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      Sweat beaded across my forehead and hair clung to my neck as Taylor and I circled one another. His breathing remained level while mine rasped heavily. Without having any real plan, I lashed out, attempting to strike.

      Taylor grabbed my fist with laughable ease. He stepped aside and took hold of my arm. Using my own momentum, he dragged me past him. I hadn’t even noticed his leg move until he tripped me and I went sprawling onto the mats.

      Once I hit the ground, I didn’t bother trying to get back up. Instead, I laid there, taking a moment to catch my breath.

      “That’s enough for today,” Taylor said.

      “Let’s try again,” I countered, forcing myself to my feet.

      Taylor looked uncertain. “Cassie, we talked about not pushing yourself too far.”

      What he meant, of course, was that he spoke, at length, about not pushing myself too hard, and I didn’t feel like I had room to complain. The Agency of Interdimensional Regulation, AIR, didn’t want to rely on outside medical advice, even from a doctor who regularly worked for them at the Farm. Taylor was a physician with the Mythological and Terrestrial Humanitarians, MyTH, and when pressed, AIR relented and allowed him to review and sign off on my medical state. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Dr. Yelton at the Farm—it was more that I no longer fully trusted the clandestine organization I worked for.

      Taylor was thorough in his examinations, and I’d ended up with a green stamp of approval to return to work.

      “I’m not exactly straining myself,” I said. “When we spar, I spend half the time on the ground. Besides, we also discussed the need to build my strength.”

      “Okay,” Taylor said, “One more time. Before we begin, picture me as a threat. Really burn that image into your head.”

      “Attacking is awkward.” It was a sentiment I repeated many times.

      “Close your eyes and concentrate.”

      I did so, happy to find I was no longer out of breath. Picturing Taylor as a threat wasn’t easy. The best I could do was imagine him as one of the men arrested during a recent black ops mission. We found more than we bargained for in the mountains. After Rider had been kidnapped, we found his abductors, Sid and Carl, had also taken Boone.

      Cementing Sid’s face and his corrupted Path in my mind, I opened my eyes and stepped forward. My original intention was to approach and immediately attack, but once I looked Taylor in the eye, I couldn’t do it. My imagination was razor-sharp and my ability to live in denial was superb, but attacking Taylor felt utterly wrong.

      Taylor sighed and dropped his fists. “You’re not going to hurt me. Get that out of your head.”

      I shook out my hands and tried to loosen the tightened muscles. “I thought the point here was to hurt you.”

      “To subdue me, anyway. Why don’t you try a mix of physical attack and using the Path.”

      The thought made my breath catch and I looked away.

      Taylor watched me closely. “That’s what you’re more apt to need in the field.” When I said nothing, he stepped back, giving me a little more space. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I stopped fidgeting and tried to find the words to match what I felt. “If I can’t do it with my own strength, I don’t want to do it.”

      “Being a Reader is one of your strengths.”

      “Before this job, I never attacked anyone. Well, okay, I was in a few fights growing up, but the worst thing I had done was throw someone in a puddle and sit on them.”

      “And it’s different now,” Taylor said.

      A lump formed in my throat. “I’ve killed a lot of people.” My voice was even, but my eyes might have been brighter. I strained to not tear up, but I didn’t quite succeed.

      “To save your partners and your friends. You did what you had to do.”

      The men who held Boone weren’t the only monsters we found in the mountains. We’d been searching for Boone, a missing AIR agent, and rescued him from Sid and Carl, but we also found a horde of twisted animals.

      At least I thought they were animals. In the end we learned they had once been people, but experiments had turned them into something else entirely.

      “That was a massacre.” My voice was stonier than I intended, but I pressed on. “There had to have been other options. If I had had more experience attacking and really knew the extent of what my partners were capable of, the outcome might have been different. What I did was make things…easy.” I cleared my throat, then took a deep breath. “I’m good with my power, but using physical strength doesn’t come naturally. I suck at it.”

      “It still might be better to combine the two. Back up your physical attacks with a bit of the Path.”

      “That’s not exactly something I can practice without causing someone serious injury or accidentally killing them.”

      “Perhaps. You could work with Rider and there wouldn’t be as much risk, but I’m still your best practice partner, and I’m willing to work with you. I heal fast and I’m impossible to kill.”

      Over a month ago, Taylor had been shot dead in the mountains. I clearly remembered his body fall to the ground where he lay motionless. A few heart crushing minutes later, he woke up. I’d always known Taylor wasn’t human, but I never thought immortal was a possibility.

      This was the first time he’d brought it up, so I took the opening. “Is it impossible?”

      After looking at me for a moment, Taylor grabbed a bottle of water from the side of the mat, tossed it to me, and got his own. “Let’s stretch.”

      His tone wasn’t angry or dismissive, so I sat down butterfly style before moving through a few stretches, waiting for him to answer the question.

      “I’m surprised Logan or Rider didn’t fill you in,” Taylor said, circling the answer.

      “I think they’ve had other things on their mind,” I said. “Rider and I avoided any serious conversations while I recuperated in Sāketa, and Logan’s back in the office, working with Paulson and Boone to push through some changes, including a new department.”

      “Can he get AIR to agree to something like that?”

      “He seems to think so.” Before Taylor could ask anything else, I brought the topic back around to the mortality question. “Besides, they know it’s your story to tell, not theirs. I’m assuming you told them how you survived being shot?”

      “Something like that.” Taylor paused while he stretched further, then continued. “I’m immortal.”

      I stopped and stared at him. “You really can’t die?”

      “Technically I can’t stay dead. There may be some type of magic somewhere that can kill me, but I’ve lived a long time and haven’t found anything that could.”

      A million questions battled for supremacy in my head. “How long have you been alive?” It was kind of blunt, so I tried to back pedal. “I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      “My best guess is around two-thousand, two hundred years.”

      I almost said You’re not sure? But I managed to stop myself in time. He either didn’t know or didn’t want to share specifics; it would have been silly to ask.

      “Were you born immortal?” I asked. “Are immortals a different race of people?”

      Taylor looked leery. “I don’t usually give details, so this stays between us.”

      “I won’t say anything,” I assured him.

      “Only a few people know my secret. The more people that hear it, the more danger I’m in.”

      “Because of people like the Mortal Order.” My nose curled up at the thought of the organization. They’d been behind the experiments in the mountains and other places. “You don’t have to explain if you don’t want to.”

      “I know.” Taylor stood and offered me a hand up. “Let’s go back to my office. I want to run some tests since we raised your heartbeat.”

      “More tests?” I asked. “I’ve had more examinations in the past four weeks than I’ve had in my whole life.”

      “You had a tree growing inside you—you’re lucky to be alive.”

      That thought still gave me goose-flesh. “At least we’re here and not at the office."

      “Was that one of Logan’s demands?” Taylor asked. “To use an outside doctor?”

      “It was one of mine. After everything that’s happened, I’m still not convinced going back to the agency is the right decision.”

      “You can always change your mind.”

      I gave him a wry look. “Does that mean no more required examinations?”

      “AIR wouldn’t need them, but I would. If I miss something and it somehow kills you, it’s not your agency that I need to be worried about. Not only would I have to live with the mistake, I’m pretty sure your partners would hunt me down.”

      When we entered the clinic I glanced around, ensuring we were alone—still, I lowered my voice. “Surely a man that can’t die wouldn’t be worried about my partners.”

      “I said I can’t die; I didn’t say anything about it not being painful.”

      I sucked in air, hissing softly. “I never thought about that. It must really suck.”

      Taylor wrapped a blood pressure cuff around my arm and got on with his work. “The pain isn’t any more intense than it would be for any human, but the healing factor means I don’t have to feel it for as long.”

      “Any human?”

      “That was my subtle way of telling you I was born human.”

      “So, it’s like an ability? Like how I’m a Reader and Vincent’s a Walker?”

      “Not an ability,” Taylor said, avoiding looking at me. “It was a curse.”

      “A curse?”

      “Well, magic, anyway. For me, it’s been a curse in one way or another throughout my life.”

      “If magic turned you immortal, shouldn’t magic get rid of it?” My cheeks burned. “Not that I want it to be gone, or for you to die.”

      Taylor didn’t look me in the eye. “I understand what you mean. When I was… made this way, I didn’t know what type of power was used. A few hundred years went by before I began to search for a way to undo it.”

      “I’m still getting used to the idea that magic exists. I thought magic was magic, though. Someone I met said something like that. It sounded like power is what you make it.”

      “Generally speaking, he’s not wrong. But I spoke with witches, sorcerers, necromancers, warlocks, and every other magic user I could find. They all said the same thing—they see no magic keeping me this way and they know of no magic that could make it possible to keep me immortal.”

      “Would it take magic to keep you this way? I mean, Frank’s still hopping.”

      “He’s reanimated, not immortal. If we found a necromancer to strip the magic, your rabbit would die permanently.”

      “So, the power is keeping him alive and other people can see it?”

      “Other people could sense it,” Taylor said.

      “And they don’t sense it in you?”

      “No,” Taylor said. “No one has. And like you, the other Readers I’ve met only see that I’m no longer human.”

      I perked up with that idea. “Do you know other Readers?”

      “I knew other Readers. You’re the only one I’ve met in a couple hundred years.” Taylor took a deep breath. “And none of them met the others to compare our Paths.”

      “Others?”

      “Including myself, three immortals were created.”

      “You mean changed, right? Three of you were changed?”

      “I think it could be described either way,” Taylor said unruffled.

      “You said it’s a curse. Was there a reason you were turned into an immortal? Did you have a choice?”

      “All three of us made the decision—fought for it, in fact—although, I don’t think any of us really understood what our prize would be."

      “You fought each other?”

      “There was a competition.” Taylor’s mind appeared to turn inward. “We fought for days, and hundreds of people died. We fought friends, family, each other. It only ended when the fields were stained with blood and three of us remained.”

      I had trouble imagining Taylor fighting friends and family, especially for something like immortality.

      “Winning was an honor, and we all believed that fervently,” Taylor said. “We were to be the eternal bodyguards for the empirical family, but we later learned that we were the end of a long line of failed attempts at immortality. The emperor wished to live forever but wouldn’t try the procedure until it worked on others. Our success led to the emperor’s demise. Instead of becoming immortal, his life was cut short.”

      “Did you—what happened after that?”

      Taylor seemed to come out of his reverie. “Nothing I dare share. One-by-one, the three of us eventually slipped out of the empire and went our separate ways. The world wasn’t as populated then, so we saw each other every couple hundred years, but our shared past pushed us away from each other, which is probably for the best.”

      I was stunned, but at the same time, I was sure I didn’t truly understand the complexity of Taylor’s story. Living hundreds or thousands of years was hard to picture, but Taylor spoke of it almost casually. There were still so many questions I wanted to ask.

      “But I did meet a few Readers over the years,” Taylor said. “I can’t be certain, but one of them might have been as strong as you. I understand why Logan thinks he can get changes made. Your whole team is a highly valuable asset to AIR.”

      Somehow, I managed not to roll my eyes. “Being seen as an asset is part of the problem.”

      “I understand that sentiment more than I can say.”

      Thinking about the life he’d led, I could see what Taylor meant. If people found out about his immortality, they’d want to use him or try to recreate the effects.

      “If you feel the agency is using you,” Taylor continued, “You don’t have to return. Due to your time between worlds, you won’t be up to full strength for a while. If you choose to return, though, you’re cleared for active duty once I send your records to Dr. Yelton.”

      My time in the mountains came to an abrupt end when Vincent, my boyfriend, saved our lives. An explosion would have killed us if he hadn’t stepped between the worlds, taking me with him. We nearly died anyway, but as a Walker, Vincent knew how to navigate that world.

      “Do you think I should go back to the agency?” I asked.

      Taylor shook his head. “That’s something I can’t answer for you, but my advice is to take your time deciding and remember you can change your mind.”

      “That’s true.”

      “Do you want me to postpone sending the results?”

      I didn’t have to think about it for long. “No, you can go ahead and send them. I think Vincent and I need to talk before making any big changes.”

      The thought of talking with Vincent made pixies flutter in my stomach. I wouldn’t make any life decisions without discussing it with him first.
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        * * *

      

      Going back to work after a long absence was never easy. Eyes bored into my back from the moment I entered the building. They thought I was dead and I returned as if I came back from the grave. As I scanned the room for Hank the awkwardness became palpable.

      Not knowing which of my coworkers could be trusted didn’t help. Working for a secret government agency charged with protecting Lost, mythological creatures from other dimensions, was becoming more difficult. Factions of humans and Lost were at odds, and humans with special abilities, like me and Vincent, weren’t exactly welcome on either side, leaving us caught in the middle.

      After my house was bugged by a fellow agent, I wondered if it had anything to do with one of the groups involved in our last few cases.

      Looking around the command center, there were some familiar faces, but no one I knew well. Some of the people were completely new, including two women, which was a nice surprise. Neither Logan nor Rider mentioned an influx of new agents, but I guess everyone had a lot on their mind.

      My focus wasn’t exactly on work, either. I was fidgety. To avoid feeling like I was a kid on my first day at a new school, I went down the hall to the meditation room. People with abilities tended to work throughout the Agency for Interdimensional Regulation, so several offices had a meditation room. Ours was small, but several people could meditate comfortably without feeling crowded.

      When I entered, there was only one other person in the room. He sat cross-legged on the floor and didn’t open his eyes to see who had come in. It wasn’t someone I knew, so I found a comfortable spot and tried to ignore the stranger.

      Meditation wasn’t my strong suit, but I was getting better. After shifting a few times, my breathing fell into a calming rhythm and I stretched my mind to the abyss that stood between me and my power.

      My soul lived in that darkness. Years ago, it had been broken into millions of pieces. Since then, it had been stitched together and shattered again. The last time it happened, it had taken a year to get my power back under control. But after what seemed like endless hours of meditation, I was stronger than ever.

      Unless, that is, my emotions became tangled. If I wasn’t levelheaded, my soul bounced my power all over the place, leaving me with blinding pain and almost no way to use my ability.

      After concentrating on the movements of my soul for a while, I went ahead and made the jump into the Path. At the office, portals in the basement dragged at my power, which caused some discomfort, so I left the Path before more than a glimmer registered.

      Someone opened the door and, unlike the other guy, my eyes instantly popped open. Meditation might be getting easier, but it didn’t take much to pull me away from it.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Hank said, keeping his voice low. “But you’re up, Cassie. We have a lot to review before you get started.”

      I stifled a sigh before it could escape. “I don’t suppose the room has magically cleared of people.”

      Hank raised an eyebrow. “Trouble?”

      “No, I’m just anxious.”

      “Understandable. It’ll pass.”

      “Give me a few minutes?”

      “I’ll be at my desk.”

      When Hank left the room, I stood up and stretched.

      “First day?” the meditating man asked.

      Somehow, I managed not to be startled. He had been so quiet that he practically melted into the background while Hank had been there.

      “No, just my first day back,” I said, trying to seem at ease. “I’ve been away for a while.”

      “That must be why we haven’t met.” The man rose and held out his hand. “My name is Parker Diaz.”

      “I’m Cassie Heidrich,” I said. When I took his hand, a small and brief shock like static electricity snapped between us. “I take it you’re new to the office?”

      “New to the agency. I’m a private contractor.”

      It was the first thing to take my mind off my return to work. “Interesting. I haven’t met many private contractors that work for AIR.” In fact, I didn’t think I’d met any outside of the Mythological and Terrestrial Humanitarians, otherwise known as MyTH, but I wasn’t going to say that to a stranger.

      “There have been a few of us here over the past month.”

      “I might see you around, then,” I said. “Sorry we interrupted your meditation.”

      “It’s no problem. I need to get to the command room, anyway.” He held the door open for me and then followed me out. “Sorry for the assumption you were new. Apparently, your office has hired quite a few new employees recently. Are you an agent?”

      “I am. I’d ask what type of contracting work you do, but something tells me if you’re working in the command room it’s either classified or I’ll find out very soon.”

      Parker grinned as we entered the central space. “It’s probably both. Nice meeting you.”

      The stares made my skin prickle as Parker went to a desk. When anyone familiar caught my eye they’d give a nod of recognition. My attention was drawn to a few agents that I worked with in the past. A few acknowledged me while others pretended they didn’t see me.

      The sideways glances were unnerving, but I tried not to let it show. I hated being the center of attention, and it didn’t help that if anyone asked me about my time away, there was nothing I could tell them. Our mission in the mountains had been heavily classified, and I wasn’t willing to discuss my time between the worlds with anyone except my partners.

      Someone hovered next to Hank, so I waited until the other person stepped away before I approached.

      “You have a lot to catch up on,” Hank said, digging a tablet out of a drawer.

      “I can see that,” I said, looking around. “There are a lot of new faces. I met Parker, one of the consultants. How is it that we have consultants down here?”

      “Don’t worry about them for now. We’ve received statements from everyone involved on your last mission except for yours, and you have a lot of paperwork to go through. I’m buried today, but Logan should be able to help fill in any blanks.”

      “I thought Logan would be in by now,” I said, knowing Hank kept better tabs on Logan than anyone else.

      “He and Rider were sent out this morning. While you wait, head downstairs to the range.”

      “You took my gun before I left,” I reminded him.

      “It’s downstairs. They’ll let you sign it out, but they’re going to want to see you use it before they let you keep it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Think of it as early recertification.”

      It sounded like a horrible first day back, but I grabbed the tablet and left a message for Logan, letting him know where he could find me.

      Getting my gun was easy. Convincing the guys at the range to let me keep it was much more difficult. Since I wasn’t there for standard recertification, I had to jump through hoops to find the right person to test me. When I finally did, the man decided to put me through my paces.

      It wasn’t his fault; he had no idea why I was down there, so he made certain that when I left, all the bases were covered.

      The practice and testing ate away my morning. Back upstairs, I grabbed coffee and claimed a desk. Finally, a few people welcomed me back and the number of stares dropped dramatically. Strangely enough, I sensed a more intense gaze, and not by the people stealing quick glances. I couldn’t spot the person, but I felt their attention on me.

      Once I settled in, I read through a slew of documents and emails on the tablet, but the sensation of eyes on me was constant.

      When I realized I’d read a sentence over and over without taking it in, I got up and refreshed my coffee. As I sat back down again, Hank joined me.

      “Logan should be in soon,” Hank said. “How’s the paperwork?”

      “It’s the kind of welcome back I dreamed of,” I said, keeping my voice deadpan.

      “But, if you get it all out of the way today, you can be in the field tomorrow.”

      “That, I appreciate. More than I can say.”

      “Have you reviewed the statement Logan submitted about your time in the mountains?”

      “Not yet. I can do it now if you need me to.”

      “That’s okay,” Hank said. “I was just wondering what you can tell me about Sāketa.”

      I blinked several times as I tried to figure out exactly what he was asking.

      “Um… they have good medical care.” My time between the worlds hadn’t been easy, but the experience was only tangentially related to work, so I didn’t want to go into details. “I spent most of the time in the hospital.” In fact, three of my four weeks in Sāketa were spent in the hospital, recovering.

      “Did you meet some of the locals?” Hank asked.

      “Sure,” I said, carefully. “Doctors and nurses came in and out of my room.”

      “Anyone else? Their security is pretty tight when it comes to AIR agents.”

      Remembering my conversation with Jackson Holt, my nose curled up. “I met someone from their security team and a few other people.”

      “But you have access now,” Hank said. “We were wondering if you plan on going back.”

      I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “We?”

      Hank cleared his throat. “ ‘We,’ as in the agency. Very few have access, and Kyrian wondered⁠—”

      “You’re asking if I’ll spy on them,” I said, trying to cut to the chase.

      Hank raised his hands. “Nothing like that. But with your foot in the door, if you met the right people, maybe we can negotiate to enter the area.”

      I laughed and dropped my arms. “You want me to liaise with those people? Be some sort of ambassador? That is the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

      “The agency feels⁠—”

      “Feels they want to waste my actual talents on a futile effort to use my non-existent negotiation skills? That makes no sense.”

      Hank’s expression shifted to amusement. “I told them you wouldn’t go for it. There are only a handful of agents that have access, so AIR had to ask. I’m guessing they allowed you to stay because of Vincent?”

      “No,” I said without thinking.

      The lightheartedness fell away. “Did they ask you for any information about AIR?”

      “Not a thing.”

      “I’m having trouble understanding why they’d let you stay.”

      “Is it important?”

      “This is one area I have to know about. Security is involved.”

      I rolled my eyes. “When I first woke up, they were ready to throw me out. I gave them my name and dropped Logan’s, too, figuring it might help my situation.”

      “They let you in because of Logan?”

      “No. They dug around in my life and found out what I could do. I’d only been awake for five minutes when some complete prick decided to test me. Then they offered me a job.”

      “Test you?” Hank asked, appearing aggravated on my behalf.

      “I planned on making them really regret that,” I mused at the memory of almost shattering all the windows. “But sadly, I was given a message from home telling me not to.”

      “Margaret?” Hank asked.

      I chuckled, but didn’t confirm. It had actually been my mother that sent the message. I didn’t think AIR knew too much about her psychic ability, so I left her name out of it. “Some complete stranger got a phone call and was intrigued enough to deliver the message.”

      It was Hank’s turn to laugh. “So,” he said after a moment, “this job offer. What kind of position was it?”

      I rolled my eyes. “They didn’t even care. They just wanted me.”

      “Which means they wanted to use you,” Logan said, walking up. With the elf’s exceptional hearing, he probably had been listening to our conversation before he even entered the room.

      “You guessed it.” I beamed at my partner.

      “I guess that means we won’t be losing you to them.” There was still a hint of a question in Hank’s statement.

      “To be honest, they pissed me off so badly that I never considered the offer.”

      That was a lie; the starting salary was enough to turn anyone’s head, but I wasn’t about to mention that at the office. The plane trip home from Sāketa had been like everything else I experienced in the city: extravagant. Jack sent me, Mom, Gran, and Rider home in a private jet and assured me that it if I came to work for him, it would be at me and my families disposal for frequent visits.

      The man didn’t seem to want to take no for an answer, which made me want to turn him down all the more.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re sticking around,” Hank said. “That does, however, mean paperwork. I’ll check back in later.”

      “It’s good to see you back,” Logan added.

      “I think I have about a hundred more pages to go through before I’m really back,” I said. “And I have to give my account of what happened in the mountains.”

      “We haven’t had a chance to talk since you’ve been out of the hospital,” Logan said. “How about we grab a conference room and work on it?”

      “I haven’t been looking forward to this.” In fact, I was dreading it. So many people died in the mountains, many by my hand. The memory chilled me before I could push it away. “I could use the help.”

      I grabbed my tablet and followed Logan out of the room. When I rounded the corner into the hallway, my best friend surprised me with a hug. Rider was around six and a half feet tall, so I was engulfed..

      “It is good to have you back,” Rider said.

      I laughed. “We only left Sāketa four days ago.”

      Rider took a step back then circled me, which meant he was checking my injuries. “Yes, but you have been away from work since you left the mountains over a month ago. You are healing well, but you are not back to normal yet.”

      “Is there a normal for me?”

      When I had been invited to visit Sāketa whenever I wanted, I also pushed to get permission for Rider to be there. It was nearly impossible for an AIR agent to visit Sāketa, but the “gods” in charge of the city really wanted me there, so Rider was given access. I had already been in the hospital for a week when he arrived, so thankfully he hadn’t seen me at my worst.

      “I have something I wanted to talk to you about,” I told Rider. “Outside of work.”

      “I would like that,” Rider said earnestly.

      Logan, Rider, and I spent over an hour tweaking my report of our last mission. The memories weren’t pleasant, but after my time between the worlds, it might as well have been years that passed instead of a month.

      By the end of the day, Hank was ready to sign off on my return.

      “We can officially welcome you back now,” Hank said, sliding the returned tablet into a drawer.

      “What’s tomorrow going to look like?” I asked.

      “There’s one more partner that needs to get squared away,” Hank said. “So tomorrow we’ll play it by ear until Vincent⁠—”

      An alarm rang out and two of the large wall-mounted monitors changed. It only took a few seconds before Hank’s fingers flew over his keyboard.

      I stepped out of the way, and like almost everyone else in the room, I watched the screens. Logan, on the other hand, opened Hank’s desk drawer, grabbed headsets, and gave one to Hank and a set to me before putting his own on. Logan’s hearing was superb, but the elf avoided displaying traits that an average human would have, so he wore a headset even though it was all for show. Logan knew that as a werewolf Rider could hear a pin drop from across the room and didn’t need a headset if he wanted to listen.

      Parallel and horizontal lines stuttered across one screen. Satellite images appeared on the other, although the snapshots were moving so quickly it was impossible to tell what area was on display.

      Hank must have dialed a team through the computer, because I heard Agent Carter answer his phone.

      “Carter,” Hank said into his headset. “We have a portal opening and you and Paulson are the closest. Move north, and I’ll send coordinates as soon as we’ve narrowed them down.”

      The alarm in the building stopped, but the flurry of activity didn’t.

      “Does this happen often?” someone asked quietly beside me.

      I looked over and found Parker watching the screens as intently as the rest of the room.

      “We have portals fairly often,” I said softly. “But we typically have plenty of warning. We know about them days or more ahead of time. We’ve had a few like this in the past, though. There used to be one that regularly gave us problems until it stabilized.”

      Hank called in another team to back up Paulson, and I felt antsy. There was nothing we could do to help, but the need to act pressed on me. Looking around the room, I could tell I wasn’t the only one feeling that way, so I leaned against a desk and tried to relax, not wanting to add my own anxious energy to the mix.

      Kyrian’s heels clicked their way across the floor until she stood behind Hank. I didn’t hear what she asked, but I could tell she didn’t care for his response. She watched for a minute as lines narrowed in on a location, then she pulled out her cell phone and made a call.

      “Do you see many portals?” I asked Parker, more for something to say than anything else.

      “Rarely,” Parker said. He lowered his voice even further. “Earlier this week, there was a portal, but I got the idea it was expected.”

      “Those are the usual kind.” I kept my surprise to myself and concentrated on the screen, trying not to wonder if Parker was cleared to see something like this.
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      Being at the office when a portal opened was nowhere near as exciting as it was when you were in the field. Once the portal closed and Paulson’s team was on site, the anticipation waned. They didn’t know if anything came through, but I was tired and it couldn’t hold my interest.

      When I stepped out of the building, a text from Vincent came through.

      ‘Flying in late tonight.’

      Vincent was almost as tight-lipped in text as he was over the phone.

      I sent him a quick message letting him know that I looked forward to seeing him again. The idea put a nervous flutter in my stomach, which I hadn’t expected. Vincent and I had a lot to discuss. I’d been hoping to spend some time with him before returning to work, but he remained distant during my stay in Sāketa.

      Rider caught up to me right after I pressed send.

      “Vincent’s going to be back tonight,” I said as we reached my car.

      “I am supposed to meet him at the airport, but I came to the office with Logan,” Rider said.

      “You can take my car,” I said. “Just drop me off at home first.”

      “Thank you,” Rider said, getting into the driver’s seat.

      When we were out of the parking lot, I realized my mistake: Rider was a safer driver in cars than larger vehicles, but he still only seemed to be passively acquainted with the idea of speed limits.

      “Vincent has been gone for a long time,” Rider said. “Does it bother you that he has not returned?”

      “A little,” I admitted. “But I understand he had his reasons.” After a moment’s thought I asked him the same. “Are you upset?”

      “It was a disappointment. He avoided me in Sāketa, but I do not know if I should voice my opinion.”

      “As long as you’re honest, and don’t approach him with anger, I think you should tell him if you want to.”

      Rider seemed to ponder this. I didn’t break into his train of thought until we were away from the Farm.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” I said.

      “Yes,” Rider agreed. “You told me.”

      The issue I wanted to broach was uncomfortable to talk about, but my spirits lifted anyway. Rider often had that effect on me.

      “What do you want to discuss?” Rider asked.

      I spent so much time getting up the courage to talk to my friend that I didn’t put much thought into what to actually say.

      “I’d like for us to train together,” I said.

      “What type of training?” Rider asked.

      “Training to fight. Taylor and I discussed it, and he’s willing to help us out. He’s a good teacher.”

      “Why would we train to fight?” Rider asked.

      “I’d like us to be more in sync. I want to be more familiar with how you fight and what you can do.”

      “We have fought side-by-side many times.”

      I shifted and bit my lip. “But we’ve just been thrown together. I don’t think I’ve seen the limits of what you can do. If we spar, I think it’ll help.”

      Rider was silent for a while, considering what I said. “The idea of fighting with you is not a pleasant one. What we do now is working.”

      “But I want to make some changes in the way I work in the field.”

      “What type of change?”

      My biggest fear was killing someone, but I couldn’t think of a way to say that without it sounding ridiculous.

      “I want to change how I use my power,” I said. "I’d like to avoid using it against other people, as much as possible.”

      “With the opponents we face, that may not be an option,” Rider said.

      “But when I use it now, it’s not very well thought out. I burn through a lot of power fast, and people end up getting hurt.”

      “In hostile situations, someone is likely to get injured.”

      Internally I groaned, knowing I’d have to spell it out. “I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “Why would you want to kill someone?”

      I took a deep breath and massaged my forehead. “I mean, of course I don’t want to kill anyone. But, I… maybe if we learn from each other, it could be avoided.”

      I’m such a chicken.

      Unfortunately, I could tell that my friend knew I skirted the problem. “What is it you are not saying?” Rider asked.

      We were getting close to my house. I considered putting the rest of the conversation off for another day.

      But the discussion wouldn’t be any easier later.

      “We’ve been put in a lot of life-or-death situations,” I said. “In order to survive, I’ve caused a lot of death.”

      “What happened in the mountains is not your fault,” Rider said.

      “I still killed those people, whether or not it was my fault.” For a few fleeting seconds the smell of blood flooded my senses, but it was gone as fast as it came. “And it’s not just about what happened on our last case. Maybe if we practiced together more, we’d have more options.”

      “I guess that is possible. There will still be times when we will have no choice.”

      “There’s always a choice, though. If we’re fighting and it’s either the bad guy gets hurt or my partners or someone else, I’d do whatever needed to be done, but…”

      I realized what I was going to say might make the situation worse, not better. If it came down to me or the bad guy, and everyone else would be safe, I wasn’t sure I’d make the same decision. If I voiced that thought, Rider wouldn’t want me next to him in a fight. Even worse, he might’ve thought I wouldn’t hold up my side of our friendship.

      “You did not include yourself,” Rider said.

      Maybe it would have been better if I waited. “This isn’t coming out right. Sorry, it’s been a long day.”

      Rider shifted closer to me and was quiet until we entered my neighborhood. “Have you discussed this with Vincent?”

      “I’d rather not at the moment. Vincent and I have a lot of other issues to work out, and I don’t want him to focus on this.”

      “I am not certain I fully understand,” Rider said. “I agree to work with you and Taylor, because you asked, and you are my friend. But, I am concerned. It is good that you told me, but I would like to discuss this further.”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m not going to help, or that I’ll be a liability or anything.”

      “That is not what I am thinking.”

      “What is it, then?” As soon as the question was out, I regretted it.

      Rider pulled into my driveway, then turned and stared at me. “There is much you do not discuss, which often leaves me confused and uncertain.”

      Ouch.

      While he stared at me, my face turned crimson. “I didn’t realize.” I glanced at my house, but I didn’t want to leave with this hanging over us. “I’m sorry, Rider. It’s not fair of me to make you feel that way.”

      “I would like to continue this conversation another day,” Rider said. He sounded more formal than I expected, which worried me.

      “Did I upset you?” I asked, knowing I could jump into the Path and check for myself, but I didn’t like to read my friends without a good reason. “I’m sure none of that came out right.”

      “You said nothing wrong,” Rider said. “I would like to better understand, though.”

      I smiled at him, but it felt half-hearted. “Of course. Maybe we can go hiking or something. I feel like we have a lot to talk about.”

      “We should do that,” Rider said. “I will drop off your car sometime tomorrow.”

      “There’s no rush,” I said as I got out of the car.

      Rider waited for me to open my front door. I waved to him before stepping inside and locking up.

      If I wasn’t careful, I’d spend way too much time worrying over what I said to Rider. It was obvious he didn’t understand why I wanted us to train together. It was clear in my mind, but it was difficult to put into words, especially to Rider.

      The issue wasn’t with my partners, but with me. Anytime I saw a threat I jumped directly in front of it, even if I didn’t need to. Thinking back, I recognized there were times where cases could have gone much better if I had let my partners use their abilities. Fewer people might have ended up as collateral damage.

      Since I always threw myself in front of obstacles, I’d never gained a deeper understanding of what my partners were capable of. It was long past time for me to learn.

      Unfortunately, when I tried to put all these feelings into words, it sounded like I blamed him for something. Being friends with a werewolf was tricky, because their definition of friend was much different than most. If I stumbled through my feelings and made Rider feel as though he wasn’t keeping up his end in a fight, then our relationship could turn rocky.

      I was melancholy when I entered the kitchen and second-guessing everything. Tonight, hadn’t been the right time to bring it up—not when we hadn’t seen each other for a few days. Maybe I should have spoken with him in Sāketa.

      The house was quiet and I didn’t want to wake Gran, but I was half hoping she would pop out of bed anyway. Living with Gran had many perks. A big one was that, when I needed someone to talk to, she often knew before I did, and as a psychic, she was always right. Since I was exhausted to the core, it was probably for the best that she was asleep.

      In the kitchen, I found Molly pacing. She was another benefit of living with Gran. Molly was adorable and, as long as she kept her wings folded in, could pass for a very large fluffy white cat.

      Molly was actually an Ichneau, a nearly extinct species that were known to be dragon slayers. For a long time, I never imagined her being able to harm anyone, but Gran’s ex-boyfriend had given her Molly in order to help keep her safe.

      When she was little more than a kitten, Molly attacked a trespasser that was nine feet tall and wore his battle scars proudly. Gran’s pet managed to tear out a large piece of flesh and spilled a frightening amount of blood. Later, when the intruder referred to Molly as a formidable foe, I knew the little ball of fur was much more than she seemed. She was every inch the guard cat that Gran needed.

      Tonight, though, Molly appeared out of sorts, so I petted her a few times and nervously glanced out the back door. Everything appeared normal.

      I stooped down and pet her again. “Everything okay, girl?”

      In response, I received the briefest of purrs before Molly dodged out of reach and sauntered into the living room as though nothing was wrong. After my conversation with Rider I was feeling anxious, which could have rubbed off on Molly.

      To be on the safe side, I double-checked the back door to make certain it was locked. On my way out of the kitchen, I saw that a snack was waiting for me on the counter along with a small box. I ate the cookie Gran left for me and examined the package label. Historically I’d had bad experiences with deliveries to our house, so I was nervous to face another one.

      My name was written in unfamiliar handwriting, so it had to have been hand-delivered. There wasn’t much space in the package, but I still turned it around several times, listened to it for a few moments, and then shook the box lightly instead of immediately opening it.

      It was heavy for its size, so I knew it wasn’t jewelry. A gift would have had the sender’s name on it along with mine, in theory, so what was it?

      Since Gran was in the house, I waited until I was up in my room to open the box. Even then, I was hesitant. I told myself I was being ridiculous, so I stopped messing around and opened the package.

      Since I wasn’t stupid, I also grabbed hold of the Path at the same time, ready to protect myself if needed. Inside was a small stone turtle, which was very familiar to me. Frowning, I took the figure from the box and turned it over in my hands, inspecting it.

      The last time I saw this particular piece of granite, I was in the mountains, trying to use it to save someone’s life. The fact that it was in my hands again didn’t bode well. I checked the box and found a scrap of paper with a short note.

      

      Thanks for trying.

      

      A weight fell on me. The turtle held a small piece of the void and possibly the soul of a Walker who had been sucked inside. On our last case, I used it as a way to keep Renick’s friend Reagan alive. If it was back in my hands already, it meant my attempt was unsuccessful.

      I stared at the turtle for a while, turning it over and over in my hand, trying to spot any differences in the carving.

      There was nothing. It was the same statue my friend Neil gave me years ago.

      I guess it had been foolish to think it could save someone’s life.

      When I felt tears form, I squeezed my eyes shut and did my best to push thoughts of Reagan out of my mind.

      I'd returned to work after a long absence many times. This was one of the easiest, but it also left me feeling hollower than the others.

      I shook my head, sat the turtle on my desk, then took a shower, all the while trying to put serious thoughts on hold. One talent I had cultivated over the years was the ability to ignore awful things I’d seen and done. I was skilled at trapping memories in the dark recesses of my mind, hiding them away. Recently, it felt as though I’d run out of corners, so pieces of my life spilled out, turning my dreams to nightmares.

      Once I felt clean, I threw on an old t-shirt and fell into bed. Meditating helped me with my power, so I was sure it would help me sleep. I closed my eyes and began counting back from one hundred. Each time a stray thought entered my head, I started the count over, striving to clear my mind. One of these days, I hoped meditation would become easier. I’d celebrate if I ever reach fifty in my countdown.

      So far, I was lucky to hit the eighties before my head threw out a random thought and I had to go back to one hundred. At some point, as usual, I slipped into sleep.

      Instead of the anticipated nightmares, my dreams left me surrounded by puffy white clouds with storm clouds forming in the distance.

      Before I could stop myself, I sighed. I’d been here before.

      “Jesus, Princess, it took you long enough,” Renick said as he walked into sight.

      The idea that Renick could reach into my dreams usually made my skin crawl, but after seeing the turtle, having him appear wasn’t a surprise.

      “How did this place get worse?” Renick asked.

      “You were at my house earlier, weren’t you?” I asked. “You could have waited for me to come home instead of waiting for me to fall asleep.”

      He leered. “You know you’d be dreaming of me either way.”

      I shook my head. Renick loved to aggravate me, and I tried hard not to rise to his bait.

      “I received the turtle,” I said, knowing that was the purpose of his visit. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Renick looked away, inspecting the clouds around us. “She died. There’s not much to say.”

      Hearing the words made me tear up, but I tried to fight them. I really didn’t want to cry in front of Renick, even in a dream.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “There was nothing anyone could have done,” Renick said. “In her mind, she was a monster, too far gone.”

      My heart ached at the news of Reagan's passing. “I thought the turtle would help.”

      “It did. Her last few weeks weren’t as hard as they could have been.”

      I nodded, but didn’t trust myself to say anything.

      “The only reason I came was to thank you. You didn’t have to help, but you did.”

      “Do you think there are others like her?”

      Renick shrugged and I could feel him pulling back. “Boone’s working on some things with Logan that could put an end to the possibility of further experimentation. They don’t seem to think there are more like Reagan, but we’re on the lookout.”

      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “There’s plenty you could do to me, Princess.” He looked me up and down, slowly.

      “You’re a pig.” I said the words, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      “And here I thought we were friends,” Renick said. “Friends can get… friendlier.”

      “Do you really think of me as a friend?” I asked, not quite believing it.

      “I wouldn’t show up in a place like this for just anyone.” Renick looked around with a sneer. “I hate it here. But for you or Boone, I’d make the effort.”

      I didn’t bother asking how he could hate clouds. Even with the approaching storm, the place held a certain serenity for me, but Renick and I argued about this in the past. I was much more interested in the “friends” comment.

      “How can you think of me as a friend?” I asked.

      “Ouch, Princess. I thought we were getting along.”

      “I killed Davis,” I reminded him, though I hated to bring up the memory. “And Tolman’s death was my fault. Your partners are dead because of me.”

      “Is that why this place is some sort of hell?”

      My eyes narrowed, but I tried not to get aggravated. “We’ve been over this before. The only thing I see are clouds.”

      “Listen,” Renick said, “I don’t want to dredge up all this old crap. Davis would have killed you if you hadn’t taken her out first. Her and Tolman had been on the crazy train long before you came along.”

      “You shot Tolman because of me. He was a part of you, him and Davis both⁠—”

      “Enough,” Renick snapped, startling me. “I shot Tolman so he wouldn’t shoot Boone. You and me—we saved someone else the trouble of needing to kill them later. If they survived, I would have continued with them. All three of us would have been taken down. It’s done. It’s over. Move on.”

      I never really thought about where Renick might be right now if all three of them had lived, but thinking of it now didn’t change how I felt, so I said nothing.

      “Christ, Princess.” Renick sighed and looked around again. “You need to talk to someone about this.”

      “That’s what I’m doing now.”

      “Talk to someone that’s not me!” Renick glared at me. “And I sure as hell don’t want to talk while standing in this place.”

      “You’re the one that came into my dream.”

      “And I hope I don’t get the urge to be here again. Of course, if you get a lot friendlier with me, we can talk about anything you want.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Forget it.”

      “That’s exactly what you need to do—forget about it.” He looked around one last time, concentrating on a specific cloud longer than the others, then he shook his head, snapping out of whatever train of thought he was on. “Next time we can meet in my dreams, Princess.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” Since I had no idea how to get into someone else’s mind, I wasn’t worried about ending up in whatever fantasy world Renick invented for himself.

      Renick looked me straight in the eye with a lewd gaze and he took a step closer. “We could meet in person next time. I can make you forget all about that Walker.”

      I resisted the urge to step back. “You’re so full of yourself. I’m in love with Vincent.”

      Renick walked backwards, still staring at me with his usual aggravating cockiness. “If that’s the case, why do you keep dreaming about me?” He turned and strode out of sight.

      “It’s amazing that one person can be so annoying.” I said the words aloud in case Renick was still in earshot. The surrounding storm rushed in and lightning blinded me. The roar of thunder made me bolt up in bed.

      Rain beat against the windows and lightning lit the room in flashes. It was no wonder I dreamed of a storm. I closed my eyes again and wondered if Renick actually entered my dreams, or if I fabricated the conversation. It wasn’t the first time I’d questioned his reasoning for working with me after the deaths of his friends, so it was easy to see why the turtle might have caused the dream.

      When I fell back asleep, nightmares about Davis took hold. Reagan made an appearance and rotted away while I watched. Boone was there and I kept trying to get him to talk, but he kept his back to me no matter what I did or said.

      It didn’t matter how often the nightmares plagued my subconscious, they were never any easier to experience.
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      The rocky evening caused me to wake in the same melancholy mood I had the previous night. I checked the time and saw that I’d slept later than intended, but I didn’t immediately jump out of bed. It wasn’t until I actually thought about the day ahead that my mood changed. Vincent would be back at work, and the thought of seeing him lifted my spirits.

      I put more care into getting ready because it had been a while since I’d seen Vincent. When my eyes landed on the little turtle, I hesitated, then dropped it into my bag. For some reason, it felt right to keep it with me.

      The smell of burnt sugar greeted me on the way to the kitchen, I followed my nose, finding Gran just as she pulled cupcakes out of the oven.

      “Mornin’, sweetie,” Gran said as I entered. “Your mother’s going to be stopping by in a little while.”

      I tried not to make a face. “Any idea how soon?” I checked the time on my phone.

      “If you and Logan don’t stick around too long⁠—”

      A knock came on the back door and Logan entered.

      “Howdy, partner,” Logan said. “And good morning to you, little lady.” Logan tipped his hat to Gran.

      “You better not have those spurs on,” Gran warned.

      “They’re safe in my bag,” Logan said, looking unabashed.

      “Well, you’ll want to take breakfast on the go.” Gran slid two travel mugs of coffee across the counter. “Unless you want to visit with Anala this mornin’.”

      Logan raised an eyebrow in my direction, silently asking me what I wanted to do.

      “I spent nearly a month with her with her in Sāketa” I said. “The way she acts, you’d think I’d never been out of town for work before.”

      “There’s a difference between goin’ out of town and being in another world,” Gran said. “But if you’re here, I’ll never get her out the door, and we’ve got plans.”

      Nails clicked across the ceramic tile, and we turned to watch Molly saunter into the room.

      “Morning, girl,” I said, getting up to scratch behind her ears. “How are you feeling this morning?” In response, Molly gracefully stretched and her wings rustled before the settled back down to rest.

      “Did she seem out of sorts yesterday?” Gran asked.

      “Something seemed to be bothering her last night,” I said.

      “We should keep a close eye on her,” Gran said. “She don’t look sick, but who’s to say for sure?”

      “Can she get a checkup?” I asked. “I mean, I know we can’t take her to the local vet, but maybe Taylor could see her.”

      “We should set that up,” Gran said. “Would you mind askin’ him?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I’ll call this morning.”

      “Better wait until I check with Hough first,” Gran said. “He may have someone familiar with her species.”

      “Sure thing,” I said.

      “Anything for us?” Logan asked Gran.

      “Yes. First, you tell Gerald to go to the store and buy three bags of powdered sugar, which he is not to eat, and have him bring it straight here. He ate three cups of my icing, so I’ll need to make more later this week.”

      “I’ll get him right on it,” Logan said.

      “I won’t be home till late, but have him bring it over anyway. It’s too much temptation if it stays at your house.”

      “It’s the stress,” Logan said. “He has an art show coming up and I think he’s getting nervous.”

      “Speakin’ of nerves,” Gran said, “there’s somthin’ going on at your office. I can’t quite see it, so I’m ain’t sure what’s happenin’, but I don’t like it.”

      “Is there anything we can do to stop it before it starts?” I asked.

      “Too late for that, it’s been ramping up for a while now.” Gran peeked over the counter at Molly. “I hate to say it, but I think it’s gonna affect us all.”

      That instantly put me on guard. “Affect us how?”

      “For today, it’s important for you to remember that you’ll beat me home,” Gran said. “I’ll be out late.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “There’s a little seniors’ evenin’ in the city. Dee Dee and I were gonna go, but her hip is givin’ her jib and she had to cancel. So I called Hough and he’s takin’ me instead.” Gran couldn’t hide the pleased smile on her face, but it looked like she tried to pass it off.

      “You and Hough are seeing each other again?” The man seemed mad as a hatter to me, but I knew he cared for Gran.

      “When we get the chance.”

      Thinking of the trouble the office may bring to my family I made a suggestion I never would have made before. “Maybe you two should make a night of it.”

      “Your mother’s pushin’ for me to stay with her tonight.” Gran didn’t sound like she thought much of the idea. “It’s possible she knows somthin’ I don’t.”

      That idea worried me even more. “If you find out what she knows, pass it on to us,” I said. “You said you were going to be home late. Why don’t you and Hough stay in the city?”

      “That might just work,” Gran said. “I could use a night away, and Anala could use a little alone time.”

      “Is she alright?” I asked. Mom’s second husband passed away earlier in the year—between that and nearly losing me, I worried about her.

      “You should know how she’s feelin’ better than anyone else,” Gran chided.

      “She’s been worried about other things recently.” I tried not to feel guilty about disappearing for a few weeks. “I haven’t checked below the surface since I’ve been out of the hospital.”

      “Well, I know enough to say you don’t have to worry about her right now,” Gran said. “You know, everyone needs a night off every now and again. That includes you two,” she added, pointing at me and Logan.

      I almost reminded her that I’d been off work for over a month, but that time didn’t really count since I spent much of it fighting for my life.

      “Have fun,” I said. “Call me if you need anything.”

      Logan and I said our goodbye’s and I grabbed my bag on the way out.

      As soon as we got into the truck, I rolled down the windows. “Are we going straight to the office?”

      “Unless you need to make a stop,” Logan said.

      “Just checking. I don’t like that work is going to affect my home life. Do you think it could have something to do with last night?”

      "Do you mean the portal opening?” Logan asked. “It’s hard to say, but there’s a lot going on at the office. I’m surprised you came back as quickly as you did.”

      “I thought about staying at MyTH a little longer. Rider and I were talking about visiting their offices again soon.” We hadn’t specifically discussed a time, but he had agreed to train with me and Taylor. “Are you interested in joining us?”

      “Actually, Gerald has been spending a lot of time in the city. He has an art show coming up, and I thought Hank and I could meet up with him.”

      “That sounds like fun,” I said. “Tell me about the art show.”

      Logan filled me in on his son’s big debut. When the subject lost its interest to the elf, he switched topics.

      “You haven’t said much about your trip,” Logan said.

      The time Vincent and I spent between the worlds had been a unique experience, but one I didn’t want to dwell on. “I think the month I spent in the hospital spoke volumes for what it was like.”

      “Have you heard from anyone since you left Sāketa?”

      I hadn’t given Logan many details about my time in the city of the gods, and since I spent most of my time there in the hospital, I wasn’t sure what to say. “Not yet. I’m still surprised they let me and Rider in, but they don’t seem to mind you or Vincent.”

      “Vincent and his family have close ties to the area, and he does have a way of going wherever he likes. I imagine his sister is much the same.”

      “Maybe,” I said, noncommittally. Meeting Vincent’s sister had been nerve-wrecking. I hadn’t realized how badly I wanted her to like me until she came to the hospital. The first impression I made wasn’t what I hoped for. She probably knew exactly how hard Vincent worked to keep me alive between the worlds, which was embarrassing and worrying at the same time.

      “As for me, I’ve done more than a few favors for them over the years,” Logan said. “I know you told Hank you weren’t thinking about that job offer in Sāketa, but are you considering it?”

      “Not really,” I said.

      “At some point Vincent might want to move closer to his sister.”

      “Even if I moved there, I wouldn’t work for the person who offered me the job.”

      “They must have really put a burr under your saddle.”

      “More like a rattlesnake.”

      Logan laughed.

      “You didn’t mention all the new people at the office,” I said, wanting to shift the conversation.

      “It’s a nice change of pace,” Logan said.

      “At least they weren’t staring at me all the time like the other agents did yesterday.”

      “Part of that’s the black-op in the mountains,” Logan said. “Rider and I experienced something similar when we first came back.”

      "Part of it?" I asked.

      Logan shrugged. "People like being around you. They notice you."

      I almost sighed. "That's super aggravating. Don't get me wrong, it's better than people wanting to kill me when they meet me, but it’s creepy." After the first time my soul shattered, people took an instant dislike to me. After the gremlins fixed my soul and I broke it again, people started liking me. I almost preferred the former.

      Logan chuckled.

      "But it's like they don't really care who I am," I finished.

      “It’ll wear off,” Logan said. “There are a lot of new faces, so it may take more time for some.”

      We dropped into a comfortable silence and Logan hummed to fill it. I’ve never been sure how he managed it, but he always sounded like two different voices in harmony with each other. It was beautiful to hear.

      Since it was later in the day, the office was crowded by the time we arrived and we had to park at the back of the lot. I tried to spot Vincent or Rider’s vehicle, or even mine, since Rider hadn’t dropped it off yet. If they were in the office, it was likely that they’d be in their work truck and there were dozens of them, all identical.

      When Logan and I reached the control room, I was surprised to see it wasn’t full of agents. Many preferred to work from the central room instead of hiding away in the offices littered throughout the building. Even Hank was missing from the bank of monitors at the front of the room; instead, his cohort, Red, was ensconced at the desk.

      “I wonder where everyone is?” I asked as I looked for signs of Rider or Vincent.

      “A bunch of new projects started while you were away,” Logan said. “It can be like this some days. Hank’s usually here, though.”

      “Special projects?”

      “There’s a lot happening, and yesterday’s portal was completely unexpected, so it has people rattled.”

      “We’ve had lots of unexpected portals in the past. Why is this one different?”

      “Most portals take longer to open, that’s why we can usually get there before, during, or just after one opens. Whatever powered yesterday’s portal came from nowhere.”

      “We’ve seen that before, too, though, on my first big case…” That was a bad memory to dredge up.

      “Now you see the problem,” Logan said.

      “Could Hank be going through recordings of the satellite somewhere?”

      “Let’s go see,” Logan said.

      We found Hank in a small conference room with Marty, one of the tech guys, in the seat next to him and Kyrian looking over his shoulder.

      Kyrian straightened. “Just the team I needed to see.”

      That was never something you wanted to hear from your boss after an incident.

      “We potentially have a security issue in the control room,” Kyrian continued. “There are no portal specialists in the area, and I don’t want to alarm people by dragging in a lot of special equipment.”

      The hair on my arms rose when I realized Kyrian’s concern. “Do you think the portal created in there is going to reopen?”

      “I don’t want to hear that possibility voiced,” Kyrian said. “We have ways of detecting power build-ups, and nothing has indicated the office might be compromised.”

      “Okay,” I said, confused about what she wanted.

      “But your team has experience when it comes to portals,” Kyrian said. “And you see things others don’t. Without garnering suspicion, I want you to check the control room. You’ll report the results directly to Hank.”

      I was going to ask more, but Logan slipped out of the room, so I followed.

      Back in the control room, Logan leaned against a desk while I took a seat. As I got to work, pixies flitted through my stomach. It wasn’t long before I was able to release the anxiety.

      “It looks normal here,” I said.

      “Is it completely gone?” Logan asked.

      “No. The Path has chipped away most of the remnants, but that demon used a lot of power to tear back into its own world. The Path is likely to remember it for a few more years.”

      Thankfully, the room was still fairly clear of agents, because, although we were keeping our voices low, I got a little lost in my work and wasn’t being as careful as I should have been. Thankfully my partner knew my process very well and was keeping a close eye on the people in the room.

      “Do you think we should be worried about this portal reopening?” I asked.

      Logan shrugged. “No more than usual. Yesterday’s incident doesn’t stack up to what we witnessed last time. I think Kyrian is just covering her bases.”

      “That makes sense, I guess.”

      After checking the control room one last time, the coffee machine called to me and I answered straight away. Logan followed me into the room but didn’t look interested in getting anything for himself.

      “I’ll let Hank know what we found,” Logan said. “If you see Parker, tell him I’m lookin’ for him.”

      Since I didn’t need to ingest the caffeine as fast as I could manage, I took my time and doctored my coffee with cream and sugar. “Sure thing. I’m curious about Parker, though, what does he do?”

      “I’m not sure what you call it, but I guess you could say he spots trouble before it happens, or before it gets worse.”

      “That sounds really useful. Why is he only a contractor?”

      Logan shrugged. “He’s his own boss. Doesn’t sound too bad for some people.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Do you like having a boss?”

      “You have to take the stuff you like with the things you don’t,” Logan said. “Normally, I like being a part of something that works on a large scale. Usually, the agency finds out fast where we can do the most good. Parker has to wait to be invited in, which means something has already gone so wrong that it can’t be fixed in normal ways.”

      “I never thought of that.” I lowered my voice so it wouldn’t carry. “Why was he brought in?”

      Logan stepped back into the empty break room with me and watched the entrance. “We don’t want to draw attention to it, so keep it under your hat, but there are some bad apples in the office. Your house being bugged wasn’t by AIR’s order. Someone or some group within the agency has their own agenda.”

      “The Mortal Order?”

      Logan dropped his voice to a whisper. “Only a few people are aware of that name. I’ve brought it up, but we don’t want to limit the investigation or steer it in a specific direction until we uncover proof.”

      “Paulson’s aware, though, right?” I asked. “He’s in charge of the case.”

      “He knows, but his concentration is specific to your case. As far as the Order goes, Boone and I are digging deeper.” Logan interrupted before I could ask another question. “Best not to discuss in the office.”

      He was right, of course. It wasn’t our problem to solve, for which I was thankful.

      “I’ll see you later,” Logan said.

      With the coffee in hand, I took my time finding a spot to work. There was no sign of Rider or Vincent. When I thought about it, I also scanned the room for Parker and came up empty. Finally, I settled in to catch up on cases that came through while I was out of the office.

      First I went over my final writeup of what happened in the mountains. It had become second nature to limit the information in my reports. My partners were an elf, a werewolf, and a Walker. Like me, Vincent was human, but all of us were ‘other.’ We were anomalies, and the more people that knew about what we could do, the more precarious our positions. Not just at work, but in society as a whole. If people knew the extent of what we could do…

      I shivered. In that situation, being used for our abilities would be the smallest of our problems. For the next few hours I threw myself into work. Occasionally, I’d look up and notice Logan talking to someone, but I never spotted Rider or Vincent.

      And Vincent was the reason I looked up so often. I knew he would be around the office at some point today.

      “It’s good to see you back at work,” someone said.

      I looked up at Agent Watts approaching and couldn’t dredge up a warm welcome. “I’m keeping busy,” I said, clicking around on my computer, trying to look like I had a lot to do.

      Agent Watts had been with me when we found another agent, a clairvoyant named Clancy, dead in a closet. It seemed a lifetime ago, but Watts had been unnerved by my display of power and had avoided me since that day.

      He leaned against the corner of my desk and looked around. “Aside from yesterday’s excitement, things have been pretty slow.” He lowered his voice. “They’re saying someone intentionally opened the portal.”

      I bit my lip to keep from sighing. Great. I’d gone from pariah to his new best friend. A part of me knew I wasn’t being fair to him, but I didn’t care for office gossip.

      “So things were slow while I was out of the office?” I asked, making sure I didn’t feign a trace of interest.

      “We had two other portals, but with plenty of warning,” he said, the lowered his voice. “Watch your step around the office, though. These contractors are real odd-balls.”

      “Really? They seem like great people to me.” Sure, I had only met Parker, but I didn’t want to agree with anything Watt’s said at that moment. “I’ve got a lot to catch up on. I’ll see you around.”

      “Anything I can help you with?” Watt’s asked.

      “No.” I decided to leave it with that, but Watt’s didn’t look like he was in a hurry to leave.
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      Why wasn’t Watt’s taking the hint?

      “Cassie,” Paulson said, approaching while eying Agent Watts. “Can I have a word with you?” When Watt’s still didn’t move, he added, “in private.”

      “Of course,” I said, hoping my relief wasn’t too evident. I powered down my computer and grabbed the tablet. “There’s a conference room open.”

      “I’ll see you later,” Agent Watts said as we walked away.

      In the conference room, I turned to Paulson as he closed the door. “Thanks. I owe you.”

      “For an agent, he’s not great at reading body language.”

      I half laughed. “Despite all the effort I put into it.”

      “I really did need to speak with you.” Paulson gestured to a seat then too the one across from me. “I’m glad to have you back in the office. With everything that happened before you left, I wasn’t sure you’d return.”

      “Honestly, I wasn’t certain either.”

      “I didn’t get the case file, but I wanted to grab you while I had the chance,” Paulson said. “Did Logan fill you in on our investigation.”

      “Not much. From what I understand, AIR didn’t send the order to bug my house. Have you found out anything else?”

      “The agent that planted the bug was held for a few days and questioned extensively. He claims the order did originate in the office.”

      “I know nothing about the guy, but that should have been easy to prove or disprove. Did he stick with that story?”

      “He did. We didn’t find any record of the order itself.”

      “I’m sensing a ‘but’ coming. What did you find?”

      “Empty space. Something had been removed.”

      “Removed?”

      “From his email and our servers and systems,” Paulson explained. “Where he said he received instructions, we found a hole.”

      “But surely that kind of thing could be retrieved or traced.”

      Paulson looked troubled. “We should have been able to. It’s not like the systems were wiped clean, instead it’s as though someone carved that tiny piece of information out.”

      I didn’t know enough about computers to know how difficult that would be, so I concentrated on the perpetrator himself. “You said you held him for a few days. What happened after that?”

      “Because of the missing information, we didn’t have enough to keep him. Up to that point, everyone thought he’d been a good agent.”

      “He thought he was doing the right thing?”

      “Yes and no,” Paulson said. “That’s where things get a little tricky. He was good in the field, but paranoid. When he received the order, he managed to hide a copy of it.”

      “So, he had proof he was doing what he was told.”

      “Except, copying a file like that never should have happened.”

      “So, what’s he doing now?”

      “He’s been suspended while we investigate further. If he’s cleared, he’ll have a small blemish on his career and be transferred to another office.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was happy about that or not. On one hand, he may have been following orders. On the other, if he was smart enough to hide evidence, he might be smart enough to create the blank spot and fake a file.

      “If the copied information is real, is there a way to trace it back to where it originated?” I asked.

      “We haven’t found a way,” Paulson said. “Which leaves us at a bit of a dead end. I’d like to bring him back to the office to meet with you later this week.”

      “What? Why?”

      Paulson glanced at the door, but it was so brief I almost missed it. “There are a few specialists in the building. I’d like to see if anything new rolls up when the two of you are put together.”

      “Were they brought in for this?” I asked.

      “Not exactly.” Paulson leaned forward. “Even if this agent is cleared, there’s still the issue of where the order came from. The incident at your house, and the attempt to kidnap Rider aren’t the beginning of this. We’ve known for a while now that there are some bad seeds here at the office.”

      My temper flared. “Are you saying that the men who attacked me and Rider were involved with someone at AIR?”

      “If they are, it’s only tangentially.”

      I wish Paulson sounded more convinced of that.

      “The specialists are helping us clean up the office,”  Paulson continued. “Outside of AIR we have the names of a few people and organizations. Whatever their reasoning for targeting you and Rider, we’ll find out.”

      “Thank you for the update.” I was thrilled I’d been able to keep the discouragement out of my voice. A part of me wanted to ask about the Mortal Order, but I knew Logan and Boone were working that side of the investigation.

      “Are you good with meeting with Agent Haines later this week?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Just let me know when and I’ll make sure I’m here.”

      “I’ll set it up.” Paulson got to his feet and I was only a beat behind. “There was one other thing I wanted to ask you. It’s about the portal.”

      “Did something come through?”

      “There are no signs something slipped into this world, but we aren’t certain. The satellite images we have are sketchy at best. At the moment, I’m more concerned about the portal itself. We need to discover if someone from our world was out there when it opened.”

      “How can I help?” I asked.

      “Would you mind going with me to the site? I was hoping you’d take a deeper look. Maybe even confirm if something did or didn’t come through, or if possible, find out how the portal opened. As a Reader, you’ll be able to see more than anyone else.”

      “I’ll need to check with Logan and Hank. I’m not sure if they still need me.”

      “And if you’re free?” Paulson asked.

      “Sure, I’ll go. I’m not sure how much help I’ll be, but it’s worth trying.”

      “There are people on-site taking readings and testing the area, but we can work around them.”

      “Let me make sure Logan and Hank are done with me here and I’ll grab my bag.”

      “I’m meeting with Kyrian again,” Paulson said. “But it should be brief. I’ll meet you on the floor.”

      “I don’t have my car,” I warned.

      “I can give you a ride home after we’ve finished.”

      Thankfully, when we left the room, agent Watts wasn’t around. There was an even better reason to feel fortunate, though; Vincent and Rider were talking with Logan.

      Vincent’s gaze landed on me as soon as I walked in and as his eyes lingered, tenderness softened his features. Before my pulse could quicken, his attention turned back to our partners and his mask of indifference settled back in.

      That was alright—I’m sure I showed enough emotion for both of us.

      After turning my tablet over to Hank, I joined them.

      “I haven’t seen you two around today,” I said to Rider and Vincent.

      “Paperwork,” Vincent explained.

      “I have been all over the building,” Rider said.

      “Kyrian has had all the specialists checking the building in their own way,” Logan said. “Even the people who aren’t employees are gaining access to areas you wouldn’t expect.”

      From what I discerned from my short time back at the office, it sounded like ‘specialist’ was a mixture of Lost and humans with abilities.

      “Has anyone found anything?” I asked.

      “Not that we’ve been told,” Logan said. “There seems to be a lot of moving parts, though. Did you come up with anything?” he asked Rider.

      “Nothing. I have not given my report to Hank yet,” Rider said. “But I think he is busy.”

      “He does seem to have a lot on his plate at the moment,” Logan said.

      “Good,” Rider said. “It is nice of someone to bring him a meal.”

      I opened my mouth to correct Rider, but decided against it.

      Logan chuckled. “He does need to eat. I’m heading to the lower levels. Hank asked me to take Parker down there to see if we have any issues.”

      “Do you need me for anything else today?” I asked.

      “I think we’re covered,” Logan said. “I wouldn’t mind it if you took one last look at this room, though.”

      “Sure,” I said. There were quite a few people on the floor, but no one seemed especially interested in us.

      The day had been a long one, so I took a seat before opening myself up. A flicker of movement slid down the hall and out of sight, but I ignored it. I still needed to help Paulson, so I wouldn’t waste my time chasing ghosts in the Path. Logan was obviously worried about the control room, so I studied it thoroughly. As I did, Parker joined us.

      When I released my power I turned back to my partner. “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

      Rider handed me a fresh cup of coffee and I perked up at the prospect of caffeine.

      “You are the best,” I breathed, then took a sip, not caring that it practically scorched my tongue.

      Parker watched me, but his look appeared more critical than wary of what I might be doing. When Vincent shifted closer to me, Parker looked away.

      The serious look Parker had didn’t leave, but his attention was lower to the ground. I couldn’t fathom why, though—there was nothing there.

      “How’s it going Parker?” I asked, getting his attention.

      He looked up and, after a moment, he relaxed.

      “It’s going to be an interesting evening,” Parker replied.

      “We’re gonna mosey on out of here,” Logan said. “We’ll be downstairs.”

      Parker was about to see what few others have witnessed. I wondered about his ‘specialty.’ What kind of power allowed Parker to spot trouble before it started?

      “See you tomorrow,” I said as Logan and Parker left.

      “Hank is available,” Rider said, hurrying off before anyone could get to Hank before him.

      Which left Vincent and I alone—or, as alone as we could be in the command room.

      I began to take my coffee more seriously and nearly emptied the cup.

      “Rough day?” Vincent asked.

      “A boring one,” I said. “I didn’t accomplish anything.”

      “There are worse things.”

      I thought about the portal to the demon world that Logan had me repeatedly check. “You’re not wrong there.”

      “Can I give you a ride home?” Vincent asked.

      “Sorry. I can’t. My day’s not over yet.”

      Vincent raised an eyebrow, waiting for more.

      “I’m going to the portal site to look things over.”

      “Logan didn’t mention it. Isn’t he going to be busy with Parker?”

      “I’ll be working with another team.”

      Vincent stood straighter and his forehead creased. “You’re working with someone else.”

      I looked up at him, surprised. “I’m just helping out. Reading the area.”

      “The last time you worked near a portal without us, you were pushed through.”

      “I’ll be with Paulson. And no one is opening or closing a portal.”

      Vincent relaxed a little. “I could go with you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t need a babysitter. I appreciate the sentiment, though.”

      “Text me on your way home?”

      “Sure. This kind of kills our plans for the evening.”

      “Tomorrow night?” Vincent asked.

      “No portal will stand in our way.”

      Vincent glanced over my shoulder and I turned to find Paulson approaching.

      “Welcome back,” Paulson said. “I guess you heard about our excitement yesterday.”

      “Rider filled me in,” Vincent said.

      “Well, we’re off, then,” Paulson said. “Are you joining us?”

      “I wouldn’t be helpful,” Vincent said.

      “I wasn’t sure,” Paulson said. “I’ll see you around.”

      “And I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told Vincent. It was hard to walk away from him without a kiss or a hug, but I brushed my hand over his arm as I passed.

      People at work knew we were seeing each other, or doing something with each other, and it wasn’t like we weren’t allowed to date. Still, it was unprofessional to display that kind of relationship at work.

      Besides, it would be super awkward.

      I followed Paulson to his truck, which was pretty much a carbon copy of our own: two rows of seats and a large back area built to hold a raging minotaur if it had to.

      “No one from your team is joining us?” I asked.

      “It’s just me and you.” Paulson started the truck and hesitated. “Is that okay with you?” He seemed genuinely worried.

      “Why would it bother me?”

      Paulson shrugged and put the truck into gear. “We haven’t worked together before. Not directly anyway. And I know you haven’t worked with many other teams without Logan or one of your other partners with you.”

      “That’s true,” I said. “It’s probably good for me to work with others sometimes, though.”

      “I’m kind of surprised Vincent didn’t want to join us.”

      “He doesn’t see more than anyone else when dealing with portals.” I was pretty sure that was true, but even if it wasn’t, I didn’t want anyone to think Vincent could do more than they already assumed.

      “Yes, but the last time you worked with someone else, they tossed you through a portal.”

      I laughed. “It’s funny, Vincent brought up the same thing.”

      “Makes sense,” Paulson said. “It hit him hard. The whole office, really. I’m glad Boone’s name was cleared.”

      “Me too. He’s a good guy, and a good agent.” An agent that kept me alive in the alien world we were trapped in.

      On the way to the site, Paulson filled me in on what readings they’d already taken and what investigation they’d completed in the area. It sounded like his team had everything covered when considering if anything entered our world. When he pulled to a stop on the side of the road it seemed like we were in the middle of nowhere.

      I was pleasantly surprised to see that Paulson’s scene wasn’t a long walk from the road. Then I realized a short distance wasn’t a good thing—it meant the portal hadn’t been hidden from view when it opened.

      “Did anyone see what happened?” I asked as we approached the site.

      “Hank found two cars that had been on the road,” Paulson said. “My team tracked them down today. Since I haven’t heard anything from them, I think we’re in the clear.”
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