresa said, crossing the room in a few long strides to put a hand on her sister’s shoulder, almost protectively. It was a strange move among friends, I thought—until I saw the way Elaine had her eyes narrowed and her hands in fists at her sides. 
 
    But if Tara had noticed Elaine’s body language, she didn’t give us any indication. Instead, she smiled sedately, looking around the group of us before Theresa nudged her toward a seat in the living room. Her gaze seemed to drift as Theresa led her before she found Aaron again and smiled. “You are The Bridge, and your friend is The Balance; do not sell yourself short or stop telling the witches around you what your world has to give.” 
 
    Aaron frowned and looked like he wasn’t entirely sure how to respond to that, so Theresa stepped in with a sigh. “I’m sorry,” she said. “My sister is a Future Seeker; she isn’t great with staying in the present or holding conversation.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Aaron said, obviously gathering his smile to give to the sisters. “I didn’t even know I had a name in the Future Seeker community.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Tara said, though her gaze had started to drift again. “Such a time of transition. So many players in the game. . . .” 
 
    I couldn’t help but frown as I watched her float away from her own sentence. I knew because I had Lila in my head that Future Seekers had their lives more or less completely taken over by Time, so they didn’t experience life the same way the rest of the world did. But watching Tara now, I got to see the full extent of what that meant in a way I simply hadn’t seen with Lila, who had been freed from Time by the time we crossed paths so she could die as herself and not as a servant to the great, unknowable temporal force. 
 
    Tara never seemed to focus on one person for too long, her gaze roaming and her expression changing seemingly at random—though I knew from experience it had to be in response to whatever she saw in the future or past at any given time. In that regard, she wasn’t so different from me and my inability to school my expression while Lila and I talked in my mind. 
 
    It’s like she isn’t allowed to be herself, I thought. How can she live like this? 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when Lila chimed in—especially when I had practically been inviting her to do so, obviously concerned and confused at seeing a Future Seeker at the height of her power. It’s not so bad, Lila promised. I actually enjoyed being part of Time. Sure, that kind of life makes it hard to connect with the rest of the world sometimes, but Time can be a gentle friend to those of us who understand it and answer its call. 
 
    Lila, you give up your lives and your selves for this. 
 
    Because we believe in it, Lila explained, her tone gentle and patient, as if she’d expected this reaction. And considering she lived in my mind, she probably had. We believe that there are some things the world needs to be warned about and that there are some things that are too good for the world to let pass them by. So we agree to alert others to the ways that lie in the future that lead to happiness instead of misery. She paused. Or, at least, we try to warn the world to help them prevent misery from overtaking everything. 
 
    There’s got to be a better way to do that. 
 
    Lila paused, and I couldn’t help feeling jealous. After all, Lila could see into my mind and read my entire train of thought in a conversation, but she could keep her thoughts to herself and pick and choose what she wanted to tell me. 
 
    I mean, I knew this arrangement was better for my long-term mental health, because it meant I had one train of thought going on at all times in my head, with only occasional interruptions. But there were times, like this one, that I definitely felt like I’d gotten the short end of this particular mental deal. 
 
    Finally, Lila arranged her thoughts, and she spoke slowly and clearly when she did break her silence to respond to me. There is, she said. But it hasn’t happened yet. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to react to that, all things considered. On the one hand, I took some small comfort in knowing that Future Seekers weren’t going to be used up like that forever—but on the other hand, knowing that things would change didn’t excuse the lack of change now. 
 
    I glanced up and saw that Tara had come to sit next to me, and I gave her a tight smile. And then, as so often happened, my mouth moved faster than my brain. 
 
    “You can’t be happy like this.” 
 
    Obviously, it wasn’t the most diplomatic thing I’ve ever said, but Tara didn’t look the least bit bothered. Instead, she tipped her head to the side and gave me her whole focus. “I didn’t realize I would be a target of your curiosity, but of course, you’ve had that for centuries. An urge to challenge the status quo, to break the rules and see what happens, to stretch your powers until you get caught. It made you such a powerful witch once, long ago and also very soon.” Her eyes, dark brown and deep as Time itself, found mine and seemed to search my soul. “I’m sorry,” she added, “about what I told your father. What he thinks it means.” 
 
    I blinked at her for a long moment. What the heck was I supposed to say in response to that? Where should I even start? The weird tenses? The assessment of power that felt way off base from my own experience struggling to keep up? 
 
    The most pressing issue, though, had to be this: “What did you tell my father?” 
 
    “The future,” Tara said simply, her gaze drifting away from mine again, though she didn’t seem to have a clear reference point. “I know you wonder about my role. You want to change the ways of Time.” 
 
    I shook my head. She was, in a way, answering my earlier statement about her happiness. And I did want to talk about that. But I had more pressing things to ask about! 
 
    Then again, maybe that was part of dealing with Future Seekers; maybe they did things out of order. How could I know what the etiquette was when the only Future Seeker I’d met had lost Time’s influence by the time we joined minds? 
 
    Tara seemed completely unperturbed by my reaction, serenely speaking to me without looking my way. “Time whispers to me. She tells me what will always be and what cannot be changed as well as what may be and what must not be. Some Future Seekers speak of Time as a master, and they themselves are slaves. That is sometimes true. But I am not the slave of time, and she does not dictate my every move. I do not know if it will rain tomorrow. I do not know what relationships I will form. I do not allow Time to impede my love for my sister or her family.” She smiled sadly. “But I know that is hard to see.” 
 
    I frowned but nodded all the same. “I hate to think that there’s anyone who doesn’t have a say in their own life.” 
 
    “I chose this,” Tara said firmly. “I could hear Time when I was barely old enough to understand her, and she has always been my friend. To me, she is not unknowable but gentle, loving, concerned—she wants to speak to the mortal world through mouthpieces like me, because she wants to see the world progress toward its best potential.” 
 
    “That’s not quite how I’d describe Time,” I said. 
 
    “Few do,” Tara said simply. 
 
    I pressed my lips together as I watched Tara, completely unsure of how to get the conversation back on track. Every answer she gave me seemed either to be an answer to questions I hadn’t yet asked or to open up more questions that I hadn’t even thought to bring to the table—and we hadn’t even been talking that long! “You said . . . you said you told my father something.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tara said, turning her attention back to me. “He asked me his fate, and I gave him what he wanted—though he doesn’t understand what I said.” 
 
    She’s the one who gave the prophecy that names you as The Balance, Lila chimed in helpfully. 
 
    I bit my lip. Hadn’t Lila just said that the words of a prophecy mattered—that I would understand so much more of it if I heard it firsthand from the person who gave that prophecy? And now, here she was, sitting in front of me and talking about Time like it was her best friend in the world. 
 
    “Can you tell me what you told him?” I asked, trying not to sound desperate and knowing that I did anyway. 
 
    Tara raised an eyebrow, one corner of her mouth turned up. “Yes, of course. The words matter, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Lila told you.” Tara didn’t ask it like a question. 
 
    “I—yes. Do all Future Seekers know each other?” I couldn’t help but ask. After all, Tara sounded so warm when she talked about Lila, and I wasn’t entirely sure if Tara knew about Lila from Time or her own experience. 
 
    Tara laughed lightly. “In a way. We are all connected. It is easier to bond with others who understand the responsibility we bear than it is to connect with those who walk the straight path of linear existence.” 
 
    “Okay. That makes sense . . . I think.” I blinked at Tara a few times and then simply had to shake my head. I was really starting to wonder how anyone could keep up a conversation with a Future Seeker if this was the kind of thing they did. 
 
    If it helps, you can think of Future Seekers as finding friends in the trenches, Lila offered. We’re all in the same situation. 
 
    I frowned at that. That doesn’t exactly help my feeling that you guys aren’t happy doing what you’re doing. 
 
    You do the same thing with the Rendezvous, Lila pointed out. You and your friends put your happiness, safety, and sanity on the line all the time, and you become closer to each other because of it, don’t you? How is this any different? 
 
    I frowned at that. It was a good argument, and I had to admit it—even if the whole concept still made me uncomfortable. But for the moment, I simply had to shake it off and clear my throat, looking back up at Tara. Selfishly, I was glad she didn’t seem to stay focused on any one thing for very long, since it meant she hadn’t noticed the fact that I’d been distracted, too. 
 
    “So,” I said. “About that whole . . .  prophecy . . . thing.” 
 
    Tara smiled gently and nodded. “Yes. You need to know the words that have so affected your fate.” She faced me fully, and I was once again struck by the power of her gaze. I was reminded of the first time I’d met Elaine, when I’d felt like she could see right through me. But with Tara, the feeling was stronger than that, like she could not only see through me but also lay my entire life bare in front of my eyes. She commanded the attention of everyone in the house, and silence fell around her. 
 
    And then, when she spoke, I felt like Time stood still for her—and that was the first time that I believed she and Time had a relationship. 
 
    “Peter will be unseated, and you will take his place, but it is not without cost. The war of your family will be its undoing. Brother turns against brother, son against father, father against daughter. And yet there is Balance. Your firstborn will bring you your greatest defeat, but in that firstborn you will also find victory, for your seed will sit on the throne for generations to come.” 
 
    I could feel every beat of my heart in my chest as I tried to force myself to reckon with this prophecy. I’d never actually heard it myself, but Elaine had told me enough times that I was supposed to bring about my father’s downfall. That much was in the prophecy. 
 
    But no one had mentioned the part where I’d ensure my father’s claim to the throne! Sure, Elaine and Andrew had been frank about the fact that my father wanted to use me for his own victories, but this prophecy sounded like a lot more than just “hey, you might help your evil tyrant father do evil tyrant things.” It sounded definitive. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked at last, turning toward Elaine, though I kept glancing toward Tara. 
 
    Elaine bit her lip and tucked her hair behind her ear. “I don’t believe in prophecies,” she said. “At least, I don’t believe they’re totally unbreakable or that there aren’t ways to interpret them to our advantage.” She seemed unsteady, unsure—which was the biggest indication she could give me that she did, on some level, feel bad about not telling me the whole truth from the start. 
 
    “Then why rely on the prophecy at all?” I demanded. 
 
    “Your father believes in prophecies,” Elaine said. “Wholeheartedly. And he’s going to make tactical decisions based on that belief. That’s why we were looking for you. That’s why we invited you to the Rendezvous. He thinks you’re going to end the war for him—but I’m more interested in the part where you bring him down.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, we don’t think it will be your fault,” Andrew put in, though I noticed he was standing in front of Elaine. Not that I would have expected anything else from him; he always took her side and always came to her defense. 
 
    I glared between the two of them, my hands in fists at my sides. “I don’t want any part of this,” I said through my teeth. “I never have. I was perfectly happy to stay out of your world until I got dragged into it.” When neither Elaine nor Andrew said anything in response, I narrowed my eyes further and then turned on my heel to stalk out of the room. “I need some air.” 
 
    Thankfully, no one followed me as I practically stomped out onto the deck of the house, glaring down the length of the stilts before I finally sat down with my legs over the edge and put my head in my hands. 
 
    Not even Lila interrupted me or tried to say anything as I replayed the words of the prophecy again and again in my head. 
 
    It seemed hopeless to fight on the side of the Rendezvous if I were to believe the prophecy. Tara said that my father would win the war, basically—his claim to the throne for himself and his posterity would win out. And where would that leave Elaine? 
 
    All this time, I’d been operating under the assumption that we were fighting to put her or her father on the throne. That was the whole reason Elaine was fighting back decades of Time itself, trying to hold back an aging process that would catapult her past childbearing age. If she aged too far too fast, it wouldn’t matter if she took the throne, because she wouldn’t have an heir, and then we’d be right back where we started. 
 
    No wonder Time was fighting her so hard. Not only was she holding back decades of life force that Time wanted to claim for itself but she was trying to fight against one of Time’s prophecies. 
 
    The sun was setting on the village as I took my head in my hands and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. I hated this. I hated feeling like I had no control over my own life. 
 
    “I would like to join you,” said a soft voice at my shoulder, and I looked up to see Tara standing a few feet from me with her gaze toward the sky. In the darkness, Tara looked less human than before. Her silhouette was outlined in the faint starlight, and her eyes were the brightest things on the deck. “Time shouts if you look too far, and you have to brave her wrath if you venture out into her depths.” 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood for riddles. “What?” 
 
    Tara sighed. “Even for me, for a Future Seeker, the details of the future are not sharp. They form as we make our choices,” she explained gently. “Sometimes, I know exactly what will happen, and sometimes, I only know the words Time has for me.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “And this time?” 
 
    “This time,” she said slowly, “I only know the words. I know details of events to come in this war, but as for its conclusion?” She shook her head. “For all I know, your father’s seed is entombed in a throne room, and that may be his forever seat of power. That is the interpretation King Peter prefers. Do not jump to conclusions; Time has a way of surprising even me.” 
 
    I could sort of see the logic there. But still. . . . “I don’t like this.” It sounded childish, but of everyone around me, I was sure Tara would be the last to call me out on it. She didn’t seem to care much for social cues anyway, so why would she hold anyone to standards of behavior? 
 
    “I have made many prophecies,” Tara said. “Not once has a subject liked their fate. Even your father was furious at the prospect of his greatest defeat.” 
 
    “I’m not my father.” 
 
    “No, but you are his daughter, and you share the same anger at obstacles in your way.” From anyone else, that would have felt like an accusation, a slap in the face. But Tara said it like it was just a matter of fact. And then she moved on. “I would like to stay with you. It is too busy and too loud inside.” 
 
    Faced with such a reasonable request, I couldn’t possibly turn her down. So I simply nodded and shifted to make room so Tara could sit with me, her legs dangling over the side of the deck as we watched the night sky in silence. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 5: My Whole Family Is Bad at Communicating 
 
   It doesn’t have to be so difficult.” 
 
    My father was standing in front of me, an almost gentle expression on his face that tried to convince me that he was anything like a caring father. Of course, that probably would have been more convincing if I wasn’t tied to a chair. 
 
    My father reached out to cup my face with one hand, rubbing his thumb over my cheek, and I closed my eyes, wincing away. I didn’t want him to touch me—but I couldn’t do anything to stop him. 
 
    “Michelle,” he said gently, “you don’t understand. I want a powerful heir. My sons have been nothing but a disappointment to me. You could take their place. If you would stop fighting me, you could see your potential.” 
 
    “You’d drop me as soon as you found someone else,” I said, opening my eyes—purely to glare at my father. 
 
    “Perhaps,” my father said. He had learned pretty quickly after he captured me that I could tell when people were lying to me, even if he tied me up and kept me from accessing my magic. I didn’t need to cheat with my magic to read body language, and I had seen enough family members from childhood to adulthood that I’d learned how to spot insincerity. 
 
    Sure, this was a step up from knowing who had eaten the last cookies from the cookie jar, but the basic ideas were the same. 
 
    “Still,” my father said, continuing to rub his thumb over my cheek, “I want you on my side, my beautiful little girl. I can force you to help me, but it would be so much easier for both of us if you stood by my side. I know you have had to learn your magic by trial and error. Think what I could teach you. Think of how powerful you could be when you are actually trained. You’re already powerful with nothing but raw magic.” He looked almost proud as he cupped my face with his other hand as well. “You are so much like me, Michelle. You don’t let the rules of magic hold you back.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I said, trying to pull my face out of his grasp, but I couldn’t get any distance. 
 
    “No.” My father smiled at me, holding my face still so that I had no choice but to look at him. “You’re going to help me either way. Your fate was decided long before you even knew who you were.” 
 
    “I don’t answer to you,” I said with as much venom as I could muster. 
 
    My father chuckled. “You will,” he said before he finally released my face and stepped back. “Just remember, my dear: you could have saved yourself if you agreed to my terms.” 
 
    I glared after him for a long time—until he slammed the door shut behind him and I let my chin drop nearly to my chest. The truth was that I was tired of fighting my father. I barely understood what was going on; I only knew that I wasn’t going to side with anyone who resorted to torture to make a point. 
 
    I didn’t know what my father had in store for me, but I knew I was going to fight him tooth and nail. 
 
    When I woke up, I could still taste salt and realized that I had been crying—quietly. I quickly sat up and rubbed a hand over my face, glad that Theresa had thought ahead to give me my own room when she offered us a place to stay. Maybe she had known all the memories being dredged up would leave me more emotional than I cared to show in public. 
 
    I had to admit: ever since my father and brother had busted open my head, I was having a harder time keeping my emotions in check. I’d sometimes remember things that left me feeling upset or deeply loved or whatever else I had been feeling at the time of the memory. And that didn’t always relate to my emotions in the present. 
 
    Which, if I was honest, was probably not helping me to be reasonable in dealing with Elaine. But I knew I needed to at least talk to her, even if I had no idea what I’d say. I needed to make my peace with my cousin—or I didn’t know how I could stay with the Rendezvous. 
 
    Eventually, I made my way down to breakfast, where the silence that descended across the table as soon as I walked in told me that my friends had been talking about me. 
 
    I could feel my cheeks burning as I sat down, but even considering how upset I had been the night before, I knew they had every reason to talk about everything I’d been processing myself—the prophecy, the secrets, all of it. And while I was definitely feeling better about my outlook after Tara had come to talk to me, I still didn’t like feeling like Elaine was cherry-picking information to give me, either. 
 
    So I sat down in silence and determinedly didn’t look up at anyone as I ate. I didn’t want to talk about it, and I didn’t want to get into a fight that early in the morning when I was still tired from tossing and turning all night worrying about what kind of victory I’d give my evil, abusive father. Even if, like Andrew had said, I didn’t help him willingly, I knew I would still feel the weight of the guilt afterward for whatever part I might unwittingly play. I felt it now, for crying out loud, and nothing had even happened yet! 
 
    It was probably a good thing, then, that Elaine was the one to break the silence. She cleared her throat, though I didn’t look up until she actually put words to her thoughts. “I made a mistake,” she said softly. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow her way, but when she didn’t elaborate, I let out a noise of disbelief and looked back down at my food. She was incredibly bad at this not being right thing. “Yeah.” 
 
    The silence was filled only by the chink of forks on plates before Elaine tried again. “I didn’t tell you the full prophecy because I didn’t know all of the exact words either. Your father was the one who heard it, and I’ve gotten all of my information secondhand. He tried to kill Tara to keep her from telling anyone else exactly what she said, you know.” When that got me to look up again, my eyes still narrowed, she swallowed. “I should have told you more, but by the time I trusted you, I also knew you’d never do anything to help your father on purpose. And . . . and I don’t believe in fate anyway, or I wouldn’t be fighting this fight, would I?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you seemed fine with the part of the prophecy that says I’ll hurt my father,” I pointed out. “You were fine telling me that!” 
 
    “I was, because it’s good encouragement,” Elaine shot back. “And besides, you already know your father did something to your mind. Andrew and I have been saying for a while that we think he’s trying to use you. Did it really matter that he did it because of a prophecy? Are you going to stop fighting to get your mind back because you think you’re fated to win the war for him or something?” 
 
    I bit my lip. I could tell she’d rehearsed this speech, because she was coming across as incredibly reasonable next to my emotional outburst. And I did know that, to some extent, I was the one being unfair. The Rendezvous really hadn’t hidden too much from me, especially if the exact words were lost to them. And if I’d heard when I first joined up that I was going to destroy them all, I probably would have put as much distance between me and them as possible and put myself at even greater risk. 
 
    But I figured I was allowed a bit of an emotional breakdown after hearing my own future laid out before me—regardless of the details—right? Right. 
 
    On the other hand, with every new memory I added to my collection of scattered pieces, I knew that I was the adult in the room—at least when it came to Elaine and Andrew and my human friends. I tried to remind myself that I had seen family members into adulthood several times over and showed more patience than this. 
 
    Finally, I let my shoulders drop and glanced up at Elaine. She looked sincere, honestly worried about how her actions had hurt me—and that, more than anything, was what convinced me to finally be the adult instead of the dramatic teenager that I still sometimes felt like I was. “Yeah,” I said in a soft breath. “Sorry. I needed time to process everything. I wasn’t expecting to come here and find out that I’m going to, what, put Christopher on the throne?” 
 
    “Oh, please don’t let that be the meaning of that part of the prophecy,” Andrew said, his expression showing his clear distaste. “I might never be able to speak to you again.” 
 
    “Thanks, Andrew, for that rousing show of solidarity.” 
 
    Andrew smirked. “Anytime.” 
 
    I shook my head, but I couldn’t help but match Andrew’s smile. I knew that he was allowing himself to be Person Andrew instead of Soldier Andrew for my benefit, and that spoke to the strength of our friendship. Even if he had been letting that side of himself show more and more since he and Elaine started dating, he was still careful about it in public or in front of people he didn’t know really well. So I knew he was making an effort to make me feel better, even in front of Tara and Theresa, and I appreciated it. 
 
    “Besides,” Elaine put in, “we don’t know what the specifics are if the prophecy is proven to be true. I make it a point never to let Time dictate my life.” 
 
    “No kidding,” I said. 
 
    Elaine grinned at me. “It’s absolutely worth it,” she swore, though her tone was probably sharper than she meant it to be. I knew she wasn’t directing that sharpness my way—she was only expressing her anger with Time—so I didn’t say anything about it. But that force was still there in the way she held herself straighter and tipped her chin up. “If I can fight Time, I can fight fate.” 
 
    “So you think the prophecy says we’re going to lose this war, too?” Aaron asked, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    Elaine pursed her lips as she turned Aaron’s way and then slowly shook her head. “That’s not what I said,” she replied. 
 
    “But you’re trying to fight fate,” Aaron reasoned. “Doesn’t that mean you think fate wants you to lose?” He held up one hand before Elaine could say anything further. “I’m not saying it’s a bad thing. I’m just saying that for someone who doesn’t put stock in prophecies, you’re sure putting a lot of stock in prophecies.” 
 
    Elaine bit her lip, and I snickered, knowing no one could argue with Aaron when he had such a good point. I had made Elaine’s exact expression myself many times while Aaron and I had been living on the streets together. He had a way of saying exactly what I didn’t want him to say and cutting through my own smoke screens—so of course he’d do the same to Elaine. 
 
    Finally, Elaine shook her head and let out a breath of a laugh. “Wouldn’t you do the same thing?” she asked Aaron. “If you knew about a prophecy concerning something you’ve spent your whole life fighting for, wouldn’t you at least listen and worry about it?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “Hey, if I knew something like that, yeah, I’d be worried. So maybe you should stop acting like you aren’t.” 
 
    For a long moment, Elaine simply stared at Aaron, unable to come up with anything she could say in response, not when he was so right—again—but she hated being wrong, too. 
 
    Theresa broke the silence by clearing her throat and turning my way. “You didn’t come down here just to hear my sister’s prophecy,” she said. “Tony was telling me about the issues you’ve been having with what your father did to your mind.” 
 
    I nodded quietly. “I’ve been working on it with my friends, Lila and Sarah,” I explained. “We’ve been able to chip away at pieces of memories, but so far, the biggest gains we’ve made were with the help of a double agent.” When Theresa looked surprised, I shrugged. “Yeah, I know. But he did help. He marked all my memories so that I know that if I’m surrounded by a smoky haze, I’m probably not in the present reality.” 
 
    “A trail of breadcrumbs,” Theresa said, leaning forward, showing her unconscious curiosity with her body language alone. 
 
    I leaned forward to match her and dropped my voice lower. “It’s not much,” I admitted. “Even if I know I’m stuck in my memory, it seems like my father and brother always pick memories that I want to get lost in, things that I want to know. And as much as I hate to admit it, with a trap like that, I’m not as likely to fight back.” 
 
    Theresa nodded slowly. “That makes perfect sense,” she said. “It’s not a trap unless it’s hard to get out of.” 
 
    “The frustrating part is that I can’t get this spell to show me the memories I want to find without my father or brother dangling them in front of me,” I admitted. “I barely remember my mother aside from the vague things my father said about her—or pieces that I told other people in the past. I don’t even remember much about the family my father used against me, but I know I had other family before them too.” 
 
    “You will understand one day, but things are never given to you, Balance. Charity is your poison, and your thirst for knowledge a weapon to be used against you. To understand is more important than to know,” Tara said softly, breaking into the conversation with a serene look that seemed to completely ignore the questioning ones the rest of us wore. 
 
    Except Theresa. She had obviously been dealing with this kind of pronouncement from her sister often enough that she took it in stride, even nodding along. “She has a point,” she said, turning her attention back to me. “If you’re defined by your curiosity and kindness, King William would design the trap to use those things against you.” 
 
    “I already knew that,” I said, looking between the two sisters with a frown. “I know my father tries to use everything good in my life and turn it against me. I just want to know how to get rid of his influence.” 
 
    Theresa let out her breath before she extended a hand to me. “Then we should get down to work. You know what’s at stake now, and there’s no point in moping about it.” 
 
    I regarded her hand carefully. “I know,” I said softly. “I wasn’t trying to cause drama. It was just—” 
 
    “I wasn’t criticizing you,” Theresa promised. “I was trying to offer my help.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I brushed my hair behind my ear. “I’m still processing.” 
 
    “You have every right to be emotional. Your father hurt you,” Theresa said, her tone gentle. 
 
    “So hurt him back,” Elaine put in, a sharp light in her expression that spoke to how badly she wanted to win this war. That light was part of the reason I’d joined the Rendezvous in the first place—I could see how much Elaine believed in her cause and in her people, and I wanted to help. 
 
    Theresa shot a smile Elaine’s way as well before she turned to me and once again extended her hand. “I’d like to take a look in your mind. I promise I won’t touch anything or change anything yet. I just want to understand the extent of the spell for myself and not from secondhand accounts.” 
 
    At first, I hesitated. I knew that Tony used to be married to her, but now, she had a new family and a new life that neither of us knew anything about. People could change so much in so little time; I knew that from experience. Not to mention I’d definitely bonded more with Tara than I had with Theresa, which didn’t help with my initial trepidation. 
 
    But on the other hand, now that I had that prophecy ringing in my head, I felt angrier, somehow. Robbed of my chance to choose my fate. And if Theresa could help me fight against my father’s influence—even if she couldn’t help me fight against Time’s path for me—then I wanted to get down to business. 
 
    So, finally, I nodded, took Theresa’s hand, and closed my eyes. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 6: I Wasn’t Always Scared of Water 
 
   Theresa’s methods felt different, somehow, to what Ryan and I had done when he’d walked into my mind to help me. Then, my mind had already been cracked open by multiple intrusions from Christopher and my father, and Ryan had simply pulled me into my own mind with him. 
 
    This time, Theresa gave me more of a choice in the matter. This time, she seemed to simply open the way for me, and I could feel an almost gentle tug as she invited me to join her. 
 
    In the moments before I entered my own mind, I couldn’t help but smile in the physical world. It was nice to be given a choice, especially when that hadn’t been the case for so long when it came to my mind. 
 
    As I walked through my mind, I recognized the swirling yellow form of Lila before she took the shape of a person and walked alongside me to where Theresa was already standing in front of the gray monolith that represented my mind’s interpretation of the memory block. As Lila and I watched, she ran her hands across the surface of the monolith, pausing especially over the places where Lila and I had carved out what memories we could. 
 
    “You’ve made a lot of progress,” Theresa said. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve had help,” I said, gesturing to Lila, who turned a slightly darker shade of yellow in an approximation of a blush. 
 
    “That makes a difference,” Theresa agreed. She paused to give both of us an encouraging smile. “Don’t worry. We have the benefit of time. As I understand it, the markers Ryan left behind were just a quick solution with what little opportunity you had. Unless you have somewhere else to be, we have time to do so much more.” 
 
    “I don’t exactly want to be hidden away for too long,” I clarified. “I still want to fight and do what I can to stop my father.” 
 
    Theresa nodded. “I know. Tony’s the same way.” 
 
    I bit my lip, but since we were in my mind, I couldn’t easily temper my responses. We were treading on my every thought and memory, and while my conscious mind processed what was happening as physical, the truth of the experience was all mental—and that made it hard to censor myself. “What happened between you and Tony, anyway?” 
 
    Theresa paused, one hand still raised to rest on the monolith. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quickly. “Sorry. I wouldn’t have asked that out loud if we weren’t in my mind.” 
 
    “No, it’s alright,” Theresa said, even if her tone and her smile were both tighter than before my outburst. “I’m sure you’ve been sitting on that question for a while.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing I couldn’t deny it or take it back now that my thoughts were out there. “It’s just that Tony is one of the best friends I have—” 
 
    “And you want to know how anyone could leave him,” Theresa finished for me. She paused for a long time, obviously thinking over her answer in a way that I couldn’t when we were in my mind. (I still thought that was incredibly unfair—that I had to be an open book while any visitors to my mind got to think over their answers and responses.) “I had to protect my sister,” Theresa said at last. “King William wanted her dead so she couldn’t tell anyone the prophecy. And Tony. . . .” She smiled sadly. “Tony was one of King Peter’s guards. I knew he wouldn’t leave Peter, but I also knew we wouldn’t be safe if we stayed with the old king, not when Elaine was gone and we saw no hope for any rebellion that early in the transition of power.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    Theresa’s smile turned somehow sadder. “Tony couldn’t leave the king. He had only just managed to rise up through the ranks, and that position—and Peter’s trust—meant everything to him. So when I told him I was running, he asked me to stay with him and the others loyal to Peter. We argued, and I left.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine Tony arguing.” 
 
    Theresa laughed. “I know,” she said. “He’s always been that way. He’s so full of light and life that it’s hard to imagine him disagreeing so vehemently with anyone. He surprised me too.” She shook her head. “We decided he would stay with Bianca and protect the king, and I would take Tara and run. I don’t think either of us expected to be apart for this long, but. . . .” She trailed off. “Well. War leaves its marks on everyone.” 
 
    I stared at Theresa for a long time. I couldn’t imagine having to face that kind of decision, especially when the more I learned about my family, the more I felt protective of them. If I’d been faced with a choice between risking the life of someone I loved and staying with the rest of my family, I wasn’t sure I would have chosen differently, either. 
 
    After all, I’d given myself up to save Angelica, hadn’t I? 
 
    Still, the next question tumbled out of my lips before I could stop it. “And Santo?” 
 
    Theresa closed her eyes, but when she opened them again, her expression clearly said that she’d been expecting the question. “I fell in love with a human here,” she admitted softly. “The longer the war went on, the longer Tony and I were apart, the more obvious it became that neither of us was going to budge. Before I met Enrique, I had already written to Tony and released him from any obligations to me. I dissolved our marriage—but not because of someone else. We had gone our separate ways long before I even considered falling in love again. I don’t want you to think poorly of Santo or his father.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I assured her quickly, though I found myself smiling. “A human, huh?” 
 
    Theresa looked like she was startled into smiling as well. “Is that so surprising?” 
 
    “It is, actually.” 
 
    Theresa smiled a little more. “Not here,” she said. “Not everywhere. There are still so many places in the world where humans and witches aren’t as sharply divided as King Peter and his family believe they are. Just because some parts of the world killed every Halfsie they could get their hands on doesn’t mean that division and hatred occurred worldwide.” 
 
    “Yeah, I keep trying to get the witches in the Rendezvous to stop acting like humans are bad news,” I said. 
 
    Theresa smirked. “Well, I wish you luck,” she said before she turned back to the monolith. “But as my sister would say, let’s not focus on what happened in the past when the future still needs writing.” She paused and chuckled to herself. “Oh, that doesn’t quite work. We are focusing on the past. . . .” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I assured her. 
 
    Theresa smiled and then gestured to the monolith. “You’ve been chipping away at this huge block, and that’s a good way to look at the problem,” she said slowly. “But I’d like to try to get to the center of it and break it down from the inside out. Let’s crack it wide open; it’ll be easier to chip away at the rubble than at one big block.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I agreed. “But how, exactly, do we do that?” 
 
    “I need to pierce the block with something shattering,” Theresa said, pacing the perimeter of the monolith. “You said that the memories Christopher and your father have been peeling off have been the ones that you want to stay in and remember. Maybe we need to break it open with something you don’t want to remember.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said—and not just because I was nervous about pursuing darker memories (though that was definitely a big, big part of my hesitation) but because I had enjoyed remembering my old family. “One of the first things I remembered on my own was my father drowning me.” 
 
    Theresa raised an eyebrow. “That’s interesting,” she said, pursing her lips and drumming her fingers against her crossed arms. “I wonder if there’s anything else from your past related to water that’s hidden because of that trauma.” 
 
    I stared at Theresa—and then, all at once, I felt stupid. I should have realized that nothing my father did happened without several different purposes and plots! Of course his manipulations would have extended beyond simple torture. He could have hurt me any way he wanted to. But hadn’t he shown again and again that he wanted to take the pieces of me that defined me and turn them into weaknesses? 
 
    “You aren’t stupid,” Theresa said, and I remembered, belatedly, that my thoughts weren’t hidden from her. “You’ve been hurt. It’s not unusual to want to shy away from that.” 
 
    “But I should look harder,” I argued. “I know how important it is. I know I need to get him out of my head!” 
 
    “Michelle, it’s just a theory,” Theresa said softly, the gentleness in her voice convincing me to stop and look her way—and then I felt embarrassed all over again. 
 
    I hadn’t been around Theresa and her sister for long at all, and I’d already had three different emotional outbursts. 
 
    Lila rested a hand on my shoulder, and the moment I turned toward her, she pulled me into a hug. “This is going to be hard,” she whispered. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, returning the hug briefly before I turned Theresa’s way. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Theresa promised. “This kind of work is draining.” 
 
    “Yeah, well.” I shifted. “Lead the way, then.” 
 
    The first memory that Theresa drudged up surprised me. When she’d mentioned that she wanted to more or less take a sharp memory to the monolith, I expected something traumatic. Something, well, shattering. 
 
    But the memory she found wasn’t any of those things. In fact, it was pretty nice—except for the panic attack I had at the very start of the memory. 
 
    When I went into my memories, I experienced them from my own point of view, reliving them like a passenger in my own body. So when the memory started out with me in the ocean as I swam out into the waves, I panicked. 
 
    I didn’t think I would ever get used to panicking without my physical body following my emotions. Before, when I wasn’t a passenger and my body was my own, when I’d been dropped in deep water, I could feel my chest tightening, my throat drying out. But since I was in the body of my previous self, it didn’t react to any of those intense emotions. 
 
    Yeah, it was pretty weird. 
 
    But I think the absence of any physical reaction to my panic actually helped me to control my emotional reaction. Which was good, because my past self seemed to be honestly enjoying her time in the ocean. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one in the water; several other members of my adopted family were out with me, swimming with surfboards underneath them as we headed out into the waves. I was physically the smallest of the group—most of them were teenagers—but I’d been doing this for much longer than they had. 
 
    The trip to the beach was a family tradition at this point. Every summer, we would all head down to the sand and surf, and that family trip would inevitably turn into a competition on all fronts. The younger kids would build sandcastles, the older kids would go surfing, and even the adults would get into a game of sand volleyball or do some surfing of their own. 
 
    Carol was the fastest swimmer, but Tim—he was the one to watch. He seemed to have a knack for finding the best waves, and the rest of us had learned early to stick close to him. 
 
    I knew Tim had the right idea as we headed for one wave in particular, and the two of us shared a grin as we got going to the right speed, waiting for the right moment . . . and then, I heard him let out a whoop of joy as we rode the crest. 
 
    There was something amazing about being out in the ocean. I could reach out to it, and I could feel how much power was surging through it. I could feel that same power in the waves beneath my feet—even more keenly than my family could feel it, though I know they understood what a force of nature they were dealing with every time we went out into the water. 
 
    I loved it. I loved to feel that power. I loved the feeling of pitching myself into the vast depths and riding the waves. I’d always loved the water, even hundreds of years ago when I didn’t have a family to surf with. I loved the ships that dared to venture out into the water. I loved to watch the tides. 
 
    I grinned over at Tim as soon as the ride was over. “Go again?” I called out. 
 
    “You’re on.” 
 
    When I left the memory, I was smiling, and so was Theresa. We hadn’t re-entered the physical world yet, either, so the hug she gave me radiated warmth through my whole soul. 
 
    “I hope we can find more memories like that,” she told me. “I hate thinking that King William has been able to take something away from you that you truly enjoyed. It’s just one more way that he tried to reshape you and take away your identity, and I won’t stand for it.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you thought to look at something like that,” I pointed out. “I didn’t make the connection between drowning and my own identity.” 
 
    “The ocean must have been a big part of who you used to be,” Theresa mused. “You’ve been able to remember some things organically, haven’t you? Santo said that you remembered family car trips when you were driving out here. And the ocean is so vast and so ever-present that it would be hard to keep you from remembering who you used to be when you encountered it—unless he drowned out those good memories with worse ones.” 
 
    “Dear old Dad,” I quipped, though even in my mind, the dark humor came across as caustic. 
 
    “But you’ve definitely made a dent,” Lila pointed out, drawing my attention her way—and to the monolith next to her. She had one hand over a long crack in the gray structure—deeper and longer than any of the chips that she and I had managed to pull off on our own. “Theresa was right; the more you get to memories at the core, the better equipped we are to fight this.” 
 
    “The problem will be finding the core,” Theresa agreed. “This memory block isn’t naturally part of your personality and soul, so we can’t simply ask who you are at your core and look for corresponding memories. This is something your father constructed—and so he chose the order of memories and which ones to hide deeper than others.” She shook her head. “He might not have gone through each memory individually, but there are broader themes in his choices that we can follow.” She paused and seemed to take a moment to find the right words to explain her train of thought. “If I were to ask you what memories you had of Aaron, you wouldn’t just pick one and focus on it. You’d have plenty to choose from, and you would probably think of several at once before you decided on one to talk to me about, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “This is that same concept in action. Your memories of your love of the water all come to mind together, so they can be grouped together. Your memories of certain family members can also be grouped together. King William doesn’t have to know every detail—he only has to know enough. From there, he can hide your core from you, without spending too much effort in any individual feeling or memory.” 
 
    I nodded. I thought I could understand that much. Theresa had a way of explaining mental magic that made the whole process seem almost logical, something no other witch had been able to do for me before. “Okay, so we find more memories like that, and before you know it, I can actually remember things again, right?” 
 
    Theresa nodded. “Exactly.” She paused to rest her hand on the monolith. “But we should take a break. Whenever I’ve worked with broken minds and souls, I’ve always found that it’s better to rest between sessions. Even human minds form defenses if you cause them too much trauma. Repression, regression, emotional reactions—I don’t want to sacrifice your mental health for the sake of your memory.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “I want to keep going.” 
 
    “Michelle, in the outside world, we’ve only been in your mind for a few seconds,” Theresa said gently. “There’s no rush while we’re in here. And I’d rather err on the side of caution than risk harming you any further. Your father has already done you such damage.” 
 
    “Besides,” Lila added before I could argue—and I was about to—“you don’t want to spend too much time in your own mind and drift away from your life.” 
 
    Theresa pointed Lila’s way to acknowledge her point. “Right. I’ve seen too many people get lost in the past.” She paused. “Or the future.” 
 
    That was hard to argue when I had seen the way Theresa’s sister lived on her own plane of existence. It couldn’t have been easy for Theresa to watch that, so I couldn’t blame her for trying to keep others from that kind of fate. So my protests died on my tongue, and I simply nodded. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I could feel that same warm invitation from before as Theresa exited my mind and beckoned me to follow her. But before I did, I shot one last glance Lila’s way. 
 
    I didn’t have to say anything or even properly form the thought to talk to her. She met my gaze before I could speak and smiled softly. “I’ll keep working on this,” she promised, running her hand over the long crack in the monolith. “I’m in your mind all the time. It doesn’t matter as much if I’m lost in here. You can always find me when you and Theresa come back.” 
 
    I rushed over to pull Lila into a long hug. “I love you too. You know that, right?” 
 
    Lila returned the hug just as tightly before we finally broke apart. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had, Michelle—and not merely because we share a mind,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “Trust me: I’m going to do everything I can to help you.” 
 
    “Take a break if you need to,” I said. “Don’t feel like you have to keep working all the time because you live in here. You’re not just the little helper that lives in my brain, you know.” 
 
    Lila broke into a laugh at that description. “I might not be, but now I want to hear you describe me that way to people you meet!” 
 
    “Maybe I will,” I said, shooting a wider grin her way before I finally followed Theresa out of my mind. 
 
    The scene hadn’t changed much from the way things had been before we went into my mind, but I immediately realized that Theresa was right: I could easily get lost in the kind of work we were doing. The breakfast setup, the way Andrew had his arm around Elaine’s shoulders—all of it was so different from the scene in my mind and the memories I’d seen that I had to remind myself that this was reality. 
 
    I think, to some extent, I’d always had that reaction to coming back to reality out of my own mind. When Ryan had been in my mind and when my father and Christopher had forced me into my memories, I’d struggled then, too. But my focus had been on the fact that my father’s spell was meant for me to get stuck in my own head, and I had assumed that my difficulty reintegrating with the real world came from that spell. 
 
    I guess it hadn’t occurred to me that the spell was playing on an existing framework in my own perception. 
 
    Theresa was already stretching—an obvious physical cue to let the others know she’d left my mind—so when I looked around, Elaine smiled my way. “How did it go?” 
 
    I had two ways to answer that. I could tell her the specifics of the memory we’d unearthed, or I could focus on the monolith. The personal and the tactical. No wonder Andrew was always torn between those two aspects of himself. The more time I spent in the Rendezvous, the more I felt the tug of both options. 
 
    But Elaine was my cousin. More than that, she had always made a real effort to show her interest in my past—and celebrate even the smallest successes with me. Besides, I wasn’t raised to be a soldier like Andrew was. I was my own person. And that person was a family woman. 
 
    I brushed a hand through my hair and gave Elaine a tired smile. “Apparently, I used to be a cute little surfer girl.” 
 
    “No, really,” Andrew said, his smile widening and crinkling his eyes, so I knew it was a genuine one. 
 
    “Really,” I said, matching his expression—after all, those smiles were rare, especially from him. But then, I let that smile die as I explained: “Theresa thinks that’s why my father drowned me for torture. I have such strong memories of the ocean and spending time out in it with my family that he had to force trauma on me to keep the water from sparking a natural memory and overriding the block he put in my mind.” 
 
    “Huh,” Elaine breathed out, though her expression was a lot more horrified than that single word could express. 
 
    Andrew, on the other hand, nodded slowly. “That actually makes sense,” he said. “You’ve been able to remember bits and pieces on your own. And didn’t you say you were dreaming about your past before you joined the Rendezvous?” 
 
    I nodded, but before I could say anything, Tara looked up, a tight almost-smile on her lips. “The soul can never be dominated, but it can be broken,” she said in a whisper. “But even in pieces, it struggles and fights and maintains its own independence.” 
 
    Theresa put a hand over her sister’s. “Exactly,” she said before she turned my way. “You’ve been fighting this whole time, even if a lot of your struggle has been unconscious. My job isn’t to hand you a victory; I’m here to give your soul the tools to fight and to show you the way.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about this kind of thing?” I asked. I mean, I knew from what Tony had told me that Theresa was a talented soul witch. But I also knew from Andrew’s reaction to my attempt to heal Izzy and from everything Elaine had told me about witch society that magic was supposed to be an individual thing. Minds and souls were supposed to stay separate from each other, and anyone who broke those rules was like my father—cruel and evil and fighting against the way the world was supposed to work. At least according to the Rendezvous. 
 
    Not that I believed things were that black and white, mind you. I had broken plenty of rules long before I met Elaine—and even continued to break them after I met her. But I had always sort of assumed that was because I was a Halfsie, learning by trial and error. I didn’t know the rules I was breaking until I broke them. But other witches? If they went against the pattern, they did so because they felt they had no other choice, right? 
 
    I’d met other witches, like Sarah and Ryan, who bent the rules, but always with caveats. Sarah didn’t go in my mind; she only scanned it to help me understand the spell better. And while Ryan didn’t equivocate on his rule-breaking, he also left me feeling deeply uncomfortable and distrustful, so I didn’t exactly consider him a gold standard of what a witch could be. 
 
    Theresa was different. She seemed to take minds and souls and magic in her stride in a way that no one I’d seen before could do. And now that I finally thought I could trust her, my curiosity had moved on from “why should I trust you?” to “why are you so good at this?” 
 
    I didn’t articulate all of that—I couldn’t—but Theresa seemed to understand the nature of my question. She met my gaze seriously with her head inclined to one side before she answered: “Every witch has a talent, and this has always been mine. I know it doesn’t conform to the rigid style of magic that’s popular lately, but I’ve never felt that we should be separate from each other. Even though each life force around us is different, there’s an energy that binds us all together. Not everyone can see it, but I can.” 
 
    “Both of us were born with sight,” Tara said in a tone filled with affection as she squeezed Theresa’s hand. “Sight beyond comprehension. Outside of the bounds of narrow-mindedness and order. The forces beyond our control defy order, and yet we still try to impose it on them.” 
 
    “Theresa believes in the old ways of doing things,” Tony put in when Elaine looked like she might try to argue with Tara’s pronouncement. That way, Tony could put the focus back on Theresa herself and not a philosophical debate. “And since your father and the Family seem to be using the old ways to their advantage, too—using blood magic, breaking into minds, treating lives like energy to be consumed—Theresa is the perfect counterpoint.” 
 
    “Then why study it?” I had to ask. “If it’s that bad—” 
 
    “The misuse of knowledge is bad,” Theresa interrupted me. “Understanding how minds, souls, lives, and the forces around us all work together in the synergy we call ‘magic’ isn’t a bad thing.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Besides,” she said in a softer tone than before, “Tara has always said there was a reason she and I were born with the gifts we have in the time we were born. I always took that to mean I needed to know how to fight back against people misusing the kind of magic I understand—and I think the fact that you are sitting before me now asking for my help proves me right.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and turned toward Tara, but she was gone again, watching something that wasn’t happening yet as she absently traced a pattern on the wood table in front of her. So, I turned back to Theresa, not bothering to hide my curiosity. “How long has she been. . . .” 
 
    “She officially took on her duties with Time when she was twenty,” Theresa said—and this time, no one could mistake the wistful, almost bitter tone in her voice. I knew that, in the long lifespan of a witch, twenty years was next to no time at all, so I couldn’t imagine watching someone I loved lose themselves to Time so completely and getting to spend so little time with them. 
 
    But then, Theresa surprised me, adding, “But Tara has been close to Time since we were born. She prophesied about our powers when we were barely out of our first decades.” 
 
    “Wait.” My head dropped forward. “What?” 
 
    Theresa smiled sadly. “We always knew she’d be a Future Seeker,” she said, once again squeezing her sister’s hand. “Our parents wrote down some of her earlier prophecies, and they all came true. We all knew that Time had plans for her.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how to respond to that, but I knew I hated everything about that idea, so I reached out to Theresa to put my hand on her arm. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    But she shook her head. “Don’t be. We’ve managed all these years, and I wouldn’t trade my sister for anyone else.” 
 
    “Previous things are stepping stones. The path ahead is much brighter than the stones that are scuffed by your use,” Tara added, and Theresa nodded along. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said, as if the rest of us understood the proverb-laden speech from Tara the same way she did. “There’s no point looking back when there’s still so much to do. And everything we’ve had to endure has only made us stronger and better able to help.” She tipped her head my way and gave me a pointed look. “Power is a gift and a burden, as Tara likes to say.” 
 
    It’s practically the mantra of Future Seekers, Lila added. All of us have the power to influence history as it’s made, but we have to give up so much for that influence. 
 
    I still don’t see how you can think that it’s anything but slavery. 
 
    We all had the chance to say no—with very few exceptions, like Tara, Lila assured me. Time doesn’t want an unwilling vessel. Time wants someone who will jump at the chance to help. 
 
    Or someone who’s not going to fight back. 
 
    Michelle. Lila’s tone was sharp. 
 
    Lila, I shot back, mimicking her tone. 
 
    I could feel her urge to roll her eyes in the fact that I almost made that very gesture. This is one fight that you’re going to have to admit you don’t understand fully. It’s hard to explain to people who have only experienced Time in a linear, demanding fashion—but those of us that are Future Seekers don’t see it the way you do. 
 
    You’ve said that. 
 
    Then respect my experience and believe me. 
 
    I pressed my lips tighter together. I knew the rebuke for what it was, and I knew I should listen. But to be honest, my mind was hurting, my emotions were a wreck, and I was completely exhausted. This wasn’t the time for philosophical debates—this was the time for a nap. 
 
    “I’m going to take a power nap,” I announced as I got to my feet. 
 
    Andrew raised an eyebrow. “You just got started.” 
 
    “Be fair,” Theresa said gently. “We spent ages in her mind. To us, it’s been a long day already. I was thinking of taking some time to myself before I did anything else.” 
 
    I gestured Theresa’s way. “See? Perfectly normal reaction.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, forgive us for being worried about you and your health,” Aaron said. “You’ve had a shorter fuse since what happened in Iceland, you know.” 
 
    I think if that statement had come from anyone but Aaron, I would have snapped back, the way I’d been doing to everyone else. I’d already bitten Elaine’s head off for keeping a relatively small secret (or at least, one that was small now that I knew the circumstances) and snapped at Lila. But even if my feelings for Aaron had changed, I still found it difficult to get angry with him. 
 
    So instead of snapping back, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t mean to be an emotional lightning rod.” 
 
    “No worries, ‘Chell,” Aaron promised. “Just work on feeling better, alright?” 
 
    “Things might be uncomfortable for a while yet,” Theresa warned. “This kind of work is going to open up all sorts of memories and emotions and states of mind.” When I looked tired already after hearing that, she gave me a warm smile as reassurance. “Don’t worry; it won’t last. But I know it’s got to be exhausting and confusing in the meantime. I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I said, shaking my head and forcing a smile, even though I could feel exhaustion taking over in the way my eyelids felt like someone wanted to paperclip them shut. “It’s my problem, not yours.” 
 
    Theresa looked like she might say something and then thought better of it, shaking her head and waving her hand. “Rest well. As soon as you’re awake, we’ll try this again.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7: Mom 
 
   My sessions with Theresa were long and draining, and I came out of every one of them needing a nap. 
 
    The sessions involved some really challenging work, especially emotionally. I was doing better clamping down the panic every time we’d go to a memory in the ocean, but that didn’t change the exhaustion that came from that disconnect between how I felt in real life and how I felt in my memory. 
 
    But we’d made progress, so I couldn’t complain too much. 
 
    In the short time I’d been around Theresa, I’d been able to remember several summers spent out on the beach surrounded by a loving family. And before that, I remembered playing in the springs in the wild countryside of the New World and enjoying the solitude of a long bath in the Mississippi River. 
 
    Before that, I remembered sneaking out to the docks to stare longingly at the ships and do my best to come up with a way to sneak on board without being caught by a sailor and mistaken for some kind of ill omen that would keep them from launching. 
 
    There was plenty to remember—a lot of it little things, everyday memories, nothing earth-shattering like the memory of surrendering to Christopher in order to save Angelica. But those small memories kept building, painting the picture of a girl who used to like the ocean . . . and I simply couldn’t reconcile that girl with the person I had become since my father drowned me. 
 
    On top of the panic attacks I had in the water, I had to deal with the simple fact that my mind was worn down from the constant fighting. So to my friends on the outside, it seemed like all I’d done since we arrived was nap or snap at them. 
 
    I wouldn’t have blamed anyone for not wanting to be around me when I was such a mess of exhaustion and frustration—especially not anyone who hadn’t gotten to know me before my head had been split open and therefore knew that I wasn’t usually this hard to deal with. So I was more than a little surprised when Tara came to sit down beside me one evening as the day was turning into night and the pinks and oranges of the sky peeked through the leaves. 
 
    “Hi, Tara.” 
 
    “Hello, Balance,” she said, rearranging herself to mirror my body language, her legs dangling over the side of the deck. 
 
    We sat there in silence for several long minutes. I didn’t know what Tara wanted or why she’d come to sit with me—or if I was simply company and nothing more. But I was too tired to put forward the effort to be sociable, so I simply watched the sunset until the stars started to come out. 
 
    Finally, Tara broke the silence. “I want to help you.” 
 
    I turned her way, one eyebrow raised. “What?” 
 
    “I want to help you,” she repeated. “You have so much yet before you, and I am not so blinded by the threads of fate as I watch them weave themselves together into the larger tapestry that I cannot see the individual stitches—the lives and the people involved.” She tipped her head. “I believe I can help you reach those memories you have not yet reached with my sister’s aid—if you are not opposed to working through Time and not your mind.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m not sure. . . .” 
 
    “I know you are angry with Time,” Tara said. “I know you feel it has wronged Elaine and that it is a cruel taskmaster. But Time is an old friend of mine, and I would like to show you that side of things.” 
 
    How could I argue with someone who looked so perfectly serene one moment and then almost pleading the next? I let out a long breath and nodded. “Alright,” I said. “But if it’s horrible—” 
 
    “Then we will stop,” Tara assured me with a warm smile a lot like her sister’s. 
 
    I swallowed and nodded. “Alright,” I said again. 
 
    Suddenly, the warm smile completely disappeared from Tara’s face. Her bright, brown eyes quickly filled with tears, and she reached out to grab my hand. “Oh,” she said in such a small voice that I could hardly tell she had spoken. Her tiny, thin fingers wrapped so tightly around my wrist that I could see fingernail marks in my skin. 
 
    And then, as quickly as it happened, she released me, returning from whatever vision she’d seen. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked, wide-eyed as I pulled my hand to my chest and massaged my wrist. 
 
    Tara blinked a few times, obviously trying to deal with the emotions associated with the vision she’d just seen. It occurred to me that this must have been what I looked like to my friends when I would come out of a memory. They had no idea what I’d seen—and until I chose to share with them, they had zero context for my emotional state. 
 
    Finally, Tara shook her head. “Do not concern yourself,” she said. “What I saw had nothing to do with you. I saw instead The Traitor, caught in his duty and trapped by his heart.” She closed her eyes and looked honestly forlorn. “His soul is playful and loving; his mind is violent. He can only betray himself, no matter what he does.” 
 
    “That . . . is actually one of the most accurate descriptions of Andrew I’ve ever heard,” I admitted, though I could hardly take my eyes off of Tara. I had never seen someone have a vision before, and I wasn’t sure if I should do anything about it. 
 
    Tara nodded to herself, staring past me into the trees. “The Family means to destroy him—and they will. He will never be the same. And yet with his fall comes a rebirth.” She closed her eyes, concentrating on something I couldn’t see. “I lied when I said this has nothing to do with you. I did not see the vision fully.” When she opened her eyes again, she looked more intense, somehow. “Your fate is so tangled in his and in Elaine’s that I was wrong to attempt to separate them.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said—because I wasn’t sure what else to say. 
 
    “All fates are intertwined, of course,” Tara said; I wasn’t sure if she’d heard me or not. “We cannot take any action without affecting those around us. That is the way of the world. And yet there are times when those threads are so tightly wound within each other that they are impossible to separate. The more you walk your path with your friends at your side, the more you marry your fate to theirs. This is true of all 
friendships. . . .” She trailed off and then shook her head before she looked back up at me. “I’m sorry. I came here to offer my aid, and instead, I have forced you to listen to a prophecy of your friend’s destruction.” 
 
    “Yeah, but now I’m glad I heard it so I can be properly concerned,” I said, my eyes wide as I leaned forward. “What’s going to happen to Andrew? Can I help—can I stop it?” 
 
    Tara shook her head slowly. “You know the hatred his Family hold for him,” she said. “They are unaccustomed to rebellion, especially within the ranks of the immediate family—the sons and daughters. They will not stop until they destroy everything he has built.” 
 
    “I won’t let them,” I said. 
 
    Tara smiled softly at that. “Balance, you have no say in what happens to him,” she said consolingly. “The wheels are already turning, and you cannot make them reverse their course.” 
 
    “If it’s going to destroy Andrew, I’m not just going to let it happen, either.” 
 
    “No, you will fight against it. So will he, and so will Elaine.” Tara shook her head slowly. “It will happen all the same—but it is not as terrible as you think it is,” she added quickly when she saw the look on my face. “As I said, there is a rebirth. A new beginning. This journey for him and for Elaine and for you—all of you must choose your path, and this destruction will force the choice. You will not be allowed to waver between paths as you have all done thus far.” 
 
    “That’s . . . something.” I really had no idea what to do with Tara’s attempt to make me feel better. It wasn’t all that comforting, but she was trying. And a “rebirth” didn’t sound like Andrew was going to die, at least. 
 
    Tara smiled sadly. “I wish I could give you more to be hopeful for, but I know how difficult it can be for those that walk the linear path to see beyond the trials of the present.” 
 
    “Mostly because that’s life for us,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” she said. “I did not mean to imply that your way of living was anything less. I simply meant that I wish you could see what I see.” Her expression softened, though she was still looking somewhere beyond me. “I wish everyone could see how their threads of fate lead them toward their destinies—the ones they choose for themselves. Time does not force anyone to do anything against their nature. Good and evil shape themselves, and Time takes those choices and weaves a fabric of history out of their futures.” 
 
    I had one eye closed as I watched her. “I think I understood about half of that.” 
 
    Tara let out a light laugh. “I know,” she said. “I know how I sound to others. I wish I could be clearer. But I sometimes feel I am not speaking the same language, even if the words are familiar to us both.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” I said. “I get it.” 
 
    Tara smiled a little more at that before she cleared her throat and nodded. “Yes, well, I came to offer assistance. Please let me.” 
 
    “Right.” I straightened up. “So, what’s the plan here?” 
 
    “A simple one,” Tara said with a smile. “I want to take you with me into Time. Usually, I look to the future, since the past does not change—but for you, I will take that different path.” 
 
    “O . . . kay.” 
 
    Tara reached over to take my hand, and I felt that same sort of tugging invitation that Theresa had used to invite me into my mind. (They really were so similar.) But this time, Tara was pulling me toward the vast, unyielding entity that I’d already mingled with way too many times for my liking. 
 
    I had to force myself to step into Time, since I still didn’t exactly trust it, but when I followed Tara, Time felt so vastly different, like nothing I had experienced in temporal spells before. 
 
    The past seemed warm and inviting, calling to me with smells of fresh bread and crooning lullabies. I didn’t recognize any of these things by themselves, but together, they stirred strong memories, memories of being loved and loving in return, of growing up with fully human brothers and sisters and then pretending to be their daughter when they outgrew me, as humans will do when they live with a Halfsie. 
 
    I could almost see them. I could almost hear them. I could almost reach out to them. 
 
    I was drowning in a sea of smells and sounds and shapes. I didn’t recognize most of them. The past, the history of everything, all hit me at once. The past was overwhelming; there was so much of it already, and it was constantly growing. With each second that passed by, the past grew larger and more powerful. It encompassed all the seconds, all the moments that passed, gradually filling my life until it would be longer than my future. No one mind could comprehend it. Just as I thought I would be lost in it, Tara grabbed my hand. Her presence, even if it wasn’t really physical, grounded me enough to keep me from getting lost, and she guided me along until something in all of the chaos coalesced. 
 
    Unlike when Theresa would walk with me in my mind, in the past, I was a visitor. These weren’t my memories; they were part of Time. And so I didn’t experience them as myself; I experienced them all at once. I could see every blade of grass and hear every sound. I knew everything at once about this memory—and yet my connection to that moment helped to keep me from getting lost in the details. Because I recognized myself—albeit a much younger version of myself—I could find someone to follow. 
 
    Still, viewing my memories from the outside was an odd sensation. 
 
    “Mother, would you please tell Miriam to leave me alone?” I complained, running to my mother. I was still barely five years old in the eyes of the humans, even though I was sixteen now. My mother was much taller than I was, and she towered over me. I clung to her skirts to get her attention, feeling very childish. 
 
    Outside of the memory, I could hardly breathe. I hadn’t ever remembered my mother before, and now, thanks to Tara’s decision to bring me into Time itself, I could not only see her but could be aware of every part of her, every movement she made and every detail of her face, in a way that memory didn’t quite capture. 
 
    I wanted to cry. 
 
    I knew her name from previous memories, but no peripheral knowledge compared to seeing Marie herself and looking up at her long, curly, black hair and her deep brown eyes. She had a smile that made me want to hug her all over again, and as she crouched down to wrap her arms around me, the part of me that had never experienced this before—or, at least, the part that couldn’t remember experiencing it—wanted to lean into that embrace and get lost in it. 
 
    “Is your sister bothering you again?” my mother asked gently. As she spoke, she absently reached up a hand to brush through my unruly, white hair, as she had been doing since I was young. 
 
    I let out a noise of frustration from the back of my throat. “She keeps threatening to tell people I’m a witch.” 
 
    My mother frowned when she heard it. “She knows better, my darling. She knows that would bring trouble down on our whole family. On me, on your brother, on your father—” 
 
    “Stepfather,” I said bitterly. 
 
    “Be kind,” my mother said. Her tone was sharp, but not hurtful, and I was so desperate for memories of her that even that gentle correction felt like warmth as I watched her taking care of my oh-so-young self. “Very few men would do what your father has done. To marry a woman who already has a child, especially a beautiful half-witch child like you . . . you have no idea what sacrifices he has made for our family.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes but dropped my gaze all the same. I knew she was right, of course, but I hated it. I’d had my mother to myself for the first twelve years of my life, and then this man had come along to take her time and attention. She seemed happy with him, and my stepfather was always so careful to help me stay hidden away from the humans that would want to kill me if they saw me and knew who I was. But I missed the closeness my mother and I had enjoyed when the two of us had been on the run together, hiding away—just us, with nothing but our love, my mother’s power, and my own burgeoning magic to keep us going. 
 
    And now I had a little sister who seemed to resent my magic and a new baby brother who was obviously my stepfather’s favorite. A boy to carry on the family name. He didn’t even try to pretend he wasn’t pleased about it, especially since they had named him Thomas too. 
 
    I knew I was old enough now to put such childish frustration aside. But I still struggled all the same. My mother said that witches aged slower, and that applied to my mind and emotions as well. I was still processing things with a child’s mind—but I wanted to be better. I wanted to help. I knew I could help. 
 
    “Still,” my mother said, bringing me out of my thoughts, “I’ll talk to your sister. She should know better, even if she truly feels that angry.” She shook her head. “I’ll deal with this. I don’t want a word spoken in anger to destroy our family.” 
 
    I nodded and darted over to hug her again. “Thank you.” 
 
    My mother smiled and kissed the top of my head, tenderly taking my face in both of her hands. “I love you, my little angel,” she said. 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    The memory faded as my mother left, but in the present world, I was sitting with tears streaming down my face as I held Tara’s hand. Thankfully, Tara didn’t try to say anything as I grappled with the emotions of what I’d just seen; instead, she simply sat with me, holding my hand, providing me with an anchor. 
 
    I couldn’t stop a few tears occasionally leaking out of the sides of my eyes, but I had a slightly better hold of myself when I finally looked up at Tara, wiping at my eyes. I opened my mouth to thank her, but all of a sudden, that felt too small. Instead, the only acceptable thing I could think of was to throw my arms around her. 
 
    I think I surprised Tara, but after a slight jump, she returned the gesture—gently at first and then much tighter when I finally managed a quiet “thank you.” 
 
    I could hear the smile in Tara’s tone even if I was still clutched so tightly to her that I couldn’t actually see that smile. “I told you,” she said gently, “I want to help.” 
 
    “You did.” I finally straightened up, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand as if that would help keep the tears from falling. “I’ve never remembered my mother before. Not since my father hid her from me.” 
 
    Tara smiled softly. “Then I’m glad I decided to come to you,” she said and then held her hand out to me. “If you like, we can try that again. This process isn’t as exhausting to your mind, since we aren’t fighting the mental block itself but allowing you to see what you’ve forgotten and letting the pieces fall away naturally with this knowledge. We could continue for a while longer—as long as we are careful not to get lost in the past and lose our will to return.” 
 
    I nodded slowly; I could see the danger there. Already, I knew I wanted to stay in my past—to get lost in everything I’d missed. Tara’s method was so much easier than the uphill battle I faced with Theresa, and it allowed me to see the family I’d had even before Jacob. I could easily lose myself in remembering my mother. 
 
    I missed her. I barely remembered her, but I missed her so much. 
 
    I took Tara’s hand again, and once more, I found myself watching the past as a younger version of myself stood in front of a new grave. 
 
    I had been so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t hear my half-brother approaching until he was standing beside me, staring down at the place where I had buried our mother. Some kind of sickness had spread through most of the area, and at this point, the dead outnumbered the living. 
 
    For the first time, I had seen the real consequences of my half-witch existence. 
I was cursed to outlive everyone. Even my mother, who had magic in her blood, didn’t heal the same way I did. Spells that only took a few days off my life took weeks off hers. She didn’t have the advantage I did of having two parents with magic in their blood to pass on to me. 
 
    She had done everything she could to save my stepfather, but all that time spent trying only drained what little magic she had to heal herself. 
 
    I couldn’t do anything to save them. I didn’t know how to heal people. I didn’t know more than a few basic spells. I didn’t know anything beyond the simple fact that my mother was gone—and I was still barely a child, even by a witch’s reckoning. 
 
    “Hello, Thomas,” I said quietly as my brother came to a stop. I hadn’t seen him since he was old enough to leave the house, but tragedy was good at bringing people together. 
 
    I knew even some of Thomas’s children were affected by whatever disease had ravaged the village. I couldn’t stop the sickness from spreading, even if I could help with other things—cleaning up, keeping my mother and stepfather warm, doing what I could against an unstoppable plague. 
 
    I knew the stories that were circulating about me. The Ghost Child. I was a curse on the villages that I walked through, if the rumors were to be believed. And if the villagers were suspicious of you, well, you might as well tie yourself to the stake and light the fires for yourself. If Thomas were smart, he would have stayed away from me. 
 
    “Hello, Michelle.” He didn’t raise his gaze to mine, but that was alright—I didn’t think I could tear mine from the grave either. 
 
    Silence fell between us for what felt like an eternity before I had to say something. “I didn’t know how to save them. Believe me: I tried.” 
 
    “I believe you.” We were both silent once more before he said, “I want you to come live with me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, you can’t really take care of yourself, can you? Nobody is going to take a child seriously.” 
 
    “People are going to notice another child, Thomas. I know you have a few, but they can count.” 
 
    “So many people are dying of the sickness. It would not strain belief if my wife and I said that we took in a child who lost her parents.” He gestured toward the small marker for my mother’s grave. “It’s the truth.” 
 
    I frowned up at Thomas. “What prompted this?” I asked. After all, he and I had never been really close. He had always taken after my stepfather—and he was making a name for himself away from his half-witch sister and the family secret. 
 
    “I’m tired of losing family,” Thomas admitted. When that got me to look up at him, he gave me a sad smile that barely touched his eyes. “I’ve had time to think,” he said. “And having a sister that stays young, that doesn’t get sick, that won’t leave. . . .” 
 
    He let the sentence hang in the air, but I knew he was thinking of Miriam. I hadn’t been able to save her, either—from running away with a man who promised her everything and then killed her for the crime of not having a son. 
 
    All at once, I threw my arms around Thomas and buried myself in a hug. “I would love to stay with you,” I said, holding him as tightly as I could. I felt his shoulders drop before he hugged me back just as tightly. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 8: A Shoulder to Cry On 
 
   For a long time after I left my past, I stayed where I was: laid out flat on the porch and staring up at the stars. I needed to wait until my head stopped spinning before I could even say anything. 
 
    I could feel quiet tears sliding down either side of my face. I had no idea which of the many emotions rushing through my body had prompted those tears, either, so I couldn’t even begin to explain myself if Tara asked. 
 
    Thankfully, though, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she flopped backward and lay watching the stars in silence as I gathered myself. 
 
    “I thought no one wanted me,” I said at last. 
 
    Tara turned so that she was propped up on one elbow, facing me with one eyebrow raised. “Oh?” 
 
    I didn’t turn her way or shift my position at all, still staring up at the stars. “For the longest time, when I was with Aaron, before I met the Rendezvous, I thought I must have been abandoned. No one came looking for me. Then, when I started to remember my mother, she was the one person I was related to by blood that I could remember caring about me.” 
 
    Tara nodded softly. “And now, you remember the truth.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and nodded, the tears continuing to slip down the sides of my face. My ears were wet from the salty tracks they left behind. “Yeah,” I breathed out. 
 
    Tara watched me for a long time in silence before, gently, she reached over to take my hand. “Then I will help you see more. I believe everyone deserves to be loved and to know their worth.” 
 
    I nodded softly. “Thank you.” 
 
    Tara nodded before she took the hand she was still holding and used it as leverage to pull me up so that I was sitting and facing her. “I will help you see more of your past—but on one condition,” she said. 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “You must not get so lost in what you used to have that you lose sight of what you have in the here-and-now and what you will have in the future,” Tara said seriously. When I looked up at her in surprise, since we’d already more or less had this discussion, she shook her head. “I have seen people lost in the wrong tense who are not Future Seekers. Lost in their pasts—or lost in the future they do not yet have. You must not allow yourself to fall into this trap. King William would like nothing more than to dissuade you from a call to action, and if he cannot erase your identity, then at least he can erase your good heart and desire to help others around you by making you focus on the ones you lost.” 
 
    “I’m not going to stop loving my friends just because I remember my family.” 
 
    “Good.” Tara got to her feet and took me with her. “Then I will help you remember more about them. I know that the simplest memories are often the best ones. Perhaps we can find a family dinner to remember together.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” I agreed before I stepped forward and pulled Tara into a hug. “Thanks. I didn’t know how badly I needed this until I had it.” 
 
    Tara smiled as she returned the hug. “I have my own family. I know I seem distant, but I do love them. And so I understand why you want to see yours.” 
 
    “You’re amazing; you know that?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Tara said with a smile that I couldn’t help mirroring as we headed inside together. 
 
    I hadn’t been in such a good mood in a long time—practically since before Iceland—so I completely expected to go to bed and dream of my mother and my family. 
 
    So imagine my frustration when, instead, my memories turned to something more recent—and far less happy. 
 
    I had been staying with Hannah for the past year or so. She was actually a relatively new member of the family, having married her husband, George, one of Jacob’s grandsons, two years ago. But when George had been drafted to go to Korea, the whole family had agreed to my offer to stay with Hannah and help her out. After all, she had literally just found out that she was pregnant when George had to leave. 
 
    So, I moved in with Hannah to help her around the house. As she got bigger and had a harder time bending over or cleaning, I more or less took over entirely. Sometimes, I felt like a glorified maid, but the time I spent with Hannah chatting the nights away did a lot to ease that feeling. 
 
    Truth be told, I had also needed that chance to be able to spend time with her, especially since it had taken Hannah a while to get used to the entire concept of a ghost child that had been in the family for generations. At first, she thought George had been joking around . . . until she met me. 
 
    And promptly fainted. 
 
    Obviously, our relationship had vastly improved since that time. She told me about how her mother had worked in one of the factories to help the war effort in the 40’s and how she had wanted to do something similar for this war—but no one would hire her or even take her seriously. 
 
    And there, we found common ground. No one ever took me seriously because of my physical age, and I could absolutely relate to wanting to live up to a mother’s legacy. 
 
    “My mother was a leader,” I told Hannah as I cleaned up after dinner and she worked on the ingredients for a pie. She was due any day now, so she couldn’t do much of anything around the house; but she loved to bake, so I’d bring her the ingredients and she’d do all the work putting together our meals. “Everyone in the village where I grew up loved her. She had this way of encouraging people to be better. Everyone went to her for advice.” 
 
    “So she was a lot like you.” 
 
    My mouth parted in a small ‘o’ shape as I turned toward Hannah. “Not . . . really,” I said. “She was a lot better with words.” 
 
    “But you’re a good listener,” Hannah said with a fond smile. 
 
    I shrugged, not entirely sure what to say in response. And after that, we fell into silence—until we heard a knock at the door. 
 
    A telegram. 
 
    I knew what the telegram was when I saw the expression on the face of the man in the door, and I took it gently, handling it the way I would handle a hand grenade. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do. I had no way to protect Hannah from the news I had in my hands, but I absolutely didn’t want to be the one to hand it to her. I didn’t want to see her crumble. She’d become one of my closest friends in the last few months, and I knew—I just knew—she would fall apart. 
 
    I didn’t want to watch another member of my family lose themselves to war. 
 
    I lingered in the doorway, but by the time I actually reached Hannah, her smile had fallen as she watched me. To my dismay, I could tell by the way her eyes welled up with tears that she’d figured it out. 
 
    I rushed over to her and wrapped her in a hug before she’d even fully gotten to her feet, and we went to the floor together as Hannah sobbed into my shoulder. “I’m not going to go anywhere, Hannah,” I swore. “I’m staying right here with you. You’re not going to be alone. Do you understand me? I’m going to take care of you, alright?” 
 
    Hannah didn’t say anything, but I felt her clutching tighter to my shoulders, so I held her that much closer. I made her lots of promises that night, even though I knew she wasn’t listening. She couldn’t listen. But I talked to her anyway, because I knew from experience that simply having someone there, having someone who would try, could make a big difference. 
 
    When I woke up again, gasping, I was crying hard, and I simply couldn’t stop. The grief was too recent, too real, and I felt like I couldn’t find my breath. I grabbed onto my pillow and buried my face in it, letting out a few sobs before I tried, again, to get my emotional feet back underneath me, taking deep breaths and keeping my eyes squeezed shut. 
 
    I was still on edge, so I hadn’t been prepared when someone came pounding on my door. “Michelle? Are you okay in there?” Izzy asked. 
 
    I kept my silence, wondering if she would go away. But I must have been screaming loud, even in my sleep, because she pounded on the door a few more times. I knew she would try to break in if she thought I was in trouble, so, finally, I called out, “I’m fine!” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Izzy shot back without missing a beat. “So are you going to let me in, or do I have to get drastic about testing the integrity of this door?” 
 
    I shook my head, but I also knew that Izzy didn’t make idle threats, so I got up quickly and opened the door. “You’re such a drama queen.” 
 
    “It’s the only language you royal types know how to listen to,” Izzy said as she strolled past me and plopped herself down on the edge of my bed. “Must have been some memory. I haven’t heard you sound like that since Bobby died.” 
 
    That was like yet another punch to the gut, and I simply couldn’t come up with anything to say in response. Izzy had been on the time-repeating ship where I met and fell in love with Bobby—and she had been there as I held onto him while he aged a hundred years and died right in front of me. I barely remembered the moments right after he died, but I know I wasn’t quiet about my grief then, either. 
 
    “Hey.” Izzy bumped shoulders with me and then gave me a bracing smile when I looked up at her. “I know you’re struggling right now. I know you’re all over the place. And I know Aaron and I can’t exactly do much to help. But if you’re going to wake up sobbing like that, the least I can do is make sure you don’t wake up alone, too.” 
 
    The promise was so similar to the one I remembered making Hannah that it caught me off-guard—and then put me right back in the memory until I was crying all over again, leaning deeply into Izzy’s shoulder as she hugged me. “I’ve outlived them all,” I whispered into her shoulder. “All of my human family. They keep dying on me, and I keep remembering it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Izzy said in a similarly soft whisper. “I know how that feels.” 
 
    Right. I knew that she’d lost everything on that time-repeating ship, but suddenly, I realized: I’d never seen Izzy mourn. She had been pushing it all to the side and focusing on the Rendezvous—on the fight to make my father and his men pay for ruining her life. But I knew that wouldn’t change the fact that that loss still hurt. 
 
    And suddenly, I turned the tables to hug her. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry. We should have held a funeral or . . . something.” 
 
    “Hey, no, it’s fine,” Izzy said quickly. “I’d sort of already said goodbye on the ship.” 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Izzy hugged me tighter, and for a long time, the two of us simply sat like that, clutching onto each other like lifelines in the dark. I don’t know how long we stayed like that, either; I just know that we both needed it. 
 
    Finally, both of us seemed to decide we were fine at the same time, and we released each other. The silence became less of a blanket until Izzy cleared her throat. “Well, now I can’t even get mad at you for being grumpy all the time when you’re not in sessions with the head-shrink sisters. Not when I know what you’re remembering now.” 
 
    “You can’t call them that,” I said, though I was laughing, so I don’t think she took me seriously. 
 
    “I so can,” Izzy said. “You’re never really conscious enough to stop me.” She pinched my arm lightly to get me to jump and then laugh. “But if you’ve been remembering lost family members, I totally get why you’re upset. Anyone would be depressed with that hanging over their heads.” 
 
    “I’m a few hundred years old, Izzy,” I said—and for the first time, I could really feel it. I could remember a time well before the Industrial Revolution, and that meant hundreds of years of watching my family members die. 
 
    To be fair, the magic my mother had in her blood gave that side of my family a better chance at surviving, and they were hardier than their spouses. But that magic was diluted over time, and it hadn’t even been enough to save Miriam. Or Thomas. Or any of them. 
 
    Somehow, I’d managed to get the most powerful magic genes out of anyone, even my mother. It must have been some kind of fluke of fate. My father had said my mother was a powerful Halfsie, but from what I remembered of her, she rarely used magic, and she died of disease. 
 
    I felt that much lonelier, knowing I was some kind of aberration in my family tree. 
 
    Izzy watched me with her head tipped to the side before she pinched my arm again. “Hey. Whatever you’re thinking about that has you looking like that, stop thinking about it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Izzy; that’s very helpful.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for,” Izzy said without missing a beat. She flopped backward, lying horizontally on my bed and waiting for me to flop back as well so we could be level to talk. “We figured you were older than us anyway. Me and Aaron. You’re supposed to be the king’s firstborn, so once we learned about the prophecy and your siblings and all that, it seemed kind of obvious you were at least a couple hundred years old, more or less.” 
 
    “Closer to six hundred, actually.” 
 
    “O . . . kay.” Izzy raised both eyebrows. “Okay, so I wasn’t expecting that much of an age gap.” She shook her head and recovered quickly. “You don’t look a day over two hundred and fifty.” 
 
    “Yeah, I somehow got all the power in my family,” I said dryly, though that simple statement had me thinking about losing my mother all over again, so I pushed the thought aside. “And honestly, I didn’t use much magic growing up. I didn’t exactly want to end up on the wrong end of a witch hunt.” 
 
    “Yeah, if you’re that old, then that was definitely a real issue for you,” Izzy agreed. 
 
    “I still remember telling Angelica—one of my cousins—about the pitchforks. I don’t think I ever really stopped expecting people to come after me.” 
 
    “You know, humans aren’t that bad anymore,” Izzy pointed out. “I think me and Aaron have handled finding out about the magical world pretty well, don’t you?” 
 
    I smiled and nodded. “You’re a lot like Angelica—both of you,” I said. “I think if she heard that I had a best friend who spent most of our time on the run together trying to convince me to let him be my sassy sidekick, she would have fallen in love.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’m lucky she’s not here,” Izzy said, but then she blushed and fell silent. 
 
    I sat up at that, watching her closer this time. It was the first time that Izzy had really acknowledged anything like that—at least around me—and I had never seen her blush before, either. “You know I’m not going to get in your way, right?” I said. 
 
    “Michelle, I don’t really want to talk about that,” Izzy muttered. 
 
    I shook my head. “But you should know: I’m not going to. I can’t think of Aaron that way anymore. Not like I used to.” I gave her a smile that was partly a grimace as well, especially because this confession was as much a promise to her as it was to myself. I couldn’t ignore the truth anymore. “He’s a teenager, and I’m several hundred years old. The more I remember of my past and the people I raised, the weirder that gets.” 
 
    “Okay, when you say it like that, yeah, it’s definitely weird.” Izzy shook her head. “Have you told him that?” 
 
    I hedged. “Well, not exactly.” 
 
    “You know he’s still hung up on you, don’t you?” 
 
    “I thought after that whole brainwashing debacle—” 
 
    “He thinks you’re stuck on the brainwashing,” Izzy said. “Don’t get me wrong. I’d definitely get hung up on it if someone reached in his head and made him fall in love with me. But maybe you should tell him that’s not the problem here.” 
 
    I scrubbed a hand over my face. “Now we’re veering into drama queen territory again.” 
 
    “Not my fault you put yourself there,” Izzy said, holding up both hands. “Like I said, that seems to be the only language you and Elaine speak.” She paused to consider something. “To be honest, I’m pretty sure every one of the witches I’ve met has been more dramatic than my human friends. What, does having a long life do that to you?” 
 
    “To be fair,” I said, “we take a long time to go through puberty. A lot of those changes are still physical, you know.” 
 
    “So you’re still a kid, in a way,” Izzy said. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” I said. “But only physically.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that part.” Izzy let out a long breath. “But at the risk of totally shooting myself in the foot with Aaron—doesn’t that mean you’re on the same playing field as him? Life experience aside, part of puberty is, well, actual brain chemistry.” She smirked. “I mean, like you said, that explains why you’re all so dramatic. You spend how many decades in the brain of a teenager?” 
 
    “I . . .” I shook my head. “I’m not really sure that’s how that works.” 
 
    “Hey, Theresa had a human husband, and you know that meant she was a lot older than him,” Izzy pointed out. “I’m just saying: I think you might be looking at the weird age thing too simplistically.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re the one making this argument,” I said. 
 
    “I know; I can’t believe it either.” Izzy shrugged. “But I don’t want to feel like I was anyone’s second choice. So you figure out whatever it is you need to figure out and get back to both of us on it, because I don’t think Aaron’s going to get past it if he thinks you talked yourself out of it.” 
 
    “Izzy. . . .” 
 
    She held up a hand. “Hey, don’t get me wrong. I’m still going to flirt his socks off. I’m not giving up on him. But I think it would be easier for all three of us if you figured out what you want and then actually communicate that.” 
 
    I bit my lip. I knew she was right, and I knew I wasn’t being fair to either of them to have left things the way I had after Iceland. “I’m sorry I haven’t been communicating better. I was caught in my own head.” 
 
    “I know,” Izzy said. “And like I said, it annoys me that I can’t even get mad at you, because I can’t really blame you. You’ve got a good reason to be.” She shrugged lightly. “Anyway, this wasn’t exactly what I came in here to talk to you about.” 
 
    Before Izzy could get up to leave, I grabbed her and snatched her into a tight hug. “I love you—you know that? You’re such an amazing friend,” I told her. 
 
    Izzy had been startled by the attack hug, but she relaxed a little and then returned the hug. “Just trying to live up to you.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. You’re the one who actually knows what she’s doing. I’m a hot mess,” I laughed. For some reason, I had started to cry in the middle of the hug—I had no idea why. Thankfully, Izzy didn’t say anything about it. 
 
    “I think if you talk to any of us here, you’ll find out we’re all pretty much winging it,” Izzy pointed out. “Sorry to tell you: you’re not special.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, that’s actually really comforting,” I said. 
 
    Izzy smiled and then finally got to her feet. “Hey, that’s what I’m here for, apparently. Midnight hugs and reality checks.” She headed toward the door and then paused. “For the record? If you ever wake up sobbing like that again, I’m across the hall. You don’t have to deal with it by yourself.” 
 
    I smiled. “Love you too, Izzy.” 
 
    She shook her head and waved her hand over her shoulder. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t get mushy on me,” she said, though I could see her smiling even as she shut the door. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 9: You’re All Such Children 
 
   Now that I had the option of peeking into the past with Tara, my sessions with Theresa were a lot more bearable—not just for me but for everyone around me. Tara always made it a point to find small memories—but good ones—so that I could simply soak in the family I used to have after a long session with Theresa. 
 
    That was how I spent several long days in the village: I would wake up and get to work with Theresa, clawing at the block in my mind with memories of flitting around a shipyard, going surfing with my most recent family members, that kind of thing. And then I’d go to Tara, who would show me memories of my mother—little memories, like the two of us sitting by a fire as she braided my hair or soaking in the sunshine as she taught me how to nurture seeds to grow food. 
 
    After a few days of that back and forth, Theresa turned her attention from the ocean toward other aspects of the monolith. We’d been making serious progress, and the monolith was clearly weakened—but she wanted to try another angle. 
 
    Which was almost a shame. I had very nearly stopped panicking every time I found myself in the water in my memories, and I almost wanted to see what enjoying the water felt like. 
 
    Not that Theresa had picked anything better to dive into. We had been looking at memories of the ship I smuggled myself into along with my great-grand-niece and her family so we could go to America and try to find a better life—and then Theresa had seen something in the resultant falling pebbles that made her change course. 
 
    I stood in front of the grave, feeling numb. I had already seen so many members of my family through too-short lives, but this was worse, somehow. 
 
    Thomas had been named for his ancestor, but he was far more like my mother than he was like my half-brother. His heart was too big, and he couldn’t seem to stop himself from stepping in to fight for anyone he thought needed protecting. 
 
    That was how he had gotten himself killed. 
 
    I could feel my shoulders shaking before the sound of the first sob even reached my ears. I hadn’t realized until then that I had been crying. Not that anyone would notice. So many people had lost family and friends in the war. The revolution. 
 
    Thomas had lied about his age. He shouldn’t have even been there. But he really believed that he was fighting for freedom from tyranny, and how could I stop him? 
 
    The news had killed his mother, too. I had watched the only family I had left in the New World crumble as she opened the letter, read the contents, and simply . . . stopped. I tried to get her to eat, to take care of herself, but she had wasted away right in front of me. 
 
    I couldn’t find any way to stop it. 
 
    I hadn’t felt so alone since my mother and her husband had died. I knew I still had some family in Europe, but it had been two generations since I had even been on the continent. I didn’t know if anyone there would take me in—the family secret, the family curse. 
 
    Maybe it would be better if I lived on my own instead. Maybe it would be better if I didn’t have to watch everyone I loved die after a few too-short decades. Maybe it would be better if they could live their own lives, and I would live mine—away from any more heartbreak. 
 
    Yes, that was the way to go. 
 
    I crouched down in front of the grave marker and pressed my hand into the earth until flowers bloomed around it. “Goodbye, Thomas.” 
 
    As soon as the memory was over, I expected to return to Theresa and Lila, but everything seemed hazy, as if I had stepped right into television fuzz. I heard in my mind a loud crack before it seemed like the monolith split right down the middle. Then, all of a sudden, the connections between what Tara and I had seen in the past and what Theresa and I had revealed out of the memory block flooded my mind. I was overwhelmed not just with the rush of memories but with the rush of what those memories meant. 
 
    Everything I had seen with the family I built for myself connected back to that moment. I had never shaken that desire, that need to be around people, to have a family, to be part of something bigger than myself. Even if I had meant to leave family behind and to be alone, I’d found others all the same. I became a new family’s curse when I found Jacob—but my new family saw me as a blessing, not a burden. And I tried to live up to that, even if I still felt like I’d ultimately put them in danger all the same. 
 
    My old family, my new family, and my newest family—the one I’d formed while I was still memoryless. I knew I would do anything for them. 
 
    I knew, for example, that I wasn’t the first to try the kind of unorthodox magic that had given Izzy her life back. My father had called my mother a “powerful Halfsie,” and yet I had seen her wither away into nothing when sickness struck my village. 
 
    At the time, I saw her tending to the sick and thought she was only bolstering hope. Now, I understood that she might have bolstered them in other ways, giving them part of herself. 
 
    Mother had always been like that. She didn’t think of herself if she could alleviate someone else’s suffering. I had always wanted to be the angel she called me, the angel she was. That was why I couldn’t have turned my back on Jacob or any other members of my family—biological or otherwise. It simply wasn’t the way I was raised. 
 
    Now, I found myself surrounded by desperate rebels, and I’d still found a way to make them part of my heart instead of making myself part of their fight. 
 
    But that was who I was. 
 
    Who I had always been. 
 
    It was a strange thing, to suddenly find my identity all at once, to hold it in my hands as the monolith crumbled around me. Sure, I still needed to break up the remaining rocks and rubble until everything was sand, but my essence burned brighter when the monolith toppled. The purple color I associated with my soul got darker, more vibrant. Instead of a pale lilac, my soul had turned a deep almost-blue. 
 
    And all at once, my whole life overwhelmed me. 
 
    I could hear laughter and smell good food at a dinner table. I could feel little girls in my arms crying over their latest boy troubles and little boys crying over skinned knees. I had never been physically old enough to have children, but these kids? These beautiful people that had grown up under my watchful eye? They were mine. I helped to raise them. 
 
    By the time the monolith had fallen and the dust had settled, I could feel two different urges warring beneath my skin. On the one hand, I had become so close to Elaine and everyone else that I knew I couldn’t abandon them. I had pledged to help them, and I knew better than ever before that I was the kind of person who kept my word and protected my people. 
 
    But all those memories of the family I used to have left me with an honest ache as well. I wanted to go back to them so badly, to find my family and get lost in their warmth. 
 
    They’d be worried. They’d ask questions and comment on how much older I was now than I had been before going missing. And I suddenly missed that feeling of being worried over. Being wanted. Being loved. 
 
    Even at a few hundred years old, family still felt like home to me. And no matter how old I got, I would always want to come back to them. I knew that now. 
 
    But. . . . 
 
    As much as I hated it, I knew, logically, that if I went back to my family, my father would find me there. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had soldiers waiting for me to return. I didn’t know what their orders were, but based on what I had seen, I had no doubt that my father wouldn’t hesitate to threaten or hurt my family to get to me. 
 
    No, I would have to wait to see them until after I defeated my father and put Elaine on the throne. 
 
    And that, more than anything else, had me finally snapping out of the fog that had settled on my consciousness as who I was filled my mind. 
 
    I had a job to do, and I couldn’t do it lost in my own mind and memories. 
 
    When I looked up again, I saw Theresa and Lila watching me, their expressions wavering somewhere between triumph and concern, like they were both waiting to see what I would decide to do with myself now that I knew myself. I gave both of them a warm smile before I rushed over and grabbed them at the shoulders, pulling them together into the tightest hug I could manage. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
    For a long moment, all three of us simply stood there in an embrace. I didn’t want to let go; I wanted them to know how much all that work had meant to me, even if I’d been grumpy and snippy about it. 
 
    Finally, Theresa was the one to break the hug (because, honestly, I think Lila needed it as much as I did, considering how little interaction she had with other people). She cleared her throat, the three of us broke apart, and then she rested her hand on my shoulder, giving me a penetrating look as she dipped her head to catch my gaze. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked. 
 
    “Impatient,” I admitted. 
 
    Theresa’s eyebrows shot up at that. “Of all the emotions to choose!” 
 
    I shook my head, holding up my hands in a gesture of peace. “I’m not throwing a jab at you or the process or anything like that,” I said. I gestured to the various rocks and rubble cluttering my mind. “I know there are pieces to pick up, but the pieces are small enough that I can’t be stuck in anything long-term. And now that I remember my family—” I shook my head. “That’s not right. ‘Remember’ doesn’t do it justice.” 
 
    Lila nodded softly. “Memories are made of more than facts and figures and names,” she put in helpfully. “They’re full of emotion as well. You feel the people you lost. It’s natural to mourn them now that you remember how much you miss them.” 
 
    “Mourning” hadn’t exactly been at the top of my list of words to use when Theresa asked how I felt, but as soon as Lila voiced it, I knew she had found the right word. “Impatience” spoke to how badly I wanted to see my family again, how much I wanted to get back to the fight so I could get back to my loved ones—and let them meet my newest friends, too. But “mourning” superseded “impatience” and gave it purpose and strength. 
 
    I nodded, my smile suddenly tighter as the wave of grief washed over me, like it had been waiting for an acknowledgement before it kicked in all the way. The grief hit me so hard that I actually took a step back to steady myself—even if we were in my mind and that obviously wasn’t necessary. 
 
    Theresa reached out at the same time Lila did, and I felt two steadying hands on my arms before I closed my eyes and nodded, shaking off the worst of the grief and forcing it aside to deal with after I had a less attentive audience who could see every piece of my grief laid bare. 
 
    Because I knew—I just knew—that if I tried to deal with that intensity now, I would wind up crying. 
 
    My father had taken so much from me, but I felt somehow worse now that I knew and felt the emptiness he forced upon me. I had been desperate for knowledge before, but now, I was bereaved and desperate for a reunion. And the more I allowed myself to feel that, the more I was convinced that knowing what I lost was harder than missing a vague memory of being loved. 
 
    “Do you need a minute before we return to the others?” Theresa offered. “I can tell them we’ve broken through so you don’t have to explain it to them.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you,” I said in a voice surprisingly rough with emotion. 
 
    Theresa nodded, and I watched her walk out of my mind before I found a sand-made bench and sat down on it. Lila hovered nearby, obviously unsure whether she should go elsewhere in my mind or give me company. 
 
    “If you want me to leave. . . .” 
 
    “No,” I said, gesturing for her to take a seat. “It’s fine. I’m finding out I really don’t like being alone anyway.” 
 
    Lila smiled softly at that and sat down next to me, but I didn’t look her way. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back and let how much I missed my family wash over me like a tidal wave. The shifting sands of my memories and emotions passed before both of us, and I could see the faces of Angelica and her cousins and everyone I’d left behind. I could see my mother, my nieces and nephews, my great-grandnieces and nephews—all of them passed by in fleeting, sandy images. 
 
    I missed them. I missed them more than I could ever remember missing them. 
 
    I don’t know how long I stayed there, indulging myself in an exercise in grief, but I finally got to my feet and pulled Lila into a tight hug, thanking her once more for helping me before I returned to reality. 
 
    When I got back, my cheeks were wet, and I quickly wiped them, feeling red-faced and embarrassed—until I realized that Theresa had already anticipated that. The room was empty; she must have redirected everyone so I could come back to reality on my own time and without having to explain why I was so upset. 
 
    I went to the bathroom and ran some cold water to splash over my face. I had expected to go right back out there and tell my friends that I wanted to get to work, but when I caught sight of myself in the mirror, I paused. 
 
    For the first time, I could really see how much dealing with my father had aged me. I actually looked like a teenager now, and yet the last time I had seen my family, I’d looked maybe eleven or twelve years old at the most. I still didn’t remember all of my time with my father—and I didn’t think I wanted to remember it—but the simple fact that the face in the mirror suddenly felt foreign to me spoke to how much abuse I’d endured. 
 
    I frowned and absently reached out to rest my fingers against the glass of the mirror. My father had done everything he could to turn me into a different person. He’d aged me through puberty and made me afraid of the very thing I used to love. He’d isolated me from family and tried to distract me from any latent familial yearning with a forced romance with Aaron. 
 
    My father didn’t understand love. And I finally saw that it was because he didn’t understand souls. 
 
    Sure, he knew how to interfere. He knew how to disrupt my memories and how to break down huge pieces of what I’d built into my identity, but what he didn’t understand was that he could never change anyone. Not really. Souls were made of stronger stuff than that. He could manipulate and brainwash. He could force people to change their actions, their appearances, their beliefs, their minds—yes, he could do all of that. 
 
    But a soul? That could only be covered up or blocked off—never changed. 
 
    Even the worst my father had to offer hadn’t stopped me from reaching out to love people when I had nothing but my own name. Even that hadn’t stopped me from feeling for Elaine, Andrew, Christopher— 
 
    Christopher. 
 
    He hadn’t been very old physically the first time I met him. I had noticed the change in him when I saw that memory of him threatening Angelica and realized he had been so much older when I met him again in Iceland. But now, looking at my own reflection, knowing how much I had aged, I felt a sudden sense of urgency to get him out from underneath our father’s heel. 
 
    He was my brother. And that meant more to me than I had realized when I was only half-formed. 
 
    I splashed water over my cheeks one more time and then rubbed a towel over my face and neck. I couldn’t do everything at once, but that didn’t stop the go, go, go push in the back of my mind. I needed to save my little brother. My baby brother. 
 
    I hadn’t had a brother in centuries. 
 
    I needed to help my baby cousin take back her throne. I wanted to see her find happiness the way I’d seen my other families married and happy and growing old together. 
 
    What’s more, I needed to finish this war, because I needed to go back to the family I’d left behind. I couldn’t leave them wondering if they’d ever see me again. If they hadn’t already given me up for dead, that is. 
 
    I hoped they had more faith in me than that. 
 
    I braced myself against the sink, closed my eyes, and then cleared my throat and straightened up. One thing at a time, Michelle, I told myself, though saying it to the girl in the mirror still felt foreign. And I wasn’t sure I would ever feel like that girl was entirely me. 
 
    When I finally came out of the bathroom again, my eyes weren’t quite as red, and I had a slightly better handle on my emotions. But when I walked into the living room to see my friends gathered there, I still felt like I was seeing them through entirely new eyes. 
 
    Elaine was sitting with Andrew, giving him her full attention throughout whatever conversation they were having. He had his arm draped across her shoulders, far more relaxed than he had been when they first started dating. And even though I had seen them together many times before, I couldn’t keep from thinking of the other young couples I’d seen giving each other those same looks. 
 
    They were so young. 
 
    I’d already met and fallen in love with my second family by the time Andrew was even born, and yet until this point, I’d thought of Elaine and Andrew as my guides to all things magical. And to some extent, I still felt that way, even if I knew I had learned plenty from my mother as well. She had been unorthodox; she had been willing to take risks with her magic that I knew for a fact Andrew and Elaine would balk at. But she hadn’t known the rules of magic and the way the magical society worked like Elaine and Andrew did. I still had so much to learn from them. 
 
    And yet they were so young, still trying to learn how to navigate the world. No wonder it had taken them this long to admit their feelings to each other. 
 
    I saw Tony talking with Theresa and recognized the look of longing behind his eyes. If he could have fallen to one knee right then and there with any confidence that she would take him back, he would have. And I wondered if he knew all she would ask was a promise to choose her over the Rendezvous. He and Theresa weren’t quite the children that Elaine and Andrew were, but that somehow made the pining worse. 
 
    And then, my gaze fell on Aaron and Izzy. They were the youngest—and yet they were as old as Elaine and Andrew in many respects, too. 
 
    But that was beside the point. The point was that as I looked into the living room at this group of people I loved, I wanted to protect them. 
 
    That desire, that need to protect them, felt strange. Until that point, I had only wanted to fight beside them. I hadn’t thought I was powerful or important enough to provide that protection, and I’d been alright with simply serving as their support. But now? 
 
    Now, I knew I could do something to make a difference. Sure, I wasn’t as powerful as Elaine or as well-trained as Andrew, but I did have centuries of experience looking out for my family. And that, in my opinion, counted as much as anything anyone else brought to the table. 
 
    I nodded to myself and sat down on the couch beside Aaron, who gave me a broad, encouraging smile that I couldn’t help returning. 
 
    “How you doing?” Aaron asked. 
 
    My smile widened. “Honestly?” I said. “This is the best I’ve felt in a long time.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 10: Even Mercenaries Need Rescuing Sometimes 
 
   It felt strange to be packing up to leave already. I felt like we’d only just arrived—even if we’d been there for several weeks by that point. The shorter days and colder nights told me we’d been there long enough that the seasons had moved on without me. But because I’d spent most of my time in the village inside my own mind, I didn’t feel like I’d really been there. 
 
    Obviously, everyone else had already made their mark on the village. I could see Aaron in particular talking with several people there like they were old friends. But that really didn’t surprise me. This was the guy who had gotten kidnapped by the Rendezvous and knew more of their names within the first week we lived there than I did the entire time we’d been with that particular group of Rendezvous agents. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as Aaron shared a warm embrace with a pair of Halfsies that looked like a brother and sister. (I’d learned not to assume—they could have been father and daughter or mother and son, depending on how fast each of them aged.) 
 
    When I looked past Aaron and his new friends to Tony, though, I seriously considered claiming to have had a relapse. I could see him and Theresa talking quietly, and judging by the stricken expression painted over his face, the discussion wasn’t going well for him. 
 
    You idiot, I thought as I watched him. Stay here. She wants you to stay. You want to stay too! 
 
    You should tell him that, Lila suggested. 
 
    I think I might have hesitated before I had all my memories, but with centuries beneath my belt of watching so many nieces, nephews, cousins, and other family members flail around in the temporary insanity that came with falling in love, I guess I had less patience for people who danced around their feelings. 
 
    So instead of hesitating, I simply told Lila, Don’t think I won’t. 
 
    I waited until Theresa and Tony were done talking. (I guess I hoped they would work it out for themselves, but I could see the resignation in Theresa’s expression and the hurt and confusion in Tony’s that told me long before they parted ways that such hope was in vain.) Once Theresa walked past me to go to her sister, I went the opposite direction and pulled Tony aside, between the stilts of one of the houses, so we could speak in relative privacy. 
 
    “Don’t be this stupid,” I told him. I wasn’t going to sugarcoat it when we didn’t have much time. We were all packed up to leave—so if I didn’t get Tony to pull it together, we’d be back in the Northern Hemisphere before he’d even finished feeling sorry for himself. 
 
    Tony looked surprised and then angry as he pulled his arm out of my grasp. His cheery disposition had completely evaporated—and that more than anything else was an indication to me of how badly he needed to stay with Theresa. “Michelle—” 
 
    “You have a choice,” I said sharply, cutting him off before he could form any kind of argument. I’m not sure if he was reacting to my tone or to the look I gave him, but Tony stopped glaring and raised both eyebrows, a silent indication that he was listening. “You have this beautiful woman who loves you, and you’re madly in love with her. Anyone can see it. So why are you letting something as stupid as your job get in between you and happiness?” 
 
    Tony shook his head. “The war—” 
 
    “No.” I made a sharp motion with one hand. “Listen to me, Tony. You have a choice. Do you know what I’d give to be able to go back to the family I had before my father got involved in my life?” When Tony could only stare at me with his lips slightly parted, I knew he couldn’t argue that point. “If I go back to them, they might get slaughtered. Is there anything that pressing keeping you from your family?” 
 
    Tony swallowed. “Well, no.” 
 
    “Tony.” I met his gaze square on. “The Rendezvous can survive without one more soldier. Don’t you think King Peter would understand how important family is?” 
 
    “I swore my loyalty to the king,” Tony said, some of the heat from earlier finally creeping back into his tone. “That means something to me.” 
 
    “Didn’t you swear to be loyal to her when you married her?” I shot back, and Tony went back to looking stunned and staying silent. I tipped my chin up. “And that’s the problem right there, Tony. I’d give anything to be with my family right now. Don’t you understand that?” I reached out to put my hand on Tony’s shoulder. “They probably think I’m dead. I can’t even talk to them. And here you are with your ex-wife, and all you can say is that you pledged your loyalty to a cause that won’t fall apart without you?” 
 
    The ghost of a smile graced Tony’s expression. “You really know how to build a guy up, don’t you, Michelle?” 
 
    I couldn’t possibly keep from smiling, even if I tried—Tony had a way of making everyone smile—though I kept his gaze with mine all the same. “I’m just saying, Tony. The Rendezvous isn’t so hard up that it can’t afford to spare you to fix your marriage.” 
 
    I could see him pausing to consider it, and I smiled to myself, sure that I had him convinced. But before Tony could admit how very right I was, Santo came bursting into the middle of the village, sounding an alarm: “Perimeter alert! There’s a mass of goblins to the east of us!” 
 
    As you can imagine, with that kind of immediate threat hanging over our heads, any talk of romance got pushed to the backburner. 
 
    “I thought the goblins knew better than to attack your borders,” Izzy said. 
 
    Santo shook his head. “They’re not massing this way,” he explained. “They’ve found someone.” 
 
    Andrew’s eyebrows shot up at that, and he turned toward Theresa, who was looking suddenly more businesslike than before. (And that was quite a feat, considering she had been visibly upset when she’d been talking to Tony.) “Are you missing any of your people?” Andrew asked Theresa. 
 
    Theresa’s eyes widened, and I could see her doing a quick head count. “Santo . . . ?” She turned toward her son to get a confirmation of the count she’d just done. 
 
    “I’m looking into it,” he promised. “But I don’t know of anyone passing the perimeter. We might be dealing with a newcomer.” 
 
    Theresa narrowed her eyes, and I saw her glance toward Tara before she spun to point at Andrew. “If you’ve brought down Royalists on my stronghold—” 
 
    “We didn’t bring anyone,” Andrew shot back, lifting his chin to meet her gaze squarely. 
 
    “We haven’t had any incidents before you came here.” 
 
    “We followed every protocol—” 
 
    “Your protocols. I’ve been protecting my people since before you were born!” 
 
    “Both of you stop,” Elaine said, stepping between Theresa and Andrew. She had a hand on the center of Andrew’s chest and held the other one, palm out, to Theresa. “We’ll know more when we find out what the goblins have found.” 
 
    Andrew glared past Elaine at Theresa for a moment longer—and Theresa gave it right back to him—before he finally nodded and reached for his sidearm. “Let’s go meet this intruder.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Theresa insisted, her eyes flashing—literally. “This is my family. It’s my duty to protect them.” 
 
    (I might have imagined it, but I’m pretty sure I saw her look toward Tony when she said that. I wasn’t sure if that was because he was part of the family she wanted to protect or because she wanted him to understand what she thought of the word “duty”—or maybe some combination of the two.) 
 
    “Besides,” I put in with a small smirk Theresa’s way, trying to defuse the tension, “you’re the ones who know how to fight goblins. I’d feel better having you on my side anyway” 
 
    “Actually,” Izzy said, kicking one foot against the other, “I’ve been learning a little too.” 
 
    “We both have,” Aaron said, gesturing between himself and Izzy. “Gotta stay sharp, right? And seeing as you were off in your own mental world the whole time, we decided to make ourselves useful.” 
 
    I broke into a proud smile. I should have expected Izzy and Aaron to do something like that, but I had been so wrapped up in my own issues and memories I hadn’t paid any attention. Which was incredibly selfish of me, especially when I knew Izzy had to be interested in this place. Not only was it teeming with an intersection of humanity and magic that flew in the face of everything the Rendezvous agents said was true of magical culture but it was surrounded by other creatures like her.  
 
    The goblin masses alone would be enough to catch her attention—I knew she was worried she would turn into some kind of monster. I’d heard her telling Aaron as much at the airport—though I’d tried not to look like I had been accidentally eavesdropping. That seemed to happen to me a lot with this particular group; I couldn’t seem to find a place that I belonged where I wasn’t accidentally intruding on something. 
 
    “Stay close to me,” Theresa warned, one eyebrow raised. And even though Aaron and Izzy were the ones nodding their quick agreement, I was sure she meant to direct the command to Andrew. I couldn’t exactly blame her, seeing as my group of friends had been completely overrun by goblins when we first arrived, and Andrew was still too overconfident for anyone to believe he’d learned a lesson from that. 
 
    With that settled, we followed Theresa past the boundaries of the village and through the shielding and disguising spells. Santo walked side by side with his mother, pointing us on the right path until we were close enough to hear the commotion for ourselves. The high-pitched, excited chattering sent goosebumps down my arms, and I reached for the knife Andrew had given me back when I first joined the Rendezvous. He’d shown me how to sneak it past airport security, and I was glad I’d paid attention to that lesson. Somehow, I felt less nervous with something solid in my hands. 
 
    We couldn’t immediately see who our intruder was in the mass of goblins, but whoever it was, even if it turned out to be a Royalist spy, we had to get them out of there. No one deserved to go out like that, no matter who they were. 
 
    As soon as we got close enough, Elaine bent down to the ground, and the earth beneath our feet started to shake long before it reached the goblins. When the spell reached the hoard, the ground exploded, throwing goblins in every direction—and alerting them to our presence as well. 
 
    The goblins looked much stronger than they had before—especially those that had been in the center of the mass. Obviously, those were the ones who had gotten the biggest meal out of our visitor. They looked very nearly human—if not for the wild looks, the yellowish skin, and the pointed, bloody teeth. 
 
    I heard a sound of dismay and didn’t have to look to know Izzy had seen those almost-human goblins. Not that I could blame her. It was easier to think of goblins as monsters—as abstract nightmares that Izzy might maybe one day become—when they looked like monsters. Seeing them this way, looking so much like the people they used to be, had to be hard. 
 
    But I didn’t have time to come up with anything comforting to say to Izzy when the goblins had turned their attention to us and the threat we posed to their meal. Several of them let out low hisses, and others screeched out a sort of war cry before they massed once more, moving like their own sort of teeming, living organism as they rushed us. 
 
    This time, we had past experience to draw from. No one threw up a shield or used any magic that the goblins could feed off of—but the rules of engagement made it that much harder to get ahead when we were vastly outnumbered. 
 
    I found myself sticking close to Izzy and Aaron—and not to protect them. Actually, the opposite was true. They seemed to be almost as confident fighting the goblins as Theresa or Santo, utilizing a style I certainly had never seen that seemed to be more of a hit-and-run approach than anything else. Izzy had a long dagger in one hand, which she used in a spin, working with a backhanded technique to strike out against the goblin nearest her. She used the momentum of that strike to keep going, too, completing the spin so that her center of gravity was still low to the ground before she swept one leg out and knocked another goblin over. 
 
    “Nice work,” Aaron called out to Izzy. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at that. Aaron had always wanted me to be a superhero, but now, he could be his own superhero—and Izzy could be his heroic partner. 
 
    Of course, I couldn’t get too caught up in what my friends were up to when the goblins got close enough that I felt long, sharp teeth dig into my arm. I let out a cry of surprise and pain before I grabbed the goblin by the back of the neck and pulled him off of me, kicking the center of his chest to knock him several steps back. 
 
    He grinned at me, his teeth stained with my blood, and I glared right back at him—and then reached out to the trees around us for some extra help. A moment later, that goblin and several others were hoisted into the air by branches and vines that tangled their arms and legs and kept them from even thinking about coming any closer to us. 
 
    I grinned at the trees and even rested my hand on one of the tall trunks. I could feel the life running through the forest around us, and somehow, with most of my memories back, I felt closer to it. 
 
    Maybe the elements up until that point had been more distant because they needed a whole soul to connect with and not a fractured one like mine had been. Or maybe I just needed more confidence in my abilities—and remembering centuries of being able to reach out to the world and life around me in my times of need certainly did a lot for my confidence. 
 
    I was able to get a few more goblins tangled in the trees, and between my trees and Elaine’s earthquakes and alliance with the ground—not to mention the whirl of motion that was Izzy and Aaron and the devastating team that Tony, Theresa, and Santo made—the goblins finally seemed to decide we weren’t worth the trouble. They’d already gotten a pretty solid meal out of our intruder, anyway. 
 
    Slowly, the goblins seemed to melt back into the forest, but we didn’t drop our guard for a second. Not until we could be absolutely sure the goblins wouldn’t come back. 
 
    Everyone was still watching the forest carefully for any sign of movement as Andrew made his way to the clearing, where the goblins’ victim was solidly unconscious and fairly bloody from bite marks and scratches. As I watched, Andrew crouched down beside the unconscious woman and gently turned her over so that she was no longer lying face-down in the mud. He still had his pistol in one hand, ready for another fight if need be, but when he saw her face, I could see a visible wilt to his shoulders. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Andrew,” Elaine started to say, but he waved her off, gently scooping up the unconscious woman before he turned to Theresa with a more serious look than the openly shocked one he’d been wearing a second before. 
 
    “I need to take her somewhere secure. Right now,” he said. “What do you have?” 
 
    “My house is the most secure. I even have a room I kept as a sort of panic room, but it could also be used as a prison with a few modifications,” Theresa said, one eyebrow arched. “But only if you tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Andrew glanced down at the woman in his arms. With her hair tangled and her face covered in dried blood and mud, none of us could easily identify her. But when I saw the sort of grimly determined look Andrew wore, I had an idea. 
 
    “She’s a member of the Family,” Andrew said. “My family.” 
 
    Theresa narrowed her eyes at that. “You brought a mercenary to my sanctuary,” she breathed out, obviously furious. She had her hands clenched in fists, but to her credit, she hadn’t lashed out at Andrew. Yet. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” Andrew shot back angrily. “I didn’t ask my sister to come here. I haven’t talked to anyone in my family since my brother tortured me for being too close to Elaine!” 
 
    Judging by the surprised noise Elaine made, I suddenly had the feeling Andrew hadn’t actually told her that part. At least not the reason for the torture; she already knew that he’d been badly hurt when he’d been captured. But I had assumed—and Elaine probably had too—that Jordan had tortured Andrew in Iceland because he had betrayed the Family, not because of some weirdly sadistic big brotherly disapproval. 
 
    If that’s how his brother reacts to him picking the “wrong” girl, it’s no wonder it took Elaine and Andrew so long to get together. I shook the thought off and put it aside—something I did all too often when it came to Andrew and his odd family dynamics. 
 
    “Do you want help? I can help,” I offered quietly. 
 
    But Andrew shook his head. “I know how to deal with her if she wakes up before we get there,” he said with steel in his tone that I didn’t often hear. 
 
    I nodded and let the subject drop—for now—but I made sure Andrew could see me falling into step at his side, with Elaine on his other side. A silent show of solidarity. 
 
    We were part of the way there when Andrew’s sister started to stir, but instead of risking having to deal with his sister as we carried her back to the village, Andrew simply put a hand on her cheek, and she went drifting back into unconsciousness without a fuss—obviously still too worn out to put up much of a fight. 
 
    Not that I expected our luck on that front to hold out much longer. I knew what Andrew’s family members were capable of. His brother had tortured him, and the rest of them considered him a traitor. More than that, I knew they had taught Andrew how to destroy people. How to inflict pain. How to sow chaos. How to be exactly the kind of person I knew he didn’t want to be. 
 
    “We need to know how she found us,” Andrew said in a tone I couldn’t quite place, somewhere between anger and panic. I’d never heard him sound like that before, not even with Jordan. 
 
    “You can’t question her alone,” Elaine said. 
 
    Andrew looked like she’d hit him. “Elaine, after all this time—” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of trust,” Elaine said, cutting off any argument with a single raised eyebrow. “You know better. But I’m not letting you do this alone.” 
 
    Andrew shook his head at her. “Now’s not the time, Elaine.” 
 
    “Exactly. Now is not the time for you to get lost in your family.” 
 
    “She can’t know you’re here, Elaine,” Andrew said. “There are security concerns.” 
 
    “If you’re here, I’m here. I’m sure your family knows that by now.” She gave him a hard look. “And disapproves, apparently.” 
 
    Despite the seriousness of the situation, Andrew smirked quietly. “Yes. And your family is so very supportive.” 
 
    “My cousin is.” 
 
    I held my hands up at that. “Woah, don’t drag me into this,” I said. “I’m just here to help.” 
 
    “Then you can stick with Andrew,” Elaine said decisively. 
 
    Andrew whirled to face her. “Elaine—” 
 
    Elaine cut him off with a wave of her hand. “Andrew, I love you, but you can’t hold your own against your older siblings. You need backup.” 
 
    Andrew came to a full stop, and I barely hid my laughter with a cough. 
 
    Can’t argue with the ‘I love you,’ I thought with a smile. Not that I’d say as much out loud—not until we had safely dealt with the mercenary in our midst, anyway. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 11: Andrew the Traitor 
 
   Andrew acted differently around his sister than he had acted around his brother. With Jordan, I’d known exactly how scared Andrew was, because he simply couldn’t hide it. But with his sister, he moved gently, even cleaning up the blood from her face while she was still unconscious. Sure, he also made sure to tie her up so tightly that she couldn’t possibly get out of it, and he watched her like a hawk for any signs of movement. But I somehow doubted he would have been this careful with Jordan. 
 
    But then, Jordan didn’t look as much like Andrew as this woman did. The two brothers had shared a few similar traits, but this woman had the same red tint to her hair, the same cowlick at the front, the same facial structure, the same jawline. 
 
    “Were you guys close?” I asked as Andrew finished what he was doing and stepped back from his sister, his mouth drawn in a tight line. 
 
    Andrew paused and looked toward me. I could see the indecision in his expression. He worked so hard to maintain this illusion that he was a heartless killer and a mercenary that I knew how badly he struggled with any kind of personal admission. But I hoped he would trust me enough to talk to me anyway. We’d gotten closer since I joined the Rendezvous—especially when I hadn’t dropped our friendship the moment I realized how evil his family was. 
 
    (Besides, how could I drop someone’s friendship because of their family when my family was literally the evil power sitting on the throne that we were trying to overthrow? I totally had no room to judge.) 
 
    I hoped the fact that I’d been open with him and made it so clear he could trust me got him to hesitate, but I also knew better than to try to press him. Andrew was still so young, and I knew now, from centuries of experience, that a hurt little boy would clam up under pressure faster than a bolt of lightning. 
 
    But, finally, Andrew nodded without looking my way. “She was the baby of the family before I came along,” he admitted. “And she’s my full sister. Jordan’s mother died in the initial push to take the kingdom from Sir Peter. My mum—” He paused. “She was a powerful assassin. The perfect match. Wendy was born just a few years before I was.” 
 
    “So you were close.” 
 
    Andrew nodded. “Witches don’t usually . . . there’s usually more space between siblings. But Mum took dangerous missions all the time to stretch her skills. And, well, to age herself. She would age weeks at a time, so she was ready to try for more children more often.” He let out a breath. “My father made it abundantly clear he wanted more of us. More children, more power. And he also made it clear to Mum that her duty was to give that to him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not a fan of the way your dad runs things,” I said, making a face. 
 
    “That’s the way things are done when your entire family is based on stratagem,” Andrew said, still without looking at me. “I’ve already told you, Michelle: I’m nothing but a tool. A weapon. That’s how I was raised.” He shrugged, his palms outturned. “If I’d stayed with the Family and proven myself, I might have ended up like Jordan. My father chooses a few favorite children and shows them darker magic. They live longer because he allows them to.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Andrew shrugged. “For power.” 
 
    “I hate that answer.” 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “I still hate it.” 
 
    Andrew shrugged. “Easier to do that when you’re on the other side of it. But the members of my Family? We all wanted that power. And Jordan hoped I’d become a favorite like him,” he admitted. “That’s why he trained me when I was younger.” 
 
    “And that’s why he’s so upset with you now,” I surmised. 
 
    Another shrug. “That’s the way things are in my family.” 
 
    “And I’ve already told you how I feel about that.” 
 
    Andrew shook his head, and I thought I could hear him chuckle to himself. “You act like the world will change because you tell it to.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at that description. “Well, why shouldn’t it?” 
 
    Andrew smirked and shook his head again. “You’re one strange Halfsie. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Someone’s got to keep you entertained,” I teased. 
 
    Andrew’s smile widened at that—and then immediately dropped when Wendy stirred and let out a quiet moan. I could see the switch from Person Andrew to Soldier Andrew—which was strange, considering Wendy was his closest sister. 
 
    But then, I supposed I’d be putting on my emotional armor too if I had to interrogate someone I loved. 
 
    This can’t be easy for him, I thought. 
 
    I guess we’ll have to help him, Lila said. I could feel her smiling in the way my own lips turned up. I’m kind of enjoying this protective streak of yours. 
 
    I was always this way, Lila. 
 
    I know, but it’s stronger now, and I like it. I love the new you! Or the old you. 
 
    I shook my head. Don’t encourage me. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    I almost laughed, but I knew that would seem out of place to Andrew when he had his sister to worry about, so I bit back the urge and focused instead on the woman in front of us. Andrew had said she was only a few years older than he was, but physically, she looked a decade older. I remembered what he said about the expected lifetime of his family members and frowned, thinking of the way my own father had tortured me into aging as well. And that thought left me feeling more determined to take the Family down as well as my father. No one should pick and choose which children they wanted to live longer than others. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here, Wendy,” Andrew said. His tone wasn’t sharp—and I realized that was probably why he wanted to talk to his sister alone. I’d seen the way Andrew had been treated when he was the one under lock and key, and I could understand why he’d want to keep his sister from that same rough treatment. Someone else might go overboard hitting a Family member, but not Andrew. 
 
    “Neither should you,” Wendy said. She shifted so that she was on her knees, though she couldn’t do much else with her hands tied behind her back and a spell on the ropes to keep her from accessing her magic. 
 
    Andrew shook his head. “I’m right where I’m supposed to be.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Wendy raised an eyebrow and then turned my way, a smile creasing her expression that looked suddenly more like Jordan. 
 
    I could more easily think of her as a member of a mercenary family when she mirrored Jordan and not Andrew, as irrational as that sounds. 
 
    Wendy met my gaze as her smile widened. “Have you told her about where you’re supposed to be, Andy?” she asked in a teasing tone that didn’t match her expression at all. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Andrew stiffen. “Wen. . . .” His tone carried a warning, but his honest fear undercut the threat. 
 
    Wendy ignored her little brother, her full focus on me. “You think he’s really on your side?” she said, her eyes glittering. “You’re so trusting.” 
 
    “Wendy.” The tone of Andrew’s voice, the sharpest he’d used with her in my presence, finally got her to look his way, though she looked even more amused when she looked at him than she had when she was taunting me. But as soon as Andrew had her gaze, he dropped his shoulders and looked far more open than I had ever seen him look. “Please.” 
 
    Instead of softening her expression as Andrew had probably hoped she would, Wendy seemed to have the opposite reaction. “Begging? Really?” She sniffed. “Jordan was right. You’ve gone totally soft. I didn’t want to believe it.” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “You have,” Wendy said, drawing herself up as much as she could. “That princess turned you into a page boy!” 
 
    Andrew narrowed his eyes at Wendy and pointed a finger her way—and the next thing I knew, he’d knocked her out again with a spell. He was glaring and obviously intensely bothered, if the set to his jaw was anything to go by. 
 
    I took a step toward him. “Andrew—” 
 
    “I’m really tired of my family talking about Elaine like that,” Andrew said shortly before he got to his feet. 
 
    And I think I would have accepted that explanation not too long ago, when I barely knew him and didn’t remember helping to raise teenagers. But I’d seen great-grand-nephews wear that exact same expression of barely-concealed hurt and panic too many times to brush it aside as simply a matter of protecting Elaine. 
 
    “Andrew,” I said, this time reaching out to grab his arm before he could get too far, “that’s a lie, and you know it.” 
 
    Andrew gave me a dry look but didn’t answer. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to work on me. I crossed my arms and gave him a dry look right back. “I know you,” I said. “You live and breathe strategy. You know we need to know how Wendy found us and if anyone is coming behind her. You don’t lose your temper and knock people out when you know there’s intelligence to gather.” When Andrew held my gaze, I squared up with him. “Tell me what’s going on now before she wakes up and tells me a half-truth that makes it look worse than it is.” 
 
    “Michelle—” 
 
    “I’m not going running to tell Elaine,” I said. “But there’s a reason people don’t trust you, and you’re playing right into it. So tell me now, while you still have a sympathetic ear. I want to be on your side, but I don’t have patience for lies and smokescreens.” 
 
    Andrew looked surprised before he burst into a laugh. “Don’t hold anything back on my account!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile back once Andrew had relaxed. “Come on,” I said cajolingly. “I’m the one who had a time bomb planted in my memories, and you’ve met my brother. I don’t have room to judge.” 
 
    Andrew glanced toward the still-unconscious Wendy for a long time, obviously weighing out his choices. I knew whatever secret he wanted to keep me from learning had to be something big, because I could see the almost-panic behind his eyes. And panic simply wasn’t something I associated with Andrew—not until I’d started meeting his family. 
 
    Finally, he nodded to himself and held out his hand. “Swear to me you won’t turn right back around and tell the rest of the Rendezvous,” he said, his tone deadly serious. 
 
    Part of me wanted to hesitate, but . . . Andrew didn’t have many friends. And even fewer that he could trust. And I had just been thinking about how young he was. I wasn’t going to turn my back on him and give him another reason to think the world hated him. So, I nodded and shook his hand. “You can trust me.” 
 
    He kept a tight hold of my hand and didn’t drop my gaze. “I was assigned to the Rendezvous, Michelle,” he said in a voice so soft I had to lean forward to hear it. “I never left the Family. I was sent to spy on the Rendezvous and keep the Royalists aware of their movements and plans.” 
 
    Okay, I hadn’t been expecting that. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. Don’t make me say it again,” Andrew said, his tone sullen—also something I hadn’t been expecting from him. 
 
    I blinked back my surprise a few times and then started to shake my head all over again. “But that doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it?” Andrew replied before I could really get any traction with my argument. “My father saw the Rendezvous gaining steam after Elaine escaped, so he sent me. I was the youngest in the family, so I was the most believable. I had barely finished my regular course of training with Jordan. Of all my brothers and sisters, I was the only one that might have a chance at convincing the Rendezvous that I’d had a youthful rebellion.” He sounded angry, gaining speed with every word. “I was thrilled. This mission was the perfect way to gain my father’s favor.” 
 
    I could barely find the wherewithal not to stare in slack-jawed horror. This was everything I had been defending Andrew against, everything I had taken people to task for even suggesting, and here he was proving all those conspiracy theorists right about him! 
 
    “I sent them intel—as much as I could. Not much at first, not when I had to establish my cover, but I also sabotaged Rendezvous plans and kept King William safe from assassination attempts,” Andrew said, the anger turning into bitterness in his tone. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like you,” I said, though I couldn’t seem to get my voice above a whisper. 
 
    Andrew whirled to face me, his eyes flashing. “Doesn’t it?” he demanded. “I’ve been trying to tell you since the day I met you that I’m dangerous, and you’ve never believed me.” 
 
    Despite the venom I could hear in his words, I shook my head and stood my ground. “No,” I said, tipping my chin up. “No, I don’t believe that.” I held up a hand to stop him from snapping at me again. “Okay, I believe that you were sent here. That makes sense. Even if I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around how much lying you’ve done to get here.” Andrew let out a breath that would have been a laugh if the topic weren’t so serious. “I just don’t believe that you’re that hardened. Especially not when I know how you feel about Elaine.” 
 
    Something shifted in Andrew’s expression. “You can’t tell her.” 
 
    “Can’t tell her what—that you’re sabotaging her?” 
 
    “I’m not sabotaging her!” Andrew shot back. 
 
    But I smiled at his sharp reaction and gestured to him with both hands. “And that’s why I can’t believe the story you’re trying to sell me. You care too much about Elaine for it to be the whole truth.” I met his gaze again. “Tell me the rest of it.” 
 
    Andrew frowned, but he must have known I had him beat, because he finally, slowly nodded. “Members of the Family aren’t supposed to fall in love,” he said, speaking more to his unconscious sister than to me. “My father chooses matches for us based on skills and politics. So you can imagine my reaction when I met Elaine and felt this. . . .” He shook his head. “From the first day, I thought I was going insane. I couldn’t keep my head around her, and all my training went out the window.” Now, he was pacing a small path. “I tried to be loyal to both sides. I sent intel that wouldn’t put Elaine in jeopardy personally.” 
 
    “And now?” I prompted him when he trailed off. 
 
    “And now,” he repeated before looking my way again, “that’s why Jordan was in Iceland. I went silent years ago. At first, they must have thought I was in too precarious a position to give them anything. But when I didn’t warn them that Elaine had found you?” 
 
    “That was too big for them to ignore,” I finished for him, my eyes wide. “Andrew, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What?” Andrew looked like I’d just told him the sky was made of cotton candy. “What are you apologizing for?” 
 
    “If my father hadn’t—” 
 
    Andrew shook his head. “They would have figured it out sooner or later,” he said. “There would have been something that was, like you said, ‘too big to ignore,’ that would have tipped them off.” 
 
    I nodded and reached out a tentative hand to rest it on his arm. “You should tell Elaine.” 
 
    Andrew’s eyes widened, and then, he jerked his arm back from my touch. “What?” 
 
    “You should tell her what you told me. Not just what you were doing before but what you’re doing now.” I raised an eyebrow his way. “And make sure you tell her that she’s the reason you betrayed your family. She loves you; I think she’d like to hear how much you love her back.” 
 
    “Isn’t that sweet?” 
 
    That was all the warning Andrew or I had before Wendy darted toward us. Andrew stepped automatically in front of me, assuming the role of bodyguard as he always did—but I wasn’t the target. 
 
    Wendy had managed to get her arms in front of her, and she used the rope binding her hands as a weapon, pressing it against Andrew’s throat. The force of her surprise attack knocked him back a few steps. I thought that she must have meant to choke him to death right in front of me—until I heard Andrew scream (which he wouldn’t be doing if he was choking) and saw him push Wendy back. 
 
    When Wendy fell back a few steps, I quickly called up the floorboards to wrap around Wendy and keep her pinned tighter than before. Once I was satisfied she wouldn’t break out, I turned toward Andrew, who was holding his neck and panting heavily, obviously in pain and trying to hide it. 
 
    Before I could ask him what had happened, the door burst open, and Elaine had a gun pointed right at Wendy’s head. “What did you do?” she demanded. 
 
    Should have known she wouldn’t stay too far away, even if I was the ‘official’ backup here, I thought. 
 
    You were really there to make Andrew feel better about his overly worried girlfriend, Lila teased. 
 
    Story of my life: I’m here to be a warm body. 
 
    And be an open ear. That’s pretty important. 
 
    Thanks, Lila. Because what we need most in the middle of a war is someone people like to spill their whole life stories to. 
 
    You never know. 
 
    I smirked at Lila but pulled my attention back to the present as Andrew finally took his hand off his neck—and I could see why he’d screamed. 
 
    The brand on his neck was as red and fresh as the one he had on the heel of his foot that marked him as a member of the Family. But that mark had been a circle, while this was angular—a triangle with two horizontal lines through the middle of it. 
 
    For one insane moment, my only thought was that this confirmed the answer to the first question I’d had when I saw Andrew’s brand: Did it hurt? Which wasn’t exactly a helpful thought to have when my friend was in pain and in trouble. 
 
    Elaine’s eyes narrowed when she saw the mark, and she spun to face Wendy, her voice shaking with rage. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “He did it to himself,” Wendy ground out, her tone venomous. She wasn’t even looking at Elaine. Instead, she had her whole focus on Andrew so that he could see the hatred in her eyes before she spat at his feet. “I came here to see for myself if Jordan was right. I didn’t want to believe it. Little Andy couldn’t be that far gone. Not my baby brother. I thought they might have you under some spell or threat. Or maybe you were too young to know better. And here I find you in love and throwing your loyalty to her instead!” 
 
    “If you have a problem with me, deal with me,” Elaine snapped. “But don’t come after Andrew. You won’t survive it.” 
 
    Wendy laughed. “She’s so loyal, Andy. I see why you like her.” 
 
    “She’s also holding a gun on you,” I pointed out. “So I’d be careful what I say around her if I were you.” 
 
    Wendy let out a hum and turned my way. “Then why don’t you tell her what’s going on? Since you’re so concerned for my well-being.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that mark means,” I retorted. “I didn’t come equipped with my own copy of ‘The Obscure Rules of Dealing with Magical Brands.’” 
 
    Wendy laughed again. “I like her. You should have fallen in love with her,” she said, turning back to Andrew. “At least you could argue a political marriage in her case.” 
 
    “Wen—” 
 
    “Tell her, Andy,” Wendy interrupted him, the laughter completely gone in an instant and replaced by that same hatred she’d shown moments before. “Tell her about how you spied for us until you lost your nerve. You were never one of her precious agents. You’d still be spying for us right now if you hadn’t lost your head for a pretty princess.” 
 
    Andrew was stock still, horrified. Wendy was smug, her lips pulled back in a sneer that showed how much she believed she’d won. I was frozen between worry for Andrew and concern for Elaine. 
 
    And then there was Elaine, who took one look at Wendy and simply shot her. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 12: I Stand by My Friends (All of Them) 
 
   Elaine hadn’t spoken to either one of us after she shot Wendy. She’d been completely focused on tying Wendy up even tighter than before, with the ropes around her arms as well as her wrists and around her knees as well as her ankles. And then she’d finally gotten to her feet and turned to face us both. 
 
    “We need to get out of here. And we need to warn Theresa what’s coming.” 
 
    I couldn’t leave it at that, even if Andrew was numbly nodding along to her commands. “Elaine,” I said, “you have to know—” 
 
    “Later,” Elaine said in a crisp tone that had me straightening up without realizing it. 
 
    “There’s an evacuation to run,” Andrew agreed, his tone just as crisp. And I realized with a sinking heart that not only had Andrew reverted back to his soldier self, but it looked like he’d taught Elaine the same trick. 
 
    We’re not going to let those two get away with destroying themselves, right? Lila asked. 
 
    Not in a million years. 
 
    Good. 
 
    With that decided, I slipped into a frown. But they’re right. That’s not the most important problem right now. I don’t know what’s going on with Wendy, but I doubt that brand she put on Andrew is a good thing. 
 
    That’s probably a solid assumption. 
 
    I nodded as I followed Elaine and Andrew out of the room. Elaine locked the door behind us from our side of the room and then looked right at Theresa—who looked like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop. “She’s here for revenge on Andrew—and if we don’t move fast, the Family is going to destroy us all.” 
 
    Theresa’s entire expression as she turned Andrew’s way screamed “I knew it,” but to her credit, she didn’t say it out loud. Instead, she simply nodded once, sharply, and then turned to Santo. “You know what to do.” 
 
    Santo gave her the same sharp nod—I could more easily see the family resemblance when they both had their game faces on like that—and then rushed off without another word. 
 
    “You’re . . . prepared,” I said mildly. 
 
    Theresa let out a laugh that didn’t have any real mirth in it. “My sister is probably the last Future Seeker in the world. If you think we haven’t had plans in place for what to do when King William inevitably found us, you underestimate what I’ll do for my family.” 
 
    “Do you know where you’ll go?” Elaine asked. 
 
    “That depends entirely on whether or not we need to fight our way out,” Theresa said. “If we can slip away undetected, I know of a few uninhabited islands.” 
 
    “Those could be difficult to defend,” Andrew noted. “You have enough people in your group with limited access to magic that evacuating would be a challenge in the middle of an ocean.” 
 
    Theresa glared at him. “Don’t talk to me right now,” she warned. “Keep very, very quiet, and I might keep overlooking the fact that you’ve disrupted my home.” 
 
    Andrew frowned at that, but he didn’t say anything, either. I knew he felt responsible; I could still hear the way he’d completely and utterly failed to defend himself against his sister’s accusations ringing in my ears. Watching him now, I remembered how he had acted around King Peter: he didn’t defend himself because he didn’t think anything he said would make a lick of difference in how everyone else thought of him. 
 
    And maybe it wouldn’t make a difference for Theresa, but Andrew was my friend, and I couldn’t let him carry on thinking he was a total failure. So once everyone was busy with their own missions, I sidled up to him and bumped shoulders with him, giving him an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll handle the Royalists. We always do.” 
 
    The very corner of Andrew’s mouth turned up. “Optimist.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I get it from my mother.” 
 
    “Then I probably would have liked her,” Andrew said. He paused and then did his best to give me the warmest smile he could manage under the circumstances. “I’m glad you remember her now. I know it’s hard to be separated from family.” 
 
    “Not as hard as it must have been to choose that separation,” I said softly. I was pretty sure no one was eavesdropping when everyone had jobs to do with the evacuation and defense of the village, but I kept my voice low all the same. “I’m sorry your family is as controlling as mine is.” 
 
    Andrew looked like he couldn’t quite stop the light laugh that escaped him. “I didn’t think of it that way.” 
 
    “Hey, mine ripped all my memories out of my head and forced a human to fall in love with me,” I said dryly. “I think we can commiserate on crummy families.” 
 
    Andrew snorted at that. “Fair,” he said, then tapped the skin underneath the bright red mark on his neck that wasn’t fading at all. And considering the way the brand on his foot looked, I doubted it would ever truly fade. “My family just put a bounty on my head.” 
 
    I raised both eyebrows. “Oh, is that what that is?” 
 
    Andrew nodded and tapped the mark again. “It’s more than a brand. This is a beacon. Even people who aren’t good at tracking spells would be able to find me with this. They don’t even need my name.” He shook his head. “If they’d put a simpler spell on me, I’d change my name. My father does it all the time, once he’s finished a job or once he’s made another enemy, so he’s harder to track down.” 
 
    “He must do it a lot, considering how many enemies your family makes on a regular basis,” I said, trying to pull Andrew out of his head and get Person Andrew back. And judging by the quiet smirk at the corner of his mouth, I’d cheered him up at least a little bit. 
 
    “He only changes the name if they know it,” Andrew pointed out. “And he’s insulated enough that it’s rare for anyone to get that close.” 
 
    I paused as a new thought occurred to me. “So, do you think he changed his name after he sent Wendy here?” 
 
    Andrew turned my way, his lips slightly parted, before he quickly shook his head. “No,” he said slowly. “I think he might . . . I think he might have waited to change his name until he knew for sure.” He tapped his neck again. “This would have alerted him. It means even the person I’m closest to in my family thinks I’m a traitor. It means I’m no longer trusted, no longer part of the Family. So I wouldn’t be allowed to know his name.” 
 
    “On the plus side, your name fits you better now,” I said with a small smile, still trying to get him to relax. 
 
    “Oh, are you siding with the Future Seekers?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m just glad their name for you means you’re betraying the people who believe in torture and violence to stand beside someone you love.” 
 
    Andrew shook his head slowly, though I noticed he couldn’t quite hide his smile, either. “When you say things like that, you make me sound heroic.” 
 
    “Yeah. And?” 
 
    “And I’m really not, Michelle.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Okay, I see. So you’re completely fine with people thinking you’re this big, bad, terrible mercenary with no conscience and no loyalty—but when I tell you you’re a big marshmallow, you get offended?” 
 
    Andrew laughed. “I already told you: I’m not a marshmallow!” 
 
    “You totally are.” 
 
    Andrew shook his head at me—but I’d pulled him out of his thoughts, so no dry look he shot my way was going to stop me. He cleared his throat, shook his head, and looked back toward the room where Wendy was still very well-restrained. “I should stick with her,” he said. “It’s a bad idea to leave a member of my family unattended for too long.” 
 
    “Let me do it,” I said. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, and I know you’re trying to help, but you haven’t trained—” 
 
    “And you aren’t as trained as she is,” I pointed out. “She’s got a few years on you, and then you spent all this time undercover. I’m pretty sure she’s been honing her skills in how to be a mercenary this whole time while you’ve been falling in love.” 
 
    Andrew looked like I’d splashed water in his face. “I . . .” 
 
    I realized my mistake instantly, and my hands flew to my mouth. “No, it wasn’t—oh, come on. You know it wasn’t a criticism. I’m glad you fell in love. You deserve to be happy!” 
 
    “Even if that puts everyone else in danger?” Andrew’s eyes were narrowed, and I could practically see the wheels turning in his head as he tried to find a way—yet again—to talk himself out of happiness. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot.” 
 
    “I just told you that this thing is a beacon,” Andrew pointed out, raising his voice as he gestured once more to his neck. “My family will be able to track me down no matter where I go.” He gestured broadly. “How exactly am I going to help Elaine and her underground resistance movement when I’m a walking lighthouse?” 
 
    “Okay, that . . . definitely makes things harder,” I said slowly. “But we can still make this work. Right? We totally can.” 
 
    Andrew shook his head. “I can’t stay with the Rendezvous,” he said. “As soon as this is over and Theresa’s people are safe—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I cut in before Andrew could get going. “You’re an idiot if you think that’s going to help anybody. All you’d do is break Elaine’s heart—and make her think you’re the traitor you keep trying to convince yourself you are!” 
 
    “I am a traitor.” 
 
    “To your family,” I insisted. I reached out to grab Andrew’s arm to spin him to face me. “Don’t be such a child,” I said. “You’re acting like a dramatic teenager who thinks having a curfew is the end of the world.” 
 
    “This is bigger than a curfew.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m trying to help you,” I insisted, allowing some of my honest frustration to show in the tone of my voice. “Do you think I’d waste my time otherwise?” 
 
    Andrew shook his head. “You’re a hopeless romantic.” 
 
    “Yes. I am. And you are too. So don’t you dare go anywhere without talking to Elaine so she knows the whole story or I’ll—I’ll—” I tipped my chin up. “I’ll learn the spell that lets me track down your stupid lighthouse mark so I can drag you back to the Rendezvous by your ear and make you apologize to Elaine.” 
 
    Andrew blinked at me for a long moment before he let out a breathless laugh that I don’t think he could stop. “When did you turn into my mum, Michelle?” 
 
    “Just now. Apparently.” I shrugged openly. “I can’t seem to stop myself from trying to take care of everyone I meet, so I’ve decided to embrace it.” 
 
    “Could you decide to embrace it somewhere else?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, no,” I said. I spun on my heel to walk back into the room where Wendy was still tied up. “I’ve got this. You help the others get out of here. I’m sure I’ll hear about it if something else goes wrong.” 
 
    “I really don’t like leaving you alone with her.” 
 
    “Think of it this way: Elaine already did the heavy lifting. I’m just insurance.” I grinned crookedly as I watched Andrew warring with himself over that one. Obviously, he wanted to acknowledge Elaine’s superior skills, but his fear of his own family made it hard for him to trust Wendy around me, too. 
 
    “Fine,” he said at last. “But if anything happens—anything—get out of there. You and I both know she’d love to get her hands on you and drag you back to your father.” 
 
    Oh. Right. I had been so focused on Andrew’s family drama that I’d completely forgotten about mine—except to use it as a yardstick for how much I didn’t have any room to judge him for bad families. I probably should have realized I’d be in as much trouble as Andrew if either of us got caught again. 
 
    Without thinking about it, I raised one hand to rest against the side of my neck in the corresponding place where Andrew had been branded, but when he saw the motion, Andrew quickly shook his head. 
 
    “They wouldn’t mark you,” he said. “Not like this, anyway. It would be too easy for someone from the Rendezvous to find you again before you could get back to your father. The Rendezvous doesn’t like to use this kind of magic, but they will if they have to—and they would to save you. You mean too much to lose.” 
 
    “Right back at you,” I said without hesitating. 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate, Michelle.” 
 
    “Don’t downplay yourself in front of me.” 
 
    Andrew shook his head. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “Hey, at least we know we can rescue you if you get in trouble,” I said, trying very hard to find a silver lining—especially when I could tell by the tone of his voice that he was trying to walk away from the conversation. He wanted to escape so he didn’t have to accept that I was right and that he was just as valued as I kept insisting he was. 
 
    Andrew smirked. “No, they’d take the mark off once they had me back in the Family,” he said. “This is really just a way to make sure I pay for every moment away from them—and to drag me back to them kicking and screaming—as if making me miserable isn’t enough.” 
 
    “For the record,” I said, my hand on the doorknob, “if they come for you, they’ll have to get through me first. Not to mention Elaine.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s my job. I’m the bodyguard—how many times do I have to remind you both?” 
 
    “Not listening to you,” I sang out, waving him off before I closed the door behind me. 
 
    With the door closed, I couldn’t hear the hustle and bustle outside the house as Theresa, Santo, and everyone else in the village put an evacuation plan into place. I could feel the thrum of energy in the air all around me, of course, but I could ignore that and focus instead on the captive woman in front of me. 
 
    I leaned forward and rested my chin on clasped hands. I had to admit that part of the reason I’d defended Andrew so fiercely was that I could empathize with him more than he realized. Not just because I knew the struggle of coming from a family that all our friends wanted to take down but also because, like me, Andrew wanted to love them anyway. 
 
    I’d never heard anyone call Andrew anything but his given name or the near-epithet “mercenary,” and yet here was this woman I’d never met who called him “Andy.” I had to think that when they were growing up together, it had been a term of endearment. And I had to wonder if she would have hesitated to put that beacon on him if she’d been allowed to spend more time away from the Family’s influence like Andrew had. 
 
    She was a lot like Christopher, my little brother, who couldn’t get out from under my father’s thumb. He was a puppet, desperate for our father’s approval, wasting away by throwing himself into whatever mission he thought would earn that attention. 
 
    The way Andrew talked about the Family, I could recognize some of that same desperation. They all wanted to keep the patriarch of the family happy; they wanted to gain favor and favoritism. 
 
    Wendy was still healing very slowly, the barest hint of her healing power sneaking through the ropes that kept her from consciously accessing magic, so I allowed myself to get lost in my thoughts as I sat with her, though I didn’t take my gaze off of her. Not when I knew how powerful the Family was, and not when I had promised Andrew I wouldn’t let her get the drop on me. Still, I have to admit I jumped when the door handle turned—I hadn’t been expecting any visitors. 
 
    And I definitely hadn’t been expecting Tara. 
 
    Tara completely ignored my incredulous look as she sat down next to me, smiling as easily as if she was simply joining me to take a stroll through my past. 
 
    “Your sister would kill me if she found out I let you anywhere near a member of the Family,” I told her. 
 
    Tara waved a hand. “My sister has more important things to worry about. I have seen how I die, and I can assure you, I do not die here.” 
 
    “O . . . kay.” I shook my head. “I’m not entirely sure what the proper response is to that, if I’m honest.” 
 
    “I hear that a lot,” Tara said, a quiet smirk tugging at her expression. 
 
    I shook my head at her and then tipped my head toward Wendy. “So, what brings you here? This isn’t exactly exciting work.” 
 
    “Not at the present moment,” Tara said. “But there is much to come.” She paused and seemed to look elsewhere before she turned back to me with a sad smile. “What is happening now shapes the events of the future, so what would be the point of seeing the future when it is happening now?” 
 
    “Right. I didn’t understand a word of that.” 
 
    “Then I must not have explained myself very well,” Tara said apologetically. 
 
    “I’m sure you did, but I don’t have the same temporal vocabulary you do,” I said, giving her a reassuring smile. “And, to be honest, I’m distracted, so I probably wouldn’t have the brainpower to keep up even if I did have the vocabulary.” 
 
    Tara nodded, following my gaze to Wendy. “You care deeply about the Traitor,” she said. “He needs it. It is not easy to break from generations of tradition.” Her eyes sparkled with hidden laughter. “As you know—and will know.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about that,” I said. “The similarities between us.” 
 
    “Coincidences are very rarely coincidences,” Tara said, her eyes sparkling again. “I do not seek out every detail of any single person’s future, but those that shape the world all seem to come from the same mold. Often, their place in Time includes a litany of people of similar mind or circumstance.” She shrugged. “We learn by repetition and by example, after all. Being surrounded by those we can learn from only helps us to reach our greatest potential.” 
 
    “You mean there’s a reason we’re friends?” 
 
    “There is a reason for everything,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” I said. 
 
    Tara didn’t respond and instead fell into silence as she watched Wendy. “She softens his heart,” Tara said suddenly. “In a time that might have been, he was happy and playful. He has that soul, that heart and laughter. But this is the time that is, not might have been, and he does his duty. He tells lies and severs ties and never looks back. But she makes him want to throw that life away in favor of a new one. A better one.” She sighed. “It must be so hard to have a heart like that and to be forced to lock it away, to be trained to never let it out.” 
 
    “He’s choosing the Rendezvous now,” I said. 
 
    “He is choosing his heart,” Tara corrected me. Then, she paused and turned my way to fix me with one of her more penetrating looks. “You do the same. And I think you encourage others when they see how brave you are to do it.” 
 
    “There’s nothing brave about me,” I insisted. “I just help the people I care about.” 
 
    Tara shook her head and leaned back. “You have not learned from the Traitor, then. Would you call him brave to turn his back on his Family?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but—” 
 
    “And are you not brave to fight against your own family?” 
 
    “You make it sound more heroic than it actually is,” I said, rubbing my arms above the elbows—and then stopping when I realized that Andrew had said pretty much the exact same thing to me not long ago. 
 
    Tara’s smile widened. “Maybe,” she said and then turned her attention back to Wendy. “But know this: your heart has not gone unnoticed. And as you choose to follow it, others will follow theirs.” She smiled. “You have a good future. I am only sorry there is so much that must be done to get there.” 
 
    I let out a breath at that. “Yeah, well, nothing that’s worth anything is ever easy.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 13: It’s Just a Day for Betrayals, Apparently 
 
   Tara, what are you thinking?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be vindicated or afraid when Theresa came bursting into the room. I mean, I’d told Tara her sister wouldn’t like her decision to stay there with me and a Family member—even an unconscious one. But I’d also told her that Theresa would probably take my head off, and I didn’t want to be proven that right. 
 
    Tara, on the other hand, looked perfectly calm and even smiled at Theresa as she got to her feet. “I wanted to keep the Balance company,” she explained. “There was never any danger in my sitting here while you enacted your plan.” She held out her hands and looked downcast. “And I did not want to get in your way.” 
 
    Theresa’s glare dropped immediately, and she stepped forward to envelope her sister in a hug. “You’re not in the way,” she promised. “You never are.” She pulled back so she could look Tara in the face. “Besides, I would much rather you get in the way than put yourself in danger.” 
 
    “I already told you: I’m in no danger,” Tara said. “I know how I die. It is not here. I told you that already.” 
 
    Theresa smiled tightly at that. “Yes, you did.” 
 
    I could see the loophole I knew Theresa had already picked up on, judging by her expression. Tara said she didn’t die there, but the evacuation meant they were going somewhere else—away from the one place Tara had ruled out as a danger to herself. 
 
    “Do you want any more help?” I offered. “We’ve just been talking.” 
 
    Theresa turned my way and shook her head. “You aren’t just talking. You’re standing guard. You’re exactly where you were told to be.” 
 
    “I still thought I’d offer.” 
 
    Theresa smiled and shook her head. “We’re almost ready to go. Santo is already leading a group of the younger and less powerful of my people out.” 
 
    “Good.” I got to my feet and brushed my hands off on my jeans. “I’m really sorry we brought trouble down on you guys.” 
 
    Theresa let out a long sigh that seemed to carry her patience with it. “I’m sorry I lost my temper with you,” she said softly. “I knew I was taking a risk allowing you to come here, especially bringing people as tightly watched as you, Elaine, and Andrew are.” 
 
    “Individually, they are tempting targets,” Tara mused. “Together, they are both unstoppable and irresistible.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tara,” I said dryly, and she beamed at me. 
 
    “She’s not wrong,” Theresa said. “That’s probably why Elaine sticks with you. If the Royalists want all three of you, there is safety in numbers.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to remind Andrew of that,” I muttered. 
 
    “I’m sure he thinks it applies to everyone but him,” Theresa said, then pressed her lips together. “But this isn’t the time to talk about that. I came to get you. Our perimeter alert spells have already picked up a group of soldiers headed this way, and you need to leave with your friends before they get here.” 
 
    “What about Wendy?” 
 
    Theresa shook her head. “Leave her. She’s still healing, and it will take her some time to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Andrew would say it’s a bad idea to underestimate her,” I said. 
 
    “Andrew thinks his family is the ultimate answer to everything,” Theresa said, waving her hand—and I couldn’t stop from snorting. She wasn’t wrong. “She’s unconscious, healing, and restrained. The Family may be formidable, but they aren’t unstoppable.” 
 
    “No, but they do everything they can to be as close to unstoppable as it’s possible to be,” I pointed out, coming to Andrew’s defense mostly because the paranoid part of me that had managed to evade my father’s forces so long couldn’t take the risk of not taking Andrew seriously. If Wendy escaped, things could get bad—fast. I wasn’t going to ignore that. 
 
    All the same, Theresa ushered us out of the room. “If it makes you feel any better, I’ll put a perimeter spell around this room,” she said, pausing in the doorway to work a spell before she closed the door. “If she leaves this room, you and I will know about it.” 
 
    “That would make me feel better, yes,” I said. “Considering I promised Andrew I’d handle things here.” 
 
    “Blame me if you have to. I’m not afraid of him,” Theresa said, though this time, she had a hint of laughter behind her gaze at the thought of taking Andrew on. 
 
    “I’m not either.” 
 
    “No?” Theresa peered at me for a long time before she smirked. “Maybe not, but you do care too much what he thinks.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been told that’s my Achilles heel—caring.” 
 
    “Your heart is your future,” Tara agreed, her eyes wide as she slowly nodded. 
 
    “Thanks, Tara.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She smiled at me and then took her sister’s arm as we rushed to catch up with the others. 
 
    We were nearly there when we heard the sound of Elaine and Andrew’s argument. I’m sure it started quietly, but we happened to time our appearance around the corner exactly as Andrew lost his temper. 
 
    “You’re not seeing sense!” he shouted. 
 
    He was nearly toe to toe with Elaine, and though Andrew had almost a foot of height advantage over Elaine, she looked taller, somehow. Or more powerful. Either way, she didn’t look the least bit intimidated as she glared up at him, her hands in fists and her chin thrust out. I knew without even hearing what had already been said that Andrew would lose the argument—that was the body language of a princess who wasn’t going to take “no” for an answer. 
 
    “I’m not seeing sense?” she shot right back. “You’re the one looking at things too narrowly. If you split off, you’re painting a target on your back for the goblins to find you on top of the target your sister already put on you!” 
 
    “If I stick with the group, we can’t hide,” Andrew shot back. “You’re really willing to put everyone at risk like that?” 
 
    “We can deal with the Royalists,” Elaine said, waving her hand to dismiss his concern. “You know we can. And once we get out of goblin territory, then we can reassess—and you can tell me exactly where you stand with your family.” She narrowed her eyes slightly. “Now that you’re finally in the business of telling me the truth.” 
 
    I winced. Ooh. Low blow, I thought. But then, it was also a perfectly legitimate one. 
 
    Andrew knew it too, judging by how quickly he stepped back from Elaine. “I . . .” He let his stammered response hang in the air before he closed his mouth and nodded. “Yes. Of course.” 
 
    If Elaine noticed the shift from person to soldier, she didn’t comment on it. Instead, she looked past Andrew and, when she saw me, waved me over. “We need to get moving,” she said. “We can’t risk your father getting a hold of you again, not after all the work we put into helping you get your mind back.” 
 
    “Elaine—” 
 
    “Not right now.” 
 
    I frowned, but Elaine had already rushed past me to where Theresa and Tara were waiting with Tony, Aaron, and Izzy. It looked like we were the last ones to leave the village, though I could see Theresa sweeping the village with her gaze and with a spell, making doubly sure that she hadn’t missed anyone or anything. 
 
    “We’ll get you past the goblins,” Theresa told Elaine once she was satisfied that we were, in fact, the last ones out. “Once we’re beyond their territory, Tara and I will go back to our family.” 
 
    “And you know how to contact us if you get into any trouble,” Elaine said. 
 
    “If I had a cell phone number, I’d give that to you too,” I said. 
 
    And look, I’d meant it as a quip—and a quiet dig at the way Elaine relied on old-fashioned pen and ink and magic to do everything that humans could do a lot faster. But Theresa apparently didn’t take it either of those ways. Instead, she raised an eyebrow and then reached into her pocket to toss me her cell phone. 
 
    “I already know your number this way,” she said in explanation. “Besides, I know you can’t afford to buy one for yourself.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to do, so I could only say a quiet, “thanks,” and pocket the cell phone.  
 
    We followed Theresa through the forests silently, though underneath that silence, I could feel a sort of quivering anticipation in the air, like the forest was uneasy about letting us pass. I wondered if it wanted us to hurry out of its trees and undergrowth so we would get to the other side and move on rather than starting a fight in its lush greens. 
 
    I paused and rested my hand against one of the trees. I wasn’t sure why, but I wanted to comfort the forest. “It’s alright,” I whispered. “We’re passing through. We’d rather not fight.” 
 
    I absolutely hadn’t been expecting the forest to respond as sharply as it did. All at once, I could feel a sense of dread wash over me—so strongly that I doubled over, taking a few shallow breaths as I fought to get better control of myself. 
 
    Izzy was behind me with Aaron, and both of them rushed the few steps forward to catch up to me, supporting me at the elbows with matching looks of concern. “You okay?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I promised in a bare whisper. “But something’s wrong.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re going to have to pick one,” Aaron said, his head tipped to the side as he watched me. “Either you’re fine or you’re not.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” I tried to explain. “But the forest is trying to warn me about something.” 
 
    “The forest,” Izzy repeated, both eyebrows high. “Really?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it,” I admitted as I got my feet back underneath me and stood up straighter so that they wouldn’t feel like they had to support me. “Ever since I got my memories back, I feel more open to the world around me. It’s like the world was waiting for me to be a whole person before it would fully accept me.” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” Izzy said, though her tone had shifted from worrying to teasing. 
 
    I nodded. “You guys know Elaine and I can work with the earth and water and stuff—this is sort of like that.” 
 
    “Only this time, it involves conversations with the Amazon,” Aaron said. He grinned crookedly and held up both hands. “Hey, I’m not knocking it. I’m just saying it sounds a little weird.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It’s nice,” Aaron said, and when I gave him an incredulous look, he grinned wider. “Here I was thinking we’d hit our limit on weird.” 
 
    “You have the strangest priorities; you know that?” 
 
    “Hey, my outlook on magic has vastly improved since we decided to take a vacation,” Aaron pointed out. “While you’ve been wandering inside your own head, Izzy and I have been catching up on movies she missed while she was in a time loop and brushing up on our soccer skills and learning how to fight monsters.” 
 
    “Sorry I missed it.” 
 
    “Next time,” Aaron said easily. 
 
    “But the more important question is,” Izzy broke in. (I was sure she had inserted herself into the conversation out of curiosity more than jealousy, even if I knew the easygoing banter between Aaron and me had to worry her.) “What was the forest trying to tell you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Something bad is coming. That’s all I can say,” I admitted. “It’s not like I speak Leaf or whatever you call the language a forest speaks.” 
 
    “’Leaf’ sounds about right,” Aaron agreed. 
 
    “In any case,” I said, though I was smiling Aaron’s way for the joke, “we didn’t actually have a conversation. It felt more like the forest sent me a feeling of dread.” 
 
    “That’s comforting,” Izzy said dryly, though I could see her reaching for her belt all the same. She did carry a gun—and she’d made sure Andrew taught her how to use it—but this time, she took out her dagger. That made sense, considering I’d seen her and Aaron fighting goblins with long daggers the way Theresa and her family and friends fought. They’d trained against goblins with blades, not guns. 
 
    Still, even with the light teasing, the forest’s warning had everyone on edge. I could see Andrew sticking closer to Elaine, and Theresa had a hand on Tara’s arm with every step. And I definitely noticed Tony sticking close to the two sisters—but I wouldn’t point that out to him yet. Maybe there was hope for him to figure himself out on his own. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    We didn’t run into any problems for a long while—but that in itself seemed to have everyone even more on edge. Before the evacuation, we could hardly set foot out of the village without being swamped by goblins. And now? The only sound was the ambient life of the rainforest, and that felt ominous too. 
 
    “Maybe the forest was wrong,” Aaron said at last when the relative silence seemed to be too much to bear. 
 
    “I don’t think a gigantic forest reaches out willy-nilly just to freak people out,” I said, though I didn’t look his way. Instead, I tried to keep my gaze roving, searching for the danger the forest had warned me about. 
 
    We didn’t actually see the trouble until we’d walked right into it. Because we’re apparently incapable of doing anything the easy way. 
 
    “Don’t move,” a voice rang out through the trees, along with a chorus of metallic sounds that told us our assailants had plenty of guns locked and loaded and pointed our way. 
 
    “Okay, I admit it: I shouldn’t have doubted the all-knowing forest,” Aaron whispered, though I could hear the shake in his voice. The last time he’d been captured, he had been pretty badly beaten, and even if the vacation had helped him heal from that, I knew he couldn’t have been thrilled with the prospect of a repeat performance. 
 
    “Be silent,” the same voice called out. 
 
    “Why don’t you come out and face us instead of hiding like cowards?” Izzy shot back angrily. She had a dagger in one hand, but I could see her hands shaking too. She’d been captured by witches twice now, and the stress of facing it once again was getting to her too. 
 
    But Izzy had a way of commanding attention and respect that I’d always admired about her. She expected to be listened to, and people seemed to react to that. I’m pretty sure that charisma of hers led to the silence that descended on the forest before a Royalist soldier—dressed in sharp black—stepped forward with a lieutenant on either side of him, guns raised, ready to shoot anyone who tried to take their leader down. 
 
    “I don’t answer to humans,” the man sneered when he saw Izzy and realized that she had been the one making the demands. 
 
    “Clearly, you do,” Izzy shot back, her chin thrust out and her eyes flashing with defiance. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. I didn’t like the way he looked at Izzy, so without even thinking about it, I pulled her behind me—and kept myself between Aaron and the man as well. Not that either one of my friends would call me out on the blatantly protective move, since of the three of us, I was the one who could heal without stealing someone else’s life force. 
 
    But to my surprise, the man didn’t shoot Izzy or hit her with a spell. Instead, he seemed to shrug off Izzy’s presence entirely, his gaze drifting from her to Theresa, who was gripping her sister’s arm tighter with every passing second until Tara let out a soft “ow” that told her she needed to let up. 
 
    “As agreed,” he said, speaking clearly and obviously addressing Theresa, “you can go.” 
 
    All of a sudden, the silence in the forest seemed that much thicker as everyone in our group turned to face Theresa. She had gone stiff and stone-faced, and she didn’t look at any of us as she held the man’s gaze. “And my family?” 
 
    “Guaranteed safe passage,” the man said with a smile. 
 
    Theresa kept her head up and continued to refuse to meet anyone’s gaze as she walked forward, still holding tightly to Tara. But for as quiet as the forest was, we could all hear it when Tony said, very softly, “Theresa?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, just as softly, and the tone of her voice was the only thing betraying how honestly upset she was. Everything else about her body language was stiff and strong and nothing like the anguish we could all plainly hear when she spoke. 
 
    “You sold us out.” Andrew wasn’t nearly as quiet as Tony had been, and he was a lot more obvious about his anger. “All that yelling at me and you sold us out.” 
 
    “Because you brought them here.” Theresa shot back, her tone icy as she spun on her heel to face him. “You brought an army, and they found my family. My village. They cut off our evacuation. What was I supposed to do? Let them slaughter everyone I care about?” She shook her head. “I’m trying to keep my family safe. That’s all I’ve been trying to do this whole time.” 
 
    The worst part? I could absolutely see where Theresa was coming from. I knew I’d do anything for my family. I’d given myself up to save them! But as I watched Theresa lead a frowning Tara away, the same simmering anger I knew the others had to be feeling warred with my sympathy until anger won out and I found myself glaring as well. 
 
    Betrayal hurt. No matter what the reasons were. 
 
    No one could find any words to put to the situation as the circle of Royalist soldiers tightened around us. We didn’t have to say anything to know that we’d fight our way out rather than surrender—we were all waiting for the soldiers to make their move first. 
 
    That was the nice part about sticking with the same group for so long. Even if it hadn’t even been a year since I met Elaine and Andrew, we’d been in nonstop trouble together, and that put us on the same wavelength when it came to fights like this. 
 
    But instead of gunfire or handcuffs or anything we’d been prepared for, the silence was broken by a new voice calling out: “Don’t let them leave!” 
 
    The soldiers all turned toward the voice, and then Wendy came bursting through the forest, one hand raised to throw out a freezing spell that held Theresa and Tara in place. 
 
    (For the record, I think Theresa probably could have gotten out of such a simple spell on a good day. But with how upset she was over the situation and betrayal, she wasn’t on her game.) 
 
    Once the two sisters were frozen in place, Wendy bent over to catch her breath before she looked to the leader of the Royalist group. “You almost let the Future Seeker slip through your fingers,” she said sharply. “Do you have any idea how valuable she is to us?” 
 
    “If you touch her,” Theresa said through gritted teeth, every word a struggle for her with the freezing spell in place, “I will kill you.” 
 
    Wendy gave Theresa a smug smile and took a step forward, but that seemed to be exactly what we needed to break the spell of silence. And Theresa wasn’t the one that broke it, either. Instead, Tony let out a cry of frustration before he sent a spell Wendy’s way that she barely blocked in time because she heard him cry out. 
 
    And with that, the fight was on. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 14: I’m Getting Pretty Good at This Battling Thing 
 
   So far, every battle I had been in since I joined the Rendezvous felt different. 
 
    Maybe that wouldn’t be the case once I’d been with them long enough to become battle-weary, but for now, I still got swept away by the complexities of every single fight. Even with all my memories, I still found myself in awe of the raw power and destruction that witches could bring to each other—probably because my centuries of experience had largely been with human wars, not magical ones. 
 
    I’d come to the New World not long before the United States declared its independence, so I’d seen almost every war in the young country’s history. I’d lost family members to those wars. So I knew that war wasn’t abstract or untouchable. War was concrete and so, so painful. War left wounds that never healed—and not just the physical kind. I could remember watching the last of my blood-related family members in the New World wasting away to nothing after her son had died in battle. 
 
    And on top of the violence that came standard with any war, a witch’s battle wasn’t anything like a human battle. It still had similar elements—the sound of gunfire, the flash of a knife—but the very world around us got involved as well, leaving anyone who witnessed a witch’s battle feeling like they were watching the world tear itself apart around a few fierce fighters. 
 
    Speaking of fierce fighters, Elaine wasn’t the only one with the forces of nature at her command—though she was obviously the best example of it. After a few centuries of experience, I could finally see the connection to the world around her that she forged every time she fought. She had a knack for finding the right synergy without even trying. 
 
    And given what I remembered about my ability to connect with the forces of nature at the height of my own emotions, I suspected that synergy was a family gift. 
 
    Putting that particular theory to the test, I reached out to the forest. After all, it had taken the time to try to warn me about the trap we’d stumbled into anyway, so I felt like it was on my side. At least a little bit. 
 
    I always connected with my surroundings more in times of high stress, and this was absolutely no exception. I could feel the forest around me in acute detail, every leaf and every branch calling out to me like volunteers in a green army. 
 
    I smiled as I felt the warm reassurance of that connection. The forest loved being filled with life; it didn’t want to be a place of death. Which meant these Royalists had to go—and so it sided with me, like I’d hoped it would. 
 
    I had planted myself in front of Aaron and Izzy without even thinking about it, but that position helped to fuel my emotionally-charged magic. As good as my friends were, they were still the most vulnerable in a battle, and I was not going to let them fall into Royalist hands again. I still felt terrible that they had been kidnapped in an attempt to get to me. I couldn’t forgive myself for that; I wouldn’t let it happen again. 
 
    The first Royalist who pointed his gun toward me and my friends found himself suspended in the air upside-down and hanging by his ankle from a vine. Before he could twist around, cut himself down, or respond with any kind of counterspell, I snapped the vine straight up, and he flew into the air. 
 
    He’d come down eventually. 
 
    I had more than just the plant life at my command. The ground beneath my feet rumbled beneath me a few seconds before a circular platform started to rise out of the dirt, carrying me and my two friends into the air. From that vantage point, Aaron and Izzy could more easily fire at the Royalists—and I could see the whole battle to direct my friends and warn them about any threats I could see that they couldn’t. And yeah, sure, I knew they could hold their own in a fight. But every little bit helped, okay? 
 
    From there, I got to see up close that Aaron was actually a pretty good shot either way, considering he could only line up his shots based on how the people he could see were fighting. Izzy, on the other hand, could see everyone. So while Aaron could out-shoot her on the range, she could out-shoot him in a battle. They were even making a game of it, betting each other who would shoot better as they took up positions. They only waited for the platform to stop moving before they peered over the edge and started sniping. 
 
    “We’ve got to get you a rifle or something,” I told Izzy out of the corner of my mouth as she shot yet another Royalist—and I speared a few Royalists with some vine when they took aim at my platform.  
 
    Izzy grinned up at me. “Yes, ma’am, General Michelle.” 
 
    I shook my head at that. “Really, Izzy?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t act like you wouldn’t be great at it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Sure, Michelle,” Izzy said, rolling her eyes and going back to what she was doing. 
 
    I knew she meant well, but I also knew that Izzy didn’t understand how bad I thought I was at taking the lead. I wasn’t as well-trained as Andrew, and I wasn’t as powerful as Elaine. The only thing I had going for me was that I could pull off some pretty powerful magic when I put my heart into it. 
 
    I wasn’t a leader. I was just very good at protecting my friends and standing beside them. 
 
    Besides, I had other things to focus on. For example: Wendy seemed determined to reach Theresa and Tara, and while Theresa could obviously hold her own in a fight, Tara. . . . 
 
    Actually, Tara was doing fine. 
 
    I had been completely prepared to step into that fight and pull Tara up to the platform and to safety, but she seemed to be headed our way completely without prompting, leisurely strolling through the forest. Every time a spell or a Royalist got too close, I could see Time slow down around her, so that she walked through bullets and spells without breaking stride. 
 
    I let out a low whistle. Seriously, how could Izzy call me a leader when I had friends like that? 
 
    When Tara reached the base of my platform, I called the dirt up so she could join us, and she simply sat down on the edge, her legs dangling off the sides as she watched the battle beneath us. 
 
    “Okay, but I thought of all the people to manipulate Time, Future Seekers would be last on the list,” I said. 
 
    Tara smiled at that. “Do you think you’re hurting the forest or the earth around you because you use it to your advantage?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, no, but that’s not really—” 
 
    “It is the same thing,” Tara broke in. “You have only seen temporal spells that try to force Time to bend to the will of the caster. Those who truly understand Time do not try to master it. Instead, we ally ourselves to its power.” She leaned back, propping herself up with her arms with her hands flat against the earth as she looked toward the sky. “Your family has always seen fit to force the world to bend to its will,” she said. “Even your mother tried to defy death.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at that, remembering how my mother had gone from person to person when the plague hit our village, trying to save anyone she could—especially children. “My mother was a hero.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tara said gently. “I meant no offense. I meant that you come from a lineage that refuses to accept the flow of fate. Your mother was an example of a heart that refused to break. Your father, on the other hand, has an ambition that refuses to bend.” Tara gestured broadly to the fight below us. “You strike the balance between human and witch, between head and heart, between old and new.” 
 
    “But no pressure or anything,” Izzy teased without looking up from her weapon, though just to tease her, I took out the guy she was aiming at before she could shoot him. 
 
    “I didn’t realize I was getting a lecture in what my Future Seeker name means when I decided to praise your skills,” I told Tara. 
 
    “I like to help people see the truth,” Tara said. She turned her gaze to the battle, taking it all in. “That is why I always wanted to be a Future Seeker. Theresa complains that Time influenced me even before I took the mantel permanently, but I always felt drawn to guiding others.” She looked up at me again. “I know you feel the same. I know you prod Tony toward my sister, and you encourage Andrew not to give up on his heart.” 
 
    “That’s not really—” 
 
    “You really should stop thinking in such a compartmental fashion,” Tara said, her smile turning more troublemaking. “Not everything is so easily defined.” 
 
    “I guess,” I said. I didn’t really want to argue philosophy in the middle of a battle anyway. 
 
    Instead, I turned my attention back to Theresa, who was studiously keeping ahead of Wendy’s spells. She had a long dagger in each hand, and she was downright graceful, almost captivating to watch as she twirled and ducked away from Wendy’s offensive strikes. Even from my vantage point, I could see that her daggers were also glowing with some kind of magic so that when she drove them into Wendy’s energy shield, the whole thing rippled and shuddered. 
 
    I glanced toward Aaron, who was covering Tony’s back and firing at anyone Tony attacked, following the flash of spells to track the Royalists. Izzy was still expertly picking off Royalists from all angles. And when I looked toward Tara, I saw her lazily stretch out a hand, directing some kind of temporal spell that left a barrier around our platform. Any Royalists approaching us that stepped into the spell’s area of effect found themselves suddenly aging faster—so they very quickly backed away from the base of our platform to avoid dying of old age. 
 
    That was my non-fighter friends taken care of, and Elaine and Andrew were performing their usual ballet when I looked their way. Elaine had the forest and the winds at her command—and Andrew had her back. Between them, they had the attention of most of the Royalist forces. 
 
    But that left Theresa fighting a member of the Family without backup. I could see Tony making his way toward her, obviously ready to help, but he was still far enough away that I could see his expression getting more desperate and worried. Especially when Wendy managed to catch Theresa off her guard with a spell that erupted from the ground itself and knocked Theresa off her feet and onto her back. 
 
    And, yeah, I was still mad at Theresa for betraying us. But I wasn’t going to let her fall victim to a Family member’s fury. 
 
    I didn’t pause to consider what I was doing as I reached out to the wind. After all, I had seen Elaine talk to the elements often enough, and I knew from my past experience that the elements and I made a good team. So, I simply, quietly, asked the wind to help me get down to Theresa faster. 
 
    Sure, I could probably have pulled my belt off and flown like a normal witch. I guess that didn’t occur to me, not when most of my lived experience had been about using my magic in quiet ways. Nothing as flashy as a broomstick that would catch human attention and would end with me tied to a stake. No, I had always tried to work with the natural world around me—because no one looked as closely at nature as they did at figures in the sky or flashes of light and energy. 
 
    All that being said, I absolutely hadn’t expected the wind to answer my request for help by literally picking me up like a kite and bringing me down to the ground in a rush of wind. 
 
    Yeah, that’s right: I flew. 
 
    I didn’t exactly have time to think about it, even with Aaron whooping and laughing about my “superpowers” over my head. I had a more important task: I could see Tony struggling to get to Theresa—who had managed to get to her feet only to get shot in the stomach while she was still off-balance. Wendy had found an opening against Theresa, and she absolutely wasn’t going to let her advantage pass her by. 
 
    Andrew had taught me the same thing when I’d first joined the Rendezvous and he tried to teach me how to fight. “There’s no such thing as kicking a man when he’s down,” Andrew had said. “You kick him until he stays down. No one pulls any punches in a real fight.” 
 
    Wendy obviously subscribed to the same philosophy. As soon as Theresa had crumpled with the first gunshot, Wendy followed it up with a second to the head that meant Theresa was down and out until she could heal from the devastating hits. 
 
    “No!” I heard Tony shout behind me, throwing out a spell that knocked everyone—including me—out of his path to Theresa. 
 
    I could see Wendy grinning, repositioning herself to take Tony on, but I wouldn’t let that stand. I snapped my fingers, and sparks flew from the tips an instant before a lightning bolt flew past my pointed finger and crashed against Wendy’s shield. 
 
    Wendy looked up and broke into a wicked grin when she saw me getting to my feet, still pointing at her. “Oh, you want to play?” she asked, already readjusting her stance to face me properly. 
 
    “Better than leaving you to hit a defenseless, healing woman,” I shot back, my mouth once again moving faster than my brain. 
 
    “What do you care?” Wendy asked, waving her hand dismissively. “She obviously doesn’t care about you. She sold you out—or don’t you remember that?” 
 
    “I don’t blame her,” I shot back as I walked slowly, deliberately, toward Andrew’s sister. I could see the same cocky confidence in her gaze as she raised her chin that Andrew always showed when he would take on any battle, even a training battle with me. But I was better trained now, and I figured I could give her a run for her money until Tony could get Theresa somewhere safe. Maybe not any longer than that, but I could play distraction, right? Right. 
 
    Wendy sneered. “You’re such a hopeless optimist that you’d even let someone destroy you—as long as you think they were acting in service of their heart.” 
 
    “At least I know what family actually means,” I said coolly. “Which is more than I can say for you.” 
 
    I’d clearly struck a nerve with that; I saw a flash behind Wendy’s eyes that turned into a bright spell careening my way. I barely got my shield up in time, and the spell shattered into every color on the spectrum when it hit, leaving me blinking and seeing stars. 
 
    As I’d already seen, Wendy only needed a momentary distraction to get the advantage in a fight. As soon as she had me even partially blinded, she rushed forward, firing several shots in rapid succession into my shield and then slamming into it herself, a red-hot handprint slowly melting its way through my defenses where she touched it. 
 
    Before she could break through my shield, though, I finally got my wits again, and I reached out to call to the earth and perform one of my favorite tricks—forming avatars out of the dirt. In particular, I was fond of tigers, though in the current setting, the dirt formed a jaguar. Its teeth gleamed when it opened its mouth and roared at Wendy, and she had to turn her attention away from me and my melting shield to defend herself from my little friend. 
 
    That gave me the time I needed to readjust my shield, and once I did that, I put one hand out to direct my avatar spell. My dirt tiger could pretty much handle itself, but I had to help it stay ahead of the spells Wendy was throwing at it to try to destroy it. 
 
    She tried to blow it up, and I turned it to a cloud of dust that took jaguar shape again. She tried to blow the dust away, and I turned it to metal. She tried to melt it, and I turned it to electricity. 
 
    I’d seen other witches’ battles like this, though I didn’t realize at the time that I was doing exactly what I had always admired: keeping pace so that the battle would have to rely on a single mistake. We were evenly matched; Wendy reacted as quickly to my changes as I could come up with new forms for my jaguar to take. The one advantage I had was that while we had the same pace when it came to spells, my jaguar kept clawing at Wendy while she tried to find a way to make it stop. 
 
    And then, a shot rang out, and Wendy crumpled. 
 
    I looked up at the circular platform I’d created to keep my friends safe and saw Aaron grinning down at me, giving me a cheeky, confident wave. “I followed the tiger!” he called out to me. 
 
    “Not a bad plan!” I called back—though I didn’t celebrate with him until I’d made sure to double-check that Wendy was truly dead and healing. Even then, I first rushed over to Theresa and Tony before I could think about relaxing. 
 
    Tony looked harried, holding Theresa’s hand as he waited for her to wake up. His head came up fast when he saw someone headed their way, but when he recognized me, he relaxed and gestured down at Theresa. “I’ve got her,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” I said, but I knelt down with them anyway and grabbed Theresa’s wrist. “She’s got a pulse.” 
 
    Tony nodded. “That started up right before you came over,” he said. He was running his thumb absently over the knuckles on Theresa’s other hand, and he looked so upset that I had to put my hand on his shoulder and give him a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “She’s fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what about the rest of the village?” Tony asked. 
 
    I frowned. “I . . . I don’t know,” I had to admit. 
 
    Tony shook his head and looked back down at Theresa, gently brushing her hair back from her face. “If you’d have told me, I’d have helped you,” he told Theresa gently, though she wasn’t awake yet to hear it. “I know how important they are to you.” 
 
    Despite everything, I couldn’t help but smile when I heard it. Maybe there was hope for Tony to get his act together after all. 
 
    “As soon as we take care of these guys, we’ll find the rest of the village,” I promised Tony, getting to my feet and brushing my knees off. 
 
    Tony nodded, though before he could respond, Theresa let out a soft groan, and his entire focus snapped to her. “Hey,” he said in what had to be the gentlest tone I’d ever heard from anyone—including Andrew and Elaine. “Welcome back.” 
 
    Theresa was still obviously groggy as she woke up. (I could relate; dying was really terrible to come back from, and waking up and trying to piece together what I’d been doing before a fatal injury like that always felt like an uphill climb.) But when she heard Tony, she smiled and reached up, resting her hand against his cheek. “Hello,” she said. 
 
    “If you wanted my attention, you really didn’t have to fight a Family member,” Tony said with a quiet smirk. “I’m already in love with you.” 
 
    “Still?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I quietly backed away from the scene as Tony helped Theresa to her feet. I didn’t want to interfere—anymore—not when they seemed to have the situation well in hand. At least they were talking again, and I doubted they could walk away from each other as easily as they almost had before. 
 
    If they tried to break up again, though, then I’d step in. I wasn’t going to assume that they’d both keep their heads just because they had a moment in the middle of a battle. 
 
    You’re such a romantic, Michelle, Lila teased. 
 
    Oh, and you’re not? 
 
    I definitely am. I think I got some of that from you. I mean, I’m still learning to be my own person, and you seem to take special delight in making people happy. Maybe I’m picking up personality traits from your mind. 
 
    I can’t help that I want my friends happy. 
 
    Neither can I, apparently. 
 
    I smiled as I got to my feet and then turned on my heel—only to find that Wendy was picking herself up again, looking positively venomous as she glared my way. 
 
    And, as always seemed to happen when I was running on too much adrenaline, my mouth moved faster than my brain in its ongoing bid to get me in trouble. “Go again?” I asked, already settling into a fighting stance now that the challenge was out there. 
 
    Wendy’s glare turned into a malicious smile, and she shook her head slowly. “I thought you were close to my brother,” she said. “Didn’t he teach you better than to fight his family?” 
 
    “I think Andrew’s too full of himself sometimes,” I said easily. “Looks like a family trait.” 
 
    Wendy’s smile dropped away. “You know nothing about my family.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I bared my teeth at her as I caught movement farther out from our position, though I kept my expression the same. “I know you guys like to talk. I know you have big egos. And. . . .” 
 
    As I was drawing myself up for that last point, Andrew made his rush, breaking through Wendy’s shield while she was distracted and bashing into her hard enough to send her sprawling before he grabbed her arm and threw an elbow into the side of her head, knocking her unconscious. 
 
    I grinned up at Andrew. “And,” I said, “I know I can always rely on Andrew to have my back.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 15: Falling in Love Isn’t a Bad Thing 
 
   With the Royalists down for the count—either dead, unconscious, or hiding—my friends and I could breathe long enough to regroup. Rather than pull the platform down, I brought us all up so that we had a bird’s eye view of the forest around us while we planned our next steps and healed from the battle. 
 
    Elaine re-braided her hair, sitting cross-legged at the edge of the platform. Aaron and Izzy checked each other’s weapons and complimented each other on their shooting skills. And Theresa rushed over to Tara to pull her into a tight hug, fussing over her as only a big sister could do as she checked to make sure Tara wasn’t hurt. 
 
    Which left Tony to stand between Andrew and Theresa (very bravely) as Andrew stalked toward Theresa, clearly meaning to start a fight. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Andrew demanded at the same time Tony said, “Back off.” 
 
    “Andrew, you’re going after the wrong person,” I put in, rushing over to stand beside Tony, my back to the two sisters on the platform. Before I was completely positioned, I could see Theresa drawing herself up out of the corner of my eye, ready for a fight—but I would much rather avoid one and focus on the real problem at hand. 
 
    “You heard what happened. She sold us out,” Andrew said angrily. “And how did Wendy get loose, huh?” He glared past me at Theresa. “Don’t tell me that was a coincidence. Elaine had her too well restrained for her to have gotten out on her own that quickly.” 
 
    “They anticipated our retreat and corralled my kids and grandkids,” Theresa said, getting to her feet with her eyes flashing. “Tell me I was wrong for protecting my family. Tell me you wouldn’t do the same for yours.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t!” Andrew shot back. 
 
    “Yeah, wrong family,” I said Theresa’s way before I put a hand on Andrew’s arm, drawing his attention. “But you would do the same thing for Elaine,” I said in an even tone, holding his gaze until he dropped it. “You know I’m right.” 
 
    Andrew let out a noise that said he still wanted to argue, but he dropped his aggressive posture all the same and simply pointed at Theresa. “You could have told us,” he said. 
 
    “With your sister listening in?” Theresa pointed out. “Besides, you saw what they were after. They want you, and they want my sister. I could only save so many people, and I chose to save the ones that can’t stand up for themselves as well as you can.” 
 
    “We are going to save your family,” I told Theresa, though I made sure to glare at Elaine and Andrew in turn so they knew I wasn’t going to take “no” for an answer. 
 
    “Of course we are,” Elaine said, as if the very idea that she’d consider anything else was abhorrent to her. She looked toward Theresa and softened her expression. “They wouldn’t be in any trouble in the first place if we hadn’t come here. The least we can do is help you get them out of trouble again.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Theresa said shortly, though she was still standing partly in front of Tara. I don’t think she even realized she was doing it; she was probably acting on instinct, the way I had automatically moved in front of Aaron and Izzy as soon as the fight broke out. 
 
    “Do you know where they are?” Andrew asked, his tone more businesslike than before—which I appreciated. That shift meant he was moving past anger into something more productive. 
 
    Theresa shook her head. “I only have an idea.” 
 
    “We’ll find them,” Elaine said, drawing herself up. “I’m not half bad at tracking spells.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said with a nod. “She dragged me through half the Bermuda Triangle looking for Andrew the first time we went on a mission together.” 
 
    “Hopefully, this time, it won’t involve boat hopping,” Elaine said. 
 
    “If we could never, ever do that again, that would be very much appreciated,” I said, making a face. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure I want to know,” Theresa said, shaking her head at both of us before she straightened up. “I can give you a basic direction; I know where they were headed when they were routed.” 
 
    Elaine nodded, and the two of them put their heads together. A few minutes later, they had a heading, and the rest of the group followed Elaine—with me and Andrew taking up the rear, carrying Wendy between us. As we walked, I put the platform of the ground back where it had come from, and I did what I could to heal the forest, even though we were in a hurry and paying more attention to Wendy than the trees. 
 
    Wendy was suspended with her hands tied behind her back and a glare on her face that I’d seen both times I’d been held hostage with Andrew. I wondered if that expression was genetic or if the Family had trained them in a certain look in case of capture. 
 
    Probably both. 
 
    “You’re trying to postpone the inevitable, you know,” Wendy said, her glare locked solidly on Andrew, who seemed to be doing his level best to ignore her. “You’ll be dragged back to Dad all the same. You’re making it worse the longer you rebel.” 
 
    “Nice try, Wen, but I’m not coming back with you,” Andrew said without even looking her way. “You and I both know how that’ll go.” 
 
    Wendy shook her head. “I don’t understand you,” she said. “You know what you’re supposed to do. You know you’re going to get yourself killed or force Jordan to re-train you.” She looked up at Andrew more intently, and I thought I could see honest concern in her gaze. “You don’t want him to do that. I know you don’t.” 
 
    “He’s not going to get the chance,” Andrew said, though I could see the way he bristled and knew he didn’t quite believe that. I’d seen what happened to him the last time he crossed paths with Jordan, and it had not been pretty. I didn’t blame him for being antsy about it. 
 
    “Andy.” Wendy’s tone was perfectly patient. “Don’t be so naïve.” 
 
    “At least he isn’t mindless,” I said when Andrew simply seemed to lock his jaw and do his level best to ignore the jab from his older sister. Someone had to stand up for him, and if he wouldn’t, I would. 
 
    Wendy rolled her eyes at me for the comment. “You’ve got no business talking about being mindless,” she said. “Or are you so short-sighted that you’ve already forgotten how easily you can be shut down?” 
 
    Like Andrew, I bristled at the verbal blow. “At least I didn’t roll over for my father,” I shot back angrily. “He had to force his way into my mind and destroy my identity. You’re letting your father walk all over you and your little brother, and you don’t even see what a puppet that makes you.” 
 
    Wendy straightened up, all glares and indignation. “I’m actually loyal to my family, which is more than I can say for you!’ 
 
    “Then you don’t understand family, either, and I feel sorry for you,” I said without missing a beat. When Wendy let out a scoffing noise, I shook my head slowly. “You think you have to be born into family, that blood determines destiny. But I’ve had my own family for a while now. They adopted me, and I took care of them for generations. It’s a relationship based on trust and love, not fear and demanded obedience.” 
 
    Wendy sneered. “You’re so naïve—” 
 
    “No.” I looked Wendy straight in the eyes. “I’m much older than you are. I’ve seen my family live and die. I’ve watched them fall in love; I’ve watched them go to war; and I’ve watched them come together for every tragedy as well as every triumph.” 
 
    “Human nonsense,” Wendy scoffed. 
 
    “Is it?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “If it’s just humans that care for their families, then I don’t want to honor the witch side of my heritage.” 
 
    “That’s an oversimplification,” Andrew said, breaking into my steady stream of ranting from my soap box. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, looking past Wendy to meet his gaze. “But you have to admit: so far, I’ve seen more familial loyalty from my human family than I’ve seen since I joined the Rendezvous. My father—” 
 
    “Your family isn’t exactly a framework for healthy relationships,” Andrew said. “You can’t generalize from that.” 
 
    “Tony and Theresa split because of the war,” I said, though I let my voice drop a bit as I tipped my head toward Tony, who was talking quietly with his ex-wife and who looked for all the world like he was ready to fall to his knees then and there and beg Theresa to come back to him. “And your family hasn’t stopped trying to capture, torture, or kill you. The happiest family I’ve seen so far in the magical world has been Theresa’s family full of Halfsies and humans!” 
 
    Andrew frowned for a long moment before he slowly nodded. “You have an exceedingly poor set of families from which to make any kind of judgement.” 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed before I turned my attention back to Wendy. “But I think the point still stands. The family I’ve had my entire life? We didn’t turn on each other like this. Even the family I was born into—the human side—learned to suck it up and deal with the fact that I was born different. They still gave me a place to stay with them, even though they knew they could be killed for harboring a witch. That’s what it means to be family.” 
 
    “This isn’t a matter of accepting differences in family members,” Wendy said, shaking her head. “Don’t be so purposefully reductive. You’re ignoring the betrayal I was sent to correct.” 
 
    “What, falling in love?” 
 
    “You don’t—” 
 
    I cut her off before she could go any further. “Yeah, I do. I understand exactly what’s going on here. You’re both so caught up in this ridiculous notion that you have to be obedient before you can be loved. That’s not love. And it certainly isn’t loyalty.” 
 
    “As much as I’d love to stay and listen to Michelle completely wipe the floor with you,” Elaine said, the smile evident in her tone before I even looked her way to see it on her face, “we’re getting close. So if you could postpone the argument to a later time. . . .” 
 
    Wendy was openly fuming at me. “No, no, let the little princess say her piece.” 
 
    I definitely didn’t like that Wendy used my title to get under my skin, but I also knew she was baiting me. So, the best kind of revenge was not only not to rise to the bait but to wave my hand to create a cloth that wrapped around her mouth and prevented her from making a sound—even a muffled one. 
 
    “The actual princess asked us to be quiet. And since there are lives on the line, I think I’ll listen to her,” I told Wendy, who simply glared at me in response. 
 
    Elaine smirked and nodded. “Andrew, stay with her. Izzy, you too.” When Izzy looked surprised, Elaine explained, “I want someone that I know won’t hesitate to shoot her, but I think Theresa would be too trigger-happy for Andrew’s tastes. You fall somewhere in between Andrew and Theresa.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d definitely shoot her,” Theresa muttered. 
 
    Izzy nodded, knowing Elaine was right, and then gave Aaron’s arm a light squeeze before we could split up. “Shoot straight,” she told him. 
 
    “Actually,” I said slowly, “Aaron, you and Tara would be our best bet for getting everyone to safety. We should split up even more—some of us can fight off the Royalists while you two lead the civilians out.” 
 
    Theresa’s eyebrows shot up at that. “I need to stay close to my sister,” she said. “You saw—” 
 
    “Yeah, they’d like to get their hands on pretty much any one of us,” I pointed out. “But Tara said she’s living in the present, right?” I turned Tara’s way. “You said history was happening, so you saw no point living in the future.” 
 
    Tara nodded. “I have already seen some of this, but only in the grand scheme. I would like to see the individual choices that lead to the path already laid out.” She paused and blushed. “Besides, it is so rare for a Future Seeker to see prophesied events in person.” 
 
    Theresa frowned for a long time. She obviously didn’t like leaving her sister behind, but I knew from experience how hard it could be to argue with Tara when she seemed so peacefully reasonable. “But why pair her with Aaron?” Theresa asked at last. 
 
    “Because the rest of you need to fight,” Aaron said, sounding almost resigned to it. “I’m going into the fight mostly blind.” 
 
    I shook my head quickly. “That’s not what I was thinking,” I said. 
 
    “It’s okay, ‘Chell; you don’t need to baby my feelings,” Aaron said, though his tone was one I’d heard too often when he was hurt to ignore. 
 
    “Aaron, no,” I said in a sharper tone that finally got him to look up at me. “You’re the one, out of all of us here, that people trust easily and quickly. You’ve already made friends here, and we need trustworthy people to get the civilians out. There are kids in that group; they need a friendly face.” 
 
    Aaron watched me like he was trying to work out how to respond, but when he couldn’t see any sign in my expression that I was either exaggerating the truth for him or trying to be diplomatic, he finally broke into a smile at the corner of his mouth and nodded. “Alright. I can do that.” 
 
    Elaine gave me a quiet nod of approval once I looked her way again. “Anything else to add, Princess Michelle?” she asked. And to my honest surprise, I only saw the slightest hint of teasing in her gaze. 
 
    I felt that same discomfort that had taken hold of me when Izzy called me “general,” and I honestly didn’t know what to do with that. So I simply closed my mouth, shrugged, and shook my head in answer to Elaine’s question, steadfastly ignoring the fact that Aaron was a lot more obnoxious about his proud grin my way. 
 
    “Alright,” Elaine said, still smiling. “Then you’ll go with me, and Tony and Theresa will circle around the back.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Elaine, and she met my gaze with a quiet kind of smirk. Neither of us could say anything in front of Tony and Theresa, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she and I were on the same page—trying to get the two of them back together. If we were, I wondered if Elaine would agree with me if I suggested that she grant Tony leave or even assign him to stay with Theresa. She could even argue that Tony needed to stay for tactical reasons, since Tara had clearly become a more active target of the Royalists thanks to our time there. 
 
    Not the time, I told myself. 
 
    No, but I like the way you think. I’ll hold onto that thought for you, Lila put in. 
 
    I laughed under my breath. I should have known my most romantic friend would put a bookmark in that thought. 
 
    Oh, am I the most romantic one here? 
 
    I know; that’s really saying something, isn’t it? 
 
    Considering the company we keep, it absolutely is, Lila said, her voice laced with laughter that I almost voiced myself. 
 
    Well, my fellow romantic, we have a village to save. 
 
    Right. I’ll get out of your way, Lila said. 
 
    And keep sitting on our plot for Tony and Theresa, I clarified, since I didn’t want Lila to feel like I was trying to get rid of her. 
 
    I thought that went without saying. 
 
    I smiled at that and then turned my attention back to Elaine. Thankfully, I didn’t think I’d missed any important information, since Theresa and Tony were both the focus of her directions, so I was sure I’d gotten away with one of my mental conversations without anyone noticing it or teasing me about it. 
 
    Small miracles. 
 
    At last, Elaine turned my way, smiled, and jerked her head to indicate she wanted me to join her. I matched her smile and caught up to her, and the two of us started our wordless approach, creeping up on the Royalists ahead. I stuck close behind Elaine, since she had the tracking spell that would show us where to go. But even I could hear the soldiers talking to one another—as well as the sound of a restless crowd of people talking in hushed voices—once we got closer to where the Royalists were holding Theresa’s family. 
 
    Finally, we reached the unnatural space in the forest that had obviously been forced clear of most of its vegetation in a perfect, flat circle. Once I saw that, I understood perfectly why the forest wanted us to get rid of these intruders. Theresa and her village had carved out their own place in the forest, yes, but their methods had been much gentler, with obvious care for the forest around them. This was far more violent and careless. 
 
    Honestly, I didn’t understand it. I might have struggled to fully connect with the elements when I wasn’t entirely myself, but now that I felt them around me, I couldn’t fathom how any group of witches could treat them so callously. Especially when I knew the Royalists had to have at least some elemental witches in the group. 
 
    Then again, the Royalists had also used Izzy up and left her for dead, so I don’t know why I was expecting any kind of empathy from them. 
 
    And yet, I did. I knew there had to be more to the story of this war than evil Royalists and good Rendezvous agents. My brother was proof that not everyone stayed on one side for black and white reasons. 
 
    I had to think that there was decency left in both sides. Otherwise, how could Elaine hope to unite them? 
 
    That’s why we call you the Balance: you’re always looking for ways to be a bridge, Lila said. 
 
    I flushed. I’m just trying to help Elaine. 
 
    I didn’t say you weren’t. 
 
    I shook my head, deciding for the moment to ignore Lila in favor of sticking close to Elaine as we circled around the group of captive humans, Halfsies, and witches. Elaine and I could both see which of Theresa’s friends and family the Royalists considered to be the biggest threats, because a few—like Santo—had been bound and gagged and had a closer guard than the others, who were all simply bound. 
 
    I glanced toward Elaine, who had a twinkle in her eye, and nodded as she adjusted her stance. “Ready to be a distraction?” Elaine whispered to me. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s in our blood,” I whispered back. “Our family is made for drama. I mean, you just heard the diatribe I went on, right?” 
 
    Elaine laughed quietly at that—and then, apparently to prove me right, she broke the silence of our approach and burst forward in a flurry of motion. The ground beneath her trembled, opening up pockets that the captive villagers fell into so that they were out of reach of the Royalists. Tara and Aaron would meet them underground and get them moving, while we kept the fight aboveground. 
 
    Not all of the villagers could be so easily separated from their captors—and that was where Theresa and Tony came in. Any guards that were too close to Theresa and Tara’s loved ones found themselves in Theresa and Tony’s crosshairs—and the ones that had an actual grip on people found out quickly why trying to use human shields was a terrible life decision. 
 
    Or Halfsie shields. Or witch shields. Or whatever the terminology was with the different species. 
 
    Whatever the case, they definitely learned their lesson when Tony and Theresa came running in, absolutely destroying anyone in their paths. 
 
    I’d never gotten to see Tony actually let loose before. He had always been a flying instructor to me, and in the few battles we’d fought together, he had played more of a supporting role than an active one. But now, in defense of Theresa’s family, he took the speed he loved to use to make me sick when he’d been assigned to teach me how to fly and used it as a weapon, throwing spells and objects too fast for anyone to track. 
 
    When we’d fought the Royalists before, he had been unfocused, desperate in his attempt to get to Theresa. Now, he was a lot more elegant—and a lot more like I expected Tony to be in a fight. 
 
    Meanwhile, Theresa used the forest around her like an extension of herself. She’d had time to really get to know it, so it rushed toward her like an embrace, more than happy to answer her call and sow destruction against the people that had dared to intrude on its land. 
 
    Basically, Elaine and I could probably have let those two go to town on their own and sat back and watched. But with both of us joining in the fight? 
 
    Yeah, the Royalists never had a chance. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 16: This Is What Families Are Supposed to Do 
 
   Once we had more or less taken care of the unwanted guests, our team joined the rest of the villagers under the earth, working quickly to get everyone untied and to calm down any of the younger kids that were, understandably, pretty freaked out over the whole thing. 
 
    I saw that one little girl in particular—who had to be maybe three years old physically, though I couldn’t be sure of her actual age—was completely attached to Tara, her arms and legs wrapped around her and her face buried in Tara’s neck. It was such a sweet scene that I couldn’t help but smile, especially when I heard, among all the sniffles and mumbles, the little girl calling her “Aunt Tara.” 
 
    I missed that. 
 
    All of the kids in my family grew up calling me “Aunt Michelle” until they were old enough to realize that, physically, I wasn’t very old at all. (But to a little kid, even a skinny tween looks like an adult.) Then, when they grew up and looked older than me, they switched to simply calling me by my first name. 
 
    I still remembered being “Aunt Michelle,” and I missed it deeply and desperately. 
 
    “Aunt Michelle, I scraped my knee,” I could remember Stevie saying. He was one of my “nephews,” and an adorable three-year-old. 
 
    Stevie was one of the sweetest kids in the world. He was the kind of boy who would give you his blanket if he thought you were too sad, and he had a knack for remembering favorite colors. And Stevie had positively attached to me from the day he was born—not that I was complaining at all. He had a tender heart, and being around him was like a breath of fresh air. 
 
    So when he had tripped while he was trying to keep up with his big brothers, I was the one he went to, his eyes watery and his hands covering the offending scrape. 
 
    “Want me to take a look at it?” I asked, already pulling Stevie over so I could give him a hug, even if he didn’t want me to poke around his boo-boo. 
 
    Stevie nodded quietly and slowly moved his hands so I could see that he really had bashed up his knee pretty badly. It was bleeding and had bits of dirt and rocks in it, which I knew would not be fun to clean up. 
 
    I bit my lip and then reached out to ruffle Stevie’s hair. “You got yourself a pretty serious battle scar there, didn’t you?” I asked him, making sure to make my eyes as wide and awestruck as I could get them to look. “You must have been playing hard!” 
 
    Stevie nodded. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Well, we need to wash out all the gunk and stuff that got in your battle scar,” I warned him. “It might hurt a little bit, but if you’re brave like I know you are, we can make sure that you get a cool scar instead of getting all gross and puffy.” To illustrate my point, I puffed out my cheeks and made an exaggerated exploding motion with my hands. 
 
    Stevie giggled. “You’re silly, Aunt Michelle.” 
 
    “It must be because I hang out with silly people like you,” I shot back, tapping the end of Stevie’s nose with the tip of my finger. 
 
    He giggled again. “No, I’m not silly! I’m brave! You said!” 
 
    “That’s right; I did say that, didn’t I?” When that got another giggle and a nod out of Stevie, I smiled and picked him up. “Come on, buddy; let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    Now, in the present, watching Tara with her family, I couldn’t help but feel jealous. I missed the family I’d left behind. Every time I thought of my family and the obstacles standing in the way of a reunion, I hated my father twice over. Not only had he taken away my very memories of being loved and wanted and surrounded by good people but he had also taken away my ability to go back to that warmth. Even after the war was over, I would be different. They would be different. 
 
    I shook my head and forced myself not to go down that particular rabbit hole. I couldn’t afford to do that, not until after the war was over and my father couldn’t hurt them anymore. 
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    I turned around to see that Aaron had finished untying a group of people and was making his way over to me. His head was tipped to the side with the sort of expression I used to see all the time when he would realize I’d given him the lion’s share of whatever supplies we stole while we were still on the run together. 
 
    Aaron had never needed magic to be able to see right through me. 
 
    I considered trying to play it off, but Aaron and I had always been honest with one another, so I let my shoulders drop and quietly shook my head. “I miss my family,” I admitted. “I had an amazing one before my dad got involved.” 
 
    “Yeah, you looked like you weren’t doing well,” he said. “I don’t know that it would make you feel any better, but, hey, what the heck; I’ll offer anyway. I’d love to go with you when you track them down. They must be pretty amazing, and I think I’d like to meet them.” 
 
    I smiled at that and leaned over to wrap Aaron up in a hug. “You’re the best friend anyone could ever ask for. You know that, right?” 
 
    Aaron gave me a tight hug right back, and when he stepped back, he was grinning. “Hey, that’s what sidekicks are for, right? Help the hero in the middle of self-doubt and crises and stuff like that?” 
 
    “I think you’re more than a sidekick, Aaron,” I said, shaking my head at him. 
 
    “Nah, I know I’m the backup,” Aaron said. “I’m fine with it, actually. Izzy’s great to partner with, and honestly, ‘Chell, I’m just glad you’re doing better. That’s what matters to me, okay?” 
 
    See, when he said stuff like that, I was reminded of why I had fallen for him in the first place. I was trying to keep my distance—not just for Izzy’s sake but for my own—but he was so sweet and so sincere that I couldn’t keep from at the very least throwing my arms around him for a much tighter, longer hug. “You really are amazing, Aaron,” I whispered. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Hey, I gotta keep up with everyone else, don’t I?” 
 
    I laughed. “No, you’ve got it backwards. We all have to up our game to keep up with you.” 
 
    “Sure you didn’t get hit in the head while you were doing all that hero work, ‘Chell?” he teased. 
 
    I shoved him in the shoulder, and he grinned at me before we went back to what we had been assigned to do. Aaron, wearing his usual warm and inviting smile, went back to getting the civilians out of harm’s way, and I caught up to Elaine and Theresa. 
 
    “It looks like everyone is accounted for,” Theresa said, the relief obvious in her tone. I had seen her embrace Santo and practically use him to stay upright as soon as she saw him in the tunnels, but she seemed to be holding herself together better now. At least outwardly. 
 
    “Do you have a backup location?” Elaine asked. “We can help you get there.” 
 
    Theresa looked around at the group of newly-minted refugees. “We have a few places, yes,” she said slowly. 
 
    “You know,” I broke in, “you could always bring them to the Rendezvous.” 
 
    Both Elaine and Theresa frowned at that, shaking their heads in unison. “We can’t do that,” Theresa said. 
 
    “The Rendezvous isn’t made for refugees,” Elaine said. “It’s constantly moving—” 
 
    “The Rendezvous is literally made of refugees,” I argued. “You let Aaron and Izzy stay.” 
 
    “Those were special circumstances,” Elaine said. “They didn’t have anywhere else to go, and besides that, they’re strategically important to you and to making sure you don’t get captured!” 
 
    “Well, why aren’t Tara and Theresa’s family members considered strategically important?” I asked, my arms crossed and one eyebrow raised. “You know they can fight; you’ve seen how they take on goblins. And how are you ever going to get the support of the magical world if you’re only focused on your own group?” I gestured to Elaine with one hand. “You’re vying to be the queen of everyone, not just the Rendezvous. I think you can afford to spare some resources taking care of your future subjects.” 
 
    Elaine blinked at me for a long, slow moment before she smiled lightly and stepped forward to pull me into a hug. “You are a wonderful cousin,” she said. 
 
    “Just trying to help,” I said. “And you know I’m right.” 
 
    “Thus the hug,” Elaine teased. 
 
    I shrugged, blushing and feeling far too self-conscious, before I turned to Theresa. “I know you don’t want to get involved, but at this point, I’m sorry, I think you are. And maybe the safest place for you and your sister is with the people fighting against my father. There’s safety in numbers, you know.” 
 
    “Not everyone in my family wants to fight,” Theresa said with a frown. “And Tara. . . .” She trailed off and looked toward her sister, who still had a few little kids around her. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Believe me; I know. My father’s been threatening my family too. But I still trust the Rendezvous with Aaron and Izzy, even if they’ve managed to get themselves in more trouble than I’d care to admit.” 
 
    Theresa gave me a sad sort of smile. “I’ve been trying to avoid trouble altogether.” 
 
    “I know,” I said again. “But I think trouble’s caught up to all of us. Might as well fight back, right?” When Theresa paused, I tried another line of reasoning. “And I think Tony would appreciate it if you were closer.” 
 
    Theresa narrowed her eyes at that—which was not the reaction I’d been going for, obviously. “Did he put you up to this?” 
 
    “What? No!” I promised quickly, one hand over my heart as I raised the other one to show my sincerity. 
 
    “Michelle is nosy,” Elaine said. Her tone was teasing, but I could hear the honest affection behind it—though that might have been left over from the earlier hug. 
 
    “I’m not. . . .” I trailed off when Elaine gave me such a dry look that I knew I couldn’t argue my case. “I’m trying to help, that’s all.” I turned back to Theresa. “Every time you two look at each other, it’s obvious how much you care. And if the only thing keeping you apart is that you want to hide and he doesn’t—” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Theresa said, though her tone was gentler now and far less accusatory. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” I said. “I do. It’s hard to reconcile when you choose different paths.” I paused and bit my lip. “But if I could save Christopher from my father, I would. So I can’t help but think if family means as much to you as it does to me, it’s worth at least talking to Tony and weighing out the option, right?” 
 
    “We’ve talked. Several times.” 
 
    I held out my hands, palms upturned. “Hey, I’m not a marriage counselor. I’m just going by what I can see. And if you two hated each other, I think I’d have caught on by now.” When Theresa smirked at that, I gave her a hesitant smile. “But if it makes you feel any better, I’m not trying to take Tony’s side. I was legitimately going to ask Elaine to order Tony to take a leave of absence so he didn’t have the excuse of ‘duty’ to keep him with the Rendezvous and away from you.” 
 
    Elaine laughed at that. “Not a bad plan.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I didn’t look Elaine’s way but kept my gaze on Theresa, who finally let out a light laugh and shook her head. 
 
    “Alright,” she said at last. “But I’m not staying for Tony. I think I’d like to see the Rendezvous that listens to you. That Rendezvous might be worth joining.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not—no, that’s not—” I held up both hands quickly. “I just stand by Elaine.” 
 
    “And give very good advice,” Elaine said. 
 
    I shrugged, feeling my face flush hotter than ever. “Right. Well. Let’s get everyone out of here and meet up with the rest of our team, shall we?” I asked, gesturing vaguely in the general direction of where we’d left Andrew and Izzy behind to stand guard over Wendy. 
 
    Elaine smiled and rushed over to thread her arm through mine to lead the way. “You really don’t know what to do with a compliment, do you?” 
 
    “I know how to take a compliment I’ve earned,” I said carefully. “I don’t like people assuming I’m something special because of a prophecy that says I’ll beat my father. I feel like it gives me a free pass to get praise every time I do something even marginally good.” 
 
    Elaine nodded slowly and then yanked my arm so that I was facing her. She pulled me into a tight hug. “Would it make you feel any better if I promised we all really do think the world of you?” she asked. “I know you were mad at me before for treating you like some kind of pawn, and that’s perfectly right, but you’re family, Michelle. I mean that.” She smiled. “And like you said, family isn’t just about the family you’re born into. I mean you’re my family—the kind I choose to call mine.” 
 
    I have to admit that I was shocked, not only by the kind words but by the fact that Elaine had obviously been listening to me. So, surprised into a pleased sort of smile, I nodded along. “You’re part of my family too,” I told her. “You and Andrew and Aaron and Izzy. All of you.” 
 
    Elaine smiled at that and gave me one more hug before she turned again so we could resume our trek. But as we walked, I saw her glance over her shoulder, and she dropped her voice to a whisper only I could hear: “Wouldn’t it be nice if Andrew was part of the family you were born into too?” Her eyes were sparkling with mischief.  
 
    I was so taken aback by the question that I nearly stopped in my tracks, if not for her arm through mine pulling me forward as I got my mental feet back underneath me. “What?” 
 
    Elaine’s smile widened. “You heard what I said.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. I didn’t know where to start to respond to her. On the one hand, I was thrilled that she had gotten so far past her blinders that she considered Andrew a good match and was willing to say as much out loud, but on the other hand, “Isn’t that a little fast?” 
 
    “We have been dating the whole time you’ve been in your own head, Michelle. Just because you don’t remember the last couple of months doesn’t mean they didn’t happen,” Elaine teased. 
 
    “I know,” I said, “and I know you both love each other—” 
 
    “Weren’t you the one dying of impatience trying to get us to admit our feelings for each other?” Elaine asked. “I seem to recall very specifically how annoyed you were that we weren’t together. Along with many conversations with you trying to fix that.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but. . . .” I took a deep breath and held it. “But I also don’t want you to wreck your chances at the throne by rushing into something that the others still haven’t gotten used to. I thought that was the whole reason you weren’t dating before.” 
 
    “I decided to take your advice and follow my heart,” Elaine said. “And we’ve been together much longer than the past months. The only thing that changed was the fact that we openly declared our feelings—and the fact that I can kiss him now.” 
 
    “Okay, fair,” I said. “But I thought you were trying to let the Rendezvous get used to the idea?” 
 
    “I know, and I’m still going to give them time,” Elaine said. “But I’m talking to you—as my cousin—telling you I think I want to ask him to be my prince.” She gave me an expectant look. “What do you think?” 
 
    Now that I knew she wasn’t trying to rush into anything and hurt both of them in the fallout, I was definitely on board. “I think I’d like to be invited to the wedding.” 
 
    “Of course you will be,” Elaine said, looking somehow both excited and relieved at the same time. 
 
    “But between you and me?” I said, giving her a more serious look than before. “The Rendezvous isn’t ready. They don’t trust him. They don’t trust the Family. And this new tracking spell is going to make it harder to convince them.” 
 
    “Why do you think I brought it up?” Elaine asked, one eyebrow raised. “I know he wants to run away as soon as we’re out of the forest because he thinks he needs to protect us, and I need your help convincing him not to throw everything away.” 
 
    “He has a point, though,” I said, and I couldn’t believe I was saying it when I had spent so much time trying to break Andrew out of that very argument. “You need to fix that spell before he can go back to base, or he’ll lead his Family right to our hiding spot.” 
 
    “We can fix it.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. I bit my lip, surprised that I was the one advocating for more caution when I’d spent so long trying to push my friends toward happiness. “But I have to ask: you’re not planning on asking him to marry you as a ploy to get him to stay, are you?” 
 
    Elaine paused. “That’s part of it,” she admitted. 
 
    “That’s not a good enough reason, Elaine,” I said. “Tell me you want to marry him because you’re madly in love, and I’ll help you find someplace safe to get married and have a honeymoon where you won’t be bothered by my father or the Rendezvous. But don’t use marriage like a trap.” 
 
    “I wasn’t—” 
 
    “You were.” I shook my head. “I get it. I want him to stay, too. But be careful how you ask him and why you ask him. I know you’re used to marriages of politics in your family, but if you’re really going to follow your heart, you have to treat it like a love story, not a game of chess.” 
 
    “I do love him,” Elaine clarified. 
 
    “If I didn’t believe that, I wouldn’t be helping you,” I promised. “But let’s talk about this when all is said and done. Maybe we can get Ivan involved. If anyone knows how to deal with an evil tracking spell, it’s him.” 
 
    Elaine paused and bit her lip, and I could see the indecision dancing in her eyes. Not that I blamed her. She and Ivan had practically been betrothed, and I knew he was considered by most of the Rendezvous to be a great choice to lead the magical realm beside her. After all, he wasn’t a mercenary, and he was from one of the powerful families who used to have kingdoms of their own. Basically, he was everything Andrew wasn’t—at least in the eyes of the Rendezvous. I knew from my own experiences with Andrew and Ivan that they were both sweethearts in their own ways, but most people in the Rendezvous hadn’t taken the time to actually get to know Andrew and therefore assumed Ivan had the monopoly on the market for sweet soon-to-be princes. 
 
    All that being said, I was pretty sure Elaine and Ivan hadn’t really talked since she had chosen Andrew in Iceland. Ivan had been a perfect gentleman and left without making a scene, but I had the feeling she still felt bad that he’d been there at the moment she decided to do the less sensible thing and fall for the guy that could cost her loyalty in the Rendezvous. 
 
    “Elaine—” 
 
    “No, you’re right,” Elaine said, cutting me off before I could say anything else. “I’m getting carried away. I need to think straight.” She closed her eyes and let her shoulders drop along with her tone. “I don’t want to lose him. And now that everyone’s safe, I know that’s what will happen if I don’t do something.” 
 
    She wasn’t exactly wrong, so I was struggling to come up with something to say to soothe her obvious panic. “Elaine,” I said at last, slowly, “I’ll talk to Ivan, alright? Andrew can’t say ‘no’ to you, and we both know it. Just convince him to stick around until Ivan can figure out what to do.” I gestured over my shoulder at the refugees behind us. “Tony can work with Tara and Theresa to get everyone else settled. We’ll fix this, alright? One step at a time.” 
 
    Elaine nodded. “Right,” she said, then settled her shoulders. “Thanks.” 
 
    “That’s what families are supposed to do,” I said with a small smile before I reached out to take her hand. “Come on; let’s go find your sweetheart.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 17: Call Up Your Ex 
 
   Ihave to admit: I was relieved to see that Andrew and Izzy were still standing on either side of Wendy when we caught up to them. With everything that had gone wrong since Wendy showed up, I was basically expecting to come back and find that Wendy had killed both of them or taken them hostage or something else similarly horrible. 
 
    Not that I didn’t have any faith in my friends, mind you. But how could I keep from worrying when I knew how well-trained Wendy was? I knew she was even capable of throwing away any kind of love she might have had for her baby brother to turn him into a target. So I was adapting a kind of “hope for the best and plan for the absolute worst thing you can think of” philosophy when it came to Family members. 
 
    This time around, it didn’t come to “the absolute worst.” But I’d been mentally prepared. 
 
    “You’re in one piece,” I called out, which got a smile out of both of my waiting friends. “Small miracles.” 
 
    Izzy waved me over, shaking her head as she laughed. “I totally told Wendy that if she tried to hit me, I’d make sure I grabbed a handful of her hair when I went down so I’d take the years off her life and not mine when I healed.” 
 
    “Did it work?” I asked. 
 
    “As a threat?” Izzy shrugged. “Not really. But it did prompt an entirely new wave of ‘Andy, what a new low you’ve sunk to cavorting with goblins,’ so that was fun.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at that. “I’m sorry you had to listen to that.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I punched her in the mouth.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it; I laughed out loud. And I really wasn’t sorry about it, either. “Of course you did,” I said, still grinning at my friend. 
 
    “Hey, I have a very low tolerance for stupid, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I laughed. 
 
    “What about you?” Izzy asked. “Did you get everyone out?” 
 
    I nodded. “Tony’s taking care of things and sticking close to Theresa. I’m going to stick with Elaine and Andrew for a while longer until we get this latest nonsense sorted out.” 
 
    “What about this one?” Izzy asked, indicating Wendy with her chin. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not the general here, no matter what you call me,” I said, making sure to say that last part louder and faster to drown out any attempt to say anything that ridiculous again. 
 
    “We’ll keep her with us,” Andrew said, cutting into our conversation—with Elaine at his side holding his hand solidly enough that I think he was getting a very loud, very physical message that she didn’t want him going anywhere. “At least until we know what our next move is. I definitely don’t want to send her off with a bunch of refugees.” 
 
    “And definitely not a group that includes the last Future Seeker,” I added. 
 
    “Fair point,” Andrew agreed. He turned to look at Wendy, who was simply glaring at all of us, once again showing off her family resemblance to Andrew. Seriously, it was striking. “We’ll have a hard time keeping her contained.” 
 
    “We know how,” Elaine pointed out, though I could see the flicker of a frown at the corner of her expression. 
 
    I thought I knew why, too. Elaine had been a captive through most of her childhood, and she’d been spending every day since then trying to recover from the aftermath of that captivity and to stave off being recaptured and traumatized all over again. I hadn’t seen her take any captives besides my father—and I was beginning to think she simply couldn’t bring herself to do it, no matter who they were. 
 
    We didn’t have much in the way of options, though. This was one of those bitter realities of war that we’d have to swallow—until we won the war, at any rate. 
 
    “Want me to stick around?” Izzy offered. “I’m not opposed to being the one to hit her because you’re too caught up in your drama to do it.” 
 
    “That’s probably not a bad idea,” I said, though I caught Andrew’s deep frown out of the corner of my gaze. He’d have to get over it; we weren’t going to play softball with his family when they spent half their time trying to kill or torture us. 
 
    “Then I’ll call Ivan,” Elaine said. 
 
    Andrew blinked her way. “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s a tracking expert,” I said. It had been my idea to call him in, so I might as well bear the consequences of that decision and deal with a protective and slightly jealous Andrew. 
 
    I knew he didn’t have any reason to be jealous, especially considering the conversation I’d just had with Elaine, but Andrew didn’t know how serious she was about him. He probably thought we were calling in a replacement now that he’d been compromised. And considering Elaine had picked him when Ivan was right there to see it, I could totally understand his concern that she would turn around and do the same to him. He didn’t know that she was considering throwing out all the careful measures they’d taken to keep the Rendezvous from thinking she was a puppet to convince him to stay. 
 
    She was head over heels in love with him, and I’d known that since the day I met them. 
 
    But Andrew. . . . I swear, I’d catch him sometimes looking at Elaine in sheer disbelief, like he couldn’t wrap his head around how he got to be so lucky. As endearing and sweet as his total devotion was, at times like this, I couldn’t help getting frustrated with his cluelessness. I mean, what, did he need it in skywriting? Because if that was the case, I’d ask the clouds to put “Elaine loves Andrew” across the sky. If I could talk to the stars way out in space, I’d put up a new constellation. 
 
    Those two apparently only communicated through the most dramatic means possible. I had to speak their language. 
 
    I put my hand on Andrew’s shoulder to steer him away from the group so I could talk to him more directly; I waited until Elaine took her place guarding Wendy before I said anything, since I didn’t want her to overhear anything that would hurt him. “Andrew, I know you don’t like the guy, but the alternative is leaving Elaine out to dry.” I fixed him with a look he couldn’t possibly misunderstand. “After the battle, she told me she’s terrified you’re going to leave her. Pull yourself together and stop thinking about yourself and your Family for two seconds, would you?” 
 
    Andrew narrowed his eyes, but I think he knew he couldn’t argue with me. Not when I was on a roll lately of being too right to argue with. 
 
    I definitely liked that trend. 
 
    With Andrew more or less along for the ride, then, I rushed over to Theresa before the rest of the group could leave. I threw my arms around her in a hug that I’m pretty sure surprised her, considering the way she had to step back before she balanced herself, but then she hugged me back just as tightly. “What was that for?” she asked. 
 
    “I wanted to say thanks again for helping me,” I explained. “I don’t know how long fixing this thing with Andrew is going to take, and for all I know, you might have moved to a different spot with your family by the time we get everything sorted out and I’m back with the Rendezvous. I wouldn’t blame you for looking for someplace else to live. Someplace more permanent or secure or—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Michelle—” 
 
    “I want to make sure you know how much I appreciate what you did.” I raised an eyebrow and leaned forward to add in a whisper, “And I wanted to make sure that, if no one else says it, you know I don’t blame you. I’ve done crazy things trying to keep my own family safe—and lost my mind in the process. It’s not your fault my father and his followers are willing to stoop to such low methods.” 
 
    “Tony already told me as much,” Theresa assured me. 
 
    I smiled at that. “He did?” 
 
    Theresa laughed. “You really are a romantic,” she said. “You should find someone for yourself, matchmaker.” 
 
    “The last person I had a crush on was brainwashed into liking me back,” I pointed out. “I think I’ll stay out of the dating pool for a while.” 
 
    Theresa’s smile widened. “Better be careful. I said almost the same thing before I met Santo’s father.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded. “I didn’t think I would ever find someone I loved as much as I loved Tony,” she admitted. “I didn’t even want to try.” As she spoke, she glanced over her shoulder, and I could see Santo talking animatedly with Aaron—no surprise, since Aaron made friends with pretty much everyone. “When he died, I felt as lost as if I’d said goodbye to Tony all over again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “My prophecy, though.” 
 
    Theresa smiled sadly and shook her head. “No, it was your father’s prophecy. He’s the one who found my sister and asked her to look into the future. She’s always been too trusting and too eager to help, and I think he knew that. He has a knack for seeing a person’s weakness and using it against them, the way King Peter can see a person’s heart and find a way to pour in more strength.” 
 
    I shook my head at that. “They couldn’t be more different.” 
 
    “They used to be more alike,” Theresa said. “The Queen chose William to be her first consort before she ultimately left him for Peter because William was older and more passionate, and when they were first married, he was completely devoted to her.” She shook her head. “No one could have seen his fall from grace coming, but in retrospect, we can all look back on the steps that led him there. The same passion the Queen loved was the kind of obsessive drive that started to consume him when he dabbled in forbidden magic. The more power he gained, the more he fell in love with power.” 
 
    “You sound like you know that from personal experience,” I said, unable to hide my curiosity. I might have been able to learn more about my mother from our forays into my memories, but the rest of my family history was still a mystery to me. I hadn’t grown up knowing the stories of the magical side of my heritage. But the idea that my father had once been better . . . that actually made sense to me. My mother had been gentle, heroic even. Knowing that, I couldn’t imagine a scenario where she would willingly give herself to my father. 
 
    But if he had been passionate and charming once, that explained what my mother might have seen in him. 
 
    The more I remembered of my past, the more I realized there was more to my family history than I cared to admit. 
 
    “Even before Tony was part of the royal guard, we lived close to the palace,” Theresa explained. “He was working his way up the ranks, and I had so much faith in him that I moved with him to be closer to his dream.” She smiled fondly at the memory. “You know how Tony is. It’s impossible not to want the best for him.” 
 
    I nodded at that. “It goes both ways, too. He always makes me feel like I can do anything.” 
 
    “I loved that about him,” Theresa agreed. 
 
    I glanced toward where Tony was arranging the mass exodus of Theresa’s friends and family. Surprising absolutely no one, he was going to fly everyone out of there, so the only thing he had to figure out was how to divvy up belts so that the Halfsies and witches in the group could give rides to the humans or the less powerful Halfsies who couldn’t fly. “Yeah,” I said. “Everyone loves him.” 
 
    “I know,” Theresa said in a long sigh before she shook her head. “Anyway, I’m sure we’ll see each other again. You still have my cell phone; I know how to find you if I need you.” 
 
    I unconsciously reached for my pocket, where a square bulge gave away where I’d shoved the phone. “Right. I almost forgot.” 
 
    Theresa smiled. “That was my plan if the Royalists took you all away,” she admitted. “I wasn’t going to leave you completely without backup. Once my family was safe, I fully intended to come find you again.” 
 
    “GPS tracking?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “And I know how to pull up the coordinates with a spell so I don’t have to call or find an internet connection or anything.” 
 
    “I’ve mentioned before how cool it is that you actually use human technology, right?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Theresa asked. “If I can save my energy by using technology instead of casting a spell—or by using a human invention to harness the energy of the world around us to more clearly direct a spell—why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Well, because my father does it.” 
 
    Theresa let out a noise that said exactly what she thought of that answer. “Your father and his followers use any kind of magic they can get their hands on, and they don’t care about anything but results. The only thing your father and I agree on is the idea that humans are a lot smarter than witches give them credit for—and there’s nothing wrong with working in tandem.” She paused and then repeated herself. “In tandem. Not whatever your father did to Izzy.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s an important distinction.” 
 
    Theresa nodded, then made a visible effort to switch from annoyance to something softer. “But enough about your father. Focus on taking care of yourself, alright? Go ahead and keep the phone,” she said with a warm smile. “The next time I see you, I’ll teach you how to do the tracking spell. That way, if you have someone you want to find again. . . .” She raised her eyebrows and tipped her head toward Aaron and Izzy but didn’t elaborate. 
 
    “Preventing another Iceland?” I surmised. 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave her one more hug and then stepped aside, letting her go back to the obviously more important business of getting her family out of the forest and out of the line of fire. 
 
    A few minutes later, the band of refugees had taken to the air, leaving me alone with Andrew, Wendy, Elaine, and Izzy. The forest seemed suddenly much quieter—and much emptier. 
 
    Already, I could feel the sense of deep loss from the forest around me; it had liked having Theresa’s family around. But then, as soon as I had processed that feeling, I also felt a different surge of energy from the forest around me and closed my eyes. For a moment, I could see the forest rushing into the clearings left by the Royalists and Theresa and her family. Maybe if the forest had magic to help it along, the clearings would be overrun faster, but I knew it wouldn’t take long at all for the forest to fill those spots with life to make up for the absence. 
 
    I took a deep breath and let the relief of the forest wash over me. This was really the first place that I’d felt so in tune with the elements, and I almost hated to go myself. 
 
    I guess it was a good thing I’d decided to stay behind with Elaine and Andrew. 
 
    “So, what’s the verdict?” I asked, my hands in my pockets as I made my way over to my friends. 
 
    “Ivan’s on his way,” Elaine said, looking up from the paper she had in her hands, the same one she had used to call Ivan when Izzy and Aaron had been kidnapped by Royalists and we needed his help to track them down. 
 
    The first time I’d met Ivan, he had more or less dropped everything to respond to her call for help. He’d come popping out of the page like a book character coming to life right before my eyes and spent all his time charming everyone he came into contact with. 
 
    But he wasn’t there, and as the seconds ticked by into a minute, I had to wonder what was taking so long. 
 
    “Busy?” I asked, genuinely curious. Ivan didn’t seem like the kind of person to break form and stop offering his help in genuinely dire straits because Elaine was dating someone else. He had been so gracious and understanding, the very model of a gentleman—and Elaine had liked him because he was heroic and gentle and kind. He wouldn’t stop being any of those things because of a dating decision, right? 
 
    But then, just because he hadn’t made a scene or said anything out loud didn’t mean he wasn’t hurt. And he wasn’t perfect; no one was. I couldn’t blame him if he was reluctant to come running back to the person who’d broken his heart. 
 
    Still, he had seemed like one of those knights all caught up in duty to the princess and that kind of thing. He was honor-bound to respond to a distress call, right? Or was I totally off on my assessment of chivalry in the magical world? 
 
    “Ivan was working with a different Rendezvous group to track down some agents that were taken captive,” Elaine explained. “It’s not something he can drop at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    Before I could stop myself, I asked, “Well, what was he working on last time?” 
 
    One of these days, I’m going to learn how to keep my mouth from running away with the rest of me. I would get in far less trouble that way. 
 
    Elaine looked deeply uncomfortable, a red tinge on her cheeks; and Andrew looked like I’d proven him right. “It wasn’t a life or death situation,” Elaine finally said. 
 
    “Right.” I pushed my hands through my hair and mentally cursed myself for my ability to completely shut everyone down with a badly-placed comment. I should have known better than to bring that up, especially because Elaine obviously had cared for Ivan and still did care for him. Those feelings weren’t going to go away just because she was dating someone else. 
 
    Hadn’t I learned anything from my slow and agonizing attempts to distance myself from Aaron? 
 
    When I couldn’t come up with anything to say, Izzy came riding in to my rescue. (Seriously, I love that girl.) “I’m glad he came,” she said. “Speaking as one of the people that you asked him to track down, I’m glad he wasn’t too busy to help.” 
 
    “Hey, we weren’t going to leave you to die,” Andrew said, obviously trying to seize on something to talk about that wasn’t quite as awkward as how devoted Ivan was to Elaine. 
 
    “Much obliged,” Izzy replied easily. 
 
    And that probably would have been the start of a teasing back-and-forth—if Ivan hadn’t chosen that exact moment to finish up whatever he was working on and finally come through. The ink on Elaine’s paper spilled out over the edges onto the forest floor, and just like before, Ivan lifted himself up out of the portal. 
 
    He hadn’t changed much at all, outside of the fact that he was dressed like he had been spending time in the desert instead of like he was going to spend the winter in Russia. He still seemed perfectly happy to see everyone, giving Elaine a deep bow and a smile before he did the same to me and smiled at Andrew and Izzy. “I am sorry for the delay,” he said in his deep voice, which was somehow both booming and gentle at the same time. “I had to get my team close enough that they could find the missing agents on their own. The Royalists hid their new prison in the Sahara, deep under the sand.” He shook his head. “I don’t mind telling you: tracking in the desert heat when everything looks the same for miles around is not the best way to spend three weeks.” 
 
    “But you found them?” I asked. 
 
    Ivan turned my way with a broad smile. “Of course I found them,” he said. “I would not be here if I had not. I had to leave the fight early, that’s true enough, but I left my team at the front gates of the hidden prison. I have no doubt they can take it by storm.” 
 
    “Good. I hate to think our people are languishing,” Elaine said. 
 
    Ivan nodded her way and then at last turned his attention toward the two Family members in our midst, his gaze halting at Wendy first before he moved on to Andrew. “Elaine told me you had a strong tracking spell placed on you.” 
 
    Andrew nodded, shifting his stance so that Ivan could easily see the still-red mark on his neck. “She told you right.” 
 
    As soon as Ivan saw the mark, all trace of his easy smile disappeared, and he took a step closer to examine it before he whirled on Wendy. None of us had been expecting such a reaction, so none of us were between them before he grabbed her by the shirt and hoisted her up to slam her against a tree. 
 
    “You would do this to your own brother?” Ivan demanded angrily. 
 
    I’d never actually seen Ivan get angry before. Upset, worried, yes, but anger didn’t seem to be in his vocabulary. Then again, I had seen a heartbroken Tony and a desperate Elaine in the past few months since arriving in this rainforest, so maybe I needed to adjust my mental expectations. 
 
    Wendy was gagged, so she could only defiantly raise her gaze to Ivan’s in response to his fury. I don’t think he expected an answer anyway. 
 
    He let her drop to the forest floor and then turned back to Andrew. “I will see what I can do,” he said, his tone still laced with anger but the slump to his shoulders already giving away the fact that he didn’t exactly have a lot of hope that this would work. “But it is a very strong spell. Ancient, even. One that draws power from your soul every time it answers the call of a tracking spell. It causes you damage just by existing!” 
 
    Andrew nodded, holding Ivan’s gaze. “I know,” he said. “It’s been around as long as the Family has.” 
 
    “And it is usually reserved for—” Ivan cut himself off. “I am not doubting your ability to anger the Family, mind you. Your presence in the Rendezvous itself—” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I get it,” Andrew said with an easy shrug. “I’m not exactly Sir Peter. Not a high-value target.” 
 
    “You are now,” Ivan said. He glanced toward Elaine. “And have the potential to become even more so,” he added, softer this time. 
 
    Elaine bit her lip and looked away. 
 
    Ivan let out a sigh and then turned back to Andrew. “Come sit with me. I cannot promise anything, but I can try.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 18: We Are Gathered Here Today 
. . . At A Moment’s Notice . . . 
 
   You’re making me dizzy.” 
 
    Izzy and I had been watching Elaine pace circles in the forest as Andrew and Ivan sat farther off to address the tracking spell on him. Wendy sat between me and Izzy and looked smug as she watched Elaine quietly lose her cool—but Izzy didn’t have the patience to put up with it much longer, so she was the first one of the two of us observers to break her silence. 
 
    Elaine stopped in her tracks and looked toward Izzy—and then went right back to pacing. “I’ve never seen Ivan that uncertain,” she muttered loud enough that the rest of us caught it. 
 
    “We’ve also never dealt with anything like this mark,” I pointed out. “Ivan said himself that it was rare.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to be used by the Family only if a target is powerful enough that they need the extra help,” Elaine said bitterly. 
 
    “It’s the nuclear option,” Izzy said, nodding her understanding. 
 
    Elaine scrunched her nose up as she turned Izzy’s way. “What?” 
 
    “We seriously need to start educating you on human lingo,” Izzy said, leaning back against the nearest tree as she shook her head. 
 
    Elaine simply frowned at Izzy before she went right back to pacing and upkeeping a defensive shield around us so that no one could come rushing in to grab Andrew while Ivan worked.. She couldn’t do anything else when Ivan and Andrew had been sitting together in still silence for ages now. Ivan had one hand on Andrew’s neck, covering the mark, and I could sometimes see the shine of magic working, peeking out between Ivan’s fingers. But other than that, both of them were fully concentrated on the task at hand. 
 
    And Elaine clearly didn’t like feeling this useless, this helpless. 
 
    Finally, after another half an hour of watching Elaine wear a path into the dirt, I saw Ivan hang his head and let his hand fall away from Andrew’s neck, and I knew before they even made their way over that whatever they’d tried hadn’t worked. 
 
    “I can’t remove it,” Ivan said heavily as Andrew stood behind him, looking more despondent than I had ever seen him. He wasn’t even trying to keep up his usually sharp posture; instead, he simply kept his head down, one hand resting absently at his neck where Ivan’s had been. “This is more than a tracking spell; it’s a curse.” 
 
    Izzy waved with the tips of her fingers. “Yeah, hi. Human here. What’s the difference?” 
 
    “It’s older magic,” Ivan explained. “The kind that draws from souls themselves instead of our life forces.” He gestured toward Andrew. “I don’t know how to remove it without damaging his soul; the two are too intertwined.” 
 
    “If it’s soul magic, maybe I could help,” I offered. 
 
    Ivan smiled sadly. “Maybe you could,” he agreed. “But you would need to be trained first. This is worlds beyond what you have accidentally accomplished, Michelle. This is targeted, evil magic—nothing you would ever dabble in if you could help it. Breaking it will require more than natural talent, even talent as extraordinary as yours.” 
 
    I could see Elaine’s hands clench and unclench in fists at her side before she whirled around to face Wendy. Before any of us could react, she had not only ripped the gag off of Wendy’s mouth but shoved her backward into the nearest tree, letting the tree swallow her up until just the front half of Wendy was visible. 
 
    “Fix it,” Elaine demanded. “Now.” 
 
    “No.” Wendy didn’t even hesitate in her answer. In fact, she looked way too happy to throw her denial in Elaine’s face. 
 
    Elaine reached out with one hand, squeezing her fingers shut in a motion that the tree mirrored, crumpling against Wendy until Wendy cried out. “I said fix it,” Elaine said. 
 
    “Elaine!” I rushed over to her and grabbed her arm, but she shrugged me off. “Elaine, come on. You’re better than this. You’re not one of them. You’re not a torturer.” 
 
    Elaine narrowed her eyes but didn’t look my way. “She’s not going to tell me how to save him,” she said. 
 
    “And she’s not going to tell you even after you hurt her,” I pointed out. “You know that. You know Andrew’s the one that taught all of us to stand up to an interrogation. You think his big sister doesn’t know too? Use your head, Elaine!” 
 
    “Oh, let her try it,” Wendy broke in, her eyes glittering with malice. “And then let her go back to her precious Rendezvous knowing she’s just like the king.” 
 
    Elaine looked like she’d been slapped. “What?” 
 
    “You don’t see the family resemblance?” Wendy’s sneer deepened. “King William has a temper, too, but he’s honest about it.” 
 
    “Don’t compare me to him,” Elaine ground out through her teeth, though by that time, Andrew had rushed forward and put himself in between Elaine and Wendy. 
 
    “Elaine—” 
 
    “Get out of my way, Andrew,” Elaine said. “I’m going to fix this whether you like it or not.” 
 
    But rather than step aside, Andrew surprised the rest of us by pulling Elaine into a long kiss. He had her face in both of his hands, and he was so gentle about it that I’m pretty sure Elaine couldn’t possibly get upset again even if she wanted to. 
 
    The rest of us looked away until they must have stopped kissing, because we heard Andrew say, “I love you too.” 
 
    Elaine was latched onto Andrew like a lifeline. Honestly, if we didn’t need to be there to make sure Wendy didn’t try anything and if we didn’t need to know what the next step was to help them, I think all of us onlookers would have tried to give them more privacy. But it didn’t seem to matter to them that we were all right there. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Elaine asked softly, while Izzy tried to make herself busy by putting the gag back around Wendy’s mouth, Ivan found himself a seat on a fallen tree, and I . . . stood there like an idiot. Brilliant move, I know. 
 
    Andrew hadn’t stepped back from Elaine, so when he shook his head, it moved against hers. “It’s alright,” he said. “I’m glad I got to fall in love with you, Elaine.” 
 
    Elaine was already shaking her head before he finished the sentence. “No. You’re not leaving.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” he said, already taking a step back, though she grabbed his hand to stop him. “I can’t go back to the Rendezvous; I’ll lead them right to you.” 
 
    “We can figure something out,” I said, unable to keep my silence. Not with something this important. Andrew was my friend; Elaine was family. They couldn’t break apart because of the callousness of his family. 
 
    Andrew turned my way and then smiled sadly, shaking his head. “It’s fine,” he said, his tone incredibly even. “I knew as soon as it happened—” 
 
    “You knew as soon as it happened that you couldn’t go back to the Rendezvous,” Elaine cut in, her tone and her gaze sharp. “You and I go on missions all the time away from the main forces. This doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “You can’t lead the Rendezvous if you’re not even there,” Andrew countered. 
 
    Elaine had her hands on her hips. “Well, obviously, you don’t have to come with me when I check in—” 
 
    “Elaine, that’s not—” Andrew let out a noise of frustration and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re supposed to take the throne. What are you going to do when you’ve won the war and I’m still running away from my family? You can’t take the throne on the run!” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out before then,” Elaine countered, drawing herself up to her full height. “We’ve got time.” 
 
    “You know the only way to get rid of a curse like this is to get the one who placed it to rescind it.” 
 
    “Wendy—” 
 
    “Wendy’s just the messenger.” Andrew shook his head, stepping back from Elaine, who looked shocked at his tone. “Don’t you understand? My father gave her the order. Why do you think Ivan can’t break it? This curse comes from the top of my family.” 
 
    “Then . . . then I’ll find him and make him revoke the curse! Or kill him myself if he won’t!” Elaine shot back once she was over her shock. “This isn’t like you, Andrew. Since when do you give up?” 
 
    “Since it became a choice between killing his father or letting them come for him so he doesn’t have to fight them anymore,” I said, frowning Andrew’s way. I didn’t like it, but I could understand it. And I hated it. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Elaine scoffed. 
 
    “Could you do it?” I asked, crossing my arms. I couldn’t believe I was taking Andrew’s side on this. I wanted him to stay, but on the other hand, I couldn’t stand by without making sure that both of my friends had a chance to be heard. “If you had to kill your father, would you?” 
 
    Elaine blinked at me. “That’s different,” she said. “My father isn’t—” 
 
    “Elaine.” I didn’t say anything more than that, letting her name and the tone behind it speak for me. 
 
    She tried to hold my gaze for a moment longer before she let her shoulders drop, deflating like a balloon. Finally, she turned back to Andrew, her tone much softer this time. “I don’t want you to leave,” she said. 
 
    In answer, Andrew simply pulled Elaine into a long kiss that had the rest of us turning our backs once more to give them privacy. Even with as uncomfortably close as we all were, Andrew kept his voice at a bare whisper, so that we could only hear that he was speaking without picking up on the specific words being used. 
 
    Still, it didn’t take a genius to figure out that he was saying goodbye, and I was honestly upset about it. 
 
    I didn’t know how to argue the case, though. Andrew had a point. Annoyingly so. (He always had such annoying points at the most inconvenient times.) If he stuck with the Rendezvous, he would become a roadmap to our secret hideouts, not to mention to the princess herself. And as good as Elaine and Andrew were, I was pretty sure they weren’t good enough to infiltrate deep into Royalist territory and convince the patriarch of the Family to break the curse, either. Not alone, anyway. 
 
    “What if—” I turned to face them and saw that they were once again locked in a long kiss and quickly turned around again. I coughed to get their attention and then waited what felt like the right amount of time before I even thought about looking their way. “What if—well, I know it would be a lot to ask you to fight your own father, Andrew,” I said. “But what if I came with you? Both of you? The three of us have been able to take on pretty much anything, and Elaine and I could handle the Family while you watch our backs.” 
 
    “And risk you getting captured by your father?” Andrew asked. 
 
    “Hey, we all take risks.” 
 
    “I won’t let you take that risk for me,” Andrew said flatly. 
 
    But Elaine had her head tipped to the side, and she was studying me intently, looking like something had just occurred to her and she wasn’t sure what to do with it. She bit her lip and shifted her weight from one foot to the other before she finally nodded to herself. “You’re right,” she said at last. “You can help.” 
 
    I gestured to Elaine with one hand and gave Andrew a triumphant look. “See?” 
 
    Elaine shook her head, slowly and steadily, her gaze still locked onto me. “No. Michelle, listen to me.” She still had a hold of Andrew’s hand with one of hers, as if she was afraid he might run off if she let go (and he very well might, so I understood the impulse entirely), but she reached out for my hand until I came close enough for her to take it. “I need you to go back to the Rendezvous, and I need you to do it as my next of kin,” she said, refusing to drop my gaze. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re my cousin, Michelle,” Elaine said. “And more than that, you’re someone I can trust. I need you to go back to the Rendezvous and be my voice. Anyone who knows you will follow you, and the rest of the Rendezvous will learn to trust you too.” 
 
    I was too stunned to say anything or even do anything other than shake my head slowly in disbelief, so I was glad that Andrew was right there to argue—sort of returning the favor, even if we weren’t exactly keeping score. “You can’t do that,” he said sharply. 
 
    Elaine turned to face him. “Why not?” she asked. “You said yourself you can’t go back, and I’m not going anywhere without you.” 
 
    “That’s not—you’re not thinking ahead,” Andrew insisted. “We don’t know how to break the curse, and if the Family finds out you’re working with me, they’ll use me to capture you again. Don’t you get that?” He had raised his voice, though he didn’t sound angry. If anything, he sounded desperate. “I’m trying to protect you, Elaine. It’s my job. Let me do it.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be protected. I need you.” Elaine’s eyes were wide, and her voice wavered. “I thought you understood when we decided to start actually courting each other: I’m not looking for a boyfriend. I’m looking for a partner. A prince.” 
 
    “Elaine—” 
 
    “I’m with you because I want to marry you,” Elaine blurted out. 
 
    And the whole forest fell silent. 
 
    Andrew couldn’t have been completely blindsided. I had talked to him about why he and Elaine danced around each other for so long, and he had always, always brought up the fact that she needed to marry someone that the public could trust. We had talked about the way the Family was too deeply ingrained in my father’s palace intrigue for people to entirely trust him as her fiancé. So when he and Elaine finally got over themselves and started dating, everyone knew that meant they were serious. That was why the Rendezvous had such an issue with the two of them getting together. Family members hired by the king were one thing, but to have one sitting on a throne beside the queen? 
 
    We all knew where this was going. So Andrew had to know as well. 
 
    That was probably why he didn’t look shocked. If anything, he looked pained as he closed his eyes and let out a breath. “You need a prince,” he said in what barely qualified as a whisper. “I’m not—I can’t be that for you.” 
 
    “Sure you can,” Elaine said. “This is temporary—” 
 
    “For how long?” Andrew asked. He gestured to Elaine with one hand. “You’re barely holding back Time as it is. You can’t afford to wait for me. Pick someone else, Elaine. You’re going to lose everything you fought for if you don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, what’s the point?” Elaine said angrily, her hand on her hip. “What’s the point of fighting to be queen if I can’t—” She let out a frustrated noise and then whirled around to face me. “That’s it. Michelle, you’re marrying us.” 
 
    I won’t lie: I had absolutely no idea how to react to that. “I’m what?” 
 
    “You’re a member of the royal family.” 
 
    “I mean, technically, that’s true—” 
 
    “Then that means you have the official power to sanction marriages,” Elaine insisted. 
 
    “Elaine, this should really be done officially, in full view of the kingdoms and your father and the ruling families,” Ivan said gently, though he had barely moved. I don’t think he could move. How could he? Here he was watching the woman he loved not only choose someone else but elope with that someone else right in front of him. 
 
    “Well, we can’t do that, can we?” Elaine pointed out. “An official wedding would draw attention, and there’s no way we could keep it hidden from the Royalists while Andrew is still cursed. It would be a huge target, and you know it.” 
 
    “Then wait until the end of the war,” Ivan reasoned. “We are turning the tide. The Rendezvous gets stronger every day, especially with the news that the Balance is on our side, not to mention the fresh soldiers rescued from the Bermuda Triangle.” 
 
    “Ivan,” Elaine said, her tone both gentle and firm at the same time, somehow. “I’m tired of waiting. That’s all I’ve done my whole life.” 
 
    Ivan watched her for a long time, and I could see the heartbreak painted all over his expression. “I know,” he said softly. 
 
    Elaine gave him a sad smile before she turned back to Andrew. “I don’t know how long it will take me to be queen. Be my husband before you’re my prince. We can figure the rest of it out.” 
 
    Andrew finally looked flabbergasted. He’d probably expected Elaine to get talked out of it or to back down or something, but there she was, standing right in front of him, taking both of his hands in hers and looking so downright expectant that no one watching them could deny that she was absolutely, one hundred percent serious. 
 
    Finally, Andrew said, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Very,” Elaine assured him. “I’m tired of people getting in the way of my happiness. I’d like to do something selfish.” 
 
    “You could lose the throne for this,” Andrew said, though he had shifted his hands so they were intertwined with Elaine’s. “You could lose all your support. The kingdom could decide to follow someone else and move away from your family entirely, especially after all the damage the war has done.” 
 
    “I know,” Elaine said quietly before she turned my way. “Well, Michelle?” 
 
    I was honestly at a loss for what to say. On the one hand, I wanted to shout, “Yes! Finally!” and celebrate the two of them embracing what the rest of us already knew: that they would do absolutely anything for each other. And on the other hand, I could see Ivan steadily steeling himself, and I could see Wendy’s triumphant look and knew that this move would put both of them in more danger. Elaine would be more easily accessible for assassination when they only had to find Andrew to find her, and Andrew would be an even higher-value prize, a bargaining chip on top of a target for revenge. 
 
    And on top of that, Andrew was right. Elaine could lose face for this. She could lose the confidence of the people she wanted to lead. There would be people who would never trust her leadership with a Family member at her side.  
 
    But as several people had already pointed out to me, I was a hopeless romantic. I couldn’t resist helping my friends choose love over despair and denial.  
 
    Besides, this was wartime. And I remembered what war could do to families. With the Family even more determined than ever to kill Andrew, my friends didn’t have a guarantee that they’d both be alive when the war was said and done. 
 
    So what else could I do? I cleared my throat and said, “Yes.” 
 
    Elaine beamed at me and pulled Andrew over a few steps so that they were both standing directly in front of me. “I knew I could count on you,” she said. 
 
    “That makes one of us,” I said, mostly to myself, though I caught Andrew smirking all the same. 
 
    Two, Lila put in. I’ve always known how hopelessly romantic you are too. 
 
    You’re not helping, I told Lila before I took a deep breath and turned to my friends. “I don’t know how to officiate a wedding.” 
 
    “Say a few nice words, ask us to give our vows, and then seal the marriage,” Elaine said. “I’ve done it for a few Rendezvous agents before. It’s probably one of my favorite duties.” She was smiling that much wider as she said it, squeezing Andrew’s hand tighter with every word. “You’ll be fine. It’ll be good practice for when you go back to the Rendezvous in my place.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I simply nodded and then closed my eyes as I tried to think of something to say. Something appropriate. Something heartfelt. 
 
    Something that wouldn’t destroy Ivan, who was still standing a few feet away, acting as witness to the marriage he’d hoped to one day have with Elaine. 
 
    “Elaine, Andrew,” I said at last, opening my eyes to find that both of them were hanging onto each other like lifelines. “I knew as soon as I met you that you were in love. I’m glad you’ve finally decided to acknowledge what everyone around you knows: you deserve to be happy. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I do know that both of you will be amazing as you take it on together. Please don’t forget that you need more than love to get you through everything you’re about to face: you need each other’s strength. And you have the rest of us here as well. Always.” When both of them started smiling wider at that, I turned to Elaine. “Well, you asked him. So I think you should start the vows.” 
 
    Elaine nodded and turned Andrew’s way. “Andrew, you’ve been my partner for so long that life doesn’t make sense without you by my side. The thought of losing you stopped my heart, because I’d already given it to you. So please, let me promise to protect you and love you the way you’ve done for me all these years.” 
 
    When I turned to look at Andrew, I almost laughed. I’d never seen him so off his guard. But he somehow managed to pull himself together, at least enough to nod, clear his throat, and say, “Elaine, I promise you: every day I have left is a day for you. I give you my heart and my loyalty. That’s all I have, but it means everything I can’t say.” 
 
    By this point, even though I still felt awkward and nervous and like I was more or less winging it, I couldn’t stop smiling. My friends were such dramatic, romantic dorks. And I loved them for it. 
 
    “Well then,” I said and cleared my throat. “I guess all that’s left to do is my part. So. . . .” I turned to Andrew. “Do you, Andrew, take Elaine to be your lawfully wedded wife, to cherish and love her until death do you part?” I asked.  
 
    This part I could do. I’d been to enough family weddings to remember this part. 
 
    “I do,” Andrew said. 
 
    “And do you, Elaine, take Andrew to be your lawfully wedded husband, to cherish and love him until death do you part?” 
 
    “I do,” Elaine said. 
 
    I took a step back to give them space. “Then, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Andrew, please kiss your bride.” 
 
    They really didn’t need the prompting, for the record. They were already kissing before I’d even finished my sentence. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 19: I’m Trying Very Hard to Cheer Ivan up 
 
   After the impromptu wedding, we passed a few congratulatory hugs all around. Even Ivan wished the newlyweds luck with such sad warmth in his smile that I couldn’t stop myself from hugging him as tightly as I could while Elaine and Andrew shared another long kiss. 
 
    I had so much I wanted to say to Ivan. I was so impressed with his goodness, with how wonderful he was to be so supportive even when I could see his heart breaking right there in front of me. But I couldn’t put words to any of it fast enough before Elaine tapped me on the shoulder, and I released Ivan to turn and face her. 
 
    And the next thing I knew, Elaine had grabbed me and pulled me into an even stronger hug than the one I’d given her for congratulations. I knew, instinctively, that this was a goodbye hug, so I held on tightly. Neither of us said anything, but I don’t think we could have come up with anything to say anyway. 
 
    Saying goodbye to family was always hard. 
 
    Finally, Elaine released me and took a step back. “I know you’re going to be amazing, Michelle,” she said. “Even if you don’t know it yet.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “I’m just the placeholder for you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Elaine said. “But even if that’s the case, you’re going to blow them all away.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “Have fun chasing down mercenaries for your honeymoon,” I teased. 
 
    “That is fun,” Elaine teased right back. 
 
    She was almost back to Andrew before an idea occurred to me, and I scrambled to reach into my pocket for the phone Theresa had given me before I pulled it out and called out, “Hey, Elaine, wait!” When she turned back to me, an expectant expression on her face, I tossed her the cell phone. “Don’t lose that. I’ll find out the number from Theresa, and I’ll get a new one for myself.” 
 
    “You can always write to me, Michelle,” Elaine pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but this gives me a way to find you if you’re in trouble without you having to get out a paper and tell me as much,” I said. “Please, check in as often as you can. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll go looking for you.” I smiled tightly. “You both need some backup, you know. You’re constantly getting into trouble.” 
 
    “Like you can talk,” Elaine said with an affectionate smile. 
 
    “It’s a family trait,” I shot right back. “Like the urge to protect the people I love. So take the cell phone, would you?” 
 
    “Alright,” Elaine said. 
 
    “And ask Izzy to show you how to use it before you go,” I said, knowing that Elaine didn’t know the first thing about how to work human technology. “It’s pretty useless as a check-in tool if you can’t do that much.” 
 
    Elaine stuck her tongue out at me, but she did, in fact, pull Izzy aside. And I have to say: the look of pure entertainment on Izzy’s face when Elaine explained to Izzy what she wanted to do was absolutely everything I could have asked for. 
 
    “It is good to see that you take such good care of her,” Ivan said softly behind me, and I spun around to see a sad sort of smile touch his eyes. “I have never seen anyone change Elaine’s mind before.” 
 
    “Oh, no. This was all her.” 
 
    Ivan shook his head at that. “You say that because you didn’t know her before she met you,” he explained, putting a hand on my shoulder. His smile turned warmer as he looked me in the eyes. “You have an incredible ability to be blind to the good you do.” 
 
    I shrugged, though I couldn’t hide my blush of pleasure at the compliment all the same. “Not that I’m trying to dodge a compliment, but I don’t see how I was behind Elaine being reckless and rushing into danger for Andrew. That’s been going on since before I met them.” 
 
    “That much is true,” Ivan agreed, glancing beyond me to where Andrew was already laughing as he watched Elaine argue with the phone about its inelegance. “But ever since I have known Elaine, she has always done what she thinks is expected of her. Not, perhaps, in the smaller decisions, like rescuing her bodyguard, but in the larger decisions. She tries to lead like her father does, and she. . . .” He faltered. “We had always assumed our marriage would be a political one.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out to put my hand on his arm. “I know that can’t have been easy for you. I don’t think she was even thinking about the fact that you were there.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why she needed to marry him,” Ivan said, looking past me once more. “Love should be passionate.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement—since he was right—but still kept my hand on his arm. “Will you be okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ivan said softly. When I raised my eyebrow at him, he cleared his throat. “I will be,” he clarified. “I always knew that she cared for Andrew, but I had hoped. . . .” He shook his head. “I cannot even be angry. She deserves happiness, and I truly am grateful that her friendship with you allowed her the strength to choose it.” 
 
    “I still don’t see how I—” 
 
    Ivan smiled and shook his head. “Michelle, you do not let convention dictate your actions. You lead by your heart’s example, and you encourage others to do the same—by your words and your actions. Elaine has been surrounded her whole life by those telling her how she must live for the throne, and then she meets a Halfsie who lives for what she believes. Do you really think you had no impact?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say to that,” I admitted, brushing my hair behind my ear. “When you put it like that, it sounds like I did a lot more than I actually did.” 
 
    Ivan smiled at that and then straightened up suddenly, shaking his head and taking my hand in both of his. “Now then, this is a wedding, and we should not be sad,” he said. “This is a time to look to the future, so look to the future we shall.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, especially because Ivan was so sincere. “And what do you see in the future?” 
 
    Ivan smiled quietly. “I do not know,” he admitted. “But my heart tells me that I should continue to be of service in any way I can.” 
 
    “Well, my heart is in my stomach trying to figure out how I’m going to get the Rendezvous to listen to me, let alone try to do what Elaine does,” I told him. 
 
    Ivan snapped his fingers and then pointed at me with a smile. “There!” he said. “That is my service!” 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    “You need someone who can advise you on how to behave like royalty, yes?” Ivan said. “You are so used to running around on missions and living with the other side of your heritage, you are worried about this position thrust upon you. So I will help you.” 
 
    Again, I couldn’t stop my smile. Ivan sounded so sure of his decision that the smile came up all on its own. And besides, I was more than happy to give him something to do, some direction while he was recovering from heartbreak. “That would be nice,” I agreed. 
 
    Ivan was already nodding to himself as he thought it over. “Of course, I would be completely useless to you as a bodyguard,” he said thoughtfully. “You are the more formidable fighter. I can only offer to be an advisor.” 
 
    “That’s really all I need,” I told him. “I don’t know the first thing about battle planning or—I don’t even know what Elaine does when she’s not on daring missions with me.” 
 
    “You will need to learn how to speak to the members of the ruling families,” Ivan warned. He paused, and his eyes twinkled. “And I leave it entirely up to you to explain to your uncle why you allowed his daughter to elope in the middle of a forest with only three witnesses—one of whom is enveloped in a tree!” 
 
    “Bad first wedding officiation?” I asked with a wince. 
 
    “You will get better,” he promised, sweeping my hand up to kiss it. He seemed to be back to himself with grandiose gestures like that, but I knew it had to hurt to lose Elaine, and I had a feeling he was putting on a show to keep from losing his composure. So, yeah, I definitely had an ulterior motive for letting him volunteer himself for my advisor position. So what? I liked having all of my friends happy. 
 
    “Well, it looks like I’m leaving the Rendezvous in good hands if two of my best friends in the world are working together,” Elaine said, breaking into the conversation with her arm around Andrew’s waist. I don’t think either of them were going to stop smiling anytime soon; they both still looked dazed, like they couldn’t believe they’d done what they just did. 
 
    To be honest, I don’t think any of us could believe they’d done what they just did. It all happened so fast. 
 
    Still, I gave Elaine and Andrew both a warm smile and nodded. “Ivan will help translate me from Halfsie-speak to witch-speak,” I teased. 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt that,” Andrew said with a smirk. “He’ll spend most of his time telling you the way things are usually done, and then you’ll ignore him entirely.” He looked toward Ivan, his expression warmer than usual—but then, I don’t think he had room for any emotions except pure joy at the moment—and grinned outright. “Fair warning, mate.” 
 
    “I’ll take that into consideration,” Ivan said, though he’d lost much of the warmth in the tone he’d been using with me, and I could see him starting to slip into deflate now that he was facing Elaine’s husband. 
 
    “I promise to take it easy on you,” I said, reaching out to touch Ivan’s arm, trying to keep him anchored and focused. He looked like he was vacillating wildly between pretending to be his usual charming self and falling straight into a pit of depression, and I wanted to keep his feet on the path that didn’t lead to a breakdown at a wedding. 
 
    Elaine kissed Andrew’s cheek before she turned back to us. “Izzy showed me how to contact you. If you need anything, you can find us.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I said. 
 
    Elaine smiled widely at me. “Michelle, you act like I’m not a pinnacle of self-restraint,” she teased. 
 
    I shook my head before I darted in for one more hug. “Seriously,” I told her. “Be safe.” 
 
    “Love you too, Michelle,” Elaine said before she took a step back. She and Andrew both undid their belts and laid them out to fly, and Elaine waved over her shoulder. “Don’t have too much fun without me!” she called out before the newlyweds took off. 
 
    I shook my head at their antics before I turned back to Ivan and let out a sigh. “Alright,” I said. “We need to get Wendy safely locked away somewhere, and then I guess you can explain to me how exactly I’m supposed to do things.” I looked up at Ivan with a wry smile. “I’ve really just been along for the ride this whole time.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll learn quickly enough,” Ivan assured me, though his gaze was on the newlyweds in the sky instead of on me. I could see how tightly locked his jaw was and knew that he was doing everything he could to keep from showing how broken down he felt. 
 
    I wished I could fix his heartbreak, but the only thing I could do was give him a job at my side, something to keep his mind occupied and away from thoughts of Elaine and her new husband. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said. I looked toward Wendy, who was still watching our interactions and looking too smug for my tastes, and strode forward, placing my hand on Wendy’s shoulder before I let a sedation spell move through her. “She’ll be easier to move that way.” 
 
    Ivan nodded wordlessly, still obviously wrestling with his emotions, before he reached into the tree to pull Wendy out of it and simply draped her over his shoulders. Once she was more or less balanced, he reached into his pocket and handed me a worn piece of paper. “Will you please write to Sarah and ask her permission to come?” 
 
    “I’ve never used one of these before,” I admitted, though I took the paper all the same. 
 
    Ivan smiled and snapped his fingers, and a pen appeared out of the air, which he then handed to me. “Write her name and then tell her that you are writing for me. Tell her we would like to come to the Rendezvous the fast way.” 
 
    “Alright.” I laid the paper out on my knee so I had a solid surface to write on and then quickly scribbled the note: 
 
    Sarah, this is Michelle. I’m with Ivan, and we have a Family member with us that we’ve managed to take prisoner. We’d really like to not deal with her on a long flight. Can we do whatever paper magic portal thingy is in this spell and come to you? 
 
    Ivan looked over my shoulder and let out a soft laugh when he saw my letter. “Paper magic portal thingy?” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t grow up in the magical community, remember? I have no idea what to call half of the stuff you guys do.” 
 
    “It’s certainly descriptive—and I am sure she will know exactly what you mean when she reads it.” 
 
    “It gets the job done,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    Ivan smirked. “This is an older magic,” he explained. “The same kind of magic that Andrew’s father used to place their curse on him—though, obviously, this is not a curse. But it stems from a time when witches were more open with allowing their souls to be part of their spells in addition to their life forces.” 
 
    “So this is soul magic?” I raised my eyebrows as I looked down at the paper in my hands. “I thought that was rare.” 
 
    “No, it is not quite soul magic,” Ivan admitted. “But it does involve souls.” When I looked more confused than I was before, he shook his head and tried a different method of explanation. “You see, the paper recognizes the soul of its owner. So only I can use this—or someone acting in my stead with my explicit and freely-given permission. This way, messages can be sent without fear of impersonation.” He readjusted Wendy over his shoulders. “And an invitation sent on this kind of paper is the safest way to travel large distances. I always know who I am going to see when I travel through this connection. And what’s more, no one can invite themselves to my location without my permission, so it is secure—more so, I think, than your telephone.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up—and got higher the more I heard of that explanation. “So it’s like a lifeline to other people?” 
 
    “In a way,” Ivan allowed. “It is not foolproof, of course. Captors can take it away, though they cannot use it. And I could still lie to you; the paper only prevents me from lying about my identity, not about anything else. And I could write to you under duress. There are still many different ways that this system is not perfect.” 
 
    “Still,” I said, looking down at the now-blank paper where the words I’d written to Sarah used to be, “this is pretty cool.” 
 
    “Then we will get you one of your own,” Ivan said. “I think everyone in the Rendezvous would feel better knowing that, while Elaine is gone, the last member of the royal family remaining who is not part of the tyranny King William has inflicted on the world has every safety measure available to her—including a way to call for help.” 
 
    “Plus, it’s a way to find me if I decide I want to go running off like my cousin,” I teased, though I immediately regretted it. 
 
    A muscle in Ivan’s jaw was working as he pressed his lips together. “Yes. Well. That is a concern in your family.” 
 
    “Only when it comes to the things that matter most to us.” I tipped my head to the side, watching Ivan as he struggled to keep up a brave face after Elaine’s sudden departure. “For the record—for me? That includes the Rendezvous. I wouldn’t still be here if I didn’t love the people I’d met.” 
 
    “And you stay because you must stop your father before you can return to your old life.” 
 
    “Okay, fair,” I admitted. “But I mean it. The more I’ve remembered of my old life, the more I know that I’m not the kind of person that can walk away from friends once I’m committed.” I stuck my finger in his face. “So you’re pretty much stuck with me. Ha!” 
 
    Ivan laughed—a much better laugh than the chuckles or slight shoulder shakes from before. This was a lot more like the kind of laughs that I’d heard when I first met him, when he would joke around with Elaine or any one of my friends. “I think I will manage to suffer through our time together,” he teased. 
 
    I grinned up at him. “Hey, I’m just glad to see you smiling again. You don’t seem like Ivan if you’re not smiling.” 
 
    “Then I will have to remember that,” Ivan said. “I don’t feel much like myself when I stop smiling either.” 
 
    My grin widened, and I was so focused on the fact that I’d managed to pull Ivan at least a little bit out of his depression that I almost didn’t notice when Sarah’s curly cursive handwriting appeared on the paper still laid out on my knee. 
 
    Hi, Michelle. Sounds like you’ve got quite the story to tell. Come on over. Give me 5 minutes to prepare a cell—and some restraints that will actually hold a Family member. I’ll write to you again as soon as everything is ready. 
 
    I glanced up at Ivan to see that he was reading over my shoulder again and quickly wrote a response: 
 
    Thanks so much, Sarah. We’ve got things covered here. Our prisoner is unconscious. As long as you invite me, Ivan, Izzy, and Andrew’s sister Wendy over, we’ll be set. Sorry to spring this on you at the last minute! 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “You act like she had much warning before you arrived in the Rendezvous. To hear her tell it, she barely had time to learn your name before you were in a dirt cell demanding answers from her.” 
 
    “Answers she punked out of giving me, by the way,” I said, shaking my head. “She sent Gerald in to talk to me when I turned out to be a total blank slate.” 
 
    “And who better to give you a history of magic than someone who was alive before the war began?” Ivan pointed out. “That does not sound like ‘punking out’ to me.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what it means, do you?” 
 
    “No, but I was able to guess from the context.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Oh yeah. If you’re going to stick around and teach me how to do all the royal witch things, I’m going to have to return the favor. I’ll introduce you to human customs and phrases, and if Theresa stays for any period of time, we’ll have movie nights. She had a pretty great collection before they all got run out of house and home.” 
 
    “Elaine told me about movies,” Ivan said with a smile. “She said she watched some on the cruise she took with you and Andrew, too.” 
 
    “It’s a great way to unwind,” I promised. “Aaron and I used to sneak into movie theaters all the time. The theaters were warmer, too, and we were sort of living on the street at the time, so we used them to keep from freezing.” 
 
    “Then we will have to invite Aaron and Izzy to the movie nights,” Ivan agreed. 
 
    “Oh, absolutely. Communal movie nights, Ivan. You’ll love them.” 
 
    Just like that, we settled into a lively discussion about the kinds of group activities I’d like to run at the Rendezvous to introduce a little Halfsie fun into the mix—with Izzy throwing in her favorite movies and games as well—and the half an hour it took Sarah to get everything set up to receive us went by in no time at all. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 20: No Pressure 
 
   As Sarah had promised, everything was ready for us when we got back to the Rendezvous. She’d created a cell deep in the ground a lot like the one where I’d been held when I first met Elaine—but with a few obvious differences. The first was the chair that Wendy would be tied to, and the second was the disturbingly familiar-looking chains. 
 
    Sarah followed my gaze and winced. “I know. But this is the best way I can think of to keep her from accessing her magic.” 
 
    “There’s got to be something better than my father’s torture devices,” I said, my arms crossed—though I didn’t stop Sarah from chaining the still-unconscious Wendy to the chair all the same. She was right: I didn’t exactly have a more permanent solution. 
 
    “The ropes you have on her depress magic, but she can still get around them if she has enough time. These can only be opened if she’s dead, and the spell will alert a guard if that happens.” Sarah shook her head. “I’m sorry, but your father did invent the best method of containing witches that we’ve seen in centuries.” 
 
    “There’s got to be a way to use it without resorting to torture.” 
 
    “It’s only torture if she uses magic. We’re not going to starve her and make her use her healing abilities to feed into the chains,” Sarah promised. “She knows what these things do. If she’s smart, she won’t try anything.” 
 
    I shook my head at her. “You and I both know she’s Family. Which means she’ll try anyway.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not the one who brought a Family member home, am I?” Sarah asked, one eyebrow raised before she broke into a teasing smile. “I know Elaine has been teaching you, but you don’t have to do everything she does.” 
 
    “You’re hilarious,” I said dryly. 
 
    “I know,” Sarah said, smiling wider before she finally stepped back from Wendy. “Alright. She’s secure. And I’ll make sure she knows the rules.” She clapped her hands together and then turned my way. “So. What happened? How on earth did you end up with a Family member?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I admitted. “Basically, the Family got fed up with Andrew being part of the Rendezvous and sent her to curse him to either scare him back into the fold or get him captured or killed and dragged back to them anyway.” 
 
    Sarah looked stunned, and I tried not to look too smug about it. I knew that she and Andrew had never gotten along, mostly because she had never actually believed that Andrew had joined the Rendezvous as anything but a spy. She wasn’t wrong, necessarily, but she had completely missed his conversion. So for her to be forced to reckon with the lengths the Family went to in order to get revenge—well, I was definitely happy that she couldn’t possibly deny that this latest development, at the very least, was proof of his allegiance. 
 
    “And where is Andrew now?” Sarah asked at last. 
 
    “With Elaine,” I said. 
 
    “And Michelle needs to talk to King Peter,” Ivan broke in. “The king should be apprised of the latest danger the Family is trying to level against Elaine.” 
 
    “Right.” Sarah nodded quickly. “He’s still here. He was meeting with some of the generals, but that’s supposed to have ended by now. If it went long—and it usually does—then you’ll find him in the War Room. Otherwise, check the throne room.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, then turned to Izzy. “Do you mind me ditching?” 
 
    Izzy shook her head quickly. “No, you go off and talk to your uncle. I’ll talk to Sarah about getting new rooms set up for me and Aaron in the meantime. Pretty sure you won’t be sharing with us this time when you’re doing royal things,” she said. “Don’t get too caught up in your family drama and forget to visit us. You know Aaron will have the whole place looking like an art museum before too long.” 
 
    “He’ll have his murals spilling out into the hallways by the end of the week,” I agreed with a smile before I turned to see Ivan offering his arm, the way Andrew always did when he escorted me to see the king. I took his arm, glanced up at Ivan, and gave him my biggest grin. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ivan said, leading me through the unfamiliar tunnels. 
 
    This wasn’t the same Rendezvous group I had left behind when I went to the Amazon, but then again, the Rendezvous was always shifting and changing. That was where the “Rendezvous” name came from: the members of the rebellion went on missions so often and had to move their hideouts so frequently that they only really got to see each other in short periods of time—a rendezvous with other rebels before the next mission. 
 
    “You knew Sarah was in the same group as King Peter,” I said to Ivan as we walked. It wasn’t a question; I meant it as a sort of encouraging and grateful acknowledgement instead. “That’s why you had me write to her.” 
 
    Ivan nodded. “I did promise to help you.” 
 
    I smiled and gave his arm a tight squeeze. “Great. Then you can help me explain to my uncle everything that happened.” 
 
    Ivan’s eyes were sparkling with trouble. “Oh, I am not brave enough to face that peril, even if I am asked by such a beautiful young woman.” 
 
    “Punking out on me,” I said, laughing at his expression when he tried to feign innocence. 
 
    “As you say,” Ivan said, laughing outright when I hit his arm for it—without any real power behind it. 
 
    But that meant that we were both in good moods when we got to the throne room (the War Room was empty). Ivan stopped to bow before the king, and I did the same before we both straightened up as King Peter grinned my way. 
 
    “Ah, my favorite niece,” he said, gesturing for me to come forward. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” I promised, smiling despite myself—though standing in front of him, I couldn’t help but notice how much older my uncle looked. He hadn’t exactly been physically young when I met him, but now, he had wrinkles, and his hands were bony. The war was really taking a toll on him, and it occurred to me for the first time that he might not survive it. 
 
    But I pushed that thought aside and instead went for a smile and a tease: “I’m your only niece, you know.” 
 
    “And, therefore, my favorite,” King Peter said. “Now, what brings you here? I was under the impression you were still with Elaine, looking into the magic my brother poured into your mind.” 
 
    “I was,” I said before I let out a long sigh. “I have a lot to tell you, Uncle Peter.” 
 
    The king frowned and came down from his throne, taking the few steps between us until he had one hand resting on my shoulder. He glanced toward Ivan. “Leave us,” he said, and Ivan simply bowed and walked out, leaving me alone with a concerned-looking uncle. 
 
    Peter shifted so that his arm was draped around my shoulders, and he pulled me closer to him as he turned with me to walk away from the grandeur of the throne room to someplace more private. He had a study just off of the throne room, and once we were there, he pulled up chairs for both of us to sit, giving me his full attention. “You’re brimming with nervous energy,” he told me; he was a talented mental witch, so he could easily read emotions. “What happened?” 
 
    I took in a deep breath—and then everything came out at once. All of it. Not just the strategically important things like what had happened with Andrew and Wendy. I told him about how the monolith in my mind was open, about how I missed my family, about how much Elaine meant to me as part of the family I’d built up in the Rendezvous, about how I just wanted her to be happy. 
 
    Which was what led into the explanation of the impromptu marriage ceremony that I’d conducted. By that point in my storytelling, Peter had lost a lot of his smile, and I think he might have yelled at me for enabling Elaine in such a bad decision if not for the fact that I was talking so quickly—and probably the fact that I looked like I was about to burst into tears if he did yell. 
 
    “And I couldn’t tell Elaine not to follow her heart, especially when anyone who sees her with Andrew knows exactly how she feels, so . . . so I promised to come here and do whatever needs to be done in her place so she can stay with him and help him,” I finished at last, the last of the oxygen in my lungs coming out in a rush. “I’ll stand in or stand up for her—whatever has to happen here.” 
 
    Peter had leaned forward, resting his chin on his clasped hands. And now that I was silent and braced for his reaction, he was still. 
 
    I had my tongue between my teeth in a wince, waiting for him to berate me, but when nothing happened, I asked, “Well?” 
 
    At that, Peter finally let out the breath he had been holding, and he scrubbed a hand over his face. “This is exactly what I have tried to keep her from doing since the day she met that boy,” he said at last. 
 
    “Uncle Peter,” I said, trying to keep my tone consoling, “you know he’s not part of the Family anymore.” 
 
    “Yes, I did hear your story, Michelle,” Peter said, his anger finally seeping into his tone, though it sounded more like irritation than rage. That was good, right? I hoped so. “I’m glad that he has finally admitted why he came to us in the first place. But it is so frustrating to be both right and wrong in the same moment.” He shook his head slowly. “I was right not to trust him. And yet it seems I was wrong to think he was not sincere in his affections for Elaine.” He looked up at me at last. “You see, that is why I never really believed his story about leaving the Family. If he had really done that, the Family would have cursed him from the beginning to force him back into their gang.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense.” When Peter looked triumphant, I was quick to add, “But that means he really loves her if he was willing to go against his family anyway. He fell in love, and that’s what made him leave. And isn’t that the whole point of getting married? Finding someone you’d do anything to be with?” 
 
    “There is more to it than that, Michelle. And you know that.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. I do. But don’t look at it like a king. Look at it like a father.” When Peter narrowed his eyes, I spread my hands in a gesture of peace. “I’ve raised a few kids in my time, Uncle Peter. And I can tell you now I was much happier for them when they married someone they loved—even someone poor or someone their parents didn’t like—than I was when my family members married out of obligation or, worse, because of money. Those marriages never lasted—and when they did, they were never happy.” 
 
    “And this is supposed to make me feel better about allowing my only daughter to marry a man with a target on his neck who might not even survive until her coronation? Am I supposed to celebrate her impending heartache?” 
 
    I blinked at him. I hadn’t expected him to take up this particular argument. I’d been completely prepared to argue with him about Andrew’s loyalties and where his heart was, but this? This wasn’t on my radar. 
 
    To be fair, every time I’d seen Peter and Andrew interacting, the arguments had always been about whether or not I could trust Andrew and whether or not he was a good influence on Elaine. So I think I was perfectly justified assuming those were the arguments he’d try to use now. 
 
    But, then again, maybe he couldn’t make those arguments when Andrew was being hunted by his own family and therefore proving his love and loyalty. Or maybe he couldn’t argue against a marriage that had already taken place. Whatever the case, I had no idea what to say as I watched my uncle sitting before me looking honestly upset because Andrew might die. 
 
    “Michelle, I understand what you’ve told me,” Peter said. “I understand that you truly feel you’ve done the right thing. But I am trying to protect my daughter.” 
 
    “I know you are,” I promised breathlessly. “Or I wouldn’t be having this conversation with you. I know the difference between protective fathers and controlling ones.” 
 
    Both of Peter’s eyebrows shot up at that, and he fell silent, once more resting his chin on his hands. “Yes,” he said at last. “Yes, that much is true.” 
 
    “You know there’s an entire posse of friends and family that would throw themselves into danger to save Elaine if anything happened, right? She’ll be alright.” 
 
    “And when her new husband is killed?” Peter asked. “Not all hurt is physical, Michelle. As you well know.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” I swore. “They both have good friends in the Rendezvous. And I’ll do whatever it takes to defend my family. That includes my cousin and her husband.” 
 
    Peter scrubbed a hand over his face again, obviously trying to come to terms with all of it. And I simply let him think it over, sitting in silence and already coming up with a million different arguments about how this was what Elaine wanted and he had to give her the chance at actually finding love instead of forcing her to be a perfect princess her whole life. 
 
    But when Peter looked up from behind his hands again, he simply looked tired. Older than I’d ever seen him. “As a king, I absolutely do not approve of this marriage,” he said at last. “The Family helped my brother dig himself deeper and deeper into the pit of corruption. My daughter cannot follow that path—and she cannot be allowed to appear to be swayed by them, either, and lose the support of our people.” 
 
    “And, believe it or not, that’s exactly what Andrew said when he tried to leave,” I said. “They know the risks.” 
 
    Peter held his glare for a second longer before he let it drop along with his shoulders. “As a father, I’m angry that I missed my daughter’s wedding,” he continued, in a calmer, more even tone than before. 
 
    I winced. “Yeah. Sorry about that.” 
 
    Peter sighed. “It’s alright. You’ve made plain where you stand on the matter since you first arrived. You were also following your heart.” 
 
    I raised one eyebrow. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re taking this a lot better than I expected.” 
 
    Once more, Peter let out a sigh, but this one seemed longer and wearier than the last one. He held up a hand for me to see the way he couldn’t stop it from shaking. “I’m fast approaching the age when any witch starts to careen toward the end of his or her life. Once our physical bodies start to fail us, we can spend our life forces healing and staying upright—but that ages us further.” He shook his head. “And that, Michelle, is why this is a perfectly inconvenient time for my daughter to lose her head. I know I’m dying. I know I have been taking risks trying to ensure the throne for her future before I do so. She needs to be here, not gallivanting around with some merc-” He paused. “Well. She needs to be here.” 
 
    Dying. 
 
    Hearing him say it out loud left my mouth dry and my heart pounding in my ears. Dying. He couldn’t be dying. I knew he looked old, but—but I wasn’t ready to say goodbye just yet. I’d barely gotten to know him! 
 
    And it hurt even more because, well, I had seen every single one of my human family members grow old and die before my eyes. Seeing it happen to a full-blooded witch was somehow even more of a blow, because I’d barely started to wrap my head around the idea of a family with Elaine and Peter. 
 
    I didn’t even think about my reaction before I simply wrapped my arms around Peter’s neck in a hug. And I’m pretty sure the move surprised him, too, because I felt him jump slightly—and then relax into the hug, pulling me tightly with his shaking hands. 
 
    “How long?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Peter admitted. “I’m doing what I can to prolong my time. I have removed myself from the front lines. For the first time in my life, I will lead from behind. That should allow me to find a few more years.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Elaine what’s going on,” I said, barely able to whisper the promise past my horror. “She’ll come and see you.” 
 
    Peter smiled at that. “You really are my favorite niece,” he said. “Yes, tell her—but don’t worry her. This is our safest Rendezvous stronghold. It’s held for decades. If she wants to have a honeymoon, if she wants to search the world for a way to save her husband, she has the time.” 
 
    I knew that he was trying to put on a brave front for me, and I knew that he was also trying to be a father and uncle instead of a king, like I’d asked him to be when I told him Elaine’s news. But why did he have to listen to me now, when he was dying and he had every reason to want his daughter to be there? Surely we could find a middle ground between letting Elaine take care of the love of her life and also letting her be there for her dying father. Right? 
 
    But how could I argue with a dying man on how he wanted to arrange his own affairs? 
 
    “Well, in the meantime,” I said, trying to recover my wits after such a heavy silence, “let me help you. I promised Elaine that I would do whatever she was supposed to be doing here.” I gave my uncle a quiet, sheepish sort of smile. “I’m not very good at tactics or anything like that, but give me time. I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it. Especially now that I’ve got my own mind back.” 
 
    Peter smiled once more and then kissed the top of my head. “You must take after your mother,” he said gently. 
 
    “Actually, I do,” I admitted. “She’s the one who raised me to care more about people than about power. She always said that it didn’t matter what kind of magic I had; it only mattered that my heart was pure.” I smiled softly. “She named me after an angel because she wanted me to be hers.” 
 
    Peter’s smile turned softer. “I would very much like to hear about her,” he said, once more resting a hand on my shoulder. “I’m glad to see you have your memories back, Michelle.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said, then paused. “And I’m also sad, at the same time,” I admitted. “I didn’t think I had anyone who loved me—and then I find out I had an entire family full of people who risked everything to take me in. So sticking with the Rendezvous? Making sure that my father is removed from power so he can’t hurt anyone I love? It’s more important to me now than ever.” 
 
    “On that, we can agree,” Peter said. He let out a long breath and then straightened up. I knew that he hated to be compared to Andrew, but I couldn’t help thinking of Andrew all the same when I saw the way my uncle basically put on his emotional armor to become the king again. Watching him become “King Peter” was like watching Andrew switch from Person Andrew to Soldier Andrew. “Now then,” Peter said, “you’re going to need to start sitting in on the meetings with my generals. And with Elaine gone, I’m afraid that means you will need to go to the front lines for the battles I can no longer fight.” 
 
    I nodded along to everything he said. “Ivan already promised to help me transition into the world of royalty and all its rules,” I told him. 
 
    Peter smiled at that. “I always did like that boy.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s impossible not to like him. He’s got that same warmth that Tony does,” I pointed out. 
 
    Peter chuckled. “You see the strength in everyone you meet, Michelle.” 
 
    “It’s a reflex, I guess,” I said with a shrug as we headed back to the throne room. It was still empty, and it seemed more intimidating now that I’d spoken with my uncle. I wondered if I was supposed to sit there, holding court, too. I wouldn’t take Elaine’s seat, even if that was the protocol. That felt too weird. I’d have my own seat. Somewhere else. 
 
    Not that anyone had offered me a throne. I just couldn’t help that my head was whirling at a hundred thoughts a minute, and the current train of thought had landed on the regal thrones in the center of the room. 
 
    Stop panicking, Lila said in my mind, her voice a calming presence in a sea of, well, panicked thoughts. One step at a time. Ivan will be right there, and so will I. 
 
    I smiled and closed my eyes so that I could, in my own mind, give Lila a hug. I wished I had her physically there so I could wrap her up and thank her for being an amazing friend. She deserved so much more than what I could manage with my fleeting metaphysical hugs. 
 
    Finally, I slipped out of the throne room and wasn’t at all surprised to find that Ivan was waiting in the hallway, though he didn’t seem to notice me at first. (He probably hadn’t expected anyone to see him, since he had a disguising spell wrapped around him, but I had always been good at seeing through spells like that.) He had his knees drawn up and his face buried in them, and when I cleared my throat to let him know that I was there and could see him, he quickly tried to wipe his eyes with the heels of his hands. Then, he looked up at me and tried to pretend he was alright. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Ivan. . . .” 
 
    “How did it go?” he asked again, his voice stronger, and I decided to let him have this pretense of normalcy—for his sake. 
 
    “Surprisingly well,” I said—still honestly trying to wrap my head around how my uncle didn’t explode upon learning that his baby girl had run away with a Family mercenary. Maybe being faced with his own age and impending death had mellowed him.  
 
    I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to lose him, even if I’d barely gotten to spend any time with him. What little time I had spent with him had been marked by love and understanding. I didn’t want to lose that. 
 
    “I’m sure he could see your sincerity and found it impossible to be angry with you,” Ivan said. 
 
    I shook my head. “I think he’s just tired,” I said. “He’s . . . he’s old, you know.” 
 
    Ivan paused and let the warm smile fall. “Yes,” he said. “He is.” 
 
    I held my breath and then looked up at Ivan. “This is going to be a lot harder than I thought it would be, isn’t it? With my uncle dying?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “That’s why you decided to help me.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    I nodded slowly and then gave Ivan’s arm a squeeze. “Thank you.” 
 
    Ivan stopped and turned toward me so that he could wrap me in a proper hug instead, lifting me off the ground before he set me down again to look me in the eyes. “Do not worry so much,” he said. “With the two of us working in tandem, I have absolutely no doubt that we will conquer any challenges ahead of us.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Ivan ducked his head to catch my gaze. “Michelle,” he said gently, “you are extraordinary. When are you going to start believing that?” 
 
    “When I feel like I’ve actually earned the praise.” 
 
    Ivan watched me for a long time before, at last, he simply held out a hand to me. When I took it, he smiled. “Then we should get started.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Character Guide 
 
    Aaron: A human who found Michelle memoryless on the streets, Aaron has stuck by his best friend even after being kidnapped by the Rendezvous and brainwashed into falling in love with Michelle. He and Izzy have formed a close friendship that could be something more, but unresolved feelings are still lingering between him and Michelle despite the brainwashing. He’s won the hearts of many witches in the Rendezvous with stories about the human world. 
 
    Andrew: A member of the mercenary Family, Andrew doesn’t get along with most of the members of the Rendezvous, who view him as a threat and a spy. Since Elaine decided to start openly dating him, he’s become even more of a target for the Rendezvous agents’ ire. Despite this, Michelle considers him a close and trusted friend. 
 
    Christopher: The youngest child of King William, Christopher is half-brother to both Elaine (on his mother’s side) and Michelle (on his father’s side). He desperately wants his father’s approval and is even willing to help torture Michelle to do so. He participated in tearing her mind and memories apart along with other schemes cooked up by the tyrant king. 
 
    Elaine: As the daughter of King Peter, Elaine is, according to the Rendezvous, the true princess of the magical world. She was kidnapped by King William to force her father to give up his claim to the throne, and her time in captivity warped her connection to Time. She was eventually rescued by Ivan, who fell in love with her, but she chose to court Andrew instead, to the consternation of most of those around her. She’s learning to trust the intuition of her cousin, Michelle, but she’s still more headstrong and reckless than she cares to admit. 
 
    Ivan: A noble-born witch with a skill for tracking, Ivan rescued Elaine from her captivity under King William. He fell deeply in love with her, but he has known since meeting Andrew that Elaine had feelings for Andrew, too. Although he assumed Elaine would marry him for political reasons, he has maintained his friendship with her after her decision to court Andrew. 
 
    Izzy: Born a human, Izzy received part of Michelle’s soul when Michelle tried to rescue her in the Bermuda Triangle. Because of that piece of soul, Izzy has some magic in her blood, but it’s turned her into a goblin, a human-magic hybrid that can take life forces from other creatures. She’s determined not to become a monster, and she is fiercely protective of both herself and her friends—especially Aaron, who she has fallen for. 
 
    Jacob: A young human boy adopted by Michelle, Jacob left a lasting impression on her. His family adopted her into their fold, and the more Michelle remembers of him, the more she misses him and his family. 
 
    Jordan: A member of the mercenary Family, Jordan is Andrew’s older brother. He’s known for his penchant for torture and manipulation, and he’s one of the few people Andrew is afraid of. 
 
    Lila: A Future Seeker who became part of Michelle’s mind after a temporal spell gone wrong, Lila is learning to see the world in a new way through Michelle’s eyes. She also helps to break down the memory issues King William forced into Michelle’s mind. 
 
    Marie: Michelle’s mother, Marie, died hundreds of years ago trying to save sick and dying people. Her influence is still felt in Michelle’s life even when she doesn’t fully remember her mother, because the qualities of leadership that Marie had exist in Michelle. 
 
    Michelle: Half-human, half-witch, Michelle was content to live with her found family before her father, King William, stole her memories. Then, the Rendezvous discovered her and invited her to join their cause. She fights against her father for his cruelty, but she often holds Elaine and King Peter to account for their antiquated views as well. She also helped Andrew and Elaine overcome their excuses and date each other. Naturally drawn to help others, Michelle is what you might call a “mom friend” and can’t help but take care of her friends and family. 
 
    Peter: King Peter, the father of Elaine, stepped down from his claim to the throne to save his daughter. After her rescue, he has been leading the rebel Rendezvous in the hopes that his daughter will one day lead their people when she is restored to the throne. He doesn’t approve of her dating Andrew, though. 
 
    Ryan: Michelle met Ryan in Iceland, where he claimed to be a spy for the Rendezvous working undercover with her brother and father. He helped her to begin the work of unraveling her amnesia, but she still doesn’t know whether she can trust him. 
 
    Sarah: One of the first members of the Rendezvous that Michelle ever met, Sarah is a healer. She doesn’t trust Andrew because of his mercenary status, but she warmed up to Michelle quickly enough despite the fact that Michelle was a Halfsie. Sarah is also one of the youngest witches in the group, not even a century old yet. 
 
    Tara: One of the last remaining Future Seekers, Tara has been particularly targeted by King William because she gave the prophecy that foretold Michelle’s role in the king’s downfall. She and her sister, Theresa, have been hidden away—but are dragged back into the drama of the royal family when Tony asks for their help. 
 
    Theresa: After hiding away with her sister, a Future Seeker named Tara, Theresa doesn’t want to have anything to do with the war for the throne of magic. But when her ex-husband, Tony, asks her to help Michelle recover her memories, she feels compelled to help someone in need and invites them to her sanctuary. 
 
    Tony: A free-spirited pilot, Tony is one of the only members of the Rendezvous to get along with Andrew. He taught Michelle how to fly and suggested that she turn to Theresa for her memory issues. He gets along with absolutely everyone, but spending a few weeks with his ex-wife means he might have to face some old fights. 
 
    Wendy: A member of the mercenary Family, Wendy is Andrew’s closest sibling. Although they grew up together, she comes after him without hesitation for his disloyalty to their family. 
 
    William: The tyrant king of the magical world, King William is ruthless and willing to cut down anyone that stands in his way. He even destroyed Michelle’s memories and treats Christopher like a pawn, all to keep Peter and Elaine from getting back the throne. Although many witches see his claim to the throne as legitimate, his alliance with the mercenary Family has drawn ire and caused many to defect to the Rendezvous. 
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