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For Dave






You are the North Star that keeps me centered. 


The gravity that keeps me grounded. 


The bond that keeps my molecules together. 




Chapter One






“I need to sit down.” I staggered toward the couch and sank onto a green plaid cushion. 


My brother followed, assaulting my ears with the kind of language that used to earn him a bar of soap in his mouth. “Tell me what’s going on, Kate.” 


“Just give me a second.” 


I leaned forward, burying my face in my hands. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be happening. Not now, when I’d finally started to get a grip on the Guardian thing. But when I peeked through my fingers, the proof was right in front of me. The flame-shaped mark on Ty’s wrist looked exactly like mine. 


I wanted to trust God—I really did—but this was one of those times when I wished I could ask Him what He was thinking. Ty? Seriously? Aside from me, my brother had to be the worst choice ever for a Guardian. 


“Okay, I’ll tell you,” I said as I lifted my head. “But you have to listen, and you have to stop swearing at me. It’s too hard to think when you do that. And as far as Mom’s concerned, this conversation never happened. She can’t know anything about it.” 


Ty’s jaw clenched with the effort to censor whatever had been about to escape from his mouth. He flopped down on the other end of the couch. “Fine. Just tell me what’s going on.” 


My gaze returned to the three-in-one flame that looked like a tattoo on the inside of his right wrist. “It’s called a Pur. Sounds like poor—like you’re totally broke—but it’s from the Greek word that means fire. It’s a sign you’ve been chosen.” My stomach threatened mutiny as I forced the words out. “You’re a Guardian.” 


“What are you talking about? Chosen by who?” 


“You mean ‘by whom.’” I paused, taking a moment to prepare myself because I knew how well the answer to his question would go over. “Chosen by God.” 


Several heartbeats passed, and then despite our agreement, he swore. “You’ve completely lost it. You should’ve been the one in therapy after Dad left, not me. How’d you get it on my wrist?” 


“I didn’t put it on your wrist.”  


“Then how’d it get there?” 


“Every Guardian gets one. It’s how we know we’ve been chosen. It just sort of … appears. You know, like supernaturally.” 


My brother stared at me, his expression growing more incredulous with each second. “You’re serious.” 


“Yes. I’m serious.” 


He swore again. “I knew that religious crap would eventually scramble your brain.” 


“Stop it, Ty. You wanted to know. You said you would listen.” I couldn’t really blame him though. I’d had the same kind of reaction when Nathan tried to explain my Pur to me. 


Ty got up and headed for the front door. “Well, this has been a crap-ton of fun, but I have better ways to waste my time.” 


“Wait—that’s it? You’re leaving?” 


“I have a party to go to.” 


I followed after him. “Ty, this is serious!” 


“No, what’s serious is my need for a cold beer and a hot girl.” He opened the door and stepped over the threshold backward so he could wave goodbye with his middle finger. “Talk to you later, loser. After you get your brain back from the pod people.” 


I stumbled onto the front step, helpless to do anything but watch as Ty got in his car, started the engine, and hit the gas. The Corvette’s tires spun to gain traction on the wet pavement. As the cul-de-sac fell quiet again, cold air washed across my face, echoing the chill spreading through me. You didn’t walk away once you’d been chosen. You either accepted your calling or rejected it, and those who rejected it didn’t go on with their lives as if nothing had happened. 


I hurried back into the house, closing the door behind me. My coat was still on my bed where I’d tossed it less than ten minutes ago, and I dug through the pockets to locate my phone. My thumb hesitated over the call option when I realized who I’d picked from my contacts. Why was Hassan the one I always called when my life was falling apart? 


I’d have to psychoanalyze my gut reaction later. I tapped the icon, and Hassan answered after the first ring. 


“Kate?” 


“Yeah.” My knees gave out, and I wilted onto the bed. I didn’t even know where to start. 


“What is it? What’s wrong?” 


“It’s my brother. He was just here and … he came a couple of minutes after you dropped me off, and he started asking about my Pur. At first I thought that maybe he’d figured out Jackson had one too, and I was stressing because I had no idea what to tell him. But he knew it wasn’t a tattoo. He wanted to know what it really was, and then he showed me …” I drew an unsteady breath. “He has a Pur, Hassan. He’s been called.” 


“Your brother.” 


“Yeah. My brother.” 


A few seconds passed in silence. “What did you tell him?” 


“Not much. I tried to explain, but he stopped listening as soon as I mentioned God. He pretty much thinks I’ve lost my mind.” I rubbed at the tension knotting across my forehead. “I don’t get it. How is this even possible? I thought siblings weren’t called unless they were twins.” 


“That’s what we have always assumed because the only sibling Guardians we know of are twins.” 


That meant my brother and I were unknowns. Unknowns meant mistakes and unanswered questions and stumbling around in the dark because you had no idea what you were doing. I hated unknowns. 


“But it doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Why Ty? Don’t you have to at least, you know, be on speaking terms with God before you’re called?” 


“Perhaps he is.” 


I didn’t see how that was possible. My brother was angry with God, the kind of anger that grew and festered over time until it poisoned your entire system. It had started when Dad walked out. “What if he doesn’t want anything to do with us? Or what if he decides joining the other side sounds like a better option? Ty isn’t exactly the self-sacrificing type.” 


“You’re worrying about something that may never happen. Few of us are truly ready when we are chosen. You wanted to deny your calling, and I was still burdened with hate for my father and for myself. You joined because you felt you had no other choice, and I joined because I was angry and I wanted to fight, not because it was the right thing to do. It takes time to understand what we have been called to. Give him time.” 


How much time? How long did Ty have before it was too late and his Pur turned black? I didn’t want my brother as an enemy. I didn’t want to lose him. 


“Call Nathan,” Hassan said. “He needs to know about your brother, and he may be able to provide some of the answers you want.” 


I grimaced. I’d been avoiding Nathan as much as possible. There were things about New Year’s Eve I didn’t want to talk about, not yet. Maybe not ever. Calling him felt like I’d be giving him permission to pry into my fears, into the nightmare I was still having trouble waking up from. 


“Kate.” 


“Yeah, okay. I’ll call him.” 


“Do it today. This afternoon.” 


I responded with a sigh of frustration. 


“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Hassan said. He ended the call. 


I stood and set the phone on my desk. In an attempt to delay the inevitable, I changed out of the sweater and slacks I’d worn to Kenji’s funeral, opting for jeans, T-shirt, and a hoodie instead. 


Mom would be home soon, so I couldn’t put off the call for too long. I had a feeling I would need some time after talking to Nathan to calm down and act like nothing had happened. Well, nothing worse than attending a funeral for my friend’s dad. A friend who happened to be a Guardian and whose dad had been a Guardian until he’d been murdered by a psycho ex-Guardian on New Year’s Eve. That psycho had done her best to leave me in the same condition. 


Yeah. No problem acting like there was nothing going on. 


It took ten minutes of internal pep talk before I felt brave enough to make the call. When Nathan answered, I gave him a slightly longer version of the story I’d given Hassan. A pause followed my announcement, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d surprised him or because he was busy searching for information. 


“This is an interesting development.” 


Interesting? Not the word I would’ve used. 


“I’m curious to see how the Blood-Bond will work between the two of you,” he said. “Or if you’ll have one at all.” 


“If Ty sticks around. It’s not like he was in a hurry to sign up. He totally blew me off.” 


“He’ll be back.” 


Did he Know Ty would be back, or was he assuming? 


“I’ll see what I can find out on my own, but we might have more success if you help me. I could also use your help locating Eden.” 


Another reason I’d been avoiding him. The chair squeaked as I attempted—and failed—to find a comfortable position. 


“I can meet you at Hassan’s tomorrow,” he offered. 


I dreaded what we might see in the maze, what I might have to face. But if it could give us some answers about my brother or Eden, I had to at least try. “Sure.” 


“Good. See you then.” 


He sounded way too happy about it. After we hung up, I sat at my desk, fighting the temptation to call Hassan again. Maybe my brother was right about my brain being scrambled. That would explain why I found it logical to seek comfort from Hassan, since Hassan and comfort went together about as well as balloon animals and a staple gun. 


I went to the kitchen and stared at the contents of the fridge until a container of basil brought inspiration. Paninis seemed like a good choice for dinner, but I was so preoccupied with thoughts of my brother and visiting the maze that I left the sandwich in the pan too long. The odors of charred bread and scorched olive oil tainted the kitchen. I hit the switch for the fan above the stove, dumped the ruined panini in the garbage can, and assembled another sandwich. 


This time I burned my hand. The burn stung, but I’d felt worse. Much worse. The kind of searing agony that made you wish for death just so it would end. 


After sliding the pan off the burner, I moved to the sink and turned on the faucet. My hand trembled beneath the cold water. Memories saturated with terror and pain grew sharper even as the pain dulled, and I fought to bring my focus back to the kitchen. 


My hands were still a little shaky as I returned to dinner preparations. Somehow I produced two edible sandwiches by the time Mom walked in the door. While she put away her coat and purse, I threw a salad together. 


Our three-bedroom rambler didn’t have space for a formal dining room, so we were stuck with a scarred, uneven table in the area between the kitchen and living room. We filled our plates and took them to the table, and Mom prayed over our meal. 


With the first bite, I decided the panini was worth burning my hand for—the crunch of bread and creamy texture of mozzarella, the basil and sun-dried tomatoes that tasted like summer. 


“My goodness, Kate. What did you do to your hand?” 


My jaw paused midchew. Not good. I should’ve kept my hand hidden or put a bandage over the burn. 


Bread scraped my throat as I swallowed. “I burned it on the pan. But it’s not that bad. I’m sure it’ll look better by tomorrow.” 


I knew for a fact it would look much better. One of the perks of being a Guardian was the ability to heal faster than normal. Not such a perk when you needed to hide that ability—and the questions that came with it—from your mom. 


Fortunately, Mom accepted my assessment and moved on to a different subject. “How was the funeral?” 


“It was nice. A lot of people came to the service, so I think they felt like they had plenty of support.” 


“Did they get our flowers?” 


“Yeah. Lexi said thanks from her and her mom.” 


“I still can’t believe it. Losing him so suddenly like that.” She shook her head. “It’s such a tragedy.” 


Guilt soured the taste of summer in my mouth. I’d told Mom the truth, that Lexi’s dad had died of heart failure, but I’d let her assume it was from natural causes. Not Eden putting a hole in his chest. 


“Lexi was fortunate to have a father who was so involved in her life,” Mom said. “One who wanted a good relationship with her. I’m sure he was never so selfish as to promise to spend time with her and then cancel their plans at the last minute.” 


“Yeah. They were pretty close.” Summer was officially over in my mouth, so I set my sandwich down. “You know, I’m not as hungry as I thought I was, and it’s been a really long day. Maybe I’ll read for a while and go to bed early.” 


“You’ve hardly eaten.” 


“I’m fine. There was plenty of food at the reception.” 


“But you haven’t told me about your classes yet.” 


I withheld a sigh. I was pretty sure we’d already discussed my schedule for winter quarter more than once. “I have Chemistry 102 and Biology 102, of course, and labs for both of them. But no more calculus, so this quarter should be easier.” And less stressful. I was going to be thankful for my hard-earned B- and never look back. 


Mom’s mouth twisted in disapproval. “Even if you think things will be easier, you need to take each class seriously and work just as hard as you did last quarter. Maybe even harder.” 


“I know. I will,” I said, straining to keep the frustration out of my voice. When had I not taken school seriously? 


I excused myself before she could think of anything else to add to the lecture. 


After dropping off my plate in the kitchen, I retreated to my room. The notification light blinked on my phone. I picked it up hoping Ty had called, but it was a text from my friend Danika. She’d checked on me every day since I told her about “the breakup,” and every day I’d responded with way more optimism than I felt. I sent another fake-it-till-you-make-it reply, then debated calling Ty. Who knew whether or not he would answer his phone, and even if he did, what would I say to him? That everything would be okay? That eventually it would all make sense? 


I set the phone back on my desk. I had avoided telling any outright lies so far, and I wanted to keep it that way. 




Chapter Two






After an uneventful chem lab the next morning, I hiked back to the bus stop. A light schedule today had its benefits. It meant getting done with school sooner and taking an earlier bus back to the Eastside. It meant getting a sane driver, not the sadistic nutjob who liked to floor it before I sat down so that I lost my phone under a seat or jammed my knee into one of them. Today I was able to sit without injury or loss of personal property. 


Less than ten minutes later, the bus pulled into the Yarrow Point transit center, and I climbed the glass-enclosed stairs to the lid over the freeway. Jackson waited for me in the commuter drop-off/pickup loop. 


The sun and clouds had compromised on gray light instead of daylight, muting the world to somber shades of black and white, green and brown. Against the washed-out backdrop, the yellow paint job of Jackson’s Jeep was downright blinding. 


Leaning against the hood, Jackson stood out as much as his car did, although he was much easier on my eyesight. Golden hair, blue eyes, and a surplus of muscle. Yeah, no complaints from the visual department. 


He grinned when he spotted me, but as I stopped in front of him, concern replaced his grin. “Not that I’m not glad to see you, but are you sure you’re ready to go back to training?” 


“Yeah, I’m okay.” At least physically. My body had healed. My head was a different matter. “I don’t know how much training we’ll do today anyway. Nathan wants me to help him search the maze.” 


“I figured. He pulled in as I was leaving to pick you up.” 


Jackson pushed off the hood and opened the door for me. Warm air scented with spearmint gum drifted from the interior. 


As Jackson got in on the driver’s side, I reached over my shoulder for my seat belt and snapped it into place. “Have you talked to my brother recently?” 


“Not for a couple of days. Why?” 


“He showed up at the house after the funeral yesterday. With a Pur.” 


Jackson’s forehead wrinkled. “Is that the joke or the punch line?” 


“I wish it was a joke. You have no idea how badly I wish it was a joke.” 


He gazed out the windshield while the information processed. “Huh. I did not see that coming.” 


“Tell me about it.” 


“That will make things interesting.” 


“Why does everyone keep using that word? It’s more like disastrous. Catastrophic. The-universe-is-about-to-explode kind of catastrophic.” 


“You’re being kinda gloomy. Even for you.” 


“Maybe because I’m the only one who seems to be worried about my brother being recruited by the dark side. When I tried to explain the Guardians to him, he walked out.” 


“He’ll be back.” 


“Okay, did I miss a company email or something? Hassan and Nathan said the same thing.” 


“They’re right.” 


“There’s no way you can know he’ll be back.” 


“I can give you two very good reasons why he’ll be back. The first is you. Ty knows you. He knows you’re not crazy and that you don’t make stuff up. So as much as he might want to deny it, deep down he knows this is legit. The second reason is that he’s been chosen, and once you’ve been chosen, you can’t stop thinking about it. Like literally can’t stop. It wasn’t that long ago for you, so I know you remember what it was like. I guarantee you it’s driving him crazy right now, and pretty soon he’s gonna break down and call because he wants answers. This time he’ll be ready to listen. Well, more than he was before.” 


I did remember what it was like. Impossible to believe and impossible to deny, although I’d tried very hard to deny it. But my brother could be incredibly stubborn. There was a chance he’d deny his calling to the point his Pur turned black. 


“He’ll figure it out,” Jackson said, “so hold off on the panic for a few days, all right?” 


I nodded because I wanted him to be right. I wanted to believe Ty just needed time, that he’d make the right decision. 


Jackson turned the key in the ignition, and the Jeep roared to life. He lowered the volume on the stereo before pulling out of the commuter loop. “Obviously you talked to Nathan already. What’d he have to say about the sibling Blood-Bond?” 


“Not much. We didn’t really talk about it because I was too busy stressing over the fact Ty was chosen in the first place.” 


“Well, when you stop stressing, it might help to talk to the Atwoods. We could probably Skype from Hassan’s. Or even better, we could go for a visit. Maybe drive down there some Saturday. They don’t live that far away.” 


“Maybe.” 


I’d have to figure out how to sell it to my mom first. The last time I’d mentioned a guy in the same sentence as leaving the city limits, I’d ended up with emotional frostbite. It wouldn’t matter that there was nothing romantic about the trip. Mom was paranoid about me hanging out with guys because they were too closely related to the you know what subject, and she was convinced I wasn’t paranoid enough. 


Jackson turned onto a side street where ultramodern homes blended with those of cozy, historic design. Driveways leading to waterfront property were tucked in between the houses along the street. The driveways dipped down toward the water, disappearing from sight as they followed the slope of the land. The angle, along with the trees and houses lining the street, made it nearly impossible to tell which house you’d find at the end of each driveway. Many of those waterfront homeowners, Hassan included, added to their privacy with a gated entrance, one unmarked by house numbers or other identification. 


Jackson stopped at the entrance to Hassan's driveway and waved at the video camera located on the stone pillar to the left. A few seconds later, the gates slid open, and the pewter-colored water of Yarrow Bay stretched out before us as we made our way to a stone-paved courtyard. Grapevine clung to the exterior of the U-shaped building, giving it the feel of an Italian villa. Two video cameras were perched beneath the eaves on opposite sides of the courtyard. A third camera was situated in the alcove by the front door. I'd known Hassan long enough to suspect those cameras were simply to distract you from the ones you couldn't see. 


Jackson parked next to Nathan’s Subaru on the south side of the courtyard. We entered through the front door and stepped into the great room—an open area with windows looking out onto the bay. The room took up a large portion of the ground floor and served as both living space and work space. 


The kitchen sat at the north end. A glass coffee table and a collection of black leather chairs formed a seating area between the kitchen and the office space. Hassan, Lexi, and Jackson each had a desk in the office area, but the disaster zone of miscellaneous electronics and computer equipment along the far wall belonged to Mike. His workspace seriously messed up the room's feng shui, but no one ever complained about it. As the only non-Guardian in our group, Mike provided the information, devices, and tech support the rest of us needed to do our jobs. He turned from his monitors long enough to wave as we came in. 


Nathan and Lexi were in the seating area. Lexi’s sweater and the frames of her glasses were cotton-candy pink, making her the one bright spot of color in a room full of neutrals. She and Nathan were in the middle of a conversation, and it looked like the kind of conversation you didn’t want to interrupt, so I set my backpack by the door and wandered toward the kitchen. It had been almost three hours since my last cup of coffee, and I was going to need a fresh infusion before taking a trip into the maze with Nathan. 


Hassan, dressed in a black button-up shirt and slacks, leaned against the kitchen counter. He had his head bent over his phone, and the overhead light made his curls shine like obsidian against his bronze skin. The subtle hum of his Gift grew stronger with each step I took. 


He lifted his head when I entered the kitchen, and I felt a twinge of nerves through my midsection as autumn-brown eyes assessed me. He finished his assessment, slipped the phone into his pocket, and opened one of the white glass-paned cupboard doors. He handed a mug to me, then took the carafe from the coffeemaker and poured. Steam curled up from the mug along with the comforting aroma of dark roast. 


Jackson, just a couple steps behind me, opened the fridge. “Did you want some cream for that?” 


“She drinks her coffee black.” 


Hassan delivered the information in his standard you’re an idiot tone, which didn’t go over too well. Jackson glared at him, then looked at me like he was waiting for me to set Hassan straight. 


I shrugged a shoulder in apology. “I like it black.” 


He shot another glare at Hassan before letting the fridge door swing shut, and I muffled a sigh. It wasn’t like I’d suddenly changed my mind just to cause problems. I’d consumed at least a thousand cups of coffee in front of Jackson, and they’d all been cream-free. 


When Jackson reached into the cupboard for his own mug, I stepped aside, closer to Hassan, and slouched against the counter to sip. 


“Are you ready to help Nathan?” Hassan said. 


My gaze slipped away from his too-perceptive one, and I gulped a mouthful of coffee. It burned the whole way down. “It’s the fastest way to get some answers.” 


Jackson apparently decided to set aside his irritation for the moment. “Has Nathan learned anything else about your Gift yet?” 


Guilt burned through my chest the way the coffee had a second ago—guilt over keeping information from Jackson. “No, but we think … well, Hassan’s the one who actually figured it out. I can sort of sense other Gifts.” 


“What, like you’re a supernatural Geiger counter or something?” 


“Not exactly. Hassan’s Gift is the only one I’m picking up right now. With you and Nathan, I don’t get anything until I touch you. I’m assuming it’s the same thing with Lexi.” 


I was both curious and hesitant to know what Lexi’s Gift felt like. She could move really fast, and solid objects passed through her when she was Shadowed. Touching her could end up feeling like a carnival ride, but not the kiddy variety. The kind that gave you vertigo and induced vomiting. 


“I believe Kate’s ability depends upon the nature of our Gifts,” Hassan told Jackson. “Mine requires that I interact with our surroundings. Nathan’s Gift doesn’t, and neither does yours, so she must have physical contact in order to sense them.” 


Jackson was quick to put the pieces together, and a mixture of worry and awe filled his face. “What about Eden? Do you get the wireless signal from her too?” 


I nodded, my fingers tightening around the mug. “I could tell when she came down to the basement New Year’s Eve.” 


We’d be searching for Eden today, and Nathan couldn’t always control where the maze took him. What if we ended up at the house where I’d almost died? The thought of it left me feeling like I had a two-ton boulder in my stomach. Nathan insisted the maze was only a representation of the real world, but it felt like more than that to me. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe my Gift allowed me to sense something about the maze Nathan couldn’t. 


I swallowed another gulp of coffee. “Sensing Gifts doesn’t explain why Nathan can take me into the maze with him.” 


“It does if sensing other Gifts is part of your ability to use them,” Hassan said. “Perhaps it’s you, not Nathan, taking the two of you into the maze.” 


My mouth hung open for a few seconds before I could find words. “But I have no idea how to do that—how Nathan does it.” 


“Gifts are instinctual. We often begin using them before we are aware of their existence. Once you connect to Nathan, instinct would take over. You wouldn’t have to consciously understand how to use his Gift. This could explain why each Gift feels unique to you and why the maze is different when you and Nathan work together.” 


Was it possible? Would I be able to use Hassan’s Gift if I tried? Or Jackson’s? If Hassan was right, it would be like having multiple Gifts. Instead of collecting them like Eden, I’d be able to borrow them. And nobody had to get hurt. 


A thought stirred in the back of my mind. I sorted through the last few minutes of New Year’s Eve, struggling past the fear the memories evoked. Eden had pinned me to the ground. Her hands had closed around my throat. As my body fought for air, the fire came, agony burning through my flesh. I pushed against that fire, willing it to turn back toward Eden, and just as my vision began to fade, she let go. My vision had cleared enough for me to see the fear on her face. She’d been afraid of me. So afraid that she chose to put a bullet through my chest instead of waiting until my Gift was mature enough that she could take it from me. 


Panic accompanied comprehension. I’d stopped Eden. My Gift wasn’t fully developed, but I’d been strong enough to use her own Gift against her. No wonder she wanted me out of the way, and if she figured out I was still alive, I’d go straight to the top of her hit list. Again. 


To distract myself from the panic, I searched for flaws in Hassan’s theory. “Okay, but using Gifts doesn’t explain why my ability to heal was supercharged that night. I wasn’t using anyone’s Gift. I felt something, like a surge of power, right before I passed out. It was almost like someone—” Tears rushed to my eyes before the thought was fully formed. “I took it. Eden took Kenji’s power, and I took it from her.” 


I didn’t realize how close I was to spilling my coffee until Hassan grabbed my hand to steady it. 


“You don’t know that,” he said, “and you can’t assume that’s what happened. Using a Gift and taking power are two different things. My theory about you being able to use other Gifts is simply that. A theory. When we have time—when you are ready—we will explore it further. For now, focus on helping Nathan.” 


“He’s right,” Jackson said. “You can’t think that way. Don’t do that to yourself.” 


But it was the only explanation that made sense, and it left me feeling dirty. I wanted to scrub every last bit of stolen power from my skin, to purge it from every cell of my body. Instead, I dabbed at tears with the cuff of my hoodie and then sipped my coffee, hoping they’d believe I’d done as suggested and stopped thinking about it. 


Jackson turned to fill his mug, but Hassan watched me. I knew he could see every single crack in my composure, and he could see the shame and fear seeping through those cracks. 




Chapter Three






I had a couple of minutes—not nearly long enough—to pull myself together before Lexi and Nathan wrapped up their conversation. 


Jackson moved toward the seating area, but Hassan hung back with me. He kept his voice low so no one else would hear. “You don’t have to do this today. It can wait.” 


It was so tempting to put it off for another day or two. “No. I think it’ll just get harder if I wait.” 


I set my mug next to the sink, and we made our way over to the chairs. 


Lexi smiled in greeting, but her smile held so much sorrow it made my heart ache. It also strengthened my decision to help Nathan. Entering the maze would be worth the stress if we could track down Eden and stop her from hurting anyone else. Lexi and her mom could have some peace. Nathan could use some of that peace too. He’d lost a friend when Kenji died, and like Hassan, Nathan blamed himself for not figuring out what Eden was up to until it was too late. 


As I settled on the love seat, Nathan leaned forward, elbows on his knees to support his weight. Grief and fatigue pulled at his features. He’d been spending a lot of time in the maze, searching for answers on his own while I avoided him. Time for me to quit being a coward and ease some of the burden he’d been carrying. 


I paused to let the hum of Hassan’s presence wash over me and then ran my hands along my jeans, pushing away the anxiety, pressing in my resolve. 


“Ready?” Nathan said. 


“Ready.” 


He held out his hand. “Let’s see if we can find some answers.” 


I took Nathan’s hand, and the pull came an instant later—the sensation of being sucked into a current. I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to block out the flare of light. 


As the sense of motion stopped, orange burned against my eyelids and wind roared in my ears. The wind, hot and pungent with sage, threw grit in my face. It tugged at my hair and clothes, threatening to pull me off balance. I let go of Nathan and used my hands for a shield as I opened my eyes, squinting against the glare. 


We were surrounded by orange sand. It was under our feet and flying through the air around us. Between flurries, I spotted a massive island of rock. Nathan shouted something that was lost to the wind, but I understood well enough when he pointed to the rock formation. 


The sand shifted beneath our feet as we walked, slowing our progress, and my foot sank too deep with one step. As Nathan pulled me to my feet, the wind whipped my hair into both our faces. I pulled up my hood, stuffed my hair inside it, and tied the drawstrings before we started off again. 


We forged the last few yards to a fissure in the rock and sank down to the ground, breathing hard. My fingers quivered as I reached up to loosen the drawstrings. I pulled my hood back and shook out my hair, but I could feel sweat and grit clinging to my scalp. I had sand in my shoes, my mouth, my nose, and in other places it should never, ever be. I really hoped Hassan was wrong about my Gift, because I hated to think I was responsible for dropping us in the middle of a sandstorm. At least the wind wasn’t trying to rupture my eardrums anymore. 


As I yanked off a black Converse and dumped sand out, Nathan released a breathless chuckle. “More real … than ever.” 


At least one of us was having a good time. 


Once we’d caught our breath and both of my shoes were mostly free of sand, we climbed to our feet. Now we had to explore and seek out whatever answers the maze might hold for us. As Nathan led the way deeper into the fissure, I peeled off my hoodie and tied it around my waist. In theory I could leave it on the ground and still be wearing it when we left the maze, but I wasn’t as convinced about the “rules” as Nathan was, and I didn’t want to take any chances. I really liked my hoodie. 


Rock stretched above us on either side, leaving only a sliver of bright-orange haze overhead. In a couple of spots, the walls stood so close together that Nathan had to turn sideways to fit his shoulders through. At the end of the fissure, we found another opening in the rock, this one man made with some kind of writing etched into the stone framing the entrance. It looked like the same script I’d seen in Eden’s Book of Creation the last time we were in the maze. 


“Is that Hebrew?” 


Nathan ran his fingers over the marks. “No. It looks similar, but it’s not Hebrew.” 


“But it’s the same language that was in Eden’s Book, right?” 


He nodded. “I don’t think anyone knows for sure what language it is, or if it’s ever existed anywhere other than in the Books. We destroy Books when we find them because it’s safer than keeping them around trying to decipher what they say or how they work.” He dropped his hand back to his side. “Every time someone tries, it ends badly.” 


“If this language doesn’t exist outside of the Books, then what’s it doing here on the door?” 


He angled his head to the side the way he did when waiting for information to come to him, but after a moment, he frowned at the symbols. “It could mean the language does exist outside of the Books, but I’m not sure.” 


I stayed where I was, my stomach uneasy, as Nathan stepped inside. Touching Eden’s Book had been a ridiculously bad experience, and we were about to enter a passageway marked with the same symbols. We could be walking into anything—a tomb or labyrinth or some kind of ancient temple filled with deathtraps. I doubted it was anything good. 


We needed answers though, so I slid a foot across the threshold. Nothing happened. It didn’t feel like something was trying to claw its way under my skin. I drew in a breath, released it, and then shifted my weight forward, making sure to stay clear of the doorframe. The symbols might not have anything to do with what I’d felt from Eden’s Book, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way that they did. 


Smooth stone replaced the sand beneath our feet, and the perfume of sage gave way to the tang of rock. The air, while still warm, grew cooler, losing its oppressive heat as we moved farther into the passageway. As the last of the light faded behind us, fresh daylight beckoned us forward. 


We emerged in a courtyard and stood in the shelter of a covered walkway while our eyes adjusted. A gallery ran along the upper floor, creating a second walkway overlooking the courtyard. Graceful arches spanned the distance between columns of rust-colored stone, and there were several openings on both levels, recessed within the shade. Whatever function this place served, it had been designed for numerous people to use or occupy. There wasn’t a soul to be seen or heard, but that was nothing unusual. Nathan rarely saw people in the maze. 


I did a quick estimate and came up with twenty openings. A lot of places to search. 


Nathan nodded at the doorway directly across from us. “We’ll start there.” 


Stray bits of sand, caught between our shoes and the stone, crunched beneath our feet as we crossed to the opening. It led us through a much shorter passageway than the one we’d taken to reach the courtyard. A set of stairs straight ahead promised access to the second level, but Nathan ignored the stairs. He inspected the corridors to the left and right, then followed the one to the right. 


Wrought iron sconces dotted the walls, and they held some type of oil lamp that cast soft yellow light on wood doors lining both sides of the hallway. Nathan didn’t stop to open any of the doors. He walked straight to another stairwell at the end. One set of stairs curved up, the other down. Nathan took the set leading down, a choice I wasn’t too thrilled about since bad things tended to be downstairs. Things like dungeons. Crypts. Basements. 


More lamps lit the stairwell, following the curve of the wall, and we soon reached a landing that opened onto another hallway. Nathan kept going down, and he bypassed the next landing too. The air grew thicker, moister as we descended to the level beyond, emphasizing how arid the courtyard had been. 


The stairs ended in a small chamber with a door at the other end. Apprehension trailed along my spine as we crossed the chamber, my brain supplying a hundred horrible things that could be waiting on the other side of the door. 


My apprehension vanished when we stepped into a cavern. The ceiling soared overhead, natural ridges in the rock mimicking the arches of a cathedral. Lamplight reflected on the glassy surface of an underground reservoir. It was breathtaking—definitely better than a tomb—but what did it have to do with Eden? Or with my brother? 


Apparently Nathan was wondering the same thing. He stood at the edge of the water, his forehead wrinkled. Whatever intuition had led him down here hadn’t told him why. 


I stepped closer to the edge of the water and tipped my head back for a better view of the ceiling. How high was it? Two hundred feet? It was hard to believe such a huge space could exist entirely underground. 


“Ah. Now it’s starting to make sense.” Nathan’s words reverberated through the cavern. “The maze is showing us something about you.” 


My gaze went to him and then, when he nodded at it, to the surface of the water. My heart skipped. “Why is my reflection upside down?” 


“That’s the question.” In the water, Nathan’s mirror image—facing the way it was supposed to—tilted his head. “It has something to do with you, with your Gift. Not what you can do with it but …” 


The air shifted. The subtle kind of change you felt when someone opened a door. Nathan turned from the water and stared at the chamber we’d come through. 


“What was that?” I said. “What happened?” 


He didn’t explain, just headed for the exit. 


I followed him through the chamber and up the stairs. With each landing we passed, Nathan’s pace picked up. When we reached ground level, he took off down the corridor, and I ran to catch up with him. More stairs, more corridors, so many twists and turns that I was completely lost and out of breath. 


Nathan disappeared into another passageway. I sprinted after him and skidded to a halt just around the corner. He’d finally stopped. 


Panting for breath, I joined him at the entrance to another gallery. This one overlooked a courtyard at least double the size of the first one we’d seen. It was more of a plaza or town square—the kind of space where a large crowd could gather—but like everything else we’d seen so far, it was deserted. No people, no mysterious objects, no flashing neon sign that read Look Here. Nothing but shadows and rust-colored stone. Definitely nothing that justified working up a totally disgusting layer of sweat to get here. So why the rush? 


I was about to ask Nathan what the deal was, when I caught a whiff of musty earth. I spun to check the hallway behind us, found it empty, and turned back to scan the courtyard. My panic drew Nathan’s gaze. 


“Eden,” I whispered. 


I shrank back against the wall, farther into the shadows, and forced myself to take quiet, steady breaths. It didn’t matter that the Eden we saw in the maze wasn’t really Eden. Instinct said it wasn’t safe to stand out in the open. 


Eden emerged from an entrance on the ground level and strode toward the center of the courtyard. Pale-blond dreadlocks spilled over the shoulders of her jacket, the same one she’d been wearing on New Year’s Eve. It bore the dark stain of Kenji’s blood on the front. Even from a distance, I could see lines on her cheek—a gift from Aleda’s talons. 


I hadn’t been the only Guardian to tangle with Eden on New Year’s Eve, but Aleda had fared much better than I had—a broken arm rather than a gunshot wound. Aleda had also managed to do some damage in return. Eden’s face had healed, but she bore a scar from her encounter with our Shape-Shifting Guardian. 


Eden stopped in the center of the courtyard and faced the doorway straight ahead, like she was waiting for someone. Before long a new odor joined Eden’s musty earth. It didn’t smell like golems though. More like dissection day in biology lab—chemicals and decomposing tissue. 


A shadow moved in the doorway Eden was watching. Someone—or something—was coming. 


A figure emerged, and my jaw dropped. Kenji Nakamura was dead, but his representation walked into the courtyard and headed straight for Eden. When I glanced at Nathan, his face was pale. 


Kenji stopped in front of Eden and bowed. He lifted his hand, offering a scroll tied with red ribbon, and her smile was pure victory. She took the scroll, then turned and left the courtyard. Kenji followed her. 


Nathan stared at the empty courtyard for a few seconds, then began pacing, running his hands through his hair, like that would help him process the scene we’d witnessed. He stopped pacing as suddenly as he’d started, and moisture gathered in his eyes. “Don’t say anything about seeing Kenji. Not yet.” 


I didn’t have time to respond before light flashed, signaling our exit from the maze. 




Chapter Four






By the time I opened my eyes, Nathan had buried the emotion he’d shown in the maze. 


“There’s something Kate and I need to check on,” he said to Hassan. “Would you be willing to drive us?” 


With a nod, Hassan rose and went to grab keys from his desk drawer. 


“Everything all right?” Jackson said. 


Nathan answered with a tight smile. “We just need to cross off a possibility.” 


I escaped to the garage, avoiding eye contact with Jackson and Lexi. Assuming we’d take the Suburban, I headed for the center bay. I reached for the door handle but paused at my reflection in the window. My image was upright this time. I wore my hoodie instead of having it tied around my waist, and my dark-brown hair lay smoothly across my shoulders. I ran my fingers through it without encountering a single tangle. I held my hand up, splaying my fingers for inspection, and didn’t find so much as a hint of rust-colored sand beneath my nails. My skin felt clean despite the memory of sweat clinging to it. 


I didn’t like things that messed with my head. Aside from having a strong aversion to breaking the law, the biggest reason I’d never been tempted to experiment with drugs was that I didn’t want something in my system that would alter my perception of reality. But that was exactly what the maze did. It totally violated my just say no policy. 


I yanked the door open and climbed into the backseat as Hassan and Nathan entered the garage. Hassan started the car and asked Nathan about our destination. 


“Kenji’s grave.” Nathan paused, and the emotion he’d buried found its way back to the surface. “I really hope I’m wrong.” 


Hassan studied Nathan’s expression before replying, “So do I.” 
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