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For All the Readers Who Patiently Waited for Book Three












Chapter One






The cold reality of my life sat in front of the garage door—a collection of garbage bags and beat-up boxes that told me exactly where I stood with Mom. 


In my entire eighteen years, the concept of getting kicked out of the house had never entered my head. My brother, yes, but not me. I was Kate, the good kid, the one who never broke the rules. Ty had rebelled since the day he was born, but I’d never blatantly defied Mom until two days ago. Ironically, I’d done it on my brother’s behalf. This was the price I paid. 


Lexi’s gaze provided sympathy through her lavender-framed glasses. “We’ll come back with the Suburban and load everything up. You can stay with me.”  


The warmth inside her car did little to fight off the numbness settling into my limbs. All I could do was nod. Now that another family member had shut me out, I was more grateful than ever for the friendship and support the Guardians—especially Lexi—provided. They’d become a second family—one that didn’t punish me with silence and constant disapproval. And then evict me. 


“I’ll send a quick text to Hassan so he knows what’s going on,” she said. 


A weird and inexplicable sense of longing hit me at the mention of his name. Hassan was only responsible for training me to be a Guardian—an almost impossible task—not providing emotional support, so why would I seek comfort from him? 


Lexi tapped a rhythm on her phone’s screen. When she finished, she returned the device to the holder on the dashboard, backed out of the driveway, and headed for Yarrow Point. 


After glancing at me a couple times, she said, “Whatever happens with your mom … we’ll figure it out. Group effort, okay? You’re not stuck dealing with this all by yourself.” 


“I know. Thanks.” 


Lexi’s words brought relief, but the farther we drove from my house—Mom’s house—the more the relief faded. Somehow the freedom I’d always dreamed about didn’t feel so freeing. 


My thoughts moved sluggishly, as if the numbness in my limbs had spread to my brain. The world now seemed strange and undefined. A different place than the one I’d always known. I wasn’t sure how to live in this new world. 


When we made it to Hassan’s house—or mansion, whatever you wanted to call it—Lexi parked next to his Range Rover. The thump of car doors closing broke the stillness of the courtyard. As I followed Lexi toward the house, I glanced at the garage. Even if the door on the far right had been open, I would’ve seen an empty bay. Hassan had left Yarrow Point just before Lexi and I had—half an hour ago. There was no way he’d finished his meeting and made it back home already. 


We walked through the front door and passed between the marble pillars separating the entryway from the great room. Mike, our non-Guardian tech expert and my fellow geek, spun his chair away from the disaster area to face us. The T-shirt he wore today read Superhero in Training. His expression held curiosity, but he didn’t ask why I’d returned with Lexi instead of staying home. 


My brother—the one family member who hadn’t shut me out yet—was in the seating area where we’d left him. He’d finished his coffee and was working on some leftover pizza. When he saw me, the slice stopped halfway to his mouth. “I thought you were going home.” 


“Yeah, well, that’s the problem.” I paused to prepare myself for the reaction my statement would cause. “Mom kicked me out.” 


He gaped at me. “She what?” 


“She packed up my stuff and left it in the driveway before she went to work this morning.” 


“We came to get the Suburban so we can take her things over to my place,” Lexi informed him. 


A storm brewed in my brother’s eyes, and his plate clattered onto the glass coffee table. He stood, tugged up his skinny jeans, and marched over to Hassan’s desk, where he took a key from the top drawer. 


“What are you doing?” I said. 


“Mom and I need to have a little chat.” 


Alarm flooded my veins, and I hurried after him. “You can’t take Hassan’s car without his permission.” 


“You guys are doing the same thing.” 


“Don’t assume the rest of us are as impulsive and irresponsible as you are.” Lexi glared at him. “It’s not that hard to send a text message.” 


“He went to some meeting. He’s busy. I’ll text him later.” 


“Even if we hadn’t asked permission, there’s a big difference and you know it,” I told my brother. “I need to move my stuff before it gets rained on. You’re taking off to cause problems that I’ll have to deal with. Showing up at the insurance agency to yell at Mom isn’t going to help. It won’t change anything.” 


“I know it won’t. That’s not the point. The point is that she’s wrong and someone needs to tell her she’s wrong. You’re not going to do it, so I will.” 


“Just let it go for now, okay? If you really want to help me, then come with us. I need to get my stuff over to Lexi’s.” 


“I’ll catch up with you as soon as I’m done.” He marched to the front door. 


“Ty.” 


The door slammed shut, and I groaned. “He’s just going to make everything worse.” 


While I appreciated my brother standing up for me, a confrontation would put more pressure on the already strained relationship between me and Mom. I was hoping to move back into the house sooner rather than later, but after Ty finished his “chat” with her, it could be months before Mom let me come home. Or never. 


There wasn’t a whole lot I could do about it right now though. I’d have to clean up Ty’s mess later. 


“Hey, uh, can I help?” Mike smoothed his beard as he stood. “I can carry boxes or something.” 


“I would love your help, Mike. Thanks.” 


Lexi grabbed the keys to the Suburban from Hassan’s desk drawer, and the three of us walked out to the garage. For the second time that morning, we made the trip from Yarrow Point to Redmond. 


When Lexi pulled up in front of the house, I studied the three-bedroom rambler I’d lived in since I was born. The only home I’d ever known. The apricot paint had a gray tint to it in the pale winter light, and moss had launched a slow but persistent takeover of the roof. Christmas lights still lined the eaves, but Jackson wouldn’t be coming over to take them down anytime soon. Not if I wasn’t here to invite him. No me, no six-foot-seven Guardian who could reach the roof without a ladder. 


Tears burned, but I blinked them away. I could indulge in self-pity later, when my belongings weren’t sitting in the driveway. I closed my eyes, searching for a bit of calm in the middle of my jumbled emotions, then climbed out of the car. 


My desktop computer peeked out from one of the boxes. Mom had left it outside, exposed to the elements, where anyone could’ve taken it. I spotted books in another box—one with a dark ring of moisture around the bottom—and tears threatened again. It was a horrible thought, but I couldn’t help wondering if she’d done it on purpose—packed them in cardboard so they’d get ruined. My clothes, at least, would be dry. Mom had crammed those into garbage bags. 


It didn’t take long for the three of us to load all my worldly possessions into the Suburban. We drove to Lexi’s condo and carried everything to her spare room, which served as a second closet for her expansive wardrobe. Clothing in white, gray, and shades of pink and purple filled the built-in closet. Square storage cubicles lined the adjoining wall, holding enough shoes and accessories to make even a hard-core shopaholic envious. A white wood desk stood next to the door, and a Hello Kitty lamp sat on a side table beside the futon. 


Lexi promised to move some of her stuff and make room for mine that afternoon. 


“I hate to take off and leave you,” she said, “but I should run those errands for Hassan. Mike probably needs to get back too.” 


Mike nodded. 


“I’ll be fine. I’ll just …” I waved a hand at the totally depressing pile in front of the futon. 


“Make yourself at home, okay? Call or text me if you need anything.” 


“I will. Thanks.” 


Her expression softened. “I’m really sorry about what happened.” 


“Yeah. Me too.” 


She headed for the door, and Mike waved goodbye before following her. 


As I sank down onto the futon, an overwhelming desire for Hassan’s presence hit, and I pulled my phone from my pocket. Then I put it back. Hassan was probably still in whatever meeting he’d gone to. Even if he wasn’t, he didn’t need me calling him, expecting him to come to the rescue again. Besides, what could he do about it? Follow Ty’s example and have a chat with my mom? That would be even more disastrous than Ty confronting her. If Hassan—totally hot, obviously rich, and clearly too old for me—showed up on my behalf, I wouldn’t be homeless. I’d be locked in my room for the next century. 


The doorbell rang, and I sighed. It was just like Ty to show up after the work was done. 


Scraping myself off the futon, I made my way to the front door and peered through the peephole at the warped image of my brother. Another sigh escaped as I unlocked the deadbolt. I wasn’t looking forward to Ty’s report on how things had gone with Mom—how much deeper he’d made the hole I’d dug for myself. 


When I let him in, Ty strolled into the living room and made himself comfortable on Lexi’s soft-gray couch. 


I settled on the other end. “So how bad is it?” 


“Relax. I left before the cops showed up.” 


“She called the cops?” 


“She needed to hear it, Kate.” 


My head slumped onto the back of the couch. “She’ll never let me come home now.” 


“You’re better off without her anyway.” 


I stabbed my brother with a glare. “This isn’t some girl you got tired of and dumped and now you’re going to pretend like she never existed. This is Mom. Our mother. The woman who gave birth to us. Who stuck around and took care of us after Dad walked out.” 


“Yeah, the same woman who treats you like crap and makes you completely miserable.” 


I couldn’t deny that part, or that the hurt I’d been trying to ignore since I first saw my things in the driveway had found its way to the surface. It made my voice thick. “She’s still our mom.” 


Something vaguely resembling an apology crossed Ty’s face. “Look, if you need to, you can stay with me.” 


“No way. Hearing about your personal life is bad enough. I don’t want a firsthand look at it.” 


“It’s not like that. I mean, it wouldn’t be.” 


I shook my head. “Thanks, but I’ll stay with Lexi until Mom lets me come home. Or until I can figure out something else.” 


Ty scowled, but no way was I going to share an apartment or any kind of living space with him. Aside from being exposed to his lifestyle, there was a good chance I’d end up as his live-in maid, cook, and laundress, because he was a slob and I could only take so much. Eventually I’d give in and clean up after him. Not a job I wanted. 


I stifled another groan. If Mom didn’t let me come home soon, I’d have to find a job, and interviews were on the top-ten list of things I sucked at. 


Tell me why we should hire you. 


Um … because I need a job? 


Standing so he would get the hint, I said, “You need to return the Range Rover. Preferably before Hassan gets back from his meeting.” 


“Good idea. I could end up with detention since I’m not the teacher’s pet.” 


I refused to acknowledge his comment. Now was not the time for him to torture me by implying something was going on between me and Hassan. 


I followed my brother to the door, and as he reached for the knob, the cuff of his jacket slid up, exposing the Pur on his wrist. The same three-in-one flame I had on mine. The tattoo-like mark signified we’d been chosen as Guardians and that we would someday share a sibling Blood-Bond. I was not looking forward to that, especially if we ended up with something like telepathy. Ty already shared more of his thoughts than I wanted to hear. I didn’t need unfiltered exposure, and I definitely didn’t want him inside my head. 


After he left, I flipped the deadbolt and went to the spare room. I’d barely started sorting through a box of damp books when the doorbell rang again. What did he want now? 


I considered ignoring him. Then a faint but familiar vibration of energy reached me, and I hurried from the room. It wasn’t my brother who’d rung the doorbell. 


No need to look through the peephole this time. I opened the door, and the sight of obsidian curls and bronze skin brought a sense of relief so strong that my throat ached with the effort of holding back a sob. 


“Hey,” I croaked. 


His gaze scanned my face. Usually I wanted to hide from Hassan’s perceptiveness, but today I needed it. I needed him to see how much of a disaster I was. 


Cold air stirred through the open doorway, reminding me he stood outside. I took a step back and waved him in before closing the door. We moved a couple of steps farther into the entryway. 


“How did you know I was here?” I said. 


“Lexi sent a text. I came as soon as my meeting concluded.” 


“Oh. I forgot. My brain isn’t exactly functioning right now.” My fingers felt twitchy all of the sudden, and I curled them into fists. “So I … Lexi said I could stay with her. But she probably told you that too. It’s just until I can fix things with my mom or … I don’t know, find my own place or something.” I gulped in a breath, fighting tears. When I spoke, my voice sounded small. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.” 


He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me. My exhale came out as half sob, half sigh as I leaned into him, my fingers sinking into the back of his coat. It was the first time Hassan had ever hugged me, but instead of feeling awkward, it felt soothing and familiar. We stood that way for several heartbeats, his Gift surrounding me, resonating across my skin all the way down to my bones. Until breathing came easier. 


“You won’t have to do this alone,” he said. 


The wool of his coat, infused with the spice of his cologne, brushed my cheek as I nodded. 


He pulled back just enough that I could see his face and each individual lash surrounding his eyes. How the strength of his nose and chin gave way to the curve of his lips. 


It was as if gravity shifted then, the way it always seemed to around Hassan, pulling me toward him instead of the earth. My heels rose from the ground, propelling me closer, until I stood on my tiptoes. Until my lips touched his. 


His hands closed around my arms and forced me back a step. “Why did you do that?” 


“I …” 


Holy crap. What had I done? 


I felt the blood drain from my face, pooling in my feet. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. It’s just … everything is totally messed up right now, and I’m not thinking straight. I’m sorry. I’m really, really—” 


His lips returned to mine, and conscious thought fled. All I knew was the warmth of his breath and the taste of him. The pressure against my scalp as his hands tangled in my hair. The feel of soft fabric and hard muscle beneath my fingertips. 


His hands freed my hair and skimmed across my shoulders before gripping my arms again, holding me in place as he stepped back and brought the kiss to an abrupt halt. For a moment we stared at each other, then he turned and walked to the door. He paused, his hand clutching the doorknob. 


With his back to me, he said, “That can never happen again.” 


Then he was gone. 








Chapter Two






My pulse thundered in my ears, my lips throbbing a sympathetic beat. What in the world had just happened? Had I actually kissed Hassan? Hassan? And after my pathetic attempt to explain why I’d done it—something I couldn’t even begin to comprehend—he had kissed me? Why would he do that? 


Teacher’s pet. My brother’s taunt echoed in my head. 


No way. It wasn’t possible. Hassan didn’t like me, not as a self-defense student and definitely not in the romantic sense. He barely tolerated my existence. 


The tingle in my lips, however, argued that Hassan did like me. That he liked me in a romantic way. 


I touched trembling fingers to my lips. Not that I was qualified to judge kissing ability—I had only kissed two guys in my entire life—but there was no comparison. Hassan made Rob look like he was still driving with a learner’s permit. 


I groaned. As if my life hadn’t been complicated enough, I had to go and make it even more of a mess. You’d think I wanted to be miserable. 


Forcing thoughts of Hassan and his expert kissing aside, I returned to the spare room and tried to sort through my things, but all I managed was unpacking a few books and piling them on the floor. My brain refused to engage. 


What was I supposed to do? Forget the kiss—kisses—had ever happened? Obviously Hassan would vote for that option, and part of me agreed it would be best because … my brain couldn’t fathom a universe where we made sense as a couple. Mortal enemies maybe, but not a couple. Another, more determined part of me, however, wanted to replay those kisses over and over. And over again. 


Abandoning my attempt to unpack, I grabbed my backpack and carried it to Lexi’s dining table, hoping to distract myself and make some progress on my paper for American lit. I managed to come up with an outline, although I had no idea if it made any sense. As I wrote the opening paragraph, my mind kept straying to random thoughts, like how perfectly Hassan’s lips had fit with mine. That he wasn’t too tall for a quick on-my-tiptoes kiss. How my hair was probably a mess, but I had no desire to fix it. That the scent of his cologne clung to my hoodie. 


I bent my head and lifted the fabric to my nose. Spice and coffee and cardamom. Thoughts of kissing Hassan instantly rushed in. 


Giving up on my paper, I started a pot of coffee, then rummaged through Lexi’s cupboards for cookie ingredients. If I could get some caffeine and sugar in my system, maybe I would be able to focus. 


Finding a compromise between the items Lexi kept on hand and something I’d actually want to eat proved to be a challenge, but brainstorming a solution helped keep my mind off … other things. 


By the time Lexi came home, I’d had a cup of coffee and two cookies and felt less scattered. 


Lexi set her purse down and leaned forward to inspect the plate on the table. “What are these?” 


“Walnut cookies. I even figured out how to make them vegan.” 


Her eyebrows rose. “Really?” She picked up a cookie and took a nibble. “Wow. I’m impressed. This will definitely be a plus to having you as a roommate.” 


Coming from Lexi, it was a huge compliment. 


She continued munching as she grabbed a mug from the cupboard and poured coffee. “So Jackson ended up taking the day off.” 


“Is he okay?” I was a horrible friend. I hadn’t even thought to check on him, but in my defense, I’d had a lot on my mind today. 


“He will be. His healing ability just needs some time to fix what Eden did to him.” 


I expected the reminder of last night—was it really just last night?—to bring a twinge of pain to my side where Eden had stabbed me. My side felt normal though, as if a wooden stake had never pierced my skin. And it had only taken moments for me to heal, thanks to my still-had-no-idea-what-it-was Gift. Well, my Gift and the power I had ripped from Eden. 


The cookies I’d eaten soured in my stomach. I shouldn’t feel bad for destroying a Fallen Guardian’s Gift, but knowing that didn’t help. Not when the memory of her scream kept surfacing. 


Lexi set her mug on the table and sank onto the chair across from mine. “I think everyone is still in recovery mode today, even Hassan. He didn’t say a word when he found out Ty had taken his car.” 


“He—” My voice squeaked, so I cleared my throat and tried again. “He didn’t?” 


“Nope. I was kind of surprised actually, but then I figured he was probably thinking about you.” 


My pulse leaped. “What do you mean?” 


“He probably thought that you having your brother around was more important than Ty asking permission to borrow the Range Rover.” Lexi frowned. “Not that Ty was much help.” 


“No kidding,” I muttered. “He stopped by after you and Mike left, but only to reassure me that he took off before the cops showed up at Mom’s office.” 


“So glad I’m an only child.” Lexi leaned forward to take another cookie. When she sat back, her delicate features wrinkled into a frown. “What’s up with your hair?” 


Heat spread across my face. “Nothing.” I ran a hand through my tangled locks. “I just haven’t had a shower yet.” 


Lexi gave a hum of acknowledgment as she bit into her cookie. Then my own words sank in, and I wanted to die. I hadn’t taken a shower today or brushed my teeth, but Hassan had put his hands in my hair and kissed me. 


Maybe I could find a rock to live under for the rest of my life.  


Lexi finished her cookie, chased it down with some coffee, then stood from the table. “Let’s go make some room for you.” 


I drained my mug before following her, trying to act normal. There was no way Lexi could know what had happened between me and Hassan, but it felt like any second now, she would bring up what had taken place in her entryway. 


Lexi reorganized her storage cubicles so that a row was free for me to use. She also cleared out a portion of the closet. The pastels of her wardrobe looked like neon lights next to the subdued tones of my clothing. 


I only unpacked the clothes I was likely to wear, so I still had a couple of bags and boxes of stuff when we were done. 


Hands on her hips, Lexi surveyed the remaining items and the available space. “Well, the desk is all yours. You can set up your computer there. As far as the rest of your things go, Hassan has plenty of room. I’m sure you can store it at his house for now.” 


“Sure,” I said, even though I had no intention of asking Hassan for help with storage. That would mean talking to him, and I preferred to deal with zero floor space in Lexi’s spare room rather than subject myself to an attempt at communication with Hassan. 


After writing her Wi-Fi password on a hot-pink sticky note, Lexi left me alone to finish settling in. I chose to take a shower and brush my teeth first. 


By the time I crawled between the sheets that evening, I felt exhausted yet wired at the same time. 


My life had taken a major detour in the last twenty-four hours. I’d survived Eden’s second attempt to kill me and destroyed her Gift in the process. I’d sabotaged my relationship with Mom and gotten myself kicked out of the house. And just when Hassan and I were starting to get along, I’d done something really stupid, most likely ruining that relationship too. Maybe I needed to find someplace else to stay before Lexi got caught up in my vortex of doom. 


I didn’t think it was possible for my life to suck any more than it did right now. I buried my face in the pillow and finally let the tears flow.	
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When I turned on my phone the next morning, I discovered it was possible for my life to suck even more. 


I padded out to the kitchen, where Lexi was drinking a grass-colored smoothie, and plunked my phone on the table. “Mom cut my cell phone service.” 


“She did?” 


With a sigh, I plopped onto a chair. “I’m sure she would’ve done it anyway, but Ty’s visit yesterday probably sped up the process.” 


“We’ll get you a new phone today.” 


“I can’t afford a new phone.” 


“Hassan can. Don’t worry about it.” 


I felt a spurt of panic. “No way. I’m not letting Hassan buy me a phone.” 


“Why not?” 


“Because.” 


Her brows rose, demanding an explanation. 


My heart had worked its way up into my throat, every beat pounding through my head. “Because we’re not—he’s not … my patron or whatever you call it. He’s not my … anything. It’s not his responsibility. Besides, I don’t need a new phone. I just need cell service.” 


“Then we’ll have Hassan add you to his plan.” 


“But—”


“You need a functioning cell phone, and not just for personal use. You’re a Guardian. We need to be able to get in touch with you. Trust me, the cost of phone service won’t be an issue for Hassan. I know how much he spends on plain white T-shirts.” 


She was right, but still. The thought of Hassan spending money on me was unsettling, and being around him would be uncomfortable enough already. 


Lexi’s still-connected-to-service phone chimed. She picked it up and checked the screen. “Apparently Nathan has been trying to get ahold of you.” 


Well, there was one good thing about not having cell service. I had a legitimate excuse to ignore Nathan. 


“He was hoping you could help him search the maze,” Lexi said. “If you’re feeling up to it.” 


I knew we needed information on Haddai—Eden’s partner in all things evil—and what he was planning, but couldn’t I have one stress-free day? Just one? 


In theory, it was a huge plus that my Gift could give Nathan’s Knowledge ability a boost. His mental maze became more realistic and took us places he couldn’t find on his own. In reality, helping him guaranteed I would end up someplace dark and creepy. The maze had a thing for underground locations. 


And Nathan would want more than assistance exploring the maze. He would want to talk about what had happened at Saint Ed’s. He would want to figure out how I’d destroyed Eden’s Gift without killing her, but I had no idea how I had done it. What if I ended up doing something to his Gift too? Helping Nathan also meant going to Hassan’s house—where I’d see Hassan—and my plan had been to use my sudden eviction as an excuse to hide at Lexi’s and avoid him. 


I honestly couldn’t decide which I dreaded more—facing Hassan after what had happened yesterday or talking to Nathan about my Gift. I wanted option three. The one that consisted of drinking coffee, eating chocolate, and ignoring reality for the rest of my life. 


I rubbed the spot on my forehead that was knotting up. It wasn’t even 7:00 a.m. yet, and my head was going to explode from stress. 


“Yeah, sure,” I said. “I can meet him at Hassan’s later.” 


“Do you need me to pick you up from the transit center?” 


“No, I think Ty was planning to give me a ride. Can you text him and ask him to meet me at the Suzzallo café when he’s done with his classes? And let him know I don’t have a phone?”  


“Sure. I’ll let him know what his little stunt cost you.” 


“It would’ve happened anyway.” 


Ty would be ticked off at Mom again, but if Lexi told him about my phone situation this morning, he’d have some time to calm down before I had to listen to him complain. The less I had to hear, the better. I just hoped he wouldn’t feel the need to go have another chat with Mom. Next time, he might not make it out of the office before the cops showed up. 








Chapter Three






I gripped the Corvette’s passenger seat as we flew across the Evergreen Point Floating Bridge. I needed my brother to slow down, and not just because my life was in danger. Hassan, Nathan, and the maze waited at our destination. I dreaded spending time with each of them. 


“Mom obviously didn’t get the message the last time I talked to her.” Ty zipped around an Amazon truck. “Maybe I should stop by the house and rearrange her precious quilting supplies.” 


It would be a miracle if the house was still standing by the time he finished. He had displayed his “rearranging” skills at Dad’s place more than once. 


“Just stay away from Mom and the house, okay? Unlike you, I still want to live there, so don’t mess it up for me. More than you already have.” 


Ty silently fumed on his side of the car. He hadn’t used any profanity, but I could almost see the words taking shape in the air with each exhale. Hassan’s threat to hurt him if he didn’t stop swearing had only applied to verbalizing that kind of language. It was obviously still going on inside. 


“This will be a good thing,” I said. “If I’m not on Mom’s cell phone plan, she can’t see who I’m calling or texting.” 


“Wait.” Ty’s gaze whipped toward me. “She did that? She looked at your call history?” 


I pointed at the windshield. “Eyes on the road, please. And no. Well, I’m pretty sure she didn’t. But with the way things were going, it probably wouldn’t have been too long before she started to monitor me. Now she can’t even if she wants to. It’s better that way, right?”  


“Yeah. I guess.” He wore a frown, but the worst of his anger had dissipated. 


We reached our exit a couple minutes later, and he navigated the streets of Yarrow Point at a more reasonable speed. We pulled up to Hassan’s driveway, and instead of waving at the security camera, Ty gave it the rock on sign. A definite improvement over using his middle finger. 


The gates slid open, and Ty drove through. The Corvette’s speed slowed, but my pulse rate increased like it wanted to make up the difference. While my Gift couldn’t sense Hassan’s presence yet, my heart definitely knew he was close. I begged it to calm down as I trailed my brother into the house. 


The steel-gray expanse of Yarrow Bay greeted us through the windows of the great room, and Mike turned from his monitors long enough to wave hello. Nathan and Lexi were in the seating area. They lifted their heads when we came in, but I didn’t do more than make brief eye contact—particularly with Nathan—and say hi. My gaze, which apparently had a mind of its own, wandered past them, seeking the source of the energy skimming across my skin. Hassan stood at the far end of the kitchen next to the coffeemaker, where I wouldn’t be able to avoid him. Not if I wanted coffee. I delayed the inevitable for another minute or two by following my brother to Jackson’s desk. 


A pair of Nikes rested in their usual spot—the one clear corner of the desk. Jackson’s color was good, his blue eyes clear and alert. It looked like he’d made a full recovery from Eden’s carbon monoxide poisoning. 


As he and Ty exchanged a fist bump, I said, “Feeling better?” 


“Yeah, I’m good.” His smile faded. “How are you doing?” 


I wasn’t sure if he was referring to the aftermath of Saint Ed’s or to my housing problem. Of the two, I preferred to talk about housing. “I’m still figuring things out. Lexi is letting me stay with her for now.” 


“Sorry I wasn’t here yesterday. If I’d known what was going on, I would’ve shown up no matter how I felt.” 


“I’m glad you weren’t here. I mean, it was better for you to stay home and recover. There wasn’t much to move anyway. Mostly books and clothes, and Mike helped, so it didn’t take very long.” 


“Still, I wish I’d been here for you.” 


I gave him a shrug. “If Lexi ever kicks me out, I promise you can help me move.” 


“I think it’s more likely she’ll drive you insane and make you want to leave.” 


My eyes stole another glance at the kitchen. I couldn’t avoid Hassan much longer without making it obvious I was avoiding him. Which would almost be as bad as telling him I wanted to talk about what had happened. For a second I considered skipping coffee, but I needed it in order to deal with Nathan and the maze. Besides, based on his exit yesterday, I had every reason to believe Hassan wanted to ban the topic of lip-to-lip contact as much as I did. 


I mumbled something about getting coffee and left my brother and Jackson to get caught up on … whatever it was they were talking about. Hassan slipped his phone into his pants pocket and watched me make my way to the kitchen. I focused on his Gift, hoping to get some idea of his mood. The normal baseline vibration was there, but it felt tighter, under pressure. As if he was trying to suppress something, and I had no idea what that indicated. Probably nothing I’d like. 


When I’d almost reached him, he opened the cupboard and grabbed a mug. He set it on the counter in front of me, then poured coffee. 


“Once you and Nathan have finished,” he said, “I’ll take you to purchase a new phone.” 


“I don’t need a new one. Just a service contract.” And a shopping trip would mean spending time alone with Hassan. Not my first choice right now. 


“Let me see your phone.” 


I pulled the device from the pocket of my hoodie and passed it to him. 


Hassan scowled at it before fixing his scowl on me. “How long have you had this phone?” 


“A couple of years? I might’ve dropped it once or twice. That’s why it looks kind of beat up, but it works just—” 


“I’m buying you a new phone.” 


“You don’t have to do that.” 


“You need a new one.” His gaze scanned the great room before returning to me, then he lowered his voice. “We also need to have a conversation about yesterday.” 


My lungs seized up. I forced them to draw enough air that I could speak, but shortness of breath made the words thready. “No, we really don’t.” 


“Yes. We do.” 


I peeked to make sure no one was listening in on this catastrophe in progress. “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper.  


“Kate—” 


“I know what you’re going to say, okay? You’re going to tell me that what happened yesterday was a mistake. You’re going to give me a bunch of really good reasons why you and I … why it would never work. I know. I get it already, so we can skip that really awkward conversation. This one is bad enough.” I forced another breath through the cord of complete humiliation constricting my rib cage. “We both want to forget that we … that it ever happened, so let’s just pretend like it didn’t.” 


His Gift vibrated in the air between us while he looked at me. I made myself stand there and wait for his response, even though every muscle in my body twitched with the need to flee. 


The seconds dragged on until he nodded, then I snatched my coffee and headed for the seating area, my hands shaky. It required a supreme effort of concentration to avoid spilling. 


I took the end of the love seat closest to Nathan’s chair. Hassan arrived a moment later and sat next to me, making me so jumpy that I set my mug on the coffee table. I didn’t trust myself not to dump it in my lap, and I didn’t need coffee burns on top of everything else. 


Nathan leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “How are you?” 


“Fine.” I wasn’t, not really, but the truth was long and complicated and nothing I felt comfortable sharing, especially with Hassan sitting so close. 


Nathan nodded. “The last couple of days have been rough for you, but I’m excited about the possibilities before us. Have you had any thoughts or insights about your Gift? About what happened with Eden?” 


“No, not really. I … I’ve had other stuff on my mind.” 


“That’s understandable. I’m sorry about what happened with your mom.” 


Ty muttered something about Mom’s parenting skills. While it didn’t contain profanity, it was questionable enough to bring a momentary flare to Hassan’s Gift. 


“I know there are a lot of things demanding your attention right now,” Nathan said. “It’s a lot to take in, but think of the potential, Kate. The one thing that’s troubled you about Guardians from the beginning—how we deal with Fallen—could change because of you. Because of your Gift. Maybe this is why you were chosen.” 


Fear and horror surged, a pool of dark water eager to suck me under. “I don’t think I can do it again.” 


“Don’t worry. There’s no rush. We’ll take our time figuring it out. We’ll go through it moment by moment, until you understand how—” 


“That’s not what I mean. I can’t do that. To anyone. Ever again. I can’t listen to someone being torn apart, knowing that I’m the one doing it. That I’m the one shredding their soul into pieces.” I shook my head. “And I can’t do this.” 


I started to get up, to escape, but Hassan placed a hand on my arm. 


“You don’t need to leave,” he said. “What we need right now is information about Eden and Haddai and what they were planning. The discussion about your Gift and what happened with Eden can wait for another day. Until you are prepared to discuss it.” 


Nathan scooted forward in his chair, his expression determined as he addressed Hassan. “There’s a reason Kate was given this Gift. This could change everything. We need to know what she’s capable of.” 


Power swarmed from Hassan’s hand across my arm. “The events of Monday night are too fresh, and she has just lost her home. It can wait.” 


Hassan’s voice held an edge I’d never heard him direct at Nathan before, and the room fell silent as we waited for Nathan’s response. I stared at my mug. This seemed to be where we always ended up lately—a standoff between Nathan and Hassan, with me in the middle. 


Nathan sighed, signaling his defeat, and Hassan’s grip on my arm loosened, steadying me instead of holding me in place. 


“If you are willing, help Nathan search the maze,” Hassan said. “That will be the only thing we ask of you today.” 


It sounded so simple. Help Nathan like I had before, but what if I ended up doing something I couldn’t undo? 


A vision filled my head—one of me sitting here with my hand in Nathan’s. Me unable to let go of him, the same way I hadn’t been able to release Eden. I could almost hear Nathan’s cry of agony as I ripped the supernatural power from him. 


A tremor worked its way through me, and I fought the urge to push Hassan’s hand away from my arm. Away from my Gift. 


“Maybe this isn’t a good idea.” I scrounged up enough courage to look Nathan in the eye. “What if I do the same thing to you that I did to Eden? What if I destroy your Gift?” 


“We’ve done this several times now without any problems. I’m not worried.” 


“But if I don’t know how I did it—how I destroyed her Gift—then we could be taking a huge risk.” 


“You’re not going to destroy his Gift.” Hassan’s grip briefly tightened, offering an extra bit of comfort. “There is a notable difference between you assisting Nathan and what happened the other night. With Eden you were fighting for your life. You were trying to stop her from hurting you. You won’t be doing that with Nathan. You are simply helping him, as you have before.” 


I did my best to ignore all the worries pressing in on me and consider the situation logically. Hassan had a point. With Eden it had felt like there was a wall I had to break through, but it didn’t feel like that when I helped Nathan. Maybe as long as I didn’t push against Nathan’s Gift the way I had with Eden’s, we’d be okay. 


I exhaled a shaky breath. “Yeah, you’re right. It felt different with Eden’s Gift.” 


Another quick squeeze before Hassan’s touch was gone. I wanted it back both for comfort and because the urge to run remained. 


“Let’s give it a try and see what we can find.” Nathan offered his hand. 


I reached out hesitantly, and a moment later the room dissolved into blinding light. The earth shifted on its axis, hurtling us through space. 


The motion stopped as quickly as it had begun. The light receded. 


A crow cawed in the distance, and the scent of fresh-cut grass drifted to my nose. The warmth of the sun shone on my head and against my face, coaxing my eyes open. Vivid green spread out before us and filled the woods bordering the lawn we stood on. A rabbit at the edge of the lawn paused to inspect us before it resumed nibbling. Through the trees, I caught the glimmer of sunlight reflecting on water. 


The tension in my chest and shoulders eased. The maze hadn’t taken us to an abandoned house or shadowed corridors buried under the streets of Seattle. Even if nothing else went right today, at least I wouldn’t have to deal with a dark, creepy destination. I pulled my hand free from Nathan’s and turned. 


My legs quivered, as if they weren’t sure whether to collapse or to sprint from the scene. Five stories of red brick spread out from either side of the bell-tower section straight ahead. Saint Edmond’s. The maze had taken us to Saint Ed’s. 








Chapter Four






The seminary loomed over us. We stood facing the west side—the opposite side from the chapel, but it was closer to the chapel than I’d ever wanted to be again. 


My hands curled into the sleeves of my hoodie, fingernails scratching against fabric as a flood of memories assaulted my senses. Creaking hinges and the firmness of wood beneath my hand. Air fouled with Eden’s Gift and her golems. Moonlight filtering through stained-glass windows. The sharp taste of fear in my mouth. The burning agony of a stake tearing into my flesh. 


I sucked in a breath and tried to focus on the positives. 


I wasn’t alone. Big positive. 


The maze hadn’t dropped us off inside the chapel where, quite possibly, my blood stained the floor. Huge positive. 


It was a beautiful sunny day instead of a dark and stormy night. A positive I would definitely take. 


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nathan glance at me before returning his attention to the building in front of us. “Interesting.” 


Somehow “interesting” didn’t feel like an accurate description of the setting. “Stressful” would be better. On-the-verge-of-having-a-nervous-breakdown stressful. 


“Is Eden still hiding at Saint Ed’s?” My voice wavered. “Is that why we’re here?” 


It didn’t make sense for Eden to stick around, not when there was a chance we’d come back to look for her, but maybe she hadn’t found a new hiding spot yet. 


Nathan tilted his head, the way he did when he was waiting for Knowledge to come to him. “I don’t think she’s at Saint Ed’s. Maybe we’re here because we missed something the other night—some clue about Eden and Haddai’s plan.” He gestured at the entrance in front of us. “The maze brought us to the seminary building, so let’s start there.” 


We weren’t going to the chapel, at least not yet. Another positive. 


Steps of cream-colored stone led to a pair of wood doors. We made our way up the steps, and Nathan tugged on a wrought iron handle. Hinges groaned, making me shrink back. 


When he walked forward, I forced myself to follow. Dust tickled my nose as we entered a foyer perfumed with aging wood. 


There was a curving staircase on the other side of the foyer and another set of doors straight ahead. I hoped Nathan didn’t feel the need to open them. I knew what we’d see on the east side of the bell tower, and even a glimpse of the chapel would be too much. 
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