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Chapter One
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        Cacti die from the ground up. I felt like I was dying inside after my power was taken, but slowly like a cactus. Eventually, the death would be complete.

      

      

      

      “I never wanted to come back here,” I said when Naomi turned onto the gravel road leading to her old house.

      “I know, but this is the only way.”

      “I still don’t see how this is going to help me get my power back. We should’ve stayed in Tucson and found a way to retrieve it from that rose.”

      Naomi bit her bottom lip. “You’ll find out soon enough.” We’d left Tombstone in the middle of the night and sent Puck to Vegas. Now we were in Arkansas, the place that held my biggest nightmares. Though, now, Tombstone might be worse. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever sleep peacefully again.

      We found Naomi’s dad in the garden. She gave him a hug, and I left them alone and strolled over to her rose. Its brilliant purple blooms outshone all the other roses in the garden. The rose usually buzzed with power, but I couldn’t feel anything coming off it. It also used to tickle me, but when I reached out my hand to stroke a bloom, it didn’t react at all.

      “Naomi,” I called.

      “Yeah.”

      “I think there’s something wrong with your rose.”

      She approached, and the rose reached out a small bloom and brushed against her chin.

      “The problem isn’t the rose. It’s you.” She closed her eyes as she brought one of the blooms to her nose.

      She didn’t need to be so blunt about it.

      Naomi stepped away from the rose and eyed me. “But that’s what we’re going to fix. Let’s go inside.”

      Naomi’s dad made us all coffee. I dumped three teaspoons of sugar in mine and a lot of milk.

      Naomi gently pulled out the worn chair. “After my mother wreaked havoc on the guardian and destroyer world, I had to remove power from a lot of people. All destroyer power went directly into the rose. But a few destroyers had figured out how to take guardians’ power by killing them, so I had the power of two guardians that I gave to my father when he agreed to watch over my rose.

      “He’s had trouble managing all the power. They seem to work against each other sometimes. They aren’t very strong, which was why I was reluctant to take one from him. I didn’t know if he’d still be able to control the rose with just one power left, but now I think I’m going to take that risk.”

      She watched me, but I was still really confused. “What does this have to do with me?”

      “Well, what do you think I should do with the other power?”

      I shrugged. Who cared?

      “I’m going to give it to you.” She raised her eyebrows and waited for me to follow what she was saying.

      “That’s possible?” I’d never realized that power could be transferred.

      A slow grin formed on her lips. “Didn’t you hear what I said about giving it to my dad first?”

      I had, but somehow it didn’t register that it could apply to me. Who flipping cared if it was weaker than my own. This was way better than nothing.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” I jumped up.

      She laughed. “That’s better.” Then, looking at her dad, she asked, “Are you ready?”

      He leaned back in his chair and set his coffee cup on the table. “I’ve been asking you to do this for months. Of course I’m ready.”

      “Are you sure you can handle the rose with only one guardian power? We can’t let it get out of control. We’ve seen firsthand what happens when a rose takes on a mind of its own.”

      “I’ll be just fine.”

      She put her palms up on the table, and her dad placed his own on top of hers.

      I’d never seen anything like this at all, aside from the rose sucking out my power. She held onto his hands and closed her eyes. I couldn’t even tell anything was going on until Naomi’s dad stiffened. His face contorted, and he grimaced.

      Seconds later Naomi glanced at me.

      “Your turn.” She waved, and I put my hands in hers. She grasped them.

      “Wait.” I jerked away and swallowed. Pain was not something I handled well. “Will this hurt?”

      She shook her head. My hands trembled as I placed them in hers again. She smiled at me. “This won’t hurt, I promise.”

      A brightness entered my palms, warm like sunshine. The power flowing through my veins wasn’t nearly as strong as what I had before, but it was softer somehow, easier.

      I opened my eyes and stared at Naomi. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. How does it feel?”

      “Different. Not as strong.”

      Naomi tapped her chin. “You knew that. I would’ve had a hard time finding something that was the same. You had more power than anyone I knew.”

      “Yeah. But it’s way better than not having anything at all.”

      “Dad, how are you doing?” Naomi asked.

      “I think I’ll manage better now. Thanks.” He slumped into his chair.

      “Good. Sunday, do you want to go for a walk?” She stood.

      Sure beat sitting in here trying to decide if I liked the power or not.

      As soon as I stepped outside, I began to sweat. I did not miss the humid air, though the cover of the redbuds and the oaks along the worn path was beautiful. We strolled down to the creek, and I tossed rocks into the deep pools. Most of the time I didn’t miss Arkansas, but I had to admit, it was peaceful.

      I studied my hands. I had power now, but it was different. Could I still do everything I did before? Could I still take power from others, like Naomi? She had taken power from many people, and I didn’t think Naomi liked being a leech. I’d never tried.

      “How’d you end up with Alejandro’s power? Did you take it from him?”

      “No.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut. “Well, I took it, but not from him.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Maybe Naomi was not who I thought she was.

      “A couple of destroyers killed Alejandro and took his power. I took it back from them.”

      Ginny had once told me the whole story of how Alejandro died. She’d had a little wine and went into way too much detail—how everyone thought it was her that killed him and that Naomi was delivered his head. But I didn’t know the why. “I can’t believe they did that just for his power.”

      “I know.”

      My stomach clenched.

      “Why didn’t you stop it?” I asked. She had been the master destroyer at the time.

      “I hadn’t learned how to control the destroyers and had no one to ask. It was impossible to figure out on my own, so I was forced to stand by while they slaughtered guardians.” I swallowed. How awful that must’ve been for her.

      I fiddled with a rock and found a fossil. I traced the circular pattern and thought about what she said. “Eventually you won, right?”

      Naomi crossed her arms. “I did. But too many people died. I made Jason the master destroyer for many reasons, but mostly because he helped me find control. I knew he would be able to handle the destroyers from the beginning. Destroyers know when power has been passed from one to another because there is a period of chaos where they can tell they aren’t being controlled. But the transfer of power from me to Jason went so smoothly that no one knew there had been a change. Most of them think Jason was in charge from the minute my mother died.”

      “So, whose power do I have?” I asked.

      “I have no idea. It was from a minor guardian, that’s all I know. The destroyers went after the minors after I stopped them from killing the majors. They got around my command by using people without power to kill for them. They had a harder time getting close to major guardians, but the minors were easy.”

      “Geesh. What happened to those destroyers who murdered everyone?”

      “They’re in jail now. They turned themselves in and were labeled serial killers. One of them might even be on death row. I can’t remember. I didn’t really follow the trials. Honestly, I’d like to forget about it because I feel responsible for all the havoc they wreaked.”

      I skipped a rock. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “If I had learned to control the master destroyer power earlier, I could’ve prevented many deaths, including Alejandro’s.” Naomi drew her knees to her chest and rested her face on them, her eyes glistening. She was carrying so much death on her shoulders. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

      “You know, Puck thinks if you become a guardian, you can help prevent a lot of bad things that destroyers do,” I said.

      She grimaced. “I’m not going to become a guardian.”

      This wasn’t news to me, but it was the first time she’d ever said it out loud.

      “So, what’s your plan? To stay a shade?”

      Her eyes cleared. “Yes. But there’s more than that.”

      “Okay. What’s that?”

      She hesitated and wouldn’t look at me. “I’m going to start my own group. One made up of just female shades. We are going to mediate between the guardians and the destroyers.”

      I creased my eyebrows. “Did Puck agree to this?”

      She sighed. “Puck doesn’t know.”

      “So why are you doing it?” This didn’t make sense. If she wasn’t going to have the support from Puck, then she risked losing everyone she loved.

      “Because I don’t feel comfortable with either the guardians or the destroyers. I want women to be able to use their power.”

      “You don’t think Puck and Jason are going to fight you on this?”

      “Of course they are, but they’ll get over it.” She shrugged and fiddled with a few rocks.

      “When are you going to tell them?”

      “After I have enough shades to make me a threat.”

      She’d need a lot. There were millions of guardians and destroyers.

      “And exactly how are you going to do that?”

      “Hopefully with you. I haven’t talked to Elizabeth yet, but I expect she’s going to be a huge help. I’m done keeping secrets from you though. From here on out, we’re in this together. What do you say? Will you be my partner in this?”

      “Yes,” I said a little too quickly, even though I wasn’t quite sure what it would entail.

      I thought it was a good idea, but the power Naomi gave me came from a guardian—not a shade. When I was a shade, I was strong. I could do more than most. But this was different. I felt warm and sunny, and I didn’t have to work for it. There was no darkness. Shade energy had an edge to it, but this one did not. I was a guardian.

      Which was exactly what I wanted.

      “But I’m not a shade,” I said.

      Naomi did a double take. “No, I guess you aren’t.” She tapped her chin. “There has to be a way to go back into the shade energy. I’ve seen Puck and Kai both do it. We’ll talk to him when we get back.”

      “You know he’s not going to like that. He’s been wanting us both to become guardians for a while. Even if he does know how, he probably won’t agree to it.”

      Naomi exhaled. “Well, we’ll just have to convince him.”

      A blue crane flew along the creek, and we both watched him for a moment. He was beautiful and graceful. There were times when I wished I were a bird or an animal. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with all this. I loved both Naomi and Puck.

      “I don’t like getting between you and Puck.”

      Naomi reached over and squeezed my hand. “I know. This is all a little messed up. But I’m glad you’re on my side.”

      I gave her a smile, but I didn’t know for sure if I was on her side or not.

      “Are you ready for a job?” Naomi asked.

      I snorted. “I’m not sure I’ve recovered from the last job yet.”

      She nodded. “I know, but things will move fast. Leadership sucks sometimes, but I meant it when I said we’re in this together. I want to lead the sister shades with you by my side.”

      I giggled. “Is that what you want to call us? Sister shades? It sounds like a nunnery.”

      Her face reddened. “I hadn’t thought that much about it. But we need a name.”

      “Yeah, let’s brainstorm that later. Maybe Elizabeth will have better ideas. When are we going to get them?”

      “A week. Elizabeth needed time to round up the girls, and Puck needs to talk to his council about the situation.”

      I took off my flip-flops and waded out into the creek, enjoying the cool flow of water over my feet. I shouldn’t have agreed to lead this with her. Then I could just be neutral. I didn’t want to get between her and Puck or have to worry about saying anything I shouldn’t to Jordan. We weren’t talking at the moment, but that would probably change. It wouldn’t be possible to back out now. If I stayed a guardian, then I wasn’t betraying anyone. But if I stayed on this path with Naomi, I’d be betraying not only Puck, but Wyatt and Jordan too.

      “What do you need me to do?” I asked.

      “Puck’s going to ask you to go on a recruiting mission with him. I want you to go.”

      “Isn’t he a little high up on the food chain to go on recruiting missions?” That was minor guardian stuff.

      “This is no ordinary recruitment. Do you remember when I took you into Puck’s closet before you left for Tombstone?”

      “Yeah. All the walls lit up with a massive map.”

      “Do you remember the white spots?”

      “That’s why you wanted me to go to Tombstone.” It was white, which supposedly meant there were no guardians there.” I snorted. Yeah, right.

      “Tombstone isn’t the only white space. Alejandro left Puck a list of all the secret guardian groups that he knew about, told him that if something major happened with the destroyers, then Puck needed to warn them. But after what happened in Tombstone, Puck’s going to bring them all into the main fold because he’s worried they might be doing equally horrible things.”

      “Why does he want me to go?” Small minnows tickled my feet.

      “Puck has already sent out minor guardians, and not one could find anything. You were in Tombstone for only a few weeks, and not only did you find the group of guardians, you found the girls too.”

      “My powers are weak now. I’m not going to be the same.”

      “Your ability to find people has nothing to do with your powers. That was all Sunday.” She snickered.

      That made sense. I was good at finding people, but I didn’t see what Naomi had to gain by my going.

      “Why do you want me to go?”

      “Isn’t is obvious? You’re going to help Puck find his group of boys, but while he’s distracted by them, you are going to find the groups of women and send them to me. But, and this is serious, you can’t tell Puck. Until we can make a stand, he cannot know.”

      “What makes you think I’ll find entire groups of women?”

      “A hunch. Honestly, I could be completely wrong. It’s possible they’ll be scattered around, but I think female shades will be there. Look at Tombstone.”

      “My new power is too weak. I don’t think I’ll be able to do it.”

      “You are letting your unfamiliar power be too much of a crutch. Trust yourself. I do.”

      While I found the prospect of going on recruiting missions with Puck intriguing, I was still nervous about the secrecy of the whole thing. I liked Puck too much to lie to him.

      “Naomi, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but why are you doing this to Puck? I thought you loved him.”

      She ran a hand over her face. “I do love Puck. But I love myself too, and I have to make some sacrifices to do the right thing. Female shades have been oppressed for too long. If we simply try to join the guardians, it will take years before we are fully represented or respected, but if we start our own group, we’ll be a formidable force in no time. Plus, there is a serious need for a mediator group. We’ll intervene in guardian and destroyer disputes and facilitate peace and maybe even more. It’s the perfect position for us, actually.”

      Somehow, I didn’t think the boys would see it that way. That’s not what I wanted to do. I wanted to be a guardian. I wanted to make people happy. Was that really so bad?

      Naomi stood up. “Time for us to go. My dad is going to be upset that this visit is so short, but we’ve got things to do.”

      I groaned. Another stupid airplane.
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          NAOMI
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        Rose thorns are not poisonous, though sometimes they carry bacteria or fungi that can cause infection if you prick your finger. Some people have even died from it. At times I feel like a rose thorn. Tainted by others and then blamed for the consequences.

      

      

      

      Puck’s eyelashes were unusually long. It was one feature that I loved about him but didn’t notice very often anymore because I was so used to him being around. As he slept, I watched his eyelashes once again. He looked so peaceful and normal. I brushed his dark brown hair away from his forehead. I missed the days when we were younger. When his hair was bright blue and his eyes were always lined black. He rocked the goth look well, but he changed after Alejandro died. We all did.

      He was still my Puck—good to the very core, and his heart was always in the right place. I felt bad for suspecting he might have had something to do with the girls in Tombstone. I never should’ve doubted him. I envied his ability to always do the right thing even when it was hard.

      The problem with doing the right thing was that it sometimes involved doing the wrong thing. Like now.

      I was about to do something irreversible. It was something that could make Puck hate me forever when he found out. Because he would find out, eventually. Maybe not for years, but someday. But I had no choice, because one thing I’ve learned about Puck was that he was responsible for the guardians, and he would always put what was best for them above what was best for me.

      The bed squeaked as I leaned over him, and I took a few deep breaths to calm my racing heart. I checked all my energy. There was my own energy, glowing bright. It was the reason I knew what I was about to do was the right thing even though it felt wrong. I needed to protect that power. I also held Kai’s energy. Someday I hoped to return it to him, but for now, he didn’t want it, so I kept it.

      Hidden behind all that was my dark secret. A small sliver of power that I kept even though everyone thought I gave it all away.

      The master destroyer energy.

      I gave most of it to Jason, the real master destroyer, but a small portion of it remained with me.

      I exhaled and then took Puck’s hand in my own. I didn’t want to do this. Not really, but I had to. Puck’s energy was so pure and overwhelming that it was difficult to find what I was looking for. The master guardian energy. Buried deep within him, it resided, definitely different from his own but equally as bright.

      Before I could begin, Puck rolled over, and I froze. The blanket slipped, revealing his sculpted shoulders. My breath caught, and I nearly forgot what I was supposed to do. Even after four years, he still gave me butterflies.

      He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me toward him. I fell onto his chest and stared at his face. His eyes were still closed, but that didn’t mean anything. His breathing was slow and even. He was still asleep, thank goodness. With my hands shaking, I pushed against his chest and sat up once again. I touched his face and waited for a reaction. Nothing. Phew.

      I closed my eyes and found the master guardian power in him once again.

      I tugged, and the energy rushed toward me. I panicked a little bit because I didn’t want that much. Just a sliver, like the master destroyer power. But I wasn’t sixteen anymore, and this wasn’t the first time I’d drawn power from someone. I waited until the smallest amount entered my own body and shut it off. That was all I needed.

      I watched his eyelashes again and tried to fight the tears forming in my own eyes. My betrayal would haunt me for a long time, maybe even forever. I pulled the blanket over his shoulders, kissed his cheek, and left the room.

      I walked out to the patio and sat in a lounge chair, contemplating my next step. I buried the master guardian energy, along with the master destroyer energy, deep under all my other power. Maybe I could forget I even had it.

      Until I needed it.
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        Cacti can survive almost anything. Except overwatering. If you give a cactus too much water, it will rot and die. Funny how too much of something can kill it. I have just the opposite problem. I feel like everything has been ripped away from me, and there is nothing left inside.

      

      

      

      Our plane touched down in Tucson just after ten a.m. It felt like we’d been gone forever, but really, it’d only been a week. Puck must’ve sensed that my new power was from a guardian, but he didn’t say anything. Though in his defense, he had been busy. I’d barely seen him.

      Jordan took my hand, and my muscles tensed.

      “You okay?” he asked, his eyes full of concern.

      I relaxed and nodded. He’d been by my side the entire week, bringing me chocolate and virgin daiquiris. Not once did he try to kiss me. He was waiting for me to be ready, and for that I was extremely grateful. I just couldn’t think about boys right now. Maybe if it was just Jordan alone, I could’ve used him to drown out my pain, but now I had two boys, and I didn’t even know how that happened. Wyatt had called me once, the day after we got back, but our conversation had been awkward. After that, he just stuck to texts.

      Quite frankly, I didn’t know what was going to happen now that Jordan and Wyatt knew about each other.

      I sighed and squeezed my eyes shut.

      We followed Naomi and Puck off the airplane as they held hands. All was well in their world. At least someone was happy.

      The air outside was hot and dry. Honestly, not that much different from Vegas. I fell asleep on the drive from Tucson to Tombstone. I did that a lot lately—fall asleep. Before I lost power, I couldn’t ever sleep, and now it seemed like I couldn’t stay awake. Even with the new power, everything was so foggy. It was like if I wore glasses and then tried to put on new ones. Nothing felt right. I wanted my own power back.

      I woke just as we pulled up in front of the old sprawling Spanish-style house. I’d been here only once before.

      Beth met us at the door, gave me a big hug, and smiled at Naomi. The first thing I noticed was the smell. Basil and garlic. Elizabeth was cooking something.

      “How are you doing?” Beth asked.

      I shrugged. “As good as could be expected.”

      “You have power again. That was fast.”

      “Naomi knew a way to get me some, but it doesn’t feel right.”

      Naomi, Puck, and Jordan stood behind me. I didn’t really want to do introductions, but I was the only one who knew everyone. I let them follow me into the living room. Andrea was already seated on a long couch.

      “Where are Wyatt and Morgan?” I asked.

      “Don’t know. They should be here by now,” said Andrea.

      I made all the introductions, then sank next to her. Jordan sat and put his arm around me. Beth raised her eyebrows. “Wyatt’s not going to like that.”

      “Wyatt can go to hell,” said Jordan, his arm tightening around my shoulder.

      “Seriously, guys, can we not do this right now? We have bigger issues than my love life.” A knot formed in my chest. I wasn’t looking forward to dealing with this situation.

      Beth laughed and threw herself down on a tattered La-Z-Boy. “Of course, we do. But no one likes focusing on the real problems, so you know, Wyatt’s gonna pitch a fit about this.”

      I rolled my eyes and looked at Naomi. She stood near Andrea’s chair and stared at Elizabeth, who had just walked into the room. Naomi’s face lost all color. I wasn’t the only one who noticed Naomi staring. The room went silent.

      After a few moments, she took a small step toward Elizabeth.

      “Grandma?” she asked in an uncertain tone.

      Elizabeth’s mouth fell open. She studied Naomi for a moment. Wait, this couldn’t be. Naomi’s grandma was long dead.

      “Are you Evelyn’s daughter?” Elizabeth paused for a second. “No, wait, you must be her granddaughter. You’re too young to be her daughter. But you look just like her.” Then she laughed. “I’m Evelyn’s twin sister.”

      “Grandma never said anything about having a sister.”

      “She probably didn’t say much about her family at all. Neither one of us liked to think about our childhood.”

      Naomi creased her eyebrows and took a step back. “How is this possible?”

      “Evelyn and I didn’t see eye to eye on a lot of things. We stopped speaking twenty years ago.” She sniffed. “I regret that I never made things right before she died.”

      Elizabeth reached out and embraced Naomi. She tensed but then returned the hug. The rest of us just watched. This whole thing got weirder and weirder.

      Finally, everyone sat down, and the small talk started. I closed my eyes and just listened. Elizabeth told a funny story about her childhood with Evelyn. Naomi told her about Evelyn’s roses and what a lifesaver they had been during those difficult years.

      Puck cleared his throat. “We don’t have much time. Can someone call Wyatt?”

      I tasted the sour grapes. He was nervous about something, or maybe that was Jordan. He was probably worried about what would happen when Wyatt returned.

      “I’ve sent him three messages, and he hasn’t responded,” said Andrea. “Neither has Morgan.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” said Puck. “Do you think the group knows?”

      “I wouldn’t worry,” said Andrea. “There are a lot of areas around here that don’t get cell service. Wyatt does a good job of making sure the group only sees what he wants them to.”

      My phone buzzed at the same time as Andrea’s. I answered it as soon as I saw it was Wyatt.

      “Where are you?” I demanded. He shouldn’t have made us wait.

      “You have to leave. Grab Andrea, Beth, and Elizabeth, and get the hell out of Tombstone.”

      “What? Why?” I stood, and my heart raced.

      “Julio’s alive.” He hung up the phone.

      I spun, the rug twisting under my feet, and found Andrea holding her phone, her mouth hanging open. We both paused for a half second and then started talking at once.

      “Grab your stuff. We need—”

      “You have two minutes to pack—”

      Naomi was at my side. “Take a deep breath. What’s the matter?”

      “Julio’s alive. We have to get out of here.” I couldn’t shake the panic rising in my chest. If he caught us, he could steal the girls’ powers. So could the rest of them, but without their leader, they were less of a threat. I couldn’t let happen. “Now, we have to go now.”

      Andrea chimed in. “Morgan said that Julio’s sending a group of guardians out here. If we don’t leave now, they’ll capture us all. Don’t even bother packing. We can shop in Vegas.”

      Puck had rented a minivan in case we all went out together, and now I was grateful for his foresight. As we ran out of the house, I noticed Elizabeth dragging a suitcase along with her. There was no way she had time to pack that.

      We all shoved into the van. Puck spun out of the driveway not even bothering to wait for us to shut the doors, sending gravel spraying everywhere. As he sped down the dirt road, Andrea and Beth moved to the backseat and fumbled with the seatbelts, and I slid off Jordan’s lap. He helped me buckle up. My brain was having a hard time processing what had just happened.

      I turned to Elizabeth. “How come you were already packed?”

      She wrung her hands. “I can see the future. But only patches, and nothing that ever makes sense. All I saw was that I needed to pack a suitcase, so I did. I’m a little peeved too. I haven’t left my home in twenty years.”

      Geesh. I was learning about all kinds of power I never knew existed. From memory modification to people seeing the future. What else was out there? This was amazing. Not that I would ever have a power like that, because my own power was now gone. But if Julio was back, then that meant…

      “Stop!” I yelled.

      Puck swerved a bit but didn’t stop.

      “Lincoln could be alive. We have to go back for him.” I was talking nonsense. But Lincoln.

      Naomi grasped my hand. “I know how much Lincoln means to you, but our lives are not worth the risk. I will call Nan and Esteban and ask them to keep an eye out for him. If he’s alive, they’ll find him.”

      No. They had to find him. I trusted Nan and Esteban though, and I didn’t want to risk anyone else getting their power removed. I knew how that felt, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

      Something rammed into the back of the van, and it lurched forward. I grabbed Jordan’s arm as he spun around.

      “Shit, Puck, it’s them,” he said.

      Sure enough, a battered pickup was right on our tail. It tapped the van again, and Puck floored it. I was thrown against my seat, and my seat belt tightened against my chest. We were losing them, just a little bit. Then Puck slammed on the brakes, and my whole body snapped forward.

      The van swerved, and soon Puck drove on the rocky desert floor. He barreled over cacti, and we bounced up and down in our seats. Elizabeth grabbed my arm. Three more trucks raced along the freeway. Men knelt in the beds of the trucks, all watching us. This wasn’t good. Their trucks would do better on the rough terrain than our van would.

      Naomi gripped Puck’s arm. “We need to get back on the road. The van wasn’t meant for the desert floor.” We couldn’t even see the freeway anymore.

      “I know,” Puck said.

      The trucks took off, following us into the desert.

      One truck pulled up next to us. A man yelled, but it was too noisy to catch his words.

      Andrea gave him the bird. “You can rot in hell, you bum!” she screamed out the window.

      Puck grimaced. This was probably one of those moments where he wished he could control guardians the same way the master destroyer controlled the destroyers. “Would you mind not enraging them any further? I think they are motivated enough as it is.”

      Our pursuers were trying to force the van toward a large group of tall cacti. Puck slammed on the brakes and made a hard left, back for the road.

      He gunned it once the wheels hit pavement, and I peeked over his shoulder. 120. Whoa. I hoped he could keep control of the car. Naomi gripped the armrests, her knuckles white. I couldn’t get a look at her face, but I’d bet a hundred bucks her eyes were closed.

      The freeway came back into view. Puck slowed a little, and the trucks behind us gained some distance. He raced onto the ramp and merged into traffic, where he slowed way down because of traffic.

      He swerved in and out. We were still going a lot faster than everyone else. I looked behind me, but there were too many different trucks for me to tell if they were from Julio’s clan or not. After about thirty minutes, Puck slowed, and Naomi’s hands relaxed.

      “I think we lost them,” Puck said. My own heartbeat slowed down.

      “Don’t you think they know we are heading to the airport?” I asked.

      “Maybe. But Naomi texted our travel agent, and now our flights all leave in less than an hour. They’ll have a hard time getting past security, and I doubt they’ll be able to get on the plane.”

      I sat back. “But they are guardians. They can talk anyone into anything.”

      Puck shook his head. “Too many people. They won’t risk it.”

      We arrived at the airport, and Puck went to get our boarding passes while Naomi returned the rental car. I stood near the security gates with everyone else and bounced on the balls of my feet. Puck said they wouldn’t get past security, but I didn’t believe him. If Julio sent those men after us, they’d search the entire airport. After Puck checked us in, we got in line for security screening, and Naomi handed me my boarding pass.

      Jordan, Beth, and Andrea stood in front of us, getting their passes from Puck.

      I was the last in our group to be checked. The TSA agent stopped me and asked me to wait while they checked Puck’s bag. I shuffled my feet. I didn’t like being on my own back here. A hand touched my shoulder, and I jumped.

      “If I thought I could get away with it, you’d be coming with me. You might want to anyway.”

      I spun and found myself face-to-face with Julio.
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