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For Mom and Dad






Thanks for always being there when I need you. 




Chapter One






I heaved a sigh as I closed my calculus book. It was hopeless. Within the first two weeks of fall quarter, I was going to destroy my dream of medical school. 


I shoved the book into my backpack and joined the rest of the students fleeing the auditorium. On the steps outside, I paused long enough to check my phone. Dad still hadn’t returned my calls but no surprise there. I hadn’t really thought he would. 


Heat flared on my wrist as I returned the phone to my hoodie’s pocket, and I fought the temptation to dig in with my fingernails. That spot on the inside of my wrist had been burning and itching all morning, and now it was red because I couldn’t stop scratching. Like I needed one more thing to deal with. 


I pulled my hood up to provide some cover from the sprinkle of raindrops and headed for one of the University of Washington’s many libraries. So far, Suzzallo was my favorite and not just because there was caffeine available in the lobby. With its Gothic arches and stained-glass windows, Suzzallo looked like it was part of the Hogwarts campus. 


A dozen different conversations echoed against the stone walls of the lobby as I entered, and I navigated traffic to reach the café where the hiss of steaming milk replaced the echo of voices. Thankfully, the line was short this morning. Only one person stood between me and the comfort of caffeine. The guy was a walking stereotype of the university professor—a goatee and a tweed jacket with leather patches on the elbows. He probably had a pipe or pair of wire-rimmed glasses tucked in one of his pockets. 


He handed his money to the girl behind the counter, exposing a tattoo on his wrist, and I tilted my head to get a look at the design. Three small, red-orange flames fit together to form a larger one. Maybe not such a stereotype after all. 


The professor thanked the girl, dumped his change in the tip jar, and stepped away from the counter. Right onto my toes. I stumbled back, and he swung around to catch me. When his hand touched my arm, heat shot down to my wrist. I tugged my arm loose, and the heat faded. 


“Sorry about that. Are you all right?” 


 “I’m fine.” I rubbed at my wrist. He must have hit a nerve or something. 


“Are you sure?” 


“Yeah, don’t worry about it. Happens all the time.” It was the truth, sadly enough. I should have invested in a pair of steel-toed All Stars years ago. 


Regret washed across his features. “I really am sorry. See you later.” 


I frowned as he moved off toward the barista. Yeah, he’d stepped on my toes, but it wasn’t like he’d ruined my whole day. Then again, at least he’d apologized. That was more than most people did. 


As I stepped up to the counter, I reached into the pocket of my jeans for a ten-dollar bill. My last ten dollars. The thought was so depressing that I ordered a venti mocha with extra whip. If I was going down, I was going in a supernova of glory. 


While I waited for the mocha, I pulled my hood back and scanned the crowd. The professor sat by the door reading on his phone between sips. The guy at the table closest to me had fallen asleep on top of his textbook despite the energy drink sitting beside it. His friend was plugged in to a laptop with a pair of earbuds, probably trying to shut out the drama coming from the girl at the next table over. Based on her half of the phone conversation, there was an epic breakup in progress. 


As she threatened to post incriminating pictures online, I grabbed my mocha. When I lifted the cup to drink, fire pricked my wrist again. I gritted my teeth against the sting, switched the mocha to my left hand, and turned from the counter. 


A new group of students entered the lobby, and I promptly choked on my second sip. I did a quick check to make sure I hadn’t spilled down the front of my hoodie. It was black, but still. Wet showed up no matter what. The hoodie was clean, but I couldn’t do anything about my hair. Between the rain and my hood, it was beyond help. I attempted to smooth it down, but I could feel strands of hair flying up around my head like I’d been playing with a Van de Graaff generator. 


Three girls—all of them blondes with fake-n-bake tans—accompanied the one guy. Laughter preceded them into the café, and I stood paralyzed, half afraid they would recognize me and half afraid they wouldn’t. Well, that he would or wouldn’t, but why—why—did he have to show up on a day when it looked like I’d been using a balloon on my hair instead of a brush? I voted for not recognizing today. 


Not that it would make any difference if Rob Peterson recognized me. I wasn’t his type. My skin was too fair and my hair too dark. But I did enjoy staring at him. You know, admiring God’s handiwork. 


One of the girls spotted me and came over with a smile that revealed a lot of very white teeth. Jen and I had attended Northshore Christian Church for years, and we’d both graduated from Redmond High School last June. She was one of those people you really wanted to hate but couldn’t because she was so nice. She didn’t rub in the fact that she was perfect because she really didn’t think she was. 


“Hey, Kate. How are you?” 


I smiled back without revealing quite so many teeth. “I’m good.” 


“How’s school going for you?” 


“Okay. Just trying to stay on top of everything.” 


“I know, right? I only have three classes this quarter, but I have no idea how I’ll get everything done.” 


Rob turned in our direction, and I shrank back. 


“Jen, are you going to order something?” he said. 


“Yeah, I’m coming. You guys remember Kate, don’t you? She goes to Northshore too.” 


I got a semi-genuine wave from Rob and the other two girls and waved back. Then I wished I hadn’t. Hopefully no one noticed I’d discovered a new skin disease. 


“Please don’t keep them waiting because of me,” I said. 


“Well, it’s good to see you. We should do something together. What about that Chase Thomason concert? It’s coming up in a couple of weeks, and a bunch of us are going. You should come with us. It’ll be fun.” 


An image of Rob with his blonde, bronzed groupies filled my head, and I tried to picture myself with them. I stood out and not in a good way. Then again, going in a group with Rob was better than not going with Rob at all, right? And odds were that I would look better for the concert than I did this morning. 


“Um, okay. That would be good I guess.” 


“Great! Get your ticket, and I’ll let you know what time we’re meeting up. Maybe we’ll go get something to eat after the concert.” She waved and moved off toward her friends. “See you Sunday.” 


I waved goodbye then took a moment to envision a better-dressed, non-Van de Graaffed version of myself at the concert. I could find something better than a hoodie in my closet, something Rob would … wait, she did say Rob was going, didn’t she? Or did I just assume he would be part of the group? I liked Jen, but I didn’t want to stare at her. 


I wandered toward a table in the far corner, torn between celebrating with an espresso brownie and entering the Witness Protection Program. I was leaning toward witness protection when fire erupted on my wrist again. I gasped and set my cup down on the closest table. 


The fire cooled as quickly as it had flared up, but when I pulled back my sleeve, there was a bright red mark on my skin. I rubbed my index finger across it once, twice. I scraped at it with my thumbnail. Neither had any effect. What end-of-the-world plague had I been infected with? 


Hold on. There was a shape to it. 


I lifted my head in time to see the professor leaving the café. My need for understanding argued with my need to avoid looking stupid. The debate raged for a full thirty seconds before understanding won and I rushed after him. I paused to scan the crowd in the lobby and caught sight of him in the library. Weaving between bodies, I hurried to reach the spot where he’d disappeared between the stacks. 


By the time I caught up to him, he’d taken a seat at a table on the far side of the room. I stood in the aisle trying to scrounge up enough courage to follow through. What was I supposed to say? Excuse me, but why does my rash suddenly look like your tattoo? He’d probably answer with a question of his own—one about why I’d stopped taking my antipsychotic medication. 


He waved me over like he’d been expecting me. I wandered closer, my brain struggling to piece together what was going on. When I reached the table, he nodded to the chair opposite his. 


“Hi, Kate. Have a seat.” 


“How do you know my name?” 


“Why don’t you sit down? We have a lot to talk about.” 


I frowned at the chair then at him. “I think I’m good.” 


When he smiled, humor warmed his eyes. “The truth is that I know a lot about you. I know you’re not going to sit down and you’re not going to believe anything I say right now.” He nodded toward my hand this time. “I know how you got the mark on your wrist, but you’re not ready to hear what I have to say. Not yet.” 


I glanced around, searching for cameras or for people hiding behind the stacks. This had to be part of someone’s psych project or someone’s messed up idea of a joke. Punk the freshman because she doesn’t have enough stress in her life already. 


“This is no joke,” he said, “and it’s not a coincidence. The only reason I went to the café this morning was because I knew you’d be there. The same way I know you’re worried about passing calculus. I know your name is really Katarina, not Kate, but you hate it when people call you Katarina. You hate it when your grandfather calls you Katy Bug, but you don’t want to hurt his feelings, so you let him do it anyway. You wish there was a way to make your mom happy again, and you’re afraid you’re the only one in your family who hasn’t given up on your brother. Your dad hasn’t returned your calls, and you want to know if it will always hurt this bad.” 


“Stop it.” The words trembled. “Who told you that?” 


Sympathy replaced the humor in his eyes as he set a business card on the table and slid it toward me. The card displayed the same three-in-one flame as the one on his wrist. On my wrist. 


“Call me when you’re ready to listen.” 


My throat felt tight, but anger pushed the words out. “Leave me alone or I’ll call the cops.” 


I marched off toward the restroom, my eyes stinging this time instead of my wrist. I didn’t get it. There were thousands of students at the U. Why pick on me? And how did he know those things about me? Most of that information had never set foot outside my head. 


The restroom smelled of antibacterial soap and the cheap paper towels that melted when I used them to scrub at my wrist. I scrubbed until the rest of my skin was as red as the flame, but the mark wouldn’t come off. If anything, it looked even brighter. Like a brand new tattoo. 


While I daydreamed about getting one, it never went any further than that because my mom considered them equivalent to the mark of the beast. If I couldn’t get this thing off, she would absolutely freak, and I couldn’t deal with her freaking out. Lying wasn’t an option for me either, so the only other—even worse—option would be to tell her what had happened. That would dissolve into a crisis where the police were involved and I never left the house again. What I’d said about calling the cops had been a bluff. Maybe he knew that too. 


With a sigh, I tossed the paper towel in the trashcan. I couldn’t go home like this. So what now? Did I confront him? Pay a visit to campus security? Ignore the mark and hope it went away? Ignoring it would be my first choice. That was also the least likely to solve my problem, and a visit to campus security would turn the situation into an even bigger headache than it was. 


I tugged the bathroom door open and went out to the library. 


The professor was gone, but he’d left his card on the table. Below the flame symbol, the card had a phone number and the name “Nathaniel Sorenson” on it. His name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it before. I’d have to sort it out later. 


Mr. Sorenson answered after the first ring. 


“I don’t know how you did it or why you did it,” I said, “and right now I don’t really care. Tell me how to get this mark off my wrist. Acetone? Mineral oil?” 


“I didn’t do it, and it’s not coming off. That mark is part of you. You just can’t see it yet.” 


“I can see it fine. That’s the problem.” 


“It’s more than a mark on your skin. It’s a sign of who you are—who you will be.” 


“You already know who I am. Obviously.” 


“It’s a sign for you, not me. It’s hard for most of us to see ourselves clearly. Sometimes we have to pass through the fire before we can see who we really are.” 


“What’s that supposed to mean? And what does it have to do with this thing on my wrist?” 


“It means you’ve been chosen. That mark is a sign of your calling.” 


“You’re not making any sense. What calling? Who chose me?” 


Water crashed on his end of the connection. He must have made it as far as Drumheller Fountain. I was tempted to race after him and demand answers in person, but then he spoke again. 


“God chose you, Kate. He’s called you to be a Guardian.” 


Great. The guy was a total nut job. A nut job who knew way too much about me. 


“I’m not crazy,” he said. 


“How …?” 


“I’ll do my best to answer your questions on Saturday.” 


The connection went dead. 


I almost hit redial, but I was afraid to hear what else he had to say. What else he knew about me. 


I sank into the chair he’d offered me earlier. While the incident was bizarre, I hadn’t been hurt. The mark was probably nothing worse than one of those airbrush tattoos. It would be easy enough to hide from Mom until I could figure out how to remove it. And as far as how he knew those things about me … well, there had to be a reasonable explanation. Maybe he was one of those hyper-observant, Sherlock Holmes types. But that didn’t explain how he got the mark on my wrist. And why did his name sound so familiar? 


Finally it clicked. I had an entire shelf of books written by Nathaniel Sorenson. But it couldn’t be the same guy, could it? 


I stuffed his card in my jeans pocket—in case I needed it for evidence later—then made my way to the east end of the library. I logged on to one of the computers and pulled up the Internet browser. 


The only images I found were either of book covers or random people who looked nothing like the guy I’d met. I tried newspaper archives instead. Eventually an article from The Denver Post popped up. It was almost two decades old, but it gave me the answer I was looking for. The interview with Nathaniel Sorenson included a grainy black-and-white photo of the author. He didn’t have a goatee back then, but it was definitely him. I’d met one of my favorite authors this morning, and he turned out to be a nut case. 


Why was he at Suzzallo doing an impersonation of The Mentalist? Maybe it was research for his next book. Or maybe he’d been writing fantasy for so long he’d started to believe it. The only thing I knew for sure was that I was so not buying his next book. 


At least I had one piece of the puzzle in place. Maybe, given a little time, I could fit the other pieces together and make sense of my morning. 




Chapter Two






I logged off the computer and headed for the exit. Halfway to the bus stop I remembered my mocha. My precious mocha was most likely in the trash now. One more item to add to the list of reasons my day had sucked so far. 


The rain fell faster as I walked, and I hurried to reach the shelter before getting soaked. When the bus arrived, I shuffled forward with the other passengers. A woman who couldn’t be bothered to end her phone conversation cut in front of me, bumping my shoulder, and the strap of my backpack slipped. I tried to catch it, but for the second time that day, my toes took the punishment. It was harder to be understanding this time around, especially with no apology. I wanted to grab her phone and toss it onto the freeway, but I didn’t. I swallowed the pain and frustration, shouldered my backpack, and limped to the bus. 


I swiped my pass across the scanner then started down the aisle. Before I had a chance to sit, the driver floored it so he could pick up enough speed to merge with traffic. I reached out, grabbed the handrail, and swung into the closest seat with a very ungraceful plop. There were days when I’d swear I had a “kick me” sign stuck to my back. 


I glared at the driver—though he probably couldn’t see it and wouldn’t care even if he did—then slid over to the window and traded the bus pass for my iPod. I picked a song with plenty of screaming and cranked the volume. 


Rain pelted the window as we made our way across the bridge from Seattle’s University District toward Redmond—home of Microsoft, Nintendo America, and about five million Starbucks. The raindrops smeared across the glass and turned everything into a big gray blur. Water and sky became indistinguishable from the multi-million-dollar homes edging Lake Washington. 


The rain hadn’t let up by the time we reached downtown Redmond, so I got off the bus and headed for Mom’s office. I didn’t mind the mile hike from my usual stop to our house, but I wasn’t in the mood to get any wetter today. I’d just hang out at the insurance agency and study until she finished for the day. 


When I reached the door, I stopped to stash my iPod, and I pulled the cuff of my hoodie down to cover my wrist before stepping inside. Mom was on the phone, but she pointed to the mat beneath my feet, and I dutifully scraped the soles of my Converse clean. 


A glance at the open doorways on the left told me both agents were MIA. As usual. The two chairs reserved for clients in front of Mom’s desk were also unoccupied, and I sank into the closest one. 


After she set the receiver down, she grabbed a bottle of hand sanitizer from the corner of her desk and held it out to me. “I thought I might be seeing you. How were your classes this morning?” 


“Good. Well, mostly good.” I accepted the bottle without protest. It was easier to go along with the disinfecting than try to convince her she was creating superbugs. 


“Do you have much homework?” 


“I have some reading for biology and English lit and some calculus problems I need to work on. But those aren’t due until Friday.” 


“Don’t put them off until the last minute.” 


“I won’t.” 


She frowned like she didn’t believe me. You’d think I’d spent my entire high school career in academic lunch, but studying had never been a problem for me. It was the social part of school I struggled with. Good thing GPA didn’t depend on how many people in your graduating class actually knew you existed. 


The office phone trilled, saving me from her lecture. As she picked up the receiver, I returned the hand sanitizer to her desk and escaped to the lunchroom-slash-storage area in the back. 


When Mom locked up the office at five-thirty, we took her Civic to the three-bedroom rambler we called home. I shivered as we walked in the front door and turned up the thermostat before dumping my backpack in my room. Mom was taking chicken enchiladas from the fridge when I came into the kitchen. Usually I arrived home early enough to make dinner for us, but because of my detour to the agency today we were stuck with leftovers. 


Mom warmed enchiladas in the microwave while I scrounged up ingredients for a salad. Once everything was ready, we filled our plates and carried them to the table. I pulled out my chair, sighing as Mom walked over to turn down the thermostat. 


We both took our seats, and for a couple of minutes, the only sound at the table came from a fork scraping against a plate or stabbing through a piece of lettuce. 


“Were you able to finish your homework?” 


I chewed, buying time until I could answer without frustration leaking into my voice. “Most of it. I’ll work on calculus after dinner.” She frowned, so I hurried to change the subject. “I forgot to tell you I ran into Jen Harper this morning. She was with some friends from Northshore, and she invited me to go to the Chase Thomason concert with them.” 


“That was nice of her. Jen is such a sweet girl. And Chase Thomason is wonderful. Are you planning to go?” 


“Yeah, I told her I would.” 


Mom graced me with a smile. “Wonderful” meant Chase Thomason didn’t have multiple tattoos or body piercings, he didn’t wear guyliner, and he never screamed any of his lyrics. I didn’t mention that my only reason for going was the chance to drool over Rob for a couple of hours because guys were a subject you had to treat with lead-lined gloves. They were too closely related to the you know what subject. 


After dinner, I cleared the table while Mom went to give the bathroom its daily scrub down. I stuck our plates in the dishwasher then wiped off the table and retreated to my room, closing the door behind me. I planned to work on those calculus problems, but I needed to take care of business first. I sat at my desk, grabbed my phone, and dialed Dad’s home number. My stepsister answered. 


“Hey, Chloe. It’s Kate. Is my dad home from work yet?” 


“Oh, didn’t you know? He left for Peru this morning. Or maybe it was Paris. I can’t remember which one, but it was for some medical convention thingy. He won’t be back until next week I think.” 


When someone let you down so many times you lost count, how was it possible to feel disappointed when they did it again? 


I forced lightness into my voice. “I guess he forgot to tell me. Hopefully he’ll get the voicemail I left for him. Thanks anyway. I’ll talk to you later, okay?” 


“‘Kay. Bye.” 


It wouldn’t have done any good to ask Chloe for help because she’d go straight to her mom, and Connie had learned a long time ago not to get involved. When it came to me and Ty, our stepmom didn’t do anything unless Dad told her to. 


I set the phone on my desk and debated my remaining options—ask Mom for the money or call Ty. It was a photo finish in my brother’s favor. 


He gave me his standard greeting. “What’s up, loser?” 


“I need a favor. I have to buy a book for chem lab tomorrow, and I’m kind of broke right now.” 


“I thought Dad was paying for your books.” 


“He is.” 


“So call him and stop bugging me.” 


“I did, but he hasn’t returned any of my messages. And he sort of left town this morning.” 


Ty dropped the F-bomb, making me cringe. 


“He never paid you back for tuition, did he?” 


“He will,” I said, “but right now I don’t have enough money for the book. I’ll buy it online and pick it up at the bookstore in the morning, but I need a credit card number. I know you have Dad’s Visa.” 


“Yeah, and I’m not giving it back.” 


“So can I have the number?” 


“What’s in it for me?” 


“I won’t tell Chloe you were the reason her bestie Megan stopped talking to her this summer.” 


“Like I care what Chloe thinks. If she had more than one brain cell, she would’ve figured it out already.” 


“You’ll have to listen to her whine the next time you go over to Dad’s, and she’ll stop introducing you to her friends.” 


“Fine. But only because her friends are hot.” 


“I need the expiration date and security code too.” 


“Those will cost you.” 


“Ty,” I said wearily. 


“Don’t bleach my tighty-whities.” 


“You don’t wear tighty-whities.” I groaned. “Fine. Two loads of laundry, but that’s it. Can I please have the numbers now?” 


“Three loads or no deal.” 


“Two loads and I let you know what time Mom is leaving to run her errands on Saturday.” 


“Deal.” 


He read off the numbers, and I wrote them down with every intention of hanging on to them. I didn’t want to go through this process again. 


In the lull that followed, I considered telling him what had happened this morning but decided not to. Maybe I was too tired to try explaining it, or maybe I wasn’t in the mood to hear his take on it. He would probably laugh at me or tell me I needed therapy—or both—and I wouldn’t be able to contradict him. Why would God choose me for anything when He had someone perfect like Jen Harper to work with? 


“You have to keep calling him,” Ty said. “Dad won’t give you the money unless you make him.” 


“He’ll pay me back.” 


More cringe-inducing words came from his end of the line. “He lied. He said he’d take care of tuition and books. He promised you wouldn’t have to work during the school year, but he lied. Just like he always does. Why can’t you get that through your head?” 


“Doesn’t mean he won’t do it.” 


“Whatever.” 


I rubbed at the spot in the middle of my forehead that was beginning to throb. “I gotta go. I have calculus problems to do.” 


“Remember our deal. Mom better not be home when I get there.” 


I didn’t bother with a response. I pressed “end” and put my head down on the desk. 


It amazed me sometimes that we were able to communicate at all. When Dad walked out, Ty had decided no one could be trusted. I wanted to believe there were still one or two people in the world I could trust, but after today … I couldn’t help but wonder if Ty was right. 
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When I woke up on Saturday morning, the mark was still there. I’d tried everything I could think of to get rid of it, but nothing worked. Even while I’d been attempting to remove it, my fascination with the mark grew. When I moved my wrist the flames seemed to shift like a miniature fire burned beneath my skin. I would’ve loved to keep it, but that wasn’t an option. I’d managed to keep it out of sight so far, but it was only a matter of time before I messed up and Mom noticed. 


With my bedroom door closed, I set Mr. Sorenson’s business card on my desk and stared at it, working up the courage to call. As I entered his number, I couldn’t decide if it was irony or coincidence that today was Saturday, the day he’d said he would talk to me. 


“Hi, Kate.” 


“The mark is still there.” 


“I know.” 


“So are you going to tell me how to get rid of it?” 


“It doesn’t work that way.” 


I vented my frustration with a sigh. “I give up, okay? Just tell me what you want.” 


“It’s not about what I want. I’m simply the messenger.” 


“So what’s the message?” 


“There’s more to the world than what we can see with our eyes, and Guardians are part of that unseen world. You’re part of it now. Your life is about to change—it’s already started to—and the transition is going to be rough. I really am sorry about that.” 


“You know you’re not making any sense, right?” 


“I promise it will make sense eventually, but this is the kind of conversation we should have in person. You’ve looked me up. You know who I am now.” 


“Yeah. I know who you are.” He’d left his card on purpose. It didn’t take a mentalist to know I’d try to find out who he was. 


“As a gesture of good faith, I’ll let you in on a secret few people know. My name is really Nathan Samuelson. Nathaniel Sorenson is a pseudonym I use to keep my family hidden from the public. I’m very protective of them, but I want to open up my home to you. Come meet my wife and kids. Have dinner with us. After dinner you and I can talk. I’ll explain as much as I can.” 


“Look, Mr. Sorenson. I mean, Mr. Samuelson—” 


“Call me Nathan.” 


“Okay, fine. Nathan. Even if I wanted to, there’s no way my mom would let me come to your house.” 


“Tell her you met me. That’ll be enough.” 


“You don’t know my mom. It really won’t be.” Even a background check from the State Patrol wouldn’t be enough. 


“My wife will call her. She’ll say yes.” 


My eyes drifted closed as the center of my forehead began to throb. He continued to dangle the information I needed out of my reach, and I had no idea how to get to it. 


“If your mom agrees to it, will you come for dinner?” 


“If she says no, will you tell me how to get rid of the mark?” 


“Are you sure that’s how you want to do this?” Humor colored his voice. “It’s not really a fair deal.” 


“I’m sure.” I had nothing to lose at this point. 


“All right, we have a deal then. Go tell her you met me. I’ll see you later.” 


I set my phone down and tried to ignore the apprehension gathering in my chest as I ventured out to the kitchen. 


Mom sat at the table with the sales ads spread out in front of her. I started the grocery list during the week, and she finished it Saturday morning before she did the shopping. She added antibacterial wipes to the list as I shuffled past her to pull a mug from the cupboard. 


“So I never told you who else I saw at the U the other day,” I said as I poured coffee into the mug. “After I ran into Jen, I met Nathaniel Sorenson. You know, the guy who wrote Aram’s Maze. I got to talk to him a little bit.” 


“Really?” Her expression wavered between disapproving and supportive. “I know how you love his books.” 


“Yeah, he said—” 


The phone rang. Mom was closer to it, so she answered. A moment later she looked at me. “Yes, Kate just mentioned it.” 


Apprehension bubbled over into full-blown dismay. I set the coffee pot down as she listened, presumably to Nathan’s wife. 


“You’re very kind. I’m sure she’d love to.” Mom returned to the table, grabbed a clean sheet of paper, and wrote something on it before she said goodbye. “You’ll never guess who that was. Mr. Sorenson’s wife. She said he felt bad the two of you didn’t have much time to talk the other day, so they’ve invited you to have dinner with them tonight. She said you could call for directions.” Mom handed the piece of paper to me. 


I blinked at the number on the paper then at her. “I can go?” 


“As long as it doesn’t interfere with your schoolwork.” 


The paper pressed against my fingers, weighted with more than the phone number written on it. I couldn’t believe she was letting me go. I also couldn’t shake the suspicion that for once I was going to wish she’d said no. 




Chapter Three






The road was barely wide enough for two cars. Not that I’d seen another soul since turning off the main road. The narrow lane wound through maple and alder trees draped in moss that flashed bright green when the Civic’s headlights swept across it. Mist hovered in the trees and hung across the road in spots, sometimes blocking my view then closing in behind me after I passed through. 


Once in a while, I could see a light farther back in the woods indicating a home, and several times the road branched off with one segment disappearing into the trees. I assumed some of them were driveways, but there was no way to tell for sure because none of the roads had street signs. The place was like a maze, and Nathan’s directions were the only thing keeping me from turning into a missing persons report. 


When the odometer marked four-tenths of a mile since my last turn, I stopped. Nathan’s driveway should be right here, but there was nothing more than trees and mist. As I picked up my phone to call him, the mist shifted to reveal a dirt driveway bordered by ferns. I set down my phone and pulled onto the driveway before it could vanish again. 


The Civic bumped along the dirt track for a minute or two before light shone ahead. Dirt gave way to gravel, and the trees opened up into a grassy area with a two-story home. The warm glow from the windows welcomed me as I parked in front of the garage. 


I followed the stone pathway to the front porch, but before I could ring the doorbell, the door flew open. A blonde girl, missing both front teeth, grinned at me then snatched something from behind the door and held it up for my inspection. The cat gave me a peeved look as it hung there by its armpits. 


“This is Spice,” she said. “Sugar got eaten by a bobcat.” 


“Oh.” 


She released Spice—who made a break for it past my legs—grabbed my hand, and pulled me inside. I had a glimpse of green walls and dark wood trim as she towed me through the entryway and up the stairs. The color scheme changed drastically when she led me into the first room on the right. It was the kind of décor my brother referred to as unicorn vomit—pink and sparkles everywhere. 


She made me sit on the end of her bed then she handed me a Barbie doll and a miniature hairbrush. “These are for you.” 


“Um, okay. Thanks.” 


I was trying to figure out how to diplomatically make my escape when Nathan appeared in the doorway. 


My kidnapper gave him a grin. “Look, Daddy. We’re playing Barbie.” 


“I see that, but you’re supposed be setting the table right now.” 


You could almost hear her heart break, but Nathan pointed toward the stairs. 


“We can play after dinner,” she assured me before she slid off the bed. 


Nathan held back his smile until his daughter had sprinted past him. “That was Anna by the way. We don’t have company very often, and she’s excited to have another ‘girl’ visit. She has three older brothers who would rather use Barbie for pellet gun practice.” 


I shrugged. Anna seemed like an okay kid, and I could totally relate to the toy-wrecking brother part. At least I only had one brother to deal with. 


“I thought I could catch her before she sidetracked you, but I didn’t even hear the doorbell. Thanks for humoring her.” He stepped out into the hallway. “Come downstairs, and I’ll introduce you to the rest of my family.” 


I couldn’t help but wonder if this was the point where everything went wrong—when Nathan turned out to be a sociopath and I ended up in a body bag—but the tutu on the floor argued against that scenario. I had a hard time believing Anna’s dad could be a murderer. 


I left Barbie on the bedspread with her hairbrush and followed Nathan downstairs. The family room shared a large portion of the lower level with the kitchen, and the smell of roast beef filled the open room along with the sounds of video game warfare. Nathan directed me toward the kitchen side of the room where he introduced his wife. 


Hope was an older version of Anna, except with all her teeth. When I saw her, I began to understand why Mom had agreed to let me come. Hope was one of those people you instantly wanted to trust. She had clear blue eyes, the kind that promised she had nothing to hide, and when she smiled it came from the inside, a true reflection of her feelings. That same openness filled her voice as she made her way around the counter to shake my hand. 


“Welcome, Kate. I’m so glad you’re here.” 


“Thanks for having me. Can I help with anything?” 


“Everything’s ready. We just need to carry it to the table.” 


She handed me a salad bowl as Nathan headed for the other side of the room and threatened his boys with no video games for the rest of the evening if they didn’t turn it off now. Anna appeared, took a basket of rolls from her mom, and guided me to the dining room. After we set our dishes on the table, she tugged me over to one of the chairs. She’d taken advantage of her table-setting chore to seat us next to each other, and she’d left less than six inches of space between my chair and hers. 


The volume picked up as Nathan herded the boys into the dining room, and he gave quick introductions as Hope joined us and everyone took their seats. The only semi-quiet moment occurred when Nathan prayed for the meal. Conversation erupted the second he finished and covered a wide range of topics. Everything from quick-scoping to ballet lessons. 


The food was delicious, but I didn’t eat much of it. Something about watching Nathan’s family be so happy together made my stomach hurt. 


After the meal, Nathan sent the boys back to the family room. I offered to help clear the table, but Hope wouldn’t let me. She and Anna carried plates to the kitchen, and I was left at the table with Nathan. 


His face held a trace of weariness as he stood. “Why don’t we go to my office?” 


I should have been excited to see the room where some of my favorite novels had been written, but apprehension was the only thing I felt. 


A pair of French doors separated Nathan’s office from the family room, and light poured through the glass panes to illuminate a cherry wood desk. Framed prints of his book covers rested on the wall behind it, and bookshelves lined the walls between the desk and the family room. 


As he closed the doors, I inspected the contents of the closest bookshelf. “So what classes do you teach at the U?” Whichever ones they were, I’d be sure to avoid them. 


“I don’t. The only reason I was on campus was to talk to you.” 


I turned from the bookshelf. “How did you know I’d be at the café? How did you know you were supposed to look for me in the first place?” 


Nathan sat at his desk and gestured to the armchair in front of it. “I promised you answers, and I’ll give as many as I can.” 


As I sank into the chair, I glanced back through the doors. The boys were once again involved in pseudo-warfare while Hope and Anna worked in the kitchen. It was a very normal, very sane glimpse of the world, and I had a terrible feeling I was about to lose it. What little I had eaten lay heavily in my stomach as I faced Nathan again. 


“The mark on your wrist is called a Pur.” 


“Poor?” 


“P-U-R. It’s from the Greek word for fire.” 


“How did you get it on my wrist?” 


“I didn’t. All Guardians receive a Pur, but it usually appears on its own. The way yours appeared has something to do with you, and before you can ask what, I don’t know. Trust me, I’d love to give you an explanation, but I don’t have one. I know that’s not very reassuring right now. It’s been a few years since I was called, but I remember what it felt like—suddenly being thrust into a new world with a different set of rules. Eventually you learn how to live in that world, but it takes some time to adjust.” 


“I just … don’t get this. Any of it. Or what it has to do with me.” 


He ran a hand across his face. “It’ll make more sense after I explain a few things to you, but we should start at the beginning. You need to understand where we came from before you can understand where we are,” he said. “Guardians have been around for almost two thousand years. We can trace our origins back to the events at Pentecost. Do you remember why the disciples were still in Jerusalem?” 


My brain rummaged around until it came up with an answer. “Jesus told them to wait for the Holy Spirit.” 


Nathan nodded. “On the day of Pentecost, there was a loud sound like a violent wind and the Spirit came in tongues of fire. That sound drew a crowd to the house where the disciples were. There was a man in the crowd named Mordecai, and the next morning Mordecai found a flame-shaped mark on the inside of his wrist. He’d heard about what happened to the disciples, so he rejoiced at this sign of God’s Spirit being poured out on him as well. But when he gathered again with the other believers, Mordecai realized no one else had this mark. No one could explain it to him either, not until that night when a visitor came to his home. 


“Mordecai sensed this was no ordinary visitor, so he invited the man in, treating him as an honored guest. After they’d eaten together, the visitor said, ‘A time of great persecution is coming, and God has chosen you, Mordecai, to protect His people. To stand between them and those who would harm them, to watch over them and guard them. You will be a Guardian for His people.’” 


Humor chased some of the weariness from Nathan’s expression. “I think you can imagine how Mordecai felt. He was convinced there’d been a mistake, and he told the visitor as much. ‘I am nothing. I am no one. I have no wealth or possessions. I am not a soldier or a man of great understanding. How can I protect anyone?’ 


“The visitor replied, ‘God has chosen you, and He has given you this mark as a sign. He will also bestow upon you a Gift to help you protect His people. As He gave Samson great strength, He will empower you. As He made Elijah swift to run before Ahab’s chariot, He will quicken you. As He gave Solomon wisdom and Gideon courage, He will enable you.’” 


I shifted in the chair. Part of Nathan’s story sounded painfully familiar. God had chosen Mordecai, a nobody. But unlike me, Mordecai must have at least possessed raw materials to work with. 


“Before he left,” Nathan said, “the visitor told him others would be called. They would also bear a Guardian’s mark. Mordecai was to find them and explain their purpose. As the visitor had warned, persecution came, but so did Mordecai’s Gift. He’d lived in Jerusalem since the day he was born, and he knew the city well. When his Gift came, he discovered he could find anything or anyone in Jerusalem. He could even find something that was lost or hidden, and because he knew where things could be found, he knew where they would not be found. 


“Mordecai knew where to hide those in danger, and he knew where to find others who were called to be Guardians. These new Guardians each received their own Gift, and they worked with Mordecai to help Christians escape the persecution in Jerusalem. Some of them went out with the Christians who fled, taking the knowledge of what it meant to be a Guardian with them and passing it on to others who were called. Since Mordecai’s time, Guardians have been helping those who are persecuted, and we still do in places like India, China, and the Middle East.” 


I could hear the “but” coming, and Nathan smiled as if he knew what I was thinking. 


“But Guardians are human,” he said. “Along the way, some began to use their Gifts to serve their own purpose. Instead of protecting the innocent, some Guardians began to prey on them.” 


The sound of gunfire carried to us from the family room as I struggled to make sense of what Nathan was saying. “Why didn’t God take away their Gifts if they were abusing them?” 


“Because it truly is a gift. It’s given to us, and we choose whether we’ll use it to serve others or serve ourselves. But there’s a cost when Guardians betray their calling. Like Esau, who despised his birthright, they lose God’s blessing. Like Cain, who betrayed his brother, they are cursed to wander the earth. Their Pur becomes black. The fire is gone, leaving nothing but ash in its place. It’s nothing more than a reminder of what they once were. What they could have been.” 


“What’s so great about their Gifts that they’re willing to be cursed? I mean, it would be great to be able to find your car keys when you lose them, but it doesn’t really sound like it’s worth it.” 


“Not all Gifts are like Mordecai’s. Each one is unique, and it’s usually some quality you already have, only magnified. I’ve always loved to read and learn, to pursue knowledge. When my Gift came, I Knew things that should have been impossible for me to know. I Knew you would be at the café, and I Knew physical contact would draw your Pur to the surface, but I don’t have any idea why it did. I’ve never seen that happen before. My guess is that it has something to do with your Gift.” 


“I don’t have a Gift.” 


“Not yet, but the potential is there. It’s only a matter of time before your Gift emerges.” 


I rubbed at my forehead. Apparently Nathan also had the ability to cause headaches like my brother did. “You didn’t really answer my question though. These Guardians—ex-Guardians, whatever—use their Gifts for what? I still don’t see what the big deal is.” 


“Let’s say your Gift is Empathy. You can sense the feelings of others. It would be a useful tool in comforting people who are persecuted because you could sense when they were afraid. You could also use your ability to discover their greatest fears and use their fears against them. Or what if you could see in the dark? You could guide people to safety in the middle of the night, or you could use the advantage for all sorts of things—committing robberies, ambushing soldiers.” He held up a hand. “What if you could drive the fever from a man’s body with the touch of your hand? But with the same touch, you could force every last bit of heat from his flesh and watch him freeze to death.” 


Fear stirred in a dark corner of my gut. “There are people who can do that?” 


“That’s only the beginning. Fallen Guardians have power, and power is an addiction. The deeper they go, the more they crave it, and they’ll do whatever it takes to have it. They will kill and destroy, and they will open up to darkness itself. We have to stop them. We’re the only ones who can.” 


“How? How do you stop them?” 


“We use our Gifts, and we use whatever skills and technology are available to us. When we can—when it won’t endanger innocent lives—we turn them over to the authorities. More often than not, they’re guilty of a crime.” 


“So what happens when you can’t?” 


“Our options are limited because there’s no way to remove a Gift. Fallen leave us with little choice, and it’s part of their twisted thinking to put us in the position where we have to make a choice. They know we can’t ignore them. They’re too dangerous.” 


 “Then how …?” I didn’t get it. I kept turning the picture in my head, trying to figure out what it was supposed to be. When it finally snapped into place, it did so with a razor-sharp edge. “Hang on, you don’t mean …” 


I waited for him to say something—anything—that would contradict the horrible conclusion my brain had come up with, but he didn’t. He looked me in the eye so I could see the truth for myself. 


I shook my head because I didn’t want to see it. The words emerged against my will. “You kill them.” 




Chapter Four






“Only when we’re forced to,” Nathan said. “When there’s no other way.” 


“But you can’t do that! That’s murder!” 


“They have to be stopped.” 


“So stop them, but you can’t go around killing people.” 


“We’re not as cold-blooded as you think. Remember, you’re entering a different world with an entirely different set of rules. Don’t judge us until you’ve seen what we’re up against. You have no idea what Fallen are capable of and how far they’re willing to go. Turning them over to the authorities could mean more lives being lost—people who don’t stand a chance against them. There are Fallen who could walk into a room full of armed police officers and kill every single one without ever laying a hand on them. What if you’re the only thing standing between a room full of innocent people and their deaths? Would you let them die?” 


My fingers dug into the chair’s cushion, longing for something solid to hold on to. “I can’t. I won’t kill anyone. It’s wrong.” 


“I’m not asking you to, and I pray you never have to, but you deserve to know the truth. You’ve been dropped into the middle of a conflict that’s been going on for over a thousand years. Your eyes have been opened and shutting them won’t make it go away.” 


I glanced over my shoulder at the family room. That was the world I belonged to, the one where the war never went any farther than the TV screen. I couldn’t let him drag me into the madness he wanted to call reality. 


“Does your wife know what you do?” 


“She’s known about the Guardians for as long as I have.” 


“Your kids?” 


“The oldest two know. I’ll tell the other two when they’re ready.” 


“Will you tell them you murder people?” 


“I’ll tell them the truth.” 


I couldn’t imagine Anna with her pink sparkles and Barbie collection calmly accepting her dad’s side job. 


“I know it’s a lot to take in.” Sympathy filled his face. “But if I could go back and be given the choice of whether or not I was called, I would choose to be called. I would still want to be a Guardian. It’s not an easy life, I admit that, but it is a meaningful one.” 


“So that’s it? I don’t get a choice?” 


“You always have a choice.” 


It didn’t sound like much of a choice to me. As pathetic as my life might be, I imagined it was better than being cursed by God and wandering the earth for the rest of my life. Which would apparently be as long as it took for a Guardian to hunt me down. 


“This has to be a mistake. It doesn’t make sense to choose me. If you’re not asking me to take shots at people, then what’s the point of me being a Guardian? What are you asking me to do?” 


“Our calling is to protect the persecuted, but our focus has shifted here in America. It’s had to. Christians aren’t persecuted like they are in other parts of the world, but there are still Fallen Guardians. Fallen will take advantage of those who are powerless, whether Christian or not. We have to be prepared for conflict like any police or security force. We’ll train you so you’re able to protect yourself and any innocents involved. When your Gift emerges, we’ll incorporate that into your training as well. You’ll help us track down Fallen Guardians and keep them from hurting innocent people.” 


“Who’s ‘us?’” 


“There’s a small group of Guardians in the Seattle area. We’re few in number, but we work together. That includes you now.” 


I shook my head. This was insane, and nothing he said would make it okay. 


Nathan’s eyes lost focus for a couple of seconds, as if his gaze had turned inward. When he refocused, he said, “Why don’t you go home and give all of this a chance to sink in? Call me when you’re ready to talk about training.” 


Somehow I managed to get to my feet, and I stepped across the threshold of his office like I was stumbling away from a horrific car accident. I wasn’t sure whether I had survived or not. 


Despite what he’d said, Nathan didn’t send me straight home. We went to the kitchen for coffee and dessert, and I was glad for Anna’s chatter because it helped drown out the hysterical screaming in my head. 


I only took a few bites of my chocolate cake, and the coffee might as well have been hydrochloric acid for as well as it sat on my stomach. When I gave up on dessert, I said goodbye, telling a very disappointed Anna we’d have to play Barbie some other time. I thanked Hope for dinner, and Nathan walked me to the front door. 


“Good night, Kate. Talk to you soon.” 


The drive home barely registered. Mom was waiting up for me, so I pulled it together long enough to tell her about my evening, everything except the conversation in Nathan’s office. Then I told her I was worn out and went to bed, but all night long images of death disturbed my sleep. I saw frozen corpses, their unblinking eyes condemning me, demanding to know why I’d just stood there and let them die. I heard people shrieking in terror, begging me to intervene because someone had discovered their darkest fears. Their pleas turned to accusations when I did nothing. 


Those images replayed themselves as Mom and I drove to church the next morning. When Jen found me before the service to ask if I’d bought my concert ticket, her enthusiasm grated on me. It seemed so unfair that I was the one stuck with this Guardian nightmare while she got to be perfect and happy. It wasn’t her fault though, so I forced a smile and said I’d buy my ticket that afternoon. 


Mom and I found seats in the sanctuary, and I watched as people greeted each other. They sang, and they laughed at the pastor’s jokes. They listened to a sermon I didn’t hear because I kept thinking of what Nathan had said. I kept hearing screams from the night before. I sat in that sanctuary full of people wondering what I would do if someone wanted to delve into their secret fears. Would I ignore their pleas for help? Would I close my eyes so I didn’t have to watch them freeze to death? Or would I try to stop it? What if I was the only one who could stop it? 


Visions of death invaded my sleep again that night and followed me to my classes the next day. I wandered among thousands of students, all of them oblivious to the fact that the kind of stuff you read in Ted Dekker novels really existed out there somewhere. 


As I waited for my bus home, I pulled Nathan’s card from my pocket and ran my thumb across the flame. I’d kept the card with me all day yesterday, and for some reason I’d brought it with me again today. 


I shoved the card back in my pocket when the bus arrived. I was the last one to board, and as I started down the aisle, the driver hit the gas. My backpack dropped to the floor, the zipper popped open, and my phone skidded toward the back of the bus. 


My brother’s favorite word whispered in my ear, begging me to say its name. 


I picked up my backpack, zipped it shut, and went in search of my phone. It had come to a stop under the seat of a guy dressed in a business suit, and he sat there and watched as I got down on the floor. I soon discovered why my phone had stopped beneath his seat. It was stuck to a gooey black mass that had probably been someone’s gum a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away. 


My phone came loose with a tug, and as I dropped into an empty seat, frustration boiled up. I was so tired of being ignored or only being noticed long enough to read the “kick me” sign. I was tired of being pushed around and feeling helpless to do anything about it. I was so tired of taking it. Something inside of me wanted to push back. 


I scraped the gum off my phone with a sheet of notebook paper and dialed Nathan’s number. 


“Okay, I’m ready to talk.” 


“Good. Let’s start with training. The first thing you’ll learn is how to protect yourself.” 


“You’re going to teach me self-defense?”  


“No, not me. We have another Guardian who’s much better qualified to teach self-defense and martial arts than I am, and he has part of his house set up as a training facility. That’s where you’ll go. He also has a couple of Guardians working from his home, so you’ll be able to get to know them too. The more often you train, the better, especially when you’re first starting out. What’s your schedule like? Are all of your classes in the morning?” 


“Yeah, but I can’t … I don’t have a car.” And asking to borrow Mom’s was out of the question. 


“We’ll figure something out. I’ll call Hassan and arrange for you to come tomorrow. What time is your last class done?” 


My initial burst of frustration had fizzled, allowing reality to barge in with a long list of objections, lack of transportation being one of the least problematic. I should have taken the time to think this through before calling Nathan. 


“Why did you decide on pre-med?” 


I blinked. “What?” 


“Why do you want to be a doctor?” 


His question drew a shrug from me. “I want to help people. To make things better.” 


“What specialty are you interested in?” 


“Maybe oncology. Why?” 


“Why oncology?” 


“I guess because cancer scares me. It might not be so scary if I could do something about it. And maybe I could save a life, even if it’s just one person.” 


I glanced around hoping people were ignoring me as usual. It sounded kind of lame when I said it out loud. 


“So you’d be willing to face something that frightens you in order to save a life.” 


“Yeah, but that’s not …” I swallowed. “It’s not the same.” 


“You’re right. It’s not. Plenty of people have the opportunity to be a doctor. You have the opportunity to be something more. You can save lives in a way very few people can.” 


It sounded good—all noble and heroic—but the Guardian method of “saving lives” didn’t fit with what I’d had in mind. Taking the chance Nathan offered could turn out to be the worst mistake I ever made. 


But what if this was my chance to make things better? Then not taking it would be the worst mistake I ever made. 


“I’ll talk to Hassan and call you back in a few minutes.” 


The call dropped, and my head came to rest against the window with a soft thump. Rain obscured my view the way unknowns obscured my future. If by some miracle I managed to get into med school and become an oncologist, I’d have to make decisions every day that could mean the difference between life and death. For some reason it felt like those decisions would be much easier to live with than the one I faced now. 
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The rainclouds moved on, leaving pale blue sky the next day. After my last class I walked to the bus stop showered in sunshine instead of raindrops. Without a bank of clouds to hide it, Mt. Rainier dominated the southern horizon. Sunlight sparkled across the surface of Lake Washington, setting the trees around it on fire with fall color—brilliant red and gold against the emerald abundance of fir and cedar. 


While captivating, the view didn’t chase away my anxiety. All too soon we reached my new stop, conveniently located on the way home. I didn’t have to switch buses or anything. 


The Yarrow Point transit center was a wide spot in the middle of the freeway. A covered walkway provided shelter for waiting commuters, and glass enclosed the stairs between the walkway and the “lid” stretching across the freeway. After I got off, I stood beneath the shelter and watched the bus rejoin traffic, asking myself if I really intended to go through with this. It wasn’t too late. I could stay right here and wait for the next bus to take me home. My safe, familiar existence waited for me there. 


The stairs would most likely lead to things I didn’t want to know about and probably wouldn’t like, and yet I didn’t turn away. Maybe it was curiosity about the other Guardians or that lingering desire to push back. Maybe it was because a tiny spark of hope had ignited in my heart and made me think there could be more to my life than just trying to survive it. 


I took a moment to gather my courage then forced myself to climb the stairs. 


Hassan Muhanad waited for me in the commuter drop off/pick up loop. Nathan hadn’t given me a description, but I had no doubt about Hassan’s identity and not because he was the only one there. I knew he was the Guardian in charge of my training because he looked like the kind of guy who could make your life completely miserable if he felt like it. 


He leaned against the passenger door of a sleek, black Audi with his arms crossed, watching my approach from behind a pair of sunglasses. He wore a crisp white shirt, a pair of slate-colored slacks, and one of those big, silver watches. The only softness about Hassan Muhanad came from the curl in his hair and the curve of his lips. 
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