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For Ana and Cael. 


Because I felt they, and this story, were worth saving.










  
  
Earth is crumbling to pieces as the three realms begin their tumultuous merge into one.





The Balance has shifted. The apocalypse has arrived.  





Mankind is being tormented by incessant earthquakes, violent cracks in the Earth’s crust, and the collapse of homes and buildings. Lucidians work tirelessly to protect humans, while the roaming Tenebrians gleefully revel in the chaos. 





And I… I can do nothing but watch as what is left of the woman I love shrinks into herself, and questions if a world plagued by violence is even worth saving. 





She was used as a weapon, and blames herself for bringing the world to this end. 





While Samael and I struggle to hold everything together, fighting an uphill battle to correct the Shift before it completes and all is lost, I must make a terrible decision.





If Ana was the key to destroying the world, perhaps she’s also the key to restoring it. 





But will I be faced with the choice between saving her life, or saving everything?
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Chapter One


Roger





Forty Years Ago… 

Every shift of my foot caused another cascade of bark chips to fall across my shoes. The low retaining wall surrounding the small playground was in disrepair and had begun to collapse due to age. The smell of damp wood drifted around me in the afternoon breeze, and given the recent rain, the playground was almost empty.

Empty save for my six-year-old daughter, Anahera, and her mother, Bronte. They played on the swing set, which creaked with every movement, and Ana’s laughter filled the air as Bronte would tickle her every time the swing was high in the arc. 

John glanced at me, and my lips curved as his face lit with a grin he couldn’t contain. He could rarely suppress the emotions he was still learning to harness when he was around Ana, whom he’d unofficially adopted as his niece. Family values were foreign to him. As far as I knew, we were the closest thing he’d ever had to a family. I suspected beyond the lack of connection he’d lived with in Tenebris, John had experienced heartache on Earth, though he’d never told me the whole story. 

Whatever happened, he blamed himself. 

But John would protect us to the ends of the Earth and beyond, and we would do the same for him. 

My gleeful expression fell because this was all temporary. Surely John knew we couldn’t keep going like this, and at some point, I would have to make the difficult decision.

A choice I’d already made, if I were honest with myself about it. 

I managed to hold a small smile as I returned John’s gaze, but as soon as he looked back at Bronte and Ana, I couldn’t keep it for more than a few lingering moments. 

“What’s wrong?” John asked me as a furrow formed between his dark brows. A hint of frustration flickered within me, and I didn’t need my senses to see the resentment that bubbled with his words. I had a beautiful family, and I wasn’t appreciating it enough in John’s eyes. 

We turned back to Ana. She squealed with delight as the swing took her higher, and Bronte fumbled to slow her incline. John chuckled, and I released a low laugh. Ana was fine, but the momentary panic on Bronte’s face was priceless. 

Silence ebbed between John and me as I watched Bronte’s face. When the swing had returned to an acceptable momentum, her deep brown eyes found mine, and she smiled. There was sunshine in her smile, and her pale blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders and caught what little sun showed between the dark clouds. 

I loved her. With everything I had and more. A love I didn’t know I was even capable of.

When I thought I couldn’t fit any more love inside me, Ana came into the world, and my perceptions of the emotions I was capable of feeling were shattered again. 

After a moment, I broke the silence. “I want Ana to stay in this realm, on Earth with the humans.” 

“And she will. Look at her, she’s human,” John said. I nodded as John turned to me to asses my expression before he continued, “You should be proud of her mixed genes. Who knows what she can achieve?”

“I don’t want her to be an outcast.”

“You worry too much,” John grunted out. “She’s a goddamn miracle. You need to see that.” He watched me consider his words, and John’s annoyance was evident in his features. “You can’t protect her from who she is.”

“No…” I sighed. “But maybe I can protect her from who I am.”

John stared at me for a beat longer as I watched my family, not really seeing them. John tried his best to understand my inner conflict, but as much as he loved Ana, she wasn’t his daughter. He’d burn down the world to save her, as would I. 

But I’d also burn myself with it.  

As Ana and Bronte laughed, John’s expression flickered, and I reached out and grabbed his shoulder. He knew what I was about to do but let me do it anyway. When he wouldn’t talk, I would read his imprint. 

Uncertainty. Confusion. Pain. 

Understanding. 

John's sigh was heavy and purposeful. “You’re trying to put her well-being above everything else, I get that.” 

“John…” I waited until he looked at me. I needed him to understand that it would be for good if I were to leave. “If Ana constantly battles between the two beings that make her whole, she will never feel complete in this world. Without Guardian influence, without…” I cleared my throat. “Without my influence, she will grow and live as a human. She may never even need to know the truth of her heritage. She could have a life, friends, and love without complications.”

“There’s no such thing as love without complications.”

“I know.” I huffed out a humorless laugh as I caught Bronte’s eye. “What if our continued presence in her life alters her appearance as she grows? What if she is never truly accepted by others?” I shook my head. She wouldn’t be allowed to move freely between the realms—she had to live in one or the other, and I’d rather she were here with her mother. I wanted her to have the life I never could. “Is that a life I can knowingly create for her, when I know I could make it better if I simply stepped away?”

John nodded slowly, his lips twisted in pain. 

I didn’t slip up in what I said. I meant every word.

What if our presence...

John was a Guardian, too, and his influence could be as potent as mine simply by being present. 

We both turned back as Bronte flashed us a smile that radiated from her, bright and full of love and promise. I truly smiled then. I couldn’t help it. A genuine smile that drew Ana to look at me and respond with one of her own. She jumped off the swing, ignored her mother’s flailing arms as she attempted to catch her daughter, and ran toward me as her ponytail flowed out behind her. Ana threw herself at me and wrapped her little arms around my waist. I peeled her from me only long enough to kneel before I hugged her back, and pressed her against me while internally I continued to fight a battle that would change her future. 

I would sacrifice myself and everything for her in a fraction of a heartbeat, but could I forgive myself if I needed to make the ultimate sacrifice? 

Could Ana forgive me if I chose her path for her? 

I’d loved Bronte longer than I knew what love was. She would understand, but she would still hurt.

Leaning back, I assessed Ana as I held her shoulders. She giggled, and my smile dropped when a blue glow radiated from her skin. I glanced at John as panic gripped me, and John’s face betrayed his conflict and a hint of pride. I slowly removed my hand from Ana’s arm in an experimental move. The blue glow eased, and I frowned and placed my hand back on her arm. 

The glow returned with intensity, and my eyes widened as a crack ruptured my chest. 

Proof I could no longer hide from the truth. 

The realization hit me like a punch in the gut, and I wheezed as the weight of the world fell on top of me. I knew, but to see it was an entirely different type of torture. As though there had been a small part of me that secretly hoped my fears were baseless. 

But Ana glowed because of my proximity, as my Guardian called to hers. 

Bronte chuckled at my reaction, misinterpreting my concern as she hid her beautiful smile behind her hand and giggled at my shock. She didn’t see what I saw—Bronte saw our beautiful daughter and all the magic she offered, with powers she still didn’t fully understand.

Tonight, I would need to tell Bronte I couldn’t stay. She already accepted that I could only be around for a few days at a time. 

Subconsciously, I had already been increasing the duration between my visits. 

Surely, she would understand. 

She must. 

Over time, I would have to limit my interactions with Ana, until eventually, when I found the strength, I would have to leave them both.

Forever.








  
  

Chapter Two


Ana





Now… 

Pain ricocheted through my body as I collapsed into a heap.

The Tenebrians had lost interest in me the moment the Shift began, and moved away to enjoy the chaos while the Balance completed its demise. A world that was already tipping over the edge no longer held consequences, and I had no doubt they planned to enjoy it before the final fall, which would force their survival instincts to kick in.

Survival of the fittest.  

I managed to drag myself unnoticed some distance away from the group as they began to make efforts to move through to Earth. Gateways opened and closed rapidly around them, and they seemed unable to control them. Many leapt through gleefully without caring where they ended up.

We had that in common. 

A Gateway opened near me, and the muscles in my arm screamed in protest as I reached for it. I didn’t care where on Earth it took me, I wanted to be out of this realm. Though the uncomfortable prickling of my skin had eased once the Shift had begun, I still wanted out.

But the Gateway snapped shut before I could reach it, and a sob was dragged from my throat as I dropped my forehead against the warm ground. 

A whimper drew my attention, and I raised my head to watch as a Tenebrian stood over a human Reflection. The Reflection lay bloodied and beaten, his eyes hollow as he stared into the distance. Bile churned in my stomach, and I had to remind myself they weren’t real. The Tenebrian scoffed as the Reflection begged and pleaded for its life, before his head turned slowly as if finally noticing me. His gaze flickered from the group of Tenebrians in the distance as they fought to make their way to Earth. When his gums pulled back into a lazy smile and exposed his fangs, I gasped and struggled to move away. But my grip on the ground was lost in the churning dust, and the Tenebrian was above me in three large steps. I huddled against myself, giving up on my quest to escape as he crouched beside me. 

His grip on my waist was unnecessarily harsh as he dug his claws into me and rolled me onto my back. 

“I have a cage,” he started thoughtfully as he looked down upon me. “Nails on the floor and sides, and a ceiling too high to reach. Slowly, you’d relinquish your fight and sink onto the metal.” I closed my eyes as he spoke, until with a hiss, he slapped me across the face. “In the past, the Elders told us not to torture the Reflections, and that the essence of our realm was enough to feed the negative energy back to humanity.” He traced a claw down my cheek. “I bet you’d scream so pretty for me.”

As I whimpered, a quake rocked the ground beneath us, and the Tenebrian shifted his pose to keep his balance. He leaned down to dance his tongue across my ear lobe and whispered, “Scream for me now.”

I opened my mouth, but no sound came, and when I stared into his eyes, I realized I had no will to fight. My body slumped as the tension left me, and I allowed my head to loll to the side. The Tenebrian gripped my chin between his thumb and forefinger and turned my face until I looked at him with unfocused eyes. 

He scoffed again before dropping his grip from me. “No will. No fun,” he muttered. 

Our attention was drawn as there was a loud crack, before the Reflection beside us vanished. The Tenebrian's eyebrows raised as he turned slowly to look back at what was left of the group. “They did it…” He shook his head before he laughed. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

A gust of wind blasted through the air, and I rolled to the side to avoid dust stinging my eyes. A Gateway opened next to me, but the Tenebrian kicked me to the side before I could reach for it and leapt through it himself. The Gateway closed before I could get closer, and my arm dropped uselessly against the dust. 

Ultimately, my human form prevailed, and I scoffed quietly as I watched my weak human fingers flex in the dirt. The irony that my dominant form was human wasn’t lost on me. After a moment of absolute power when I tore apart the very fabric of the world, I was forced into this image. The part of me that had caused the damage—the weaker, the complicated part—had conquered.

Rolling onto my side, I curled up and huffed air from my nose. Technically, it wasn’t my human half that was to blame—it was the combination of my halves and the battle between them. But thinking about it while I lay in the dirt of Tenebris wasn’t what I wanted to do, so I closed my eyes and stilled.

I was doomed to be a danger from the day I was born. 

What was left to do but lie in the wake of the destruction, and let what remained of the world consume me? 

The air sucked around me like a vortex as Gateways opened and closed, and if they were too close they caused my eardrums to pop. Although no Guardians were left near me, the Gateways continued to open and close. 

I stopped trying to reach them.

My hands clamped over my ears as I pressed my forehead on the soil, closed my eyes, and prayed to a deity I wasn’t sure I even believed in. Praying for forgiveness and absolution for what I’d done. For the pain I’d already caused, and all the pain which was to follow. 

All the death. 

It was my fault. Thousands of years of the Guardians maintaining the Balance, and I had destroyed it in minutes. My lifetime was a blip on the universe, but it was the ultimate undoing of life itself.

It was a lot to take in. 

Too much to take in. 

Curling further into myself as another quake rocked the ground, I almost wished for the physical pain to return. Anything to distract me from the thoughts as they swirled around in my mind.  

The world was better off without me.

If it was even worth saving. 

If the Tenebrians had taught me anything, it was that they would never stop. They’d pile into Earth uncontrolled, without a care for consequences, and wreak havoc on innocent people. Humanity would suffer, had been suffering because of them. Shouldn’t life balance itself out? Without the Tenebrians prodding and poking and influencing, the Lucidians wouldn’t have to work half as hard to keep things together. All the while, humans suffered physical, emotional, and mental pain. Suffering that cut so deep they’d walk the remainder of their lives with their heart barely held together by the will to keep breathing another day. 

And now the Balance wouldn’t be there to save the delicate realms, and whatever thin leash of responsibility that held the Tenebrians in check had snapped.

What kind of world was that to look forward to? 

Was this just a cycle destined to repeat? If we managed to correct the Balance somehow, there would eventually be those who tried to shift it again. All the while, humans would continue to be hurt and killed, innocent bystanders to a war they weren’t even aware of. 

Maybe we were no better than tools all along.  

Guilt and self-hatred consumed me, and despite the ebbing and flowing of my powers through my being, I felt the hard shell of negative energy as it forged around me. I stayed curled in a ball and waited for death, however long it would take to reach me. 

Would I die of starvation or dehydration? Would I be in the way when an uncontrolled Gateway opened and dropped me off a cliff's edge somewhere? Would some Tenebrians find me and finish what they started with my mother? 

I can’t wait to see you, Mom. 

Instinct had me shielding my head when another Gateway opened so close to me, I felt the teeth-chattering cold that radiated from the opening. It pulsated with unstable force, growing and shrinking inches at a time, and the power skid me across the ground a few feet. But I didn’t look up or release myself from my self-preserving position. 

I’d stay here until I died. 

My chest throbbed from a wound that no longer existed where I’d come so close to death decades before. Perhaps I had died, and all of this had been a horrible nightmare, where Samael and Cael were bright lights, there only to distract me from my impending destiny to doom us all. I sobbed and ducked my head against my chest. I’d seen Cael in the final moments before the Balance shifted, and the look on his face was imprinted in my mind. He’d witnessed what I’d done and the realization that crossed his features when he knew I could tell what was happening, but was too weak to stop it, shattered me. Despite all my strength and the Elders’ concerns about me being too powerful, I was too weak to control myself when it mattered. Without Cael there to be my balancing force, I was as unpredictable and useless as the Elders had warned I would be. Cael was the calm to my inner storm, and I’d failed him and Samael and sentenced them all to an early death.

They must hate me. 

What was there left to fight for?

“Ana!” 

I flinched at the sound of my name, but didn’t look up. Whether the voice was in my head or not, I couldn’t tell. It was distorted and faded like an out-of-tune radio. Static and wind. It wasn’t real.

I must be going crazy. 

“Ana, give me your hand.” 

Tears stung my eyes as I whispered against the dirt, “Cael?” 

Why would he come for me? I’d let him down, let them all down. If there were any chance he could save the world and undo what I had done, that’s where his focus should be. 

“There’s not much time, Ana.” Desperation clawed at the edges of the voice through the distorted sound, and it continued to say my name as though trying to remind me of who I was. 

No one knew who I truly was, but now I did. Only a monster could do this. 

Still, my name was called. 

Slowly, with my limbs shaking from the physical and mental effort it took me to respond, I lifted an arm and reached toward the voice. A strong hand clasped around my wrist, and I allowed myself to be dragged across the dirt and through the Gateway, keeping my head down. The Gateway felt different. Wrong. It was unstable, like being pulled through a bath where the hot and cold water were still mingling rather than the sheet of ice it usually was, and every inch of my skin was at a different temperature. It offered none of the healing powers Gateways usually held, and I gasped at the change in air between the realms. I was as weak when I reached Earth as I had been in Tenebris. My body was limp as Earth’s familiar essence surrounded me. As my feet slipped through, the Gateway warped and changed before it snapped closed in a cloud of white and orange dust.

My body was heavy, and as I collapsed on top of my rescuer, strong arms stopped me from hitting the ground. Another pair of hands steadied me and held me under my arms, but I stayed limp as I was dragged to my feet.

“Ana, you have to stand up. Please. We need to get you somewhere safe.”

“Nowhere is safe…” I whispered as my feet moved uselessly against the ground. The sound was familiar and grated against my senses. Asphalt. I was on a road. “Nowhere is safe anymore.”

Why was the sun so bright? How could there be sunlight anymore? Squeezing my eyes shut, I managed to maintain some semblance of control and allowed myself to be led as I took small, unsteady steps. I barely had the energy left to assess my own body, and noticed enough to realize my emotional imprint had weakened to the point I could almost pass as human again. All the power and energy built up in my body over the years, untrained and unused, had burst forth and been used to bring on the Shift, and I was left an empty shell. 

My pendant was warm on my skin, but its proximity didn’t carry its usual reassuring presence. 

“It’s a goddamn miracle we were able to pinpoint her location at all,” a rough voice came from my left, and the arm that held me up adjusted as he grunted. 

A small bell chimed, and as a door was opened, a rush of air-conditioned air hit me, making me stumble. The light behind my eyelids changed as I was led out of the sun and seated on cool, polished concrete. It seemed strange that there were still sensations to feel, air to breathe, and light in the world when I could find none within. 

The chaos from the street was shut out as the door clicked closed, and a warm palm caressed my cheek. “Ana,” he whispered. “Come back to us, please.”

Fluttering my eyes open, I kept my head down and lifted my hands. My palms and fingernails were caked in the red dirt of Tenebris, and I slapped them against each other to shift it. When it didn’t work, I rubbed my hands roughly and frantically against my jeans, but all that did was add red smudges to my clothes. I couldn’t rid myself of Tenebris from my skin, nor my being, and when I took a breath to steady myself, it shuddered in and out of my lungs. The air was crisp and thick, and I squeezed my eyes shut again to remind myself I was on Earth. I hadn’t realized until I sat and pressed my palms to the floor that I had feared Earth would cease to exist when the Balance shifted. The fear lingered, and a sob jerked out of me as I tried again to wipe the dirt from my hands. 

It may as well be blood, and I didn’t want to look at it. 

A thumb wiped away a stray tear as it escaped and ran down my cheek, and the moisture smeared the dirt on my face farther. When a hand gently cupped my chin and tilted my head up, I gazed into the blue eyes of a stranger. 

Not a stranger. 

My chest felt as though it were caving in on itself, and I took sharp and urgent breaths. 

“Shhh, Ana, please calm down.”

I knew those eyes and that voice, but they’d been buried deep inside my memories.

Was this real?

“Dad?” I whispered, and the tears escaped in earnest, leaving trails and creating a mosaic of dust against my skin as each one fought its way through the grime. I cleared my throat, and the sound ended with a hiccup. “Roger,” I stated, and his jaw clenched. 

He nodded, and his emotions bubbled up through his body and escaped from his eyes, surrounded by fine wrinkles of time but kept youthful by his Lucidian genes. My lip trembled as I looked over his shoulder and spotted John. 

Uncle John.

I reached out a hand to him, but curled my fingers in before I fully extended. John took my hand anyway, and squeezed it gently, appearing on the verge of tears as his beard twitched, but he stubbornly held his emotions back. Ripples came through the air, though, slowly and hesitantly, due to either my powers fading or the beginnings of the Shift, as though the emotions themselves were hesitating because they had nowhere to go. 

Letting my fingers slide from John’s grip, I dropped my hand back to my lap. Roger remained kneeling as I leaned against a display case in the small boutique shop they had carried me into. I stared hard at Roger, and my lips pressed firmly together as I tried to hold back the flood that threatened to overwhelm me. A few tears came through, and when he reached up to brush them away again, I swiped his hand away. Hurt bloomed in his eyes, followed by understanding. I felt I should be angry, but couldn’t find the will to draw the emotion forth. 

In the past, I’d run through my mind a thousand times what I’d say if or when I ever found my father. A thousand different scenarios had been acted out in my mind before and after discovering the truth about my parentage. Some were happy prospects where we embraced and connected as if no time had passed, and the hurt from the past was nothing more than a discarded memory. Others were fantasies of me shouting at him, verbally releasing all my rage and betrayal. Making sure he sat there and absorbed it all, knowing he could not only hear the words, but feel my pain. 

On top of these ideas now sat so many additional questions, and I had no idea where to start. 

Why did he come back? 

Why now? 

How did he find me? 

Why did he leave me alone in a world where I belonged nowhere?

Mostly… why? 

Dad, where were you when I needed you?

My lip trembled with the break in my willpower. I wanted to hate him, to loathe him. I wanted him to feel a fraction of the pain I’d felt. Every thought blurred into a confused mess in my head.

If you were there, would Mom have not been where she was? Would she still be alive?

With a wail that held all the words I couldn’t find and had no energy to say, I threw myself into Roger’s arms. His reaction was instant and unhindered, and he held me with untamed strength, as though trying to hug away all the years of pain and torment he blamed himself for as much as I blamed him.

Would things have been different if he had taken me home to Lucidis? 

Did any of it even matter now?

I squeezed my arms around his shoulders and buried what remained of my senses into him. His powers had faded over the years, until they were almost nonexistent, but there were flickers there. Brighter and with hints of help, as though he’d used John to reenergize himself. Or they’d used each other. I imagine that’s how they’d found me. 

I wanted to know if John had punched Roger in the nose the moment he’d seen him. It seemed unlikely, but the image still pulled a reluctant and single watery chuckle from my lips. Roger squeezed me harder, and I let him. When John’s hand landed on my shoulder and squeezed slightly, I flinched before I relaxed into his touch. The energy flow between us increased, and I didn’t think I could fight it even if I wanted to. 

Physically, I started to feel better, but with increased strength, the ache in my chest only got larger, as though my weakness was holding me back from the full realization of what had happened.

Of what I’d done. 

“I’m so glad you’re safe, angel,” John whispered, a slight crack to his voice he couldn’t hide. “We didn’t know how long we had to find you before you became unreachable.” 

I flinched again as there was an explosion from outside. Within seconds, a gateway opened and closed, and the force set off car alarms and enticed screams from people in the area before they ran for safety. 

With it, the moment shattered, and I pulled away from Roger. 

He let me go reluctantly and held my shoulders until I shrugged away his touch. I used the energy they’d given me to build a wall around myself, and as my initial reaction to seeing my Dad and my weakness of nostalgia passed, I steeled myself. No doubt sensing the change in me, Roger gently brushed my moonstone necklace my mother had given me.

That he’d given her. 

I pushed his hand away slowly and with a delicate touch of my fingers, but it was a deliberate move. “Don’t. That was my mother’s.”

“I know, I gave it to her.”

I shook my head. “It was my mother’s.”

The silence stretched out between us, then, “Ana…”

I raised my eyes to his. “Did you know they killed her?”

“Who?”

“The Tenebrians. They killed Mom. They made a man crash his car into her. They took her from me.” I glanced outside again as footsteps pounded as a group of people ran past the window, before I returned my gaze to my hands. “They took everything from me.”

Roger struggled with the information, and I felt him trying to hide his struggle from me. But I wanted him to feel it. He wasn’t there when she died, and I had no one to grieve with. After a beat, he said, “I didn’t know that.”

“I hope the Shift kills them all,” I muttered, almost to myself. 

“Ana—”

“You left me all alone,” I spat out, looking up at him. “You left us.” The words died into a whisper as the accusation flashed in my eyes. “Didn’t you love her? Didn’t you love me?”

“I did love you, Ana, and I love you still, and I love Bronte even though she is gone. I have so much love it hurts.”

“But—”

“Ana, Anahera.” Roger took my hands in his, and he sighed as I tried to pull my hands from his grip. His fingers tightened around mine, and I glared at him as I stopped resisting. “You were named because you were my angel, our angel.” His lip lifted into a slight smirk before it dropped. “I can almost see you trying to resist the urge to roll your eyes, it’s corny, I know, but Bronte loved corny.” My eyes narrowed, and he sighed again. “You were a sign of a fresh start I didn’t know was possible.” He opened and closed his mouth several times. “I’ve spent years—decades—thinking about what I would say to you, about how I would even try to find the words to explain what needed to be said.” Roger watched my eyes. “Your eyes are exactly like Bronte’s…” his chuckle was hollow, “and it’s like you’re both looking at me right now and demanding answers for my actions.”

“So,” I snapped. “Give us the answers.” 

“As you grew, it became evident that my presence alone brought out your Guardian side. I wanted you to grow up as a human. Not because I was or am ashamed of what I am, but because I wanted you to grow with the love I’d only just begun to feel for myself.”

He still hadn’t let go of my hands, but finally relented when I tugged harder, and I brushed my hands on my jeans as if trying to rid myself of the contact. “Why didn’t you come back when Mom died?”

Tears swam in his eyes, and the hints of anger I didn’t have the energy to express flickered to life again. “I didn’t know if you would forgive me for not being there. Every day I stayed away made it harder to come back. I didn’t think you would let me, or even want me to explain—”

“You didn’t even give me a chance!” I yelled, and allowed my gaze to drift out the window as another Gateway snapped open and shut, and a small group of people ran across the street as the ground trembled. “Maybe things could have been different,” I whispered. 

“I’m sorry—”

“You’re a coward.”

Roger waited until I met his eyes before saying, “Yes.”

I scoffed and looked down again to trace lines in the dirt on my jeans. Emotion bubbled inside me, and I didn’t want to feel it. I didn’t want to feel any of it. I wanted to yell How dare you? But I wouldn’t be telling him anything he didn’t already know. 

But it hurt. All of it hurt. 

“There are not enough words, or time in the world, to tell you how sorry I am, Ana. I was, and still am, learning to be human. I’m in a world I think I understand so well, and then humans show me something else that surprises me. I’m far from perfect, but I never stopped loving you or your mother.” His eyes pleaded with mine. “Please, forgive me.”

An earthy sob wrenched from my throat, and when I tried to hide the outburst, another crept up and burst forth. Roger watched the strain in my face before I crumpled and turned away from him. “I needed you.”

“I know, I know you did, and I’m so sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

Roger reached out to me, and I tilted where I sat and allowed myself to be drawn into another hug. He did it hesitantly, ready for me to pull away at any moment. When I didn’t, he held me against him, my small frame against his chest. Cautiously, I lowered the block between us and felt Roger’s essence, and he experienced my energies as they flowed through me. All my guilt mingled with his and crashed over us in waves. 

Maybe in a small way, we began to heal.

Maybe. 

I sniffled, pulled away, and again, Roger’s arms only unwrapped from me hesitantly. “What now?” I asked. 

“We stop this,” John said from where he faced toward the window, the fear in his eyes betrayed his usual calm demeanor. 

“How?” I asked, tears blurring my vision as my voice broke again. “I’ve done so much damage.”

“It’s not your fault, Ana. It was the Tenebrians.”

“It is my fault. They couldn’t have done this without me.”

“They would have, eventually.”

“You don’t know that.”

John sighed. “There’s still time to make this right.”

Roger took my hand and pulled my arm gently as he stood. “Let’s go.”

I resisted his pull as the urge to sink down and wait for death flooded me again, and I allowed my body to become a dead weight. I didn’t want to move from this spot. Roger looked at me, probably seeing a broken shell of the daughter he had left behind. “Ana, come with me.”

I lifted my eyes to his. “If I want to live?” I whispered.

“Just come.” Roger’s mouth twitched as I let him pull me to my feet. When we were face to face, he touched my cheek. “You’re still in there somewhere, aren’t you?”

I shook my head, regretting the urge to quote The Terminator I hadn’t been able to squash down quickly enough. Even with resignation bearing down upon me from all sides, old habits die hard. I could see the hope in Roger’s eyes as he looked at me, as though my humor was a sign that I was whoever he remembered I was, or who he wanted me to be. But it was nothing more than autopilot, a memory of the Ana who had existed before this, before I was taken by the Tenebrians and flicked the switch that kick-started the end of the world. 

That Ana didn’t exist anymore. She was still in Tenebris, lying in the dirt. 

Roger’s hope was short-lived, and I could almost see his heart break when whatever he thought he saw in me vanished, and was replaced by a dark cloud. 

Hopelessness. 

He searched my eyes for a sign I was fighting the fog that had built around me, and when he saw none, he sighed, squeezed my hand, and led me out of the shop. 

As I looked around the street, it was almost empty of the vibrant human life that usually littered the city. The only people in sight fled for their safety, and the fog around me increased. 

I didn’t see how we could fix what I’d done. 

It was over. 








  
  

Chapter Three


Cael





Until today, I’d never felt unsafe in Lucidis. But the knowledge that this was my  home mingled with the fear, and I rubbed my arm as if that could take away the uncomfortable crawling of unease. 

I lifted my hands and tried again, but the failed Gateways sparked one after another as they fell from my fingertips in a shower of glowing dust. The fabric between the realms was no longer still, and as it was in constant motion, I couldn’t maintain grip long enough to open a way through. Guardians had attempted to link together to focus our power. Still, even that hadn’t resulted in an accurate Gateway, and most had given up and jumped through to Earth in the spontaneous Gateways. 

They could help from wherever they ended up on Earth.

But I didn’t want to be anywhere on Earth. I needed to be near where Ana was taken. 

As my frustration grew, whatever little accuracy I’d had wavered further, and after yet another attempt which left my fingers burning, I roared and punched a nearby tree to release some of the rage before it overtook me. The bark of the tree cracked before bits fell to the ground. I stared at them with my shoulders heaving and closed my eyes as I heard yet another Gateway fizzle out as Samael continued to try. 

Throwing my arms up, I recommenced my earlier pacing and rubbed my temples. 

The Reflections had vanished when the Shift began and blinked out of existence. In turn, the entire feel of the realm had changed. Positive energies were no longer feeding into and out of Lucidis as the cycle was broken. Lucidis became earthlier and darker in its feel, and everywhere I looked, it was as though I was trying to see through a haze of dust caught in sunlight. The constant push and pull between positive and negative no longer only affected Earth as the world’s energies moved freely between the realms. Mid-step, I found myself slapped with a wall of negative energy and the hot air of Tenebris, which broke and dissipated as quickly as it had stopped me in my tracks.  

If the Shift were completed, there would be no difference between the realms, and they would all become one world. My home, and everyone else’s as we knew it, would cease to exist. 

“Dad,” Samael said, and I stilled, closed my eyes, and I willed my emotions under control. Samael had been trying to reason with me, but I'd been stuck in a spiral since seeing Ana through the Porthole from Tenebris. The rush of panic and rage only increased with every unsuccessful Gateway, and several times I’d lashed out at Samael the moment he spoke. I looked at him and saw the muscles in his cheeks tense as he grounded himself. I closed my eyes for a moment longer. Samael was maintaining control. I needed to try harder. “Dad,” he started again, “Why don’t we take one of the open Gateways to Earth and go from there?”

“Because I don’t know if I can find her from Earth! Because those Gateways…” I indicated the ones that continued to open and close in random intervals, “… are unpredictable and unstable. What if we end up stuck on Earth?”

“But what if we try to redirect one that’s already open? We could at least have a chance of getting close.”

My lip lifted into a snarl. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I shouted.

Samael rounded on me and shoved me hard in the shoulder with his palm. “And neither do you.” When rage contorted my features, Samael held his hands up, but his expression remained hard. He continued gently, “This is new territory for all of us. I know you’re desperate to get to Mother, I am too, but your way is not working, and you’re wasting time.” Samael reached out and grabbed my wrist before I started pacing again. Before I could stop him, he shared his calming influences through the skin-on-skin contact. “Can we just try it my way? Please.”

It felt selfish to take energy from my son when we didn’t know when we’d be able to replenish our powers, or what effect the Shift would have on them, but greedily, I took what he offered. My blood changed from a boil to a simmer, and I pulled in a shuddering breath. “What if it doesn’t work?” I whispered, and Samael tilted his head with concern as though the broken quiet of my voice was more devastating than the uproar. 

“We’ll find a way and won’t give up.” Samael sighed and looked across the now near-empty community. He’d already sent Sasha and the others through to Earth as he feared for the humans. With the Tenebrians on the loose without consequence, he wanted as much backup as he could arrange to be there for them.

He’d chosen his duty to watch over the humans first, and I sagged under the weight of my shortfalls. Of course, he wanted Ana safe, too, but he hadn’t forgotten everything else. The Gateway Sasha had disappeared through seemed as though it might lead them to the correct city. But it wasn’t close enough to where Ana was taken, and I’d refused to go with them.

I regretted it now. 

Keeping my head down, I nodded as I accepted the clothes Samael handed me, and once I was dressed, we waited for a Gateway to appear. We didn’t have to wait long, and sprinted six feet to the left when one burst into existence, its light bright and blinding. But its outline wavered and disappeared before we could refocus its energies. 

After this happened for the fourth time, my grip on what was left of my control was a barely-there thread that threatened to snap at any moment. To my right, I sensed Samael centering himself again, rather than sinking into a pit of self-loathing and anger, and I closed my eyes and tried to do the same. The sun wasn’t as bright, the air was not as clear, and I could no longer rely on the healing energies of my home realm to bring me back into line. I needed to search for them. After pulling from deep within myself, I opened my eyes and held my hand out again. Samael clasped his palm in mine, and we allowed a free flow of our energy between us in preparation for the next Gateway. 

One appeared, and Samael and I spun around in unison to face it. Immediately, we put our free hands out and focused on reinforcing the Gateway. It held, but I dared not breathe a sigh of relief, and barely dared to breathe at all. Shifting our focus, we released our clasped hands, and Samael focused his power on keeping the Gateway open, while I adjusted its position. 

The sense of Ana’s imprint passed through me like a ghost, and I cried out. Samael released a grunt, and I pulled myself together and focused, shifting the location back until I felt her again. 

“Dad…” Samael warned. The energy of the Gateway began to fade, and Samael planted his feet in the grass, desperately trying to earth himself in the realm and draw from whatever dwindling power was left.

“I’ve almost got her,” I said through gritted teeth. Each time I got close, there would be another shift in the air, and the location would be pushed violently to the side, sometimes only by a mile, sometimes by several.  

“Dad!” Samael cried out.

“Almost.”

“Dad, now!” Samael reached out and grabbed the collar of my shirt before he tugged and shoved me hard through the Gateway. He flung himself in after me and hastily changed to his human form before we crashed onto the road as the Gateway closed with force. The aftershock knocked Samael aside, and he dropped to one knee, and I stumbled in my steps but managed to stay upright. There were several screams from around us before humans fled the area, and I winced, not wishing to cause them any more fear than they were already feeling. 

Brushing himself off, Samael stood and choked out a gasp when he looked up at me. “Dad,” he whispered urgently as I straightened, and grabbed me by the elbow before he dragged me off the street behind a nearby tree line. I followed with uncertain steps, and only when I caught a glance at my skin did I relent to his insistent tugging and understand why Samael forced me to hide. Although I had no doubt humans had now seen Guardians, even if they didn’t understand what they were, I didn’t want to cause any additional alarm or pain if I could avoid it. 

My fingertips were human, but my skin maintained the blue glow, and my Guardian form held strong on the back of my hands and lower arms. I lifted my hands to my face and hissed as I felt the rough texture of my skin. “Fuck,” I muttered. I hated to admit weakness, but I was beyond compromised. When it came to Ana, I could be more animal than human or Guardian. My thoughts were engaged only with her, and I hadn’t managed to complete my change into my human form. Whether that was the fault of the Shift or my weakness, I didn’t care to look into it further. 

My body resisted as I forced the change to complete, but once there, I used both hands to tuck my hair behind my ears and strode purposefully back onto the street. The road was clear of humans. Several cars had been abandoned as people had run from the quakes and rips in the air, and perhaps Tenebrians. What had they seen? Humans couldn’t see Gateways, but if Guardians had emerged from them, either Lucidian or Tenebrian, it would be terrifying for them. But all the rules seemed to have changed, and maybe humans could see Gateways now as we did.

All this fear would do nothing to help us repair this damage, and would only push the Shift further and faster. I hoped we could salvage the situation, but that hope dwindled with each slap in the face by the reality of what was happening. 

I closed my eyes as my body hummed in rebellion against the lack of energy and essence to draw from. However much time I thought we might have had, it was less. I hated to think of what the Tenebrians had already gotten up to, even in this short time, and how much more damage they could do. 

Kneeling, I placed a palm on the road and used the earth itself to assist me in tracking Ana’s essence. I was positive I’d felt her imprint while working on the Gateway, and although the imprint was a shadow of its previous strength, it was her. She must be on Earth. Somehow, she’d escaped Tenebris. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to sense her from Lucidis at all. 

I could only hope I’d worked quickly enough to re-center the Gateway.  

Samael stood, closed his eyes, and raised his hands to feel the air, seeking a trace of her. “Dad, I can feel her.”

My brows furrowed as I nodded. “Me too.”

She was close.

“Ana!” I called out as I stood. 

There was no verbal response, but something flickered in my chest as her imprint called to mine. I followed the feeling, and my heart pounded as we moved from walking to running when the sense increased in intensity. My hands clenched as though I could grasp onto Ana through the air and pull her closer to me. 

“Ana,” My voice cracked with strain when I saw her. She whirled around, still covered in the red dust of Tenebris except for the tracks made through the dirt from her tears. John was next to her, but I had no idea who the other man with her was. He looked around the same age as John, tall and svelte but with recognizable muscle definition, striking blue eyes, and chestnut brown hair in what would have been a businesslike cut, had it not been ruffled with stress and sweat. 

I didn’t care who he was because my feet carried me toward Ana as she turned and ran for me. A sob I refused to let loose made my chest cave as I felt her energy drain from the physical exertion of reaching me. Ana’s knees buckled as she got closer, and she groaned and twisted her body to keep moving. I sprinted to meet her, Samael right behind me.

“Ca—,” she cried out for me, and her voice cut out before she could finish my name or call for Samael. Her eyes darted to his before falling back on mine, and her face screwed up with emotion. Her chest heaved as though she simply didn’t have the energy left to cry. 

When I reached her, Ana’s legs gave out, and I caught her before she collapsed. Enveloping her in my arms, I spun her around in a half-circle to release the momentum from her fall. Lowering us both gently to the road, I held onto her like I never wanted to let her go again.

I should never have let her go before. 

Her entire body trembled as she collapsed into my arms, weak and drowning in pain. Samael came up behind where I knelt and wrapped his arms around us as we stilled. Ana snapped, and the cry that escaped her was a sorrowful howl that encased Samael and me in the dome of her pain as we held her. But we didn’t let go, and instead worked to fill her with calm and positive energy, whatever we could spare, to re-energize her as best we could while trying to hold ourselves together as her pain radiated out across the city. 

She was still so powerful.

“I’m sorry,” she cried, feeding off our energies for a few minutes before she closed the connection and refused our help. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

I shook my head and held her tighter, my lips pressed firmly into a thin line. I didn’t trust myself to hold it together if I were to speak. 

I thought I’d lost her, again, and my heart couldn’t take it. 

There was the slightest flicker of hope from within Ana in our embrace.

But then it was gone. 

Her breathing was steady and even, and I wondered if she’d fallen asleep. Despite the present dangers and the work to be done, I was hesitant to move, and Samael seemed to be of the same mindset. Although I could feel him shifting as he kept a lookout, he didn’t release his arms from around us. The voices, which were nothing more than droning sounds, snatched enough of my concentration for me to turn my head slightly, where my chin rested on Ana’s head. 

The drone of the radio from the café next to us drifted out the open door, and my chest squeezed as the reporter tried to hastily summarize all the events and disasters occurring across the globe. Earthquakes, stirrings of what could be a pending tsunami off the coast, and an avalanche were all listed by the breathy reporter, and even as they maintained their professional voice, it was clear they were trying to hold themselves together.

Thousands were dead already. A dam has broken and flooded several small towns, which had no hope of evacuation. Two bridges had collapsed, sending hundreds of cars into churning water. 

“Oh, God,” Ana croaked out, and I drew my arms around her as regret swirled inside me. I didn’t know she was listening. “What have I done?”

Before I could even attempt a response while the pain and death of thousands swirled around my mind, John and the stranger approached. Samael and I didn’t let go of Ana, though my arms continued to tremble. Not from any physical effort, but the willpower it took me not to whisk her away somewhere safe and keep her there forever. 

But where was safe now?

John placed a hand on my shoulder, and I looked up at him before we nodded silently to each other. John then brushed Ana’s hair gently before he moved to the side, and the stranger came closer. I moved to my feet and brought Ana with me, her arms still wrapped around my waist and mine around her body. Samael watched the stranger cautiously, as did I, and almost subconsciously, I shifted Ana from view as he drew near. A sad smile played across the man’s face at the display of protective instinct, and as he approached me, he held out his hand.

Reluctantly, I released an arm from around Ana to take it. “Cael.” 

“Roger…” he paused. “I’m Ana’s father.”

At this, I increased my grip on Roger’s hand, not realizing I had done it. But when the change became a conscious effort, I didn’t release my hold and gripped harder than necessary, causing Roger to grunt, but he didn’t pull away. He knew what I was about to do and let me flow my senses through the physical contact. I felt Roger’s being, learnt about who he was, and searched for any hint of intended betrayal. If there were something he was hiding, something about him that couldn’t be trusted, I would find it. 

Samael slid his hand on top of mine and Roger’s, still clasped tightly. The energy transfer between the three of us pulsed around our skin and distorted the image of our hands. Roger took the opportunity to recharge his powers, and he watched my face as I arched a brow, but I allowed it. The exchange benefited us all, and the longer I could read the man in front of me, the better. 

Sorrow, guilt, wistfulness.

Love. 

Withdrawing my hand, I returned my arm to where it belonged—around Ana. 

“I can only assume that because I’m not face down on the asphalt, you accepted what you sensed of me.”

I grunted. “How did you save her?” 

Roger glanced at John. “A bit of teamwork, moonstone, and a lot of determination and dumb luck.” He looked at Ana, who had her face nuzzled into my chest. “And enough hope and love to tie it all together.”

My eyes narrowed. “Honestly, that sounds rehearsed.”

“Maybe just in my head while I was walking toward you.” Roger smiled sadly.

John cleared his throat. “We need to work on fixing this.”

Ana sobbed quietly into my chest again, but said nothing, and I squeezed her tighter against me as I nodded at John.

“We have friends here,” Samael said, and answering my questioning look, he added, “You know I told them to come here to protect any humans that could get caught in the crossfire, I don’t know where exactly, but they’re close enough for me to feel them. So, they either landed here or have since made their way.” He lifted a shoulder, and I was flooded again with gratitude for my son and his ability to balance his duty as a Guardian and his desire to protect his family. 

Samael may be part human, but it seemed he was more Guardian than I. 

“Let’s find them, then,” Roger said. “I might have some ideas of where we can go from here, but let’s get everyone we can together first.” He looked at Ana, and his arm twitched as though he was going to reach out to her, but thought the better of it. “Ana, my angel… We’ll need your help.”

Ana tore herself away from me, but I kept my arm possessively around her waist and tightened it as she twisted so her hips fit snugly against me. Even as she stared at her father, she leaned back against me, and I relished the contact. 

Somewhere inside her was the Ana I knew I loved. 

She needed saving as much as everyone else did. 

Samael also hadn’t moved far from her side, as if we could shield her from the dangers of the outside world simply by staying close. 

“I can’t help,” she said as her fingers squeezed my arm where it was wrapped around her stomach. “I’ll only make things worse.”

Roger touched her shoulder, and his eyes darted to my arm when I tensed protectively around her. “You can help. You have strength and power within you that can reverse this.” 

Ana shook her head and looked at the ground. 

Samael stepped in. “Let’s find the others.”

Roger opened his mouth, noted my scowl and Ana’s downturned expression, and relented as he nodded. He continued to look at Ana, as if he could will her to lift her head and meet his eyes again. But she remained staring determinedly at the ground, and Roger squeezed her shoulder lightly before we all came together, and combined our powers to trace the others.
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